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To Nigger, LenuSik, Nasska and Casper





give me!


You froze, my joy, eyes startled wide,

The snow swept over you and me.

The drifts lay deep on every side,

We sought each other, but couldn’t see.

BANDerlogi





“What d’you want? Coffee?”

Lyapa stood in the middle of the room, naked from the waist up, confused and sweaty. His underwear was sticking out of the top of his pants. I felt like saying “You,” but I thought that would only lead to even greater confusion and he might simply take root where he stood. Just stand there like a statue. Then what would I do?

“Coffee? Or tea?”

“Coffee, coffee …”

Relieved, Lyapa reached into a cupboard, switched on the kettle, rummaged in the fridge and took out some milk. Dived back into the fridge and took out a bottle of beer. Then another. Opened one and began sucking on it greedily.

I sat down at the table, propping my head up on my hands. Lyapa’s hair sticks up, twisted into spikes like a hedgehog’s. He has two silver rings in his ear, a big nose and big round eyes like a puppy. He’s like a puppy all over: fidgety, bouncy, soft and bendy. As my girlfriend Volkova says—“makes you want to squeeze and hug him.” Lyapa’s beautiful. His dream is he’s walking down the street and girls run up to him yelling “Lyapa! Lyapa!” desperate to give him a blowjob. Lyapa plays punk rock and wants to be famous. And he wants me to stop sitting here like a fool and embarrassing him. Or maybe he doesn’t. I can’t see that deep into the darkness of his soul.

The kettle boiled. Lyapa spooned out some coffee for me, then sugar, poured over the boiling water. He sat down facing me and began smoking intently. Staring fixedly at the bridge of my nose. A word about me: I’m three inches taller than Lyapa, with long dark hair, brown eyes, an immensely high opinion of myself and the figure of a model. That’s what one guy told me, but I know it wouldn’t hurt to slim a bit and my stomach’s not flat from working out, it’s because I don’t eat much.

Anyway, Lyapa’s my husband. We got married online, or actually he married me; all I did was passively click “Yes.” The jerk had seen my photos, but he didn’t send his own. Wrote that he didn’t have one, said he didn’t have a scanner or some other excuse. Volkova and I conferred about it and decided he was probably an ugly freak. Fuck him, we decided. Volkova sighed dramatically and made an elegant gesture with her hand. Then he suggested meeting in the metro. We didn’t have anything else to do, so we went to meet him, but prepared ourselves for disappointment in advance.

We’re standing there drop-dead gorgeous in the metro. I’ve got on this skintight T-shirt and shorts that end before they’ve hardly begun. Volkova’s in a long sky-blue dress that shows everybody her boobs and her backside, everything big and bouncy. Her light brown hair’s all carefully styled and lacquered—“Not like you: Rake it across the bald patch and off you go.” A big nose. It doesn’t spoil her though. It gives her individuality. All the men stare hard when she walks past. And when we’re together, it’s like the end of the world.

There we are standing opposite the escalator, with people riding up and out in our direction. All sorts.

“Look at that one; what an ugly kisser!”

“He’s looking in our direction! Yuh-uck!”

“Anyone but that one, anyone but that one!”

“Oh, sugar … no, don’t come this way!”

“No, not that freak, please!”

So we’re standing there whispering, and in the end we wound ourselves up so much we almost legged it top-speed out of the metro. But for some reason we hung on. Then suddenly I see two boys coming toward us. The one who’s not so tasty is like a Soviet soft toy dog. The other’s Pepsi, pager, MTV, spiky hair, fruit-drop lips, really cocky look. Gorgeous like a picture in a magazine.

“Which of you is my husband?” I asked in a voice hoarse with excitement, while Volkova digested the information. “No need to run; the beauty contest’s come to you.”

“Me,” the gorgeous one answered modestly. “I’m Lyapa. And this is Kres.”

Kres shook his long hair and smiled in a village-yokelish kind of way. Round-faced and round-bellied. Lyapa beamed.

And now here I am sitting in his kitchen, and he’s smoking and not showing the slightest sign of interest. He’s two years younger than me.

I downed my coffee decisively, burnt my tongue, got up and made for the door.

“Where are you going?” Lyapa said, rousing himself.

“Home!”

“It’s nighttime. You can’t go out there.”

“So what do I do?”

Lyapa started thinking. Maybe he’d overdone it back then on the Net, when he showered me with messages: “My pussycat! I love you very, very much!” Maybe he shouldn’t have. It’s two months now since that meeting in the metro. We see each other once a week. I’ve been with Volkova to watch his band rehearse a couple of times. I remember the guitarist Vitya sang a line instead of Kres, and Kres was really upset and took offense, because he’s the vocalist, not Vitya. He was humiliated in front of Volkova and me. He was left with nothing to do. As if he weren’t the vocalist at all, just some piece of gear that could easily be replaced. Take Lyapa: I don’t think you could replace him; no one else plays the drums like that. But Kres … Like, who cares?

Volkova had them figured out right away: nice boys, not bad-looking boys, like a set of matching dolls, but they were “nothing but a bunch of teenagers.” Volkova plays her own field: rich men. Lyapa & Co. were left to me. But all they were for me was “nothing but” too. I don’t know why. Some “husband” I have!

“Shall I see you home?”

I decided to strike a pose and declared:

“I can get there on my own. I’m not a child!”

Lyapa and I live at opposite ends of town. I only have to go around the corner from Lyapa’s place to the metro, but then I have to ride for almost an hour all the way over to the Vyborg District. “Okay, but when you get there give me a call.”

