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FOR ADAM




WHAT HAPPENED TO Anna K.






1

SAUSAGE IMMIGRANTS




Anna K. was not the only pale woman in a black shearling to glide along 108th Street in Rego Park, but she was the most striking. A Tajik shopkeeper, about to weigh a bag of unripe persimmons, paused in order to follow the course of Anna’s backside as it made its way down the block.

What set her apart from the others, at least in her own mind? Her curls, for one—black, lustrous, caressing the bottom of her neck. Her green eyes, the color of leaves in midsummer. Her walk, perhaps, delicate, thought-through, her toes jutting slightly outward. The more observant man might notice the litheness of her torso, her proactive breasts, substantial hips, regal posture, a sharp, even precarious, gleam in her eye.

She walked by the Russian groceries, where women abused store proprietors over the price of sausages. Anna passed stores she had not entered in years. There was European Fashions for Less, and across the street, International Couture and Parisian Chic, with their mirrored walls, their fur-swaddled mannequins, their sequined gowns with padded shoulders. Their saleswