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  Prologue




  Youth is a country. I used to live there. The inhabitants are determined to emigrate, exiles long to return. But the borders are sealed, as if plague had broken out there and

  the United Nations had sent highly paid soldiers to patrol the passes.




  The year my voice broke I began to dream of the capital. I first used a razor on the slow train south from our dusty town. Ticketless milkmen hooked their cans to the window-bars and sat on the

  roof under the sky that a high jet carefully cut in two. I looked out of the windows and urged the countryside back, but only the nearer trees obeyed. The ones at the horizon dogged the train, and

  somewhere in the middle was a tree that stood still.




  The train arrived at night when the city lights were blazing. Only the porters were old. There were jugglers in the street at midnight; waiters brought iced coffee and dateless newspapers. I

  learnt to talk and smoke and look at a man from a great height. I became a singer in a restaurant. Every night I sang the same sad song. Those who listened shed tears, but none of us understood the

  song. I was paid in gold and had no use for it. There was dancing in the Cellar and at dinner they served fine long-grain rice from the valley of my childhood. Zinnias grew out of letter boxes, the

  wastepaper baskets were full of IOUs. So beautiful the girls of youth! I thought to look for a pattern, but every one was different.




  One morning I saw from my window that the clock tower was not where it should be. It was much further away. I was living in a colony when I should have been in the centre where all radial roads

  converge. No taxi would take me to the heart; the buses all ran the other way. At lunch the rice was coarse and I had to fetch it myself. The next day there were mountains where the city had been.

  I found myself in a convoy of refugees making for the border. You can keep your film, my neighbour said, but they confiscate your camera. The UN was at the wrong pass and we simply strolled through

  the gates.




  Why do I pretend the lost capital is not Delhi? It is. The best things in my life happened there. Of all loves city love comes slowest. Compare country love: quick, hot, easy. Or the sudden deep

  love of a woman.




  Across the border things move faster. Paper currency carries you to the flashy port. You sail west and the dhow runs aground at the Monkey Pillars. After that there are any number of airports.

  All they ask is to see your onward ticket and evidence of funds. You may not return. Rumours of a second chance are loose talk; the price of going back is high. You become a toy of fate, you become

  a puppet. Refusing puppetude, I preferred to stay away. Accustomed to the stage I became a puppet master instead, master of puppetry, things puppetish, kathputli.




  But some do go back. Here is the story of one who did and paid the price. Listen.




  Imagine, then, an aeroplane trailing two white clouds cut out of styrofoam. (A plane is also a puppet held up by strings.) Imagine a backdrop of sky with cities down below, two cities. At first,

  of course, there’s no stage, no sky, nothing. Out of nothing, on that firm black foundation, we raise a kathputli theatre. Here, in this dusty narrow cul-de-sac that two municipal sweepers

  have swept because a police chief is involved, a stage begins to exist. Piles, joists, boards, come together and a durree spread over the whole. The street will do for seating, durrees spread there

  too. The night sky is a black marquee, sequinned with dusty city stars. There’s a row of palmyra pots on the ground along the front. Then a single step up, one step from nothing. I climb it,

  move to the centre and turn to face you. There are no footlights, just a row of bulbs overhead with brushed aluminium shades strung along a bamboo pole. As the lights come up I draw from them shape

  and substance, and also comfort. Believe me, I was once a singer. Hear me.




  I sing two cities, red and white. Behind me is a backdrop of both, not especially convincing. It is done on the flat, with walls and towers and windows that obey medieval laws of gravity and

  extension, and sidelong roofs that keep out a strictly horizontal rain. The master puppeteers of the north stipulate that the two sides of a stage shall not be of the same colour. By antique

  tradition if one side is black, the other is white, if one is blue the other is yellow. Formerly this was managed by the colour of the curtains, which even when parted showed on either side. In the

  present story the colours are red and white.




  The city to the right is oriental. It was built in the seventeenth century by the Mughal emperor Shah Jahan. The principal buildings, fort, mosque and palace, and the city gates are faced with

  red sandstone. To this day it is known as the Red City, although you can also see domes and dovecotes – and flocks of circling pigeons – in black and white. Delhi is its proper name,

  Old Delhi, formerly Shahjahanabad. Below it flows the River Jamuna, a shrunken much-molested stream. In summer the river boils and you may cook on the city’s red stone.




  On this side is the White City. It was called Sankt Peterburkh, after its founder the Tsar Peter the Great, more properly after his patron saint. Founded in 1703, hardly fifty years after

  Shahjahanabad, it was deliberately occidental, Asiatic Russia’s window on Europe. Its spires and golden angels look west, its weathercocks have no other point. The many branching canals of

  the backdrop are actually arms of the River Neva as it flows out into the Baltic Sea. St Petersburg sits on a delta, and in winter the canals are covered in ice. Then the White City glitters like a

  stranded iceberg in the moonlight.




  A horned moon hangs over the city on the left; a many-tusked sun over the right. Look! They are shared: the pale moon washes the nearer walls of the Red City with its soda-water light, and the

  whole eastern face of the Finland Station is bathed in dawn red. In between the sky is an indeterminate colour, and truly the cities mingle in the twilight. Look at where a red sandstone bridge

  ends in iron lace on the far side of the confluent river. See how the baroque mouldings of that white rampart peter out in blowzy arabesques where the Red Fort begins.




  In the very centre, you will see a young woman with her arms raised up and her head thrown back, looking up at the sky where an aeroplane is painted. Her mouth strains open, her throat is

  stretched and vulnerable. She could be rummaging in the clouds for something or simply doing her yoga. She wears mostly yellow.




  The colours of the old puppets, the master puppeteers say, were much the same, except for the tunic or the sari. Long flowing skirts covered the legs of king and commoner, man puppet and woman

  puppet. (You never saw their feet, and often there were no legs.) His crown of gold stuff would have distinguished the king; if he met another king in battle the other crown was shaped differently.

  The battle of kings was the climax of the show. All puppets fought, a child in the audience learnt: that was their nature. They danced and they crowed and they fought. On horseback or off, they

  fenced cordially for a moment; then, abandoning dignity, they hurled themselves at each other. Their bodies met with a thud you could hear at the back of the theatre, over the sighing of the crowd

  and over the tiny piping reeds in the mouths of the straining puppeteers. The reed was two slivers of bamboo with a rubber membrane stretched between them, like a tiny harmonica held between the

  teeth. It was a demonic sound, sharp as pain, vicious as a razor. More than the astonishing movements of their arms, more even than their birdlike cries, so at odds with their humanity, it was the

  thudding of bodies that you carried home and meditated on in the dark as you lay waiting for sleep.




  How the kings fought when all their men lay dead! Here was their essence, in this eternal turning and hurling of oneself at the other, so that every terrible thump turned to flesh and bone the

  cottony wadding you knew was inside, turned also the birdlike cries into a voice which could easily be yours, thinned and twisted in pain. Till you saw that the strings by which they swung, far

  from being proof of their unreality, as your older cousin whispered, were the very stuff of their suffering. The pain was in the strings.




  But what if (and this thought pricked you hard so you woke up and lay there staring with your hands clapped on your ears) what if some of the people in the audience who had sat watching

  with you, who brushed your arm or leaned against you, were also puppets – had cloth in them? What if – impossible! – someone in your family . . . ? And then your eyes went

  quite round with terror as the possibility sank in.




  What if you yourself were a puppet?




  Lev is the name of the white puppet in this story. He is not a king but an ordinary man from that country which deified the ordinary man. A scientist with special knowledge, he has come down in

  the world, in that new Russia where physicists wash windows and engineers drive trams. (In the old Russia they could too.) Dropped from research and unhappy with chauffeuring, he decides to take

  his knowledge abroad. Many of his colleagues have gone West. Lev decides to go the other way. Because in his childhood there was a painted box with a picture of the Taj Mahal. By such slender

  threads hangs our fate!




  In India he meets a red puppet who is not a queen but an ordinary woman in that country which has never deified the ordinary woman. Maya is herself a puppeteer. She has a roomful of puppets she

  has made herself of bits and pieces. She has rough hands and dreams of telling the irreducible puppet story. How they clash, these two, when all the world is asleep! How they hurl themselves

  against each other under the painted sky!




  With cloth puppets the heart is of lead. A centre-weight is vital to manipulation so the strings remain apart and the sweeping and swooping actions are clean and swift. Heavy work for the puppet

  master, who must hold the cradle out and away from his chest, beyond the backcloth. He is holding up a lump of lead padded with lint and wound about with bandages, a mummy stuffed with rags. Red

  gabardine about the heart, yellow calico where the liver might be, grey string balled in the head.




  Imagine for a moment that the person sitting beside you is built differently. Look at him – go on – out of the corner of your eye. What if behind the eyes that return your furtive

  glance there lurks a ball of grey twine? Suppose you pinned him down and unbuttoned his shirt and clawed and punched and scraped. What might you find? The puppet-maker must be a brave man or woman

  to keep those unfinished figures in his house. Imagine the twitchings in the workroom when the door is shut on them. Or at night, when they lie there half formed, the first stirring of dreams in

  those bandaged heads.




  Suppose one night one of them, nearer completion than the rest, with the beginnings of eyebrows and a hint of fingers under the fabric, were to sit up in the dark. Turn its head this way and

  that, straining to hear with the rudiments of an ear. Rise up, unsteadily. Its hand grips the door as it finds its balance, finds itself grown in that dreaming interval to human dimensions. Drawn

  by instinct, which is no more than a kind of gravity, it detects the warmth of your sleeping body in the next room. Imagine it creeping silently up the hallway to your door. Resting there as it

  absorbs the rhythm of your breathing. Then coming up sudden as a dream to your bedside and waiting in cottony silence, waiting for your recognition. And when your breath, that priceless exotic gift

  with its strange accompanying rise and fall of the chest, does not return its homage with an answering modulation, the mannequin bends over you as you sleep, its blind eyes searching the double

  dark. The ear cocked as it waits for the birth of sound beating in your chest. Imagine the temptation it resists to pluck at the harp of your body with its bandaged hand!




  And what if the faith that carried it there should suddenly fail it, so it fell across you, all wadding and bandages and leaden weight crashing into your dreams?




  You cry out and sit up with a start. Heart pounding, you sit there as your eyes adjust to the dark, making out the familiar shapes of cupboard and window. And your feet carry you to the bathroom

  where you stare at the puppet in the mirror till the eyes in your head have retreated to the remotest slimes of evolution. The harder you stare the more trumped up you seem. Can this red-eyed

  figment hope to love, to pray? Or is there simply stuffing in there, a dunnage of lint and brown paper with two glass lights that have learnt the trick of seeing?




  And when you have drunk your draught of cooling water and returned to bed there is no sleeping. You lie there listening to all the unconvincing sounds of life sifting through your body, whose

  impress the mute sheets take. Until the first tentative birdcalls mark the dawn and a pale remorseless light fills the window. Life begins again to slip like proof, like the finest chiffon sari

  drawn through the gold ring of your given self, and at last you sleep.




  Nightly the figure, visible only in the dark with your eyes shut, haunts you with its longings, nightly you haunt the mirror with your doubts, till you are no longer sure which of you is real,

  the yearning puppet or the doomed dreamer.




  Come. The lights have gone down. The cities on the screen come up, white and red. Delhi I sing, St Petersburg I scat. Here is a spoon, here is a custard apple; spit the seeds where you like.




  





  White City




  





  As the needle slips in Lev feels the sting of spirits like a finer pain threaded inside the jab. He looks away out of old habit, the boy inside the man,

  till the scientist forces himself to look directly at the spot.




  Meschersky. God! First the pricked finger, then the face, then the whole disintegrating man. Tracking so quickly he has to blink away the vision. Think of the nurse, he tells himself,

  concentrate on her.




  He’s brought his own needle in: he refused the one she started to unwrap, ready to stand his ground if she threw policy at him and went for the doctor. But she simply put the clinic needle

  back, broken seal and all, and there was nothing in the shutting of the drawer to suggest pique. His hackles, as usual so painstakingly raised in advance, stood uselessly on end for a moment before

  lying back down.




  At the pharmacy too he’d gone prepared for battle and met with indifference. He had asked for two boxes and checked the seal, then in a charade of changing his mind returned the more

  shop-soiled of the two. As a sop he pantomimed remembering the malaria pills already on his list.




  After the pharmacy he’d sat in a bus shelter opposite the Vitebsky station and smoked one and a half cigarettes, then carefully put out the second, tucked the stub back into the packet and

  taken the needles home. This morning he boiled one in an enamel saucepan for twenty minutes, entranced by the tinny underwater rattle.




  The needle trembles in him and he looks up at the nurse. He is joined to this big woman for that small eternity. She is pushing something into him and he must trust her. So much fear invested in

  that moment from childhood on! And with good reason. The nurse is a chalk-white woman with dyed black hair that shows purple lights where it catches the table lamp’s fluorescent glow. The tip

  of her index finger wears a grubby dressing of surgical tape. Flesh droops like smooth pastry over the point of her elbow; the nearer ear lobe is a downy meadow. Her immense grey eyes wear dark

  rings; nothing would surprise her.




  ‘Hepatitis coming this way, is it?’ she murmurs as the serum empties into Lev’s arm. ‘Or are you going that way?’




  ‘That way,’ Lev answers and checks his instinct to elaborate.




  She allows her eyes to bulge at the implications of that way and Lev observes the strength of tribal solidarity. She still sees pestilence as belonging outside. In the old days his

  journey to it would have been a mission of mercy, state mercy; today it’s foolishness. When there are troubles enough at home. If you want to escape you go the other way, West.




  An image of skyscrapers flits through Lev’s mind; he lets it die. At once a shadowy album invades that space, images that have hovered there like reflections on dark water since he first

  had this idea of going to India. Reflections, he realizes, without an original. When he lifts his eyes from the water, there’s nothing up above.




  Over the months the images have coalesced into a single iconic dome, with a ragged palm tree in silhouette. One or two concrete images he’ll carry there: the dancer from the June recital

  at the Nehru Cultural Centre with black-rimmed eyes and fingers that mimicked a butterfly – for that matter the figure of Nehru himself from boyhood news photos, grainy and indistinct. (He

  snorts. A dead prime minister and a classical dancer will be a lot of help.) But it comes down to the japanned box his grandfather painted with the Taj Mahal and palm trees. Straining, he dredges

  up a blue jackal in a childhood storybook: he can still see the overturned pot of washerman’s blue. But not the washerman, or maybe just the turban.




  The nurse presses a cotton swab soaked in blue meths to his arm and removes the needle. Lev’s eyes follow the needle on its journey to the bin by the drawers. Who disposes of the contents

  at the end of the day and where and how? Is there a bright-eyed collector who carries the syringes to his factory for repacking? A New Russian.




  And what a joke if the clinic’s needles are new and his are not! He stands up from the frayed stool while the nurse rummages in the top drawer among the rubber stamps. The flesh on her

  ring finger bulges around the ring, almost hiding it. Big soft women tantalize a man married to a sylph.




  ‘Will you be needing the meningitis?’




  ‘No.’ He takes a seat in the waiting room. He’ll go somewhere else for the meningitis. A poster on the opposite wall lists the benefits of giving up smoking. Within a minute

  your blood-tar levels are halved; in two minutes your oxygen intake has doubled; in an hour you’re breathing more deeply; in twenty-four hours scars on your lung tissue have begun to mend; in

  a week, in a month, a year . . . His eyes glaze over. In a year you’re lifting derailed trams back onto their tracks. He looks out at the late afternoon light, the sky a yellowish

  formaldehyde colour, the brownstone buildings stiff and unyielding.




  Always at this hour it’s impossible to believe in the change. The big change or the little one which it brought and turned his life upside down. In the evening, in this pickling light,

  life goes on as before, for the city, for the country, for him. The street hangs suspended in a glass jar like the specimen jars at the medical faculty across the river. Two years he spent there,

  preparing to enter medicine. Until they found him.




  Sometimes he returns in his mind to those jars of soused organs, diseased tissue on display: the riddled liver of a serf who wrestled for Tsar Nicholas; a Decembrist brain withered in dementia

  to a coral; a pair of eyes that saw defeat at Mukden reddened to maraschino cherries. A lung in cross-section with asbestos deposits rich as marrowfat peas. And often he returns to the moment of

  his claiming, so that over time the two have begun to overlap. As if it was there, by the jars, that they took him up, into militant biology.




  ‘Your card.’




  The nurse has returned. Her big body and deliberate walk spread a kind of calm.




  ‘If it’s cost you’re thinking about, with the other shots, I sometimes work from home.’ Her voice is lowered as Lev pays.




  Lev opens to the page and checks the entry for hepatitis, rubber-stamped and signed.




  ‘The stamp is no problem.’ She lowers her voice further. She fishes one out of a pocket and wags it. ‘Take my number anyway.’ Outside, she watches Lev light a cigarette.

  ‘My brother can give you a special rate on those.’




  ‘I’m trying to stop, actually.’




  In the old days he would have added ‘Comrade Nurse’ to fix her, but then in the old days she wouldn’t have dared. Strangely, the comradeship is more real now. He feels a

  dangerous solidarity: she’s not of his class, but he has slipped somehow into hers. Only for now, he feels sure.




  He steps into the street, his synthetic sole scuffing on unchanged stone. In the old days it was Italian leather for him, the party shop for Alla. He notices with a slight lift of eyebrow that

  his trousers are beginning to keep the bulge at the knee.




  ‘Mr Repin.’




  It’s the nurse again, beckoning him back. His instinct is to walk on but she turned away so confidently he’s drawn back in. He blinks in the dark vestibule. She’s not there.

  Not in the waiting room either. He tries the reception room, her domain, where a brackish light filters through the street-facing window, darkening the furniture.




  He starts violently. She’s in there, hanging from the ceiling, in the centre of the room. But no, she’s pushing, not hanging, her arms lifted straight up in the air as if she were

  changing a light bulb.




  ‘Aaaa-ahh!’ she sighs, over the voluptuous cracking of bones, and turns to him. ‘Every hour one should stretch the whole body.’ She dips into a large carton on the

  floor and scoops up a black rabbit. ‘Do you have room for him?’




  Lev stares. First at the rabbit, then, lifting his eyes, at her. She meets his gaze.




  ‘Isn’t he sweet?’




  Lev shapes his eyebrows into question marks, in italics. Here? In a clinic!




  But she nuzzles the black fur and won’t be deflected. ‘Did you ever see the like? Soft as soft. Here.’ She holds the creature out with a magician’s authority.




  The rabbit stops its nibbling and withdraws into itself, its whiskers stilled. Lev strokes its back once, with the knuckle of his middle finger, his other hand up against the rabbit’s

  flank, to mark a limit.




  ‘He’s yours, if you like.’ The nurse takes the smallest step towards him and immediately Lev’s hands are buried in fur. They stand there a moment joined together by the

  warm creature. A little while ago it was a needle, Lev can’t help thinking. The rabbit’s whiskers stir in a random-seeming way and one whole side of it shudders so he’s

  uncomfortably aware of hot pulpy life beyond the ribs. What have these soft bones to do with him? He pushes its blood heat away from him and encounters under that fine long-staple hair the shock of

  skin, hers.




  ‘Isn’t he a proper little gentleman?’




  The rabbit expels a stream of dark pellets that fall to the floor around her white shoes. The seconds pass. Lev is standing up against a woman he expected never to see again. They are looking at

  the rabbit and the rabbit absorbs the energy of their concentration like a black hole.




  ‘What’s your future? Eh?’ The nurse’s mouth has softened as she brushes her lips against one long satiny ear. She could be a fortune-teller. The rabbit’s ear leaps

  up at the sound then slopes back down mildly, trustingly.




  Of course he must refuse. Alla would have a fit. Her allergies, for a start, and him flying on Friday.




  ‘My future?’ The nurse answers in a droll puppeteer’s voice. ‘Rabbit pie!’




  Lev knocks lightly on the rabbit’s forehead between the two bulges that he remembers in monkeys too. ‘It would be nice, but I think no.’




  She makes a disappointed rabbit face, two incisors biting into the lower lip, and returns the creature to his cardboard box. The box the office computer came in, lined, Lev sees, with grass and

  wilted lettuce leaves. ‘My daughter brought him home, but my husband won’t have him.’




  Back in the street, Lev turns to wave. ‘Sorry!’




  Her hand flutters, the ring finger wagging. He watches the white nape of her neck disappear.




  Again he’s reminded of the gap between them. The job at the Indian Consulate is an aberration, a necessary one; it’s never touched him. Research scientist Repin. It’s why

  he’s never envied Viktor the consul’s Mercedes and is happier driving the runabout Volvo. The Volvo keeps him provisional; the Mercedes would mean he’s a lifer. Embassy driver

  Repin – it’s a uniform, not a skin. That’s why the nurse is dangerous: she is her uniform. Her touch contaminates, makes him common. Lev Repin, who had access to a car then and

  has one now; black then, red now. They bought the Mitsubishi Galant before the axe fell. Now it stands in the yard waiting for a buyer, cat prints across the roof. But it’s still his. He

  walks for the exercise, he tells his friends.




  Yesterday, unable to sleep, he went downstairs at four in the morning. In the chill white light the car stood there, its red skin mantled in dew, its wheels sullen and still. The skin glowed

  where he stroked the dew from it; he could almost imagine it shivering in the cold. The terrible endurance of things: such stubborn lonely persistence! It could wait for ever, for the key, the

  crowbar.




  Sell it, he was thinking when a noise in the raspberry canes startled him. A fretful snuffling broke from the undergrowth and didn’t stop till it had reached his feet. There the hedgehog

  sensed danger and went still. You poor sod. Don’t you know you’re in the open? What are quills good against? Dogs? Owls? The hedgehog didn’t stir. Lev stared at the uselessness of

  its defences and felt the mood spread. To be going all that way on a single lead!