I didn’t answer and slammed the door. Some husband … Hah! Just a messy situation.

Some young guy smashed out of his skull trailed after me from the bus stop—really tall, long hair and black glasses, clutching a bottle of Petrovskoe beer. I kept walking and kept my mouth shut, cursing Lyapa and cursing myself for wanting God knows what. Who’s he to me anyway?

Meanwhile this lowlife has started grabbing at my arm and hassling me, raising his voice. I got frightened. He was drunk, after all.

“Wassya name, sweetart? Why don’choo tell me? G’won, tell me! I’m Vova!”

A crowd of teenage kids appeared, coming toward us. Great, I thought. That’s all I need. Then I’ll send Lyapa to hell for sure, with a big bunch of roses.

The crowd came closer. Out in front of them this dirty little kid of about twelve was dancing around. He was the one who said it.

“It’s him, guys!”

They separated Vova from me with a neat smack to his mouth. The bottle of beer swung loose out of Vova’s hands and went flying into the air. I stood there and watched, stupefied, as several guys jumped up and down on Vova’s head while the others put the boot into his gut. I wanted to do something, but it was like my arms and legs had gone numb. I only vaguely remember what happened next. There were about twenty guys giving Vova a vicious kicking. He was groaning and howling. He tried to fend them off with his arms, rolling from side to side, always coming up against their Doc Martens. The blood spread across the pavement in a dark puddle.

People gathered around, curious. Two fat men, a granny with a mesh shopping bag, a little girl with an ice cream … I heard a roar and shuddered. Vova was clutching his head, crawling on all fours and screaming. Some guy in baggy pants was lashing him with a chain.

“What’s wrong with you?”

The twelve-year-old kid was standing beside me, staring hard into my face. Just a little kid like any other. Scruffy, short hair, in a T-shirt with the words “Fuck the stupid chicks” on it. He had such bright, innocent eyes. I felt like some old woman full of wisdom and experience. I said grandly:

“You little bastards.” Then I thought a moment and said it again. “Bastards. And assholes.”

Twenty against one’s not right; never. He may be some loser I couldn’t give a shit about, but it’s the principle of the thing.

The boy squeezed his lips together and thought for a while, then answered brightly:

“Him and his mob fucked Denya over. He split Denya’s head open …”

“All the same …” I said, trying to smooth things over.

“What’s all the same? What’s it to you?”

Calm down, I thought. No one’s going to beat me up; quite the opposite, they’re just giving me the eye.

I shrugged.

The tall rapper came over to us, jangling his chain.

“Hi!” he said in a low voice.

Aha … His ears stick out from under his cap, a sharp face, mischievous eyes, brazen. Beautiful hands, the hands are something else. I like the hands.

“Right then, comrades,” I said, squeezing my way between the little guy and the rapper. The beautiful hands instantly barred my way.

“Where do you live?”

“Zhenya Egorova Street.”

The rapper opened his eyes wide and laughed. But he kept on standing there like a traffic barrier, with his arms spread wide.

“That’s fucking far away, Nigger,” the little kid announced gleefully.

“Give me your number,” the rapper said to me, not listening to him.

I shrugged again and rattled off my number. The quicker you tell them, the quicker they lay off you. Nigger wrote the number on his hand and gave me back my pen.

“Denya lives there; he’ll see her home,” Nigger answered the kid confidently, maintaining the siege.



Half an hour later my ears were popping on the metro, and sitting there beside me staring into empty space was Denya, the one whose head Vova had put a hole in. The scar was clearly visible—stitched up and daubed with bright green ointment. Denya was like Ryan Gosling in The Believer. The same shaved head, eyes bunched together, straight nose, beaky lips. But on the whole not too bad, pretty tasty. At least he didn’t come on to me. My nerves were already stretched worrying about my bare legs and skintight T-shirt. You can never tell.

Denya took me home without speaking, flashed his hand by way of goodbye and went back the same way. I leapt into the entrance, noting for the hundredth time out of the corner of my eye the words “WU-TANG Clan” on the wall.

“Ilya phoned,” my mother informed me. “And how many more times do I have to tell you? It’s night outside, and you’re wandering around God knows where! Don’t let me have to tell you again!” She was gradually limbering up, warming herself up with her own indignation. “No more of these Ilyas.”

I closed the door of the room and switched on the computer. While it was churning away I dialed the number.

“Yes?” answered Lyapa.

“Did you call?”

“Yes.”

“I’m home.”

“That’s good. Call me sometime. We’ve got a gig at Milk soon. I’ll take you.”

“Okay.”

“Later?”

“Later.”

I put the phone down. Oh sugar, Lyapa! How long can you carry on being such a dead fish? Or not dead, just not interested in me. How come? Most guys come running if I just throw them one of those lingering looks. But I keep on looking and looking at Lyapa and it’s all just a waste of time. He sits there, smokes, looks the other way. At rehearsals they’re all falling over each other to amuse me and he just drums away to himself, ignoring me. Once he cut his finger on a torn cymbal. There was blood pouring down onto his dark green shorts; he was sucking furiously at the cut, getting blood on the wall. The drums were streaked with it. I sat there, wondering if I should give him my handkerchief. Volkova was nudging me with her elbow—go on, give it to him. But … it didn’t seem right somehow, I just couldn’t do it, I don’t know why. He didn’t look at me. I suppose he didn’t want any handkerchiefs from me.

They began screeching gleefully in the earphones: “Keep on lighting up, never take a break, have fun and hang out all night long. Do drink and funny powders, tell that school so long.”

That’s about Lyapa. True, he doesn’t do drugs, but he drinks like a stallion and he’s always lighting up; never takes a break, hangs out all day and all night when they have concerts.

Some day he’ll be famous, and I’ll be there pointing—look, that’s my husband. He made a real effort at first to get my attention on the Net, sent me e-mails every day with “MISS YOU” in huge letters and heaps of exclamation marks. Now here I am stuck in real life, trying to wake him up. Trying to make him realize I want that rapid-rush start to our relationship to continue. Sugar, it’s like the Stork and the Heron … He smokes. And looks the other way. Drinks beer. And looks the other way. Plays the drums like a maniac. And all the time it’s like I don’t exist for him. Then why does he ask me to call? Why did he take me to Peterhof with Volkova and Kres? We had a great time there, climbed in all the fountains, and a militiaman even tried to chase us. And in the last fountain it was slippery, and Lyapa took hold of my hand. Or I took hold of his. I don’t remember. And we stood there under the clear streams of water, squeezing each other’s hands, and all around us everything was bright and happy. Lyapa’s spikes ran and his whole head was covered in gel. We stood there holding hands, and Volkova couldn’t get it together to take a picture of us. Finally she clicked the shutter and we headed back, still holding hands. And that was all. Separate again. And we’re still separate now. We walk separately, and it’s all just “nothing but.”

“… Always writing hits so the brothers will get the feel. No garbage and no drivel and no strife.”

The telephone rang. I started and looked at the clock—whoa! One o’clock in the morning!

“Hippolet?” Volkova’s voice mocked me tenderly in the receiver.

“Whalelet?”

“Guess where I’m calling from!!!”

I listened. Besides Volkova’s sniffling into the receiver I could hear the distant rumble of music.

“From a club?”

“Right! And guess what phone I’m using!”

“A mobile.”

Somehow I guessed all the answers very quickly. Volkova lost interest in her game and started telling me things in her everyday voice:

“I’ve met this guy. Thirty-eight. Rich as Croesus … He gave me a lift home from work, then we went to a bar, and then came here. Tarasova’s here too. Her guy’s worse! Ha ha!”

“Well, naturally,” I said with a nod, although Volkova couldn’t see me.

“And where did you get to, mush?” Volkova asked, suddenly taking an interest in me.

“I was at Lyapa’s place.”

“Ah … I see,” said Volkova. She rattled on, without listening to me. “All right then, Hippolet, I’ll call you tomorrow from work. See ya!”

“Yeah, see you.”

Volkova enjoys putting me down, but she can’t live without me. She likes to be the center of attention, to use a man, to sleep with him (she calls that the “overhead”) and then spend ages telling absolutely everyone in glorious Technicolor what she ate, what she drank, what a cool car it was and how much it cost, how the guy’s an idiot, and how she’s so great and so wonderful.

I half listen to her; I’m not interested. I’d die of boredom if I tried to amuse myself that way. Volkova hates me for that. She thinks I miss out on things in life. But she loves me anyway and misses me terribly when she doesn’t see me for a long time.



Denya was sitting on a bench, with his hands stuck in his pockets. I came out of the house and my eyes tripped right over him. I stopped.

“Hi,” I said cheerfully and he came over to me. “I thought I’d walk you somewhere,” he said.

“Go on, walk me then,” I said with a shrug and caught myself thinking that just recently I’d been shrugging a lot. Life is getting a bit beyond my ordinary understanding.

Denya walked me to the metro, then thought a bit and saw me all the way to the school. On the way he told me all sorts of interesting things. He was twenty years old. He’d come back from the army in the spring. He’d served in the Taman Division, he’d been in Chechnya, the grunts had shot all his friends one by one right in front of his eyes, and he was left behind. Now he worked as a security guard, but he found the city boring; he found civilian life boring in general. His girlfriend hadn’t waited for him to get out of the army. She was married now. Finally Denya spelled out at length that he thought he really ought to go back to Chechnya.

I was against it. I liked Denya. I don’t know why. His eyes were filled with this incredible fuck-it-all disdain for everything. No matter what happened to the world, he’d just watch, stick his hands in his pocket and go about his own business. It was hard to really get at him. Wish I could be more like that.

I tried a fuck-it-all attitude for a whole day, and I was actually very successful at it. Anyway, I skipped Russian language class with a light heart—it was dictation.

Denya was waiting for me by the Kazan Cathedral, sitting on a bench, looking indifferent. He smiled. I beamed back. And we went for a walk.



That evening Volkova came around, fuming with indignation.

“Where’ve you been all day, fluffhead?” she asked angrily, making herself comfortable on my bed with a bottle of beer and switching on the television. “Put The Simpsons on for me. I called you over and over again today.”

“We went for a walk.”

“Who’s ‘we’?”

“Me and Denya. Yesterday I was walking from Lyapa’s place and I met this boy. He lives not far from here.”

Volkova listened impatiently and immediately began recounting the details of how she had spent the previous evening, moving smoothly on into the night and then just as smoothly into the morning.

“The money he has—shit! A BMW. He kept babbling all the time: ‘Ah, Lena, I could go on looking at you forever!’ He bought me a striptease for a thousand. And then we went to his place, and Tarasova and her friend slept on the floor, because there’s only one bed. He’s got a prick like a baseball bat! Like that! He drove me back to work in the morning, took my number.”