  Now, with the vaccine pulsing in his arm, he realizes he should have driven. The truth is, driving is now tainted for him. Too many hours in the Volvo parked outside the market waiting while the

  vice consul’s wife picks over foreign cheeses. Now there’s irony: nowadays it’s Alla who buys from the old women on the street; the stalls inside are an extravagance.




  Deflected by a red light he lets his feet lead him up Shcherbakov Lane. Already a couple of Georgians are setting up a steel corral at the corner for the season’s first watermelons. Empty,

  the cage looks big enough to hold a bear. A gypsy woman carrying a child on her hip watches the invasion of her territory but spares a glance for him as he goes by. Picky, he sniffs, annoyed even

  as he’s relieved at being passed up. The mother sits leaned up against the wall with her legs straight out and a velvety purple skirt bunched up around them. Wearing a sweater in this

  weather. The alcove behind her stinks of urine. Mother and daughter have the same reddish-brown skin and reddish-black hair. He steps around the woman, staring at her black tight-cuffed pyjamas.

  Will Indians look like this?




  A breeze stirs and the air seethes with birch seeds. The lane has brought him out on the Fontanka where there’s a bench under a tree. He sits down, leans back and yawns. At once he hunches

  forward blinking, a birch seed in his eye. It’s egregious, house-sized. First he can do no more than press, but then he tugs at his eyelashes, draws the upper lid down over the lower and

  works the eye sideways till it’s out. He sits there wet-eyed, staring at the blur of paving stones between his feet. They are outlined in gold seed. Dunes of seed have formed around the iron

  paws of the bench, gold framing dull metal.




  As he stares last night’s dream returns to him. He’s holding a gnawed-at piece of watermelon rind that’s rotting in the heat. Where do I throw this? he asks a woman in a

  sari, and she points outside the door. In the twilight he sees a ruin spread out below the house where he’s lodging. As he makes his way down to the site he sees it come alive with rows of

  lights like a runway. The grid is to orient him, he knows as he approaches. He has only to dig and it will yield gold beyond his wildest dreams. Strange!




  On the air comes a deep bass thumping from across the canal. That will be the concert in Dvortsovaya Square. Alexei and his friends will be hanging out there already before the show begins. Lev

  is tempted to go and check on the boy. But Alex would think he was being spied on. Would waste a cigarette. Would be embarrassed too by his father’s jacket, not black, or the wrong black, or

  his haircut. He gets up, dabbing at his eye and walks the other way, falling into step with the Fontanka, rubbing shoulders with the old dank winy air of it.




  He draws a deep breath. Back in Petersburg! It was the one consolation when he lost the job. Losing Moscow, coming back home. Back to Peter. The streets, the sea, the empty skyline of his

  boyhood city. This canal especially, its moods changing with the sky, with the seasons, with the hour of the day. He leans his dull body, this silent brooding thing, against the parapet and peers

  at the water. Today the surface is restless, riffled by the same warm southerly whose gusts shake down the birches. Every few minutes a whole dark raft of mirrored windows silvers over, and then

  another and another as far as the Lomonosov Bridge while the gulls ride the unsteady air just above. In Moscow Lev used to think that what he missed most was the mewing of seagulls and the reek of

  bladderwrack, but now he realizes it was this canal. He knows every block of honey-coloured coping stone. As a boy he’d come here after school and walk along the top for a dare. He’s

  seen Alex do the same.




  He’s shot up suddenly, Alex. Taller and more distant. The boy who could come up to you after a haircut and say: ‘What’s different about my hair?’ So you couldn’t

  help but say: ‘It’s longer. You’ve had it curled. It’s not combed. It needs washing.’ As he danced around you in mounting agony.




  Doom, doom, the concert bass dents the languid air.




  He steps across a trench dug to take a sewer. Sections of black pipe lie distributed along the cut; where the trench ends the remainder have been stacked in a pyramid. A spider has built a web

  across the mouth of the topmost pipe and caught a confetti of winged birch seeds, every seed die cut in gold. Plague cells shivering.




  He crosses at the Lomonosov Bridge and waits for the lights even though there are no cars coming. Has he become a chauffeur, then? The thought sends him out into the street straight away so that

  a car that came up while he waited must brake sharply to let him by. The driver gives him a sour look and Lev responds with a finger. The man brakes hard to show he could get out and settle things

  and Lev sees the whole plan coming loose. The plane ticket in his pocket, snug with the passport he paid good money for, the whole brave scheme he’s pondered and sweated over and pinned his

  hopes on. He lifts both hands in mock surrender and goes on his way.




  At the Admiratelsky corner he looks significantly in the window of the Indian Tandoor where the waiters are busy with nothing. He looks significantly at the menu posted on the plate glass but it

  has no message for him. He’s never cared for Indian food, for any food other than the food he grew up with.




  The music hits him as he turns the corner. In the square the concert crowd is a horde of black ants with fair heads; the only colours are on strolling tourists. Where the stage is, under the

  column, the crowd is a phalanx and the music a fist in the chest.




  

    

      Sod off, sod off, sodoffsodoffsodoff!


    


  




  He scans the early birds up front. A solitary headbanger there, a big man, and right beside him, miracle of chance, is Alex. A full head taller than the rest at sixteen. Lev

  steps back instinctively, pushed also by the music. He’ll go now. The boy is all right. He hasn’t been trampled, he’s not drunk.