“Will he turn up again?”

“I don’t know,” Volkova answered lightly. “What about your Denya? Is he a good kisser?”

“I don’t know; I haven’t tried,” I confessed.

Volkova scratched her cheek skeptically, and suggested, “Let’s go out somewhere, quick.”

We set out for the Fat Man café—we were all dolled up, in high heels, brilliant and beautiful altogether—but halfway there someone called to us:

“Stop! Don’t move!”

Volkova stopped, puzzled, staring at a group of kids not far away. Denya came walking toward us, smiling.

“Hello.”

“Hi!” I said, delighted.

“Hi,” Volkova said coldly, making it clear with every little piece of her that what she deserved was applause, expensive cars and flowers, and not greetings from some juvenile. That’s how she thinks of all men under the age of twenty-six without a car. The car maketh the man. Gives him some substance.

Meanwhile all the others had come across too: some boys I didn’t know, a girl with a head like an egg with light hair plastered all over it, and Nigger, the guy with the chain. This didn’t suit Volkova’s plans, so she spent the rest of the evening with a sour face.

We strolled out to Ozerki and back, drank some beer and then went to the park on the other side of the railway line, and Denya’s crowd began singing songs. They lit a bonfire. A girl sang in a squeaky voice, “This is the world, I live here. You and our friends all live here too …” and plonked away on a guitar. Little Misha with the broad shoulders attached himself to Volkova. I sat opposite them on a bench. Denya took the guitar.

“Why do you stare at me that way? I’m not yours any-more. In two years I’ve met lots of boys.”

I got up and went behind some kind of bush, because the beer was bursting out of me. Then I went back and saw a figure in wide pants a little distance away from the group. It was Nigger.

“Hi there again,” I said way too merrily, ogling him with drunken eyes.

In the dark forms melt, melt into the darkness. My lips seek other lips, but I know they’re not the ones …

I don’t remember how it all happened, but the next minute I was in Nigger’s arms and he was breathing into my face with his mouth open. Then he kissed me. My brain stalled for a moment, then went into a spin. Nigger was strong and nice to touch, like a young horse. His eyes shone with a mixture of insolence and childishness and with a farewell gurgle I drowned in them. We kept on kissing until Misha came across us on his way to take a piss. Misha said a polite “Oh!” and moved away. Nigger and I stared at each other, drunk and stunned, then went back to the bonfire.

Volkova, the insolent cow, understood everything at once. She kept winking at me, meaningfully. And Denya went on singing song after song as though nothing had happened, all of them mournful soldier’s tunes—everyone in the whole wide world’s abandoned me and all that stuff. But his eyes were still full of disdain. I know I couldn’t be like that all the time. I couldn’t just not give a shit about anything, because I don’t know any place I could hide. But Denya knows one—behind all his dead friends. They were here, then they were gone. Right in front of him. That’s why his eyes are so empty.

He sang and looked at me. And I looked at him. And I thought: My head’s really fucked up!

I got home late again. And she started up again: “How many more times? It’s dark outside, and you’re wandering around God knows where! Don’t let it happen again!” I nodded. What else could I do? I couldn’t promise I really would come back early. I wasn’t going to.


Nothing but brazen lies and crazy raving,

Nothing but dust and vainest vanity,

Nothing but a broken string still screaming.

In this world our dreams are all we see …

Dreams dreamed about nothing,

Dreams for the sake of dreaming



Denya was sitting on the bench outside, hunched over, staring into a bush. I remembered with a sober mind everything that had happened the day before and I thought: Uh-oh …

He stood up and said only, “Hi. I’ll walk you.”

Nigger was there in front of my eyes through all my lectures that day. I had this unsettling feeling, as though I’d lost something important and I really had to get it back. Or else … Or else what? I don’t know. Nigger lives in the Southwest District. That’s an hour from me by metro. And Denya’s right here; he even walks me to classes.

He’s there by the Kazan Cathedral again. I spotted him from a distance and immediately turned into the metro. I jumped over the turnstile; the alarm started screeching furiously. No one chased me. No one ever chases anyone. Lyapa taught me how to ride the metro without paying.

I got home and clocked the words “WU-TANG Clan” in the entrance again. I sat down on the bed and started thinking about what I ought to do. The telephone rang.

“Is this the student residence hall? Can you call Liu-dochka, please,” a voice lisped in the receiver.

“Oh!” I exclaimed happily. “Volkova! You’re just the person I need. I’ve got a problem!”

“Fallen in love with the rapper, have you?” Volkova guessed gleefully.

“How can I find him?”

“Easy. Let’s go for another walk with that sicko Denya. Seems to me like he left all his marbles back in Chechnya. You’ll get to hug and squeeze your man there.”

“He might not come! He lives in the Southwest District.”

“If he doesn’t come, we’ll ask for his number. From someone in the group.” Volkova was pleased with herself, happy to be so quick-witted about giving me advice.

“Okay. Only you ask for the number. I’m too shy.”

“Okay, little Hippolet,” said Volkova. “But is Liudmilochka there?”

“You know, she’s taking a bath. Ah, here she is, toweling herself off already!”



Nigger wasn’t there. But the egg-girl was. And so was Denya. We were sitting in the Fat Man, drinking beer. Denya was buying. He was having fun and was beautiful in his disdain and generosity. Volkova kept looking around for some man so she could give him a look and then amuse herself by fighting off his advances. I was on hot coals. I wanted to jump up and run, run, run, shouting out at the top of my voice to spew this monstrous impatience from inside me.

Volkova finally responded to my despairing glances. She waited until Denya and Misha went to the bathroom and asked the egg-girl with feigned indifference:

“That guy … what’s his name … with the oversized pants.”

“Pasha!”

“Ah, yes, Pasha … Do you know his phone number? My brother wants to talk to him about some business or other.”

It was really smart of Volkova to make up the story about her brother. The girl rummaged in her handbag and even found a sheet of paper and wrote the number on it for Volkova: “Pavel, 142-34-75.”

Volkova thanked her and stuck the paper in her pocket. Misha and Denya came back. They separated to see us home: Misha with Volkova, Denya with me and the egghead. Somehow the girl disappeared quickly. Denya took hold of my hand. He led me as far as the entrance. Stood there looking in my eyes, then put his arms round me and tried to kiss me. I wriggled free like a lizard, fluttered my eyelashes guiltily and smiled. I flew into the elevator without even noticing the words on the wall as I passed them. Then I stood on the third floor for a long time, waiting for Denya to go away.

Ten minutes later I was ringing the doorbell of Volkova’s apartment. She came out half undressed, with a wide yawn. Handed me the piece of paper.

“What would you do without me?” she asked pompously, and then immediately dropped her languorous expression:

“You wouldn’t believe how long it took me to fight off that Misha! I’m damned if I’m going out with those idiots again!”

“Damned if I am too,” I responded automatically.



My mother started harassing me again, and I realized it was late and it wouldn’t be decent to call Nigger.

On the one hand, that is.

But on the other hand I missed him. My soul felt sort of empty, but at the same time cluttered with junk. Everything was all over the place. I wanted to take a broom and a dustpan and sweep out everything I didn’t need, clean off everything I did and set it all out neatly on the shelves. There’s Denya, there’s Nigger. Throw this one out, stand that one on the shelf. Or the other way around.

Nigger picked up the phone. I got flustered and didn’t say anything.

“Who is it?” he asked.

“It’s me.”

“Hmm … Who exactly?”

Then I remembered Nigger didn’t know my name. Then who am I? Where am I? Why am I? Er, er, er … What an idiot. I called him.

“Ah! It’s you!” Nigger suddenly guessed somehow, and said “you” in a voice that made it clear he meant me.

“How are you doing?” I inquired casually. Okay, it’s a cliche, but I can’t just say straight out, “I missed you.” We’ve only known each other two days, and even then not really.

“All right,” Nigger replied. “And you?”

“I’m all right too.” I paused. “Why didn’t you come today?”

“It’s a long way!” he said cheerfully.

Everything collapsed. My mood, the corners of my mouth, even my arms almost dropped off. Papier-mâché. Tap it once and it breaks. A long way! It’s a long way for him to come to me! So the district is what decides things. So there can’t be anything between us … “A long way …” I didn’t want to talk anymore. My throat felt so tight I could hardly squeeze out the words: “Okay, bye then.”

“Okay … bye,” said Nigger, surprised.

I hung up. What do I want with the Southwest District? I have Denya. Yes, I do. He’s all right. He’s good-looking … I started trying to persuade myself. Superficially I did. But he really was good-looking. And he’d come back from the war. “Left all his marbles behind.” Volkova’s right. He doesn’t understand humor. He smokes and stares into space. He sings songs as though he’s rubbing your nose in it: “A girl should be faithful. I’m a soldier; I defended the borders of the homeland. All the others are just jerks … And I have a right to love.” He does. But mine?



The next evening I was sitting in Denya’s kitchen with my head propped on my hands examining his army photographs. We’d had a few drinks and everything was swimming in front of my eyes. Denya, naked from the waist up, was smoking, leaning out of the window. On his left shoulder there was a naked woman and the word “Taman.” On his right shoulder were some patterns. And the photographs: there’s Denya without any tattoos, and there he is with “Taman” already. There’s his mom and dad, there he is festooned with submachine guns. His friends. His friends again. An armored car.

Denya flicked the butt out into the darkness and sat down on a stool.

“If there wasn’t war then there wouldn’t be the heaviest thing of all, the thing you need so you can wrap your nerves tight around your fist,” he said. “So the blood can flow, not out of little scratches, but in streams … out of wounds … with the flesh torn open …”

And clear eyes, I thought. Iron, smoke, foul language and all the time those clear eyes. Yours. “And you can’t fight your friend, if you don’t if you don’t if you don’t have a fiend!” … If you’re not alive … Am I alive?

“To die—for something really big,” Denya continued with his thought. “With no filth, just all one big piece. But we keep on fiddling away with some stupid lump of plasticine. What for? I want to go to war. Get killed there. That’s what I fucking want.”

“And what will I do?”

At that moment it really seemed to me that if he went away to war I’d be left frozen by the window in a prison of grief.

“You’ll go on living,” said Denya, coming over all brave and gallant. “You’ll find yourself a decent young guy, not all fucked up like me,” he said, enjoying putting himself down.

It’s always the way. Men naturally exaggerate so they can hear you answer: “No, you’re wrong. You’re fantastic.” And I answered:

“What would I want with a decent young man?”

Denya let my outburst go, absorbed in his own thoughts.

“In the army and in prison, that’s where things are real. That’s where you can see what a man’s really like … Without all that—fuck it—self … self-expression. You’re all alone face-to-face with yourself in there. And it’s not a matter of soldiers and grunts.”

“Of what then?”