  But what’s he up to now? A group of girls has come up, friends. Alex and his mates greet them one by one with a ritual embrace. A loose clasping of arms about the other’s neck, like

  Laplanders embracing. Alex performs his part with great formality, a long slow embrace with his hands folded behind the girl’s neck, hardly touching her except where his wrists rest on her

  shoulders. It’s a minimal encounter, mirrored by the girl and gravely performed, but the very solemnity of it in a pair so young is vaguely sinister, more than a groping hug and kiss might

  be.




  Lev turns away unwilling to witness any more. This is the boy who just the other day asked with his eyes shining: Shall we try the striped toothpaste? He’s crossing the great square

  when he hears footsteps catching up. The boy has come up behind, his face oddly hidden. His fingers are curled into two tunnels that he holds up against his eyes and he’s staring at Lev

  without uttering a word. Binoculars, like.




  ‘I wasn’t spying on you, you idiot. I came to check out the concert. Who’s playing?’




  But Alex simply stands there with the glasses trained on his father.




  ‘All right, I did see you. I just didn’t think you wanted to be disturbed, with your friends and all.’




  Alex comes up close without dropping his hands. The stare is unnerving. Trained in silence, the hooded eyes offer unbearable insolence. A wave of anger sweeps over Lev. He’s tempted to

  shove the boy aside. But he masters the impulse and pats him on the cheek.




  ‘Right. I’m off.’




  And he turns away. But Alex doubles around and keeps up the stare, like a persistent cameraman. Lev surprises himself by breaking into a run. He’s laughing, but he can’t touch the

  boy. Alex chases him for a bit, then falls back and returns to his friends, who are looking on. Lev turns, still grinning an unnaturally wide grin, and waves. His son hesitates, then flashes one

  hand from the waist. Lev ducks through the Morskaya Tunnel and slows down on the other side. Little Alex!




  The music pursues him through the tunnel:




  

    

      Fall down, fall down, falldownfalldownfalldown!


    


  




  He takes the tram down Nevsky, avoiding the conductor like any twelve-year-old and getting off one stop before the Fontanka when he sees the man coming. He walks along the right

  bank of the canal this time, noticing how the water looks green from this side against the buildings that face the setting sun.




  At the Rossi corner two young girls are feeding a mouldy loaf to the gulls. What mould? he wonders casually. The girls shriek louder as he approaches, their audience. They’re too young for

  the concert, whose sounds must tantalize them here. The pretty one, poised on a boundary, looks up as he draws level, an open face accustomed already to tribute. Her plain companion’s small

  cross face is tightly shut. He withholds the required look; Alex’s embrace is still on his mind.




  He carries her face with him as he turns the corner. But the turning shakes loose in him another face, Meschersky’s. Superimposed on that healthy young face, Meschersky’s ravaged

  mask, a network of burst capillaries risen to its surface. Or the face sunk to that subsurface, on its way down to a depth that life cannot endure. The odd thing is that the look on these

  superimposed faces is identical: it’s a look of entreaty, a brave look. The girl’s is brave and questing, Meschersky’s was brave and doomed. That was the hardest part to take, the

  recognition in those bloodshot eyes that he was past the point of return.




  Nobody at work could concentrate that week. Not on work; they concentrated beautifully on Meschersky. Specifically, obsessively, on the pricked finger. They went about their jobs like

  automatons, could think of nothing but the accident.




  ‘Morning.’ Grigoriev looked away as he spoke.




  Lev watched his colleague’s arm slip cautiously into his lab coat as if a scorpion lurked there.




  ‘How is he?’ They’d stopped using his name.




  ‘Same. Still waiting.’




  All week they waited with him. Not one of them who didn’t find himself staring into space as he ran thumb over fingertip, over and over. Tension so rich it communicated itself to the

  animals in their cages. A monkey that would ordinarily stop in its tracks as you went by and stare drop-jawed at you now hunched glumly grinding its teeth, eyes glazed with the ceiling’s

  white light. Its neighbour sat and frigged itself listlessly.




  On the fifth day Meschersky developed a temperature and they knew.




  If there’d been a guillotine as Lev had once proposed, Meschersky would have sacrificed the finger instantly. Or would he have? Instead he took the prescribed route: red button, telephone,

  airlock 5, elevator to the decontamination chamber at Circle 4. Going up the levels someone had named from Dante when the building was new.




  And all the while the virus coursing through his veins.




  Kurile-D, the living face of death. Another face in the gallery Lev carries with him from his vanished career. Faces he watched over till they were as familiar as Alla’s, more familiar

  than Alexei’s – which after all kept changing. Sifting faces was what he did in those years after the induction when, led past immunology, he found himself seconded into research he

  could not speak of to anybody, not even his wife. Years when, still a young man but already slightly hunched from sitting over a microscope, he had watched his qualities vanish one by one till he

  seemed to himself invisible. Fading was what you were doing, since what you were doing had no official existence. You did as you were told, responsible for your programme, not for yourself. What

  self? You had leached out of yourself.




  Every time he put his eye to the microscope Lev felt himself falling. The fall was fantasy, something at last he could control. A free fall into inner space, down an infinitely graded scale from

  larger to smaller, a fall checked at the day’s micro-setting. He fell into the circle of light at the bottom, walked on that bright water, pure surface stretched above bottomless depth. He

  fell in silence, into silence. Put to mutate a cell he widened the game. The cell’s horizon saw the threat, the agitated tumescence in its wall a plasmic response. You were firing blind,

  through slits in the wall, aiming for the nucleus, aiming to change its disposition. You singled out a gladiator in the arena and deployed him to infiltrate the ranks, to change the face of his

  kind. Here Lev would lift his eye from the microscope and look around sheepishly. It was a sort of video game he shared with nobody.