“People. The little mama’s boys are every fucking place now. All sorts of stuck-up wimps who hide behind daddy—you try going one-on-one with me, fucker, then we’ll see who’s really hard. I couldn’t give a fuck how hard the bastard is … He hasn’t seen any real death, when your friends are ripped into mincemeat beside you. Useless idle fuckers … rich bastards. Fuck them all, every one of them. Put the fucking bunch in the army.”

I looked hard at Denya, but he didn’t see me; his eyes were full of idle fuckers and his friends. His friends were obviously shafting the idle fuckers with mop handles. Or submachine-gun barrels.



I had trouble waking up.

I didn’t feel dizzy, but I still had those pleasant vestiges of tiredness, when you don’t get enough sleep because of something that’s important to you. I sat on the bed and pieced together a picture of the evening before. There was a kitchen, cigarettes, a park, Denya’s kisses, illogical and somehow exactly right. Who is he to me? That’s the question. But simply … no, not simply. It’s complicated. Everything went straight to my head; everything just came together the way it had to, like the only correct answer out of all those warm, sunny answers carefully thought out in every detail. Wham, and that’s it. There is something to him. Inside. And outside. His back too, the scar on his shaved head … and the tattoos. How good it is that I have Denya. How good that he’s here with me. Only a few days, but it seemed longer.

Volkova called.

“You filthy bitch,” she began abusing me, but then changed her mind and got to the point: “There’s a gig at Milk today. Lyapa the Flapper called and said we should come up to the Griboedov Canal, if we want.” (Volkova emphasized the words as though we might not want to.)

“What time’s the gig?”

“What’s it matter what time?” Volkova prattled on, disgruntled. “We have to be there at five, so afterward they can get ready without getting nervous. Why don’t I go straight to the Gribanal from work; we finish early today.”

“Okay, I’ll come.”

“Of course you will!!! How’re you getting along with Nigger?” she said as an afterthought.

“Er, er …” I faltered.

“Okay then, see you this evening, darling.” Volkova clearly didn’t have time to wait for me to get my thoughts together.

“Bye.”

Volkova couldn’t give a shit. She’s going to Milk for free booze and to be entertained. To watch the drunken girls wanting Lyapa, Kres, Sam and Vitya. She’s even less interested in them than in me. I’m the one who sits at Lyapa’s place and burns my tongue with coffee, not her.

Then why does Lyapa phone Volkova, and not me? Hmm.

I thought: Lyapa’s only eighteen, he hasn’t been in the army … He doesn’t know life.



Lyapa played as though he was born with drumsticks in his hands. Volkova had put away some beer at Milk and now she was relaxed, contemplating the crowd, and over their heads fat-cheeked Sam with his tongue sticking out and his bass guitar sticking out too. Vitya the lead guitarist, dark-skinned, with thick black bangs. Kres yelling into the microphone. Right over by the wall the glittering cymbals, the flickering drumsticks and Lyapa’s sweaty face.

She hurries on barefoot … along the road from heaven …

But the stones wound her feet … and the road has no end


In my gut everything was rumbling and roaring. The music had pierced me to the core. None of my own thoughts were left, and the joy was blazing in my eyes. I was transparent, nothing else to me.

Volkova had crazy, loving eyes. And her eyebrows curved elegantly.

I wandered around with a glass of beer. Lyapa licked his lips feverishly, drank some mineral water out of a plastic bottle, stared at Vitya. Vitya began slowly, rhythmically, almost syllable by syllable.

Your half closed eyes explained to me just why

The drunken wind fanned war’s old embers into flames

There’s a reason for the flames that scorch across the sky

I whisper foolish words, a captive to my hopeless dreams


Then Kres began in a hoarse voice:

Give! Me! Give! Me! Give! Me! A little sunshine!!!

Give! Me! Give! Me! Give! Me! A little water!!!


The crowd began jumping up and down, the energy just pouring out of every one of them, and I nearly went mad with happiness. It was that happiness you get at a gig; everything around me was a single whole, it was running through everyone: “Give! Me! Give! Me!!! Aaaagh!!!”

Nothing else matters.



Afterward we went over to Sam’s place. Got drunk as pigs. The last thing I remember was Volkova’s calling me “my sweet little girl.” Sam and some woman are collapsing on the divan and dark-skinned Vitya’s getting the woman undressed in anticipation.



In the morning I find out that while I was at Milk having fun, “some skinhead came around. Who is he? Is he the one you stay out with late at night?” That’s clear enough then; Denya’s discovered he’s in love with me. Or something like that.

After yesterday’s wild turn-on at Milk, Denya seemed old-fashioned, like someone who doesn’t know how to have fun. Out of style. But who’s in style? Some guy who doesn’t know real life? Inside me everything was singing and roaring. I couldn’t give a shit about anything. Life is beautiful and amazing. “Nothing but brazen lies and crazy raving, Nothing but dust and vainest vanity.” Lyapa deserves a good smack in the head, the idiot, for not wanting me. Yes, finish him off! “Hey mama, it feels so good!!!”

At the peak of my high the phone rang and Nigger’s voice at the other end of the line was perfect. He got right to the point and said:

“Is that you? Let’s go out for a walk.”

“Yes!” I thought. And he answered quickly:

“I’ll come over. Let’s meet by the escalator in an hour.”

“Yes, let’s!”