  The game made the fear manageable. Because to watch Kurile-D multiply was a terrifying spectacle. It all but sprang out of the dish, its hordes pouring in every direction from a black hole that

  welled up continuously out of nowhere. Medicine would cap that well; at Biosecuritat his job was to harness its power.




  Porridge, they called it. You never lost respect for it. The nickname was the respect, a scientist’s totemism. It placated the dark god. It kept the fear, as much as the virus, from

  breaking out. Just be careful. It came down to that. And luck. Meschersky’s ran out.




  They isolated him at once. On Circle 6 where the nurses wore spacesuits and even Circle 5 staff were forbidden entry without permits.




  ‘He’s my neighbour,’ Lev said the first day.




  ‘No visitors.’




  ‘I work here.’




  ‘And what do I do?’




  Next morning he went to the director. ‘His wife wants to see him.’




  ‘Impossible.’




  ‘Not even in a spacesuit?’




  ‘Would he want to see her in one?’




  Lev agreed. Why would she put one on anyway? The point was to be with him, not around him, he thought as he took his off in the decontamination room. In the isolation chamber Meschersky had

  taken him for one of the doctors. Better to talk to him through the fish tank glass; at least you were both recognizable.




  Meschersky was sitting very still in an upright chair as if concentrating on the questions of an unseen interrogator. He must have caught a glimpse of movement beyond the glass because he turned

  his head with a studied calm. Lev was thrown; he’d expected to find him in bed. What to say? How are you feeling? Are they looking after you? Is there any pain? He discarded each in turn as

  he moved towards the glass.




  ‘Meschersky! Hi.’




  Meschersky gave his eyebrows a quick hoist. The hoist said: Repin. Yes. Here I am.




  ‘How do you feel?’




  The man shrugged. ‘Nothing. How is Elena?’




  ‘She wanted to come right away.’




  Meschersky sipped water from a paper cup. ‘They won’t let her, I’ve asked. Tell her it’s routine, not to worry.’ He drained the cup and looked vaguely for a bin,

  like a man in a foreign room. There wasn’t one so he held on to the empty cup with a puzzled look.




  ‘Can you sleep?’




  ‘They give me something. I’m OK, so far. No pain.’




  No pain, just the waiting. Five days, sometimes six, from what was known of the disease. Meschersky kept a diary, wrote letters. By the seventh day there was only pain.




  The next time Meschersky was in bed, the bed pushed up against the glass. His eyes were red, hundreds of capillaries bursting in there, but focused. As the red mesh spread over the whites, a

  gummy fluid collected in the lining and oozed from the corners. Every ten minutes a nurse in a spacesuit padded into the room and swabbed the wings of his nose. Meschersky’s head was propped

  up to prevent him choking on his catarrh. He looked at Lev and began to weep. Lev was shown out. He did not return.




  The known symptoms began to appear. Blood leaked from Meschersky’s nose and ears. Blinding headaches flooded his brain and pushed on downwards to rack the spine; he was put on morphine. He

  ran a high fever that came down in the afternoon and then climbed higher before falling in his daily sweats. His sheets wanted changing with every shift, dumped wet in the incinerator at Circle 7.

  By the ninth day the duty nurse found the skin to blotch when he was lifted. Blood and tissue had begun to run together. Presently his blue-white redhead’s skin with its high pink tones

  turned grey, then it turned black. It began to give in places, so he looked like the victim of a stabbing, not the jab of a needle. Towards the end the abdominal organs began to come away from

  their moorings. When he turned over they tended to remain where they were, like parcels in a sack. Gravity was tearing him apart, from the inside.




  Germ warfare is the opposite of firebombing. It works from the inside out, in silence. It takes its time.




  Back on Circle 5 they were firing blind. Looking for Kurile-E, or F or G. Something the enemy couldn’t fight. The load delivered, Lev could sit biting his nails (a delicate gnawing with

  the hand turned away, an almost balletic gesture) till the cell showed acceptance or rejection of the foreign body. And there was still the climb back up, ducking the debris of dead cells, fighting

  assorted gravities. Organelles plucking at his sleeve as he went. Up higher, fungi stroked his midriff, parasites nibbled at his fingertips like goldfish. The shock of deliverance as he lifted his

  eye from the eyepiece was sometimes greater than when he stepped out of the last airlock into the outside world. As if he had taken up dual citizenship.




  Sometimes he saw a tremor pass over the face of the deep. Matter, or simply optics? He imagined an eye opening in the void and staring gravely back at him. He looked away, checking on the world

  up above, his lips moving gently, enumerating: bench, cuff, test tube, napkin. These eccentricities did not go unnoticed by those who watched the watchers. In time their cumulative weight would

  count against him. Security risk Repin, unsteady puppet.




  Towards the end the frisking as he left the campus was especially thorough. There were whole worlds an unhinged mannequin might be tempted to purloin.




  Lev’s head turns slowly as an astronaut’s. Dark suns, winged seed, cool jelly, stardust.




  He feels the proud flesh at the hepatitis shot buzz; the whole muscle is stiff where the serum went in. He’s leaning on the parapet staring into the green water of the past. Eased out

  after twenty years for reasons of state security. But all those worlds came out with him after all. What frisking could hope to keep back the chain of sequences he carries in his head? Like a

  soldier back from a frontier war he hoards dark images. He moves among civilians who have no inkling of how the war is prosecuted, who don’t see the wounded. For a moment he feels the

  veteran’s baffled rage.




  ‘Repin!’




  It was bound to happen. There’s no mistaking the blunt cranial mass and shambling round-shouldered walk of Isaak Tikhonov. Lev hasn’t seen him since they were students together. Even

  at twenty Tikhonov was neckless. They called him St Isaak after the domed cathedral across the river.




  ‘Tikhonov, my God!’ Lev uses his proper name because St Isaak is with a woman.




  ‘My wife, Katia,’ Tikhonov introduces her. ‘Katia, Lev Repin, who disappeared to Moscow and left us disconsolate in the bad old days.’




  ‘These are good days?’




  ‘You wait and see. You still live opposite the bandstand?’




  ‘No, but we’re not far away. You still on Rubinshtenya?’




  ‘Of course. Come on home with us.’ Tikhonov collects a hard look from his wife. ‘Or maybe we’ll go to the beer garden here.’




  ‘OK, but I can’t stay long. Alla will be waiting, my wife.’




  ‘Go get her!’




  ‘She’ll have just got home from work.’




  ‘Even better.’




  ‘You haven’t changed.’




  ‘I was just thinking the same.’




  ‘I’ll let you boys catch up,’ Katia announces at the corner under the yellow neon outline of a cocktail glass.




  ‘Oh, come on,’ Tikhonov urges half-heartedly.




  ‘And dinner will cook itself?’ She pats the back of his plump hand, not convinced by the disappointed droop he’s given it. ‘See he doesn’t misbehave,’ she

  says to Lev and shoos them both down the short flight of steps.




  ‘Nice?’ Tikhonov says, turning to Lev when she’s gone.




  ‘You always got the pick, St Isaak.’




  ‘Hey, you did all right as I recall. But you should have seen her twenty years ago.’




  ‘Maybe I did.’




  ‘Bastard! She’s smart too, you can’t imagine.’ When Isaak shakes his disbelieving head the shoulders and the whole torso are involved.




  They find a corner in the railed-off patio under a grotesquely pollarded cherry tree. Isaak shoves the table black and forth on the grey paving stones till it’s steady before sitting

  heavily down. Then he gets back up and shambles off to the bar. He’s wearing expensive shoes but even in brogues he’d look prosperous. There are squashed cherry stains underfoot and a

  litter of sticky stones. He comes back with a pitcher.




  ‘Vodka later.’ His voice sounds fat and rich; he makes his jowly unshaven cheeks look fashionable.




  Now you do walk for the exercise, Lev finds himself thinking. ‘Practising?’ he asks.




  Isaak spreads his podgy hands. But the gold glints off his small oval spectacles belie the helpless stance. His skin is scrubbed and scented and the scent cuts cleanly through the beery fug. For

  the first time Lev is conscious of his old frames.




  ‘You had the ground floor, right?’




  ‘The upstairs folk moved out. That was what, 94?, when they were selling titles. We bought up front and back. Katia knows the market, don’t ask me how. So, what, you up here for a

  breather?’




  ‘You could say.’




  ‘Still in Moscow, though?’




  ‘The institute is not quite in the city, you know.’ It’s got to come out, Lev thinks, just like I had to run into him, or someone. He’s surprised it took so long.

  ‘You report to Moscow, but the labs are—’ He fans a hand out so any one of the fingers could point into the heart of Russia.




  Isaak looks that way as if he expected to see something.




  ‘All hush-hush, eh?’




  They’re briefly uncomfortable, not at the danger but at the fact that hush-hush can now be said out loud. Strangely, now that the old danger is past, the obliquest reference to

  secrecy is a kind of embarrassing admission.




  All week long Lev has felt a shifting in him, as of long-settled layers preparing to buckle. This sundown hour, coming at the end of a day of upheavals, represents a kind of summation, as if the

  cracks in his life have suddenly converged. In a way he finds his career to be simply a figure of a greater fall, his country’s, which was after all the collapse of secrecy. He studies his

  old friend and is suddenly swamped by a craving to confide. Isaak reads the look on Lev’s face and puts out a feeler.




  ‘We figured you’d gone into defence. And when you didn’t write we knew.’




  ‘I’m not there any more.’




  ‘How do you mean?’




  ‘I quit.’ He can’t bring himself to pronounce redundant.




  Isaak’s jowls lengthen in astonishment, but he waits. When Lev appears to lapse into moody silence he pushes out: ‘Just like that?’ Lev says nothing again so he softens it

  with: ‘When was this?’




  ‘A couple of years back.’




  ‘You set up on your own?’




  ‘Sort of.’ Lev is drawing an endless spiral on the tabletop. ‘A couple of us thought we’d set up a lab. Pathology, testing, that sort of thing. Everyone was setting up at

  that time. You remember Vozhakov? There were three of us. He was in it. We had it all worked out. I would do the testing, Vozhakov would sell us, and this guy whose idea it was, he would

  steer.’




  ‘And capital?’




  ‘We put up a third each, I thought. The funny thing is it could have worked. It would have been paid back by now: there are fifty functioning labs in Moscow. We had what it took: plant,

  logo, letterhead; there was even a brass plaque Alla designed. We were a company, we were textbook.’




  ‘The doer, the talker, the seer.’




  ‘You do need all three.’ Even now Lev has trouble believing it. ‘When you think of it, any one of the three can go bad, but the seer has the most time to. We were showing

  losses right away. And then he was gone.’ Such a big place this country, a man can just disappear, still. Twelve time zones, the biggest country in the world.
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