This is the picture: I’m standing there watching the escalator, and out comes this tall rapper in a light-colored “NY” cap with Dumbo ears, brazen eyes and a big smile plastered right across his face. Big wide shoulders, fit as a stallion. He’s riding up, and it seems to take forever. Oh, finally! He’s coming over to me. Under a yellow checked shirt he has a white T-shirt and below that he has wide pants with a dangling chain. I tried not to think about the fact that this chain once lashed a certain Vova around the head.

It’s the first time I’ve seen Nigger with sober eyes and in daylight. He turned out to be a whole head taller than me. That’s important, because normally the boys are at best the same height as me. If I really try I can rest my arm on Lyapa’s head. Especially when I’m in high heels.

“Hi!” said Nigger happily. “Hi, kitten!”

I felt proud to have him beside me. We rode in the metro and I looked at him from his feet to his head and smiled like some American tourist. Then we walked down Nevsky Prospect and I accepted numerous ice creams from him, until finally I was so full I needed to go dashing off somewhere. We turned into Palace Square and took a look at the tumbling break-dancers. Sat down not far away in a park by a fountain, and got some beer. There were children and tourists splashing in the fountain.

Nigger told me about rap, and sang: “I don’t believe my ears, I don’t believe my eyes—hip-hop’s been handed over to a bunch of shitty guys.” Then he got embarrassed. Looked at me with his brazen eyes and kissed me.

The children squealed for joy. The tourists clicked away with their cameras.

“We gotta make a change …”



Everything fell into place. The mess inside my head was replaced with neat, tidy shelves. It’s all simple—no garbage and no drivel and no strife. Except there was still one cupboard in there that had been hastily crammed with thoughts about war and prison, about sweaty boys and hoarse voices …



I’ve stopped going over to Volkova’s place. Either I get home late or I forget. Volkova isn’t offended, especially since right now she’s involved with a rich man and she’s been doing the rounds of tourist spots and kebab-houses with him.



We were sitting on the embankment with our legs dangling. Steamers and speedboats with tourists sailed this way and that way. We’d chosen a good spot so tourists who wanted to snap the Winter Palace from a speedboat had to snap us as well. True, in the photos we’d be the size of flies. But it’s still a nice feeling.

“Maybe I should dress normally,” Nigger suddenly said out of nowhere, looking straight in front of him.

“Meaning?”

“Meaning like a meathead. Narrow jeans, T-shirt …” Nigger twisted his thin lips so I could scarcely see them. Inside, the thought must have seemed okay. But as soon as he said it he changed his mind. “Shit, that’s really bad.”

“What brought that on?”

“You know, everybody just pisses me off. They all think, hey, DMC—great! Then there’s guys in baggy pants all over the place. If you’re gonna wear the clothes, then you gotta know rap. And not just because it’s in fashion now.” Nigger clenched his fists militantly. “Above all, it’s rap culture. Or else, every fucker will listen to Eminem or, even worse, DMC, and put on the baggy pants—like, we’re real hard rappers … And I’ve been going around like this for four years now; been listening to rap for five. And it drives me wild when some dmc walks up and looks at me like I’m a friend of his, like he’s the same as me … When he’s just some thick meathead and he could never fucking match up to me.”

“Oh!” was all I could think of to say.

Nigger roused himself.

“Oh, kitten. There I go spouting shit! I’m sorry.”

“Why is it shit? You’re not a meathead, are you? Screw ’em all.”

“That’s right!” Nigger stuck out his chest, put his arm around me, pressed his cold cheek against mine: “Kitten, oh kitten!”

“What?”

“I love you!”




Pain squeezes at my temples like it wants me dead.

I wanted to make steps, but I got stuck halfway there,

I can’t tell what this madness is bursting my sick head …

What are these words? Who’ll show me what the meaning is and where?





“Hippolet?”

“Whalelet!”

Volkova and I finally met up and we celebrated the occasion. We celebrated at Volkova’s place, with mugs of gin. Outside the darkness was warm, and inside the lamp glowed, the fridge gurgled and the drink glugged out of the bottle. As usual, I felt drawn to unburden my heart. Volkova got swept away in the same storm. And we sat in the kitchen with our legs pulled in under our stools, not listening to each other. Sharing. Between the Hippolet and the Whalelet.

“That rapper, sugar! Doesn’t want to listen to anything except his rap. Okay, let him have rap. But I can’t even mention Zemfira any more. He just says—it’s crap!” I complained artistically.

“What an idiot!” Volkova dismissed him and carried on with her own line. “And mine says: ‘My wife doesn’t satisfy me!’ Ha! Fucker. So I said I wanted to go to … that expensive place … Well, shit me! Anyway, we went! And he laid out five grand! For dinner!” Volkova’s eyes open wide.

I thought she’d overdone it. Why be so quick to call Nigger an idiot? I decided to throw in a few positive points.

“He doesn’t really mind Zemfira … And anyway I’m no great fan … you’ve seen my MP3s; I listen to a bit of everything … And he always walks me home and hangs out on the bench with me. Sometimes till two in the morning. God knows how he gets home afterward. All the way to Southwest District!”

“You callous cow!” Volkova screamed, insulting me. “The metro’s closed then! So, then he drove me back, see, to the apartment.” Volkova pensively pours me some gin. “Not the one he shares with the wife. The one he rents. Not bad, the furniture’s okay. With a TV. And a video … But his prick’s not so great.” Volkova giggles into her mug. “I almost laughed out loud in bed. What a joke!”

“Nothing but long forgotten old birdsong! Nothing but the gaze of empty eyes! And all those things we lived for for so very long—all of the world today—oh, dreams! … Dreams dreamed about nothing, dreams for the sake of dreaming!”

Volkova’s Rottweiler came in and looked at us, puzzled. At two drunken faces.



I’ve been lucky in life. I didn’t go to any extra classes after school, but then I got into the arts program, just like that. My teachers couldn’t believe it. A “C” student, neither fish nor fowl, as far as they were concerned I was no success story—and then the arts program! Even the top students failed the exams and went around with their eyes all red from crying. But I passed them, and kept a straight face. Acted as though I wasn’t even pleased about it.

I didn’t exactly get the best catch. But what washed ashore was all mine. In the first year the star student Sakharov washed up. Everyone loved him, and he loved me. At first it was mutual; then after a year and a half I got fed up. Sakharov wore white shirts and twill trousers. Shirt and twill every day. The pants are worn till they’re worn out; they hang off his backside like a parachute. But he knows every Socrates and Shakespeare there is to know of by heart. What good are they to me? I wanted beer and sex in unlimited quantities, not just during the five minutes before Sakharov’s mother arrived. I heard a song with the words: “It’s too late to think about anything, I can feel I need some air. We’re living in the middle of a swamp …” and I decided it was time for the “forgive me, my love” speech. Everyone threw his or her hands up in dismay. Sakharov stayed home for months, like a ghost.

To replace Sakharov, Yashnikov from the fifth year came floating ashore. Sturdy, blond, gorgeous smile. Everyone loved Yashnikov too, but he didn’t love anyone. I got hurt and cried into my pillow. Then one day Andrei appeared on the horizon and Yashnikov drowned somewhere or other, I don’t know where. Unlike Sakharov and Yashnikov, Andrei had nothing to do with the arts program. He worked as a security guard and shaved his head. And he didn’t quite drift ashore; he floated past my shell-strewn beach, flashed his hand and I thought: I’ll take that one. I love him. Can’t help myself. Andrei thought differently: I will, then I will again, but after that … We met right through the autumn. Twice a week. It’s absolutely great! It’s Andrei! More perfect than perfect! Six years older. Knows absolutely nothing about linguistics. But he has his own philosophy: “Screw every sucker and enjoy it” and “Maul the fuckers.” Fuckers meant everyone except girls and friends. That criminal romance had my head spinning. For a while, that is.

Andrei put an end to us, and it was my turn to be a ghost. I crept around in misery. Volkova couldn’t understand—what the fuck was he doing inside my head?

Andrei stayed there for a long time, almost a year. Meanwhile Sakharov had found himself a girl and dumped her again. He walked around sticking out his skinny little chest. I suspected that in that chest love for me was still stirring, but I didn’t say so out loud. Sakharov was pathologically sensitive. He immersed himself in study, pulling up the pants that he’d worn into a droopy parachute backside. Sometimes he looked at me tenderly. To be honest, I was thinking: maybe I should go back, take a rest beside him … In any case there was no one floating ashore anymore. Andrei was a snake. And there was no one else in all the world …

Lyapa floated in at the end of the epic with Andrei. Wrote all sorts of funny letters, like “hugs and kisses, your Turnip.” My turnip. Mine?

And now there was Nigger. I was blown away. I thought they didn’t make them like that anymore.

But it turned out they do.



Nigger expresses his opinion of my previous passions like this: “jerk,” “idiot,” “a slob.” I can’t understand anymore why I wasted so much time on all those Andreis. And that Sakharov—God … And Yashnikov is nothing but a tapeworm. We bumped into him at a club, the VMC. Yashnikov came running up to say hello; shook his curls about. Nigger looked down on him from above with a glance of contempt. Almost spat on him.

Lyapa’s punk rock, not rap. But even if Nigger liked punk rock, he’d never listen to songs by my “husband.” The boy’s jealous. “Even if you put Zemfira on, I’d say she was better than this … Lyapa.”

It all seems clear enough.



Six months have gone by.

I don’t see Denya anymore. I don’t know where he is. Perhaps he’s gone to Chechnya. Perhaps he’s snowed under with work. Perhaps, as Volkova says, he’s gotten married. At least that would be something.

I love Nigger. I become terribly boring when the conversation is about Nigger.

Misery, that’s all people want to hear about—everybody’s curious to learn all the well-worn details. Happiness is banal. It’s the same for everyone. It’s a waste of time talking about it. They won’t understand; and it’s boring.

Volkova’s grown her hair and lost six pounds. Now she arrives back at the house in jeeps, all high and mighty and dolled up. The neighbors gasp, call her “a whore” behind her back and are all sweetness and light to her face. The neighbors aren’t as beautiful as Volkova. That’s clear enough. Volkova’s become conceited. But I know she’s just a whalelet.

I haven’t seen Lyapa for the whole six months.

And now it’s spring. Everything’s flowering and smelling good.

I set off for Nigger’s place in the Southwest District and run into my “husband” on the metro. He hasn’t changed, still good-looking in the same puppy-dog way. His eyes gleam playfully; his lips stretch uncontrollably into a lazy, guilty smile. His shoulders are held high—maybe because they’re holding up a knapsack, or maybe it’s embarrassment. The weather’s cool, but he doesn’t have a cap. He has horns on his head.

“Kitten!” he says loudly and happily, with his eyes wandering off to one side of me …

So there we were, sitting in the same old kitchen again. The rest of the group was going crazy in the other room. Sam and Kres were tearing each other’s heads off, and Vitya was playing GTA2. Swearing like a trooper. The cops kept catching him every five minutes, you see. So it was a gnarly game.
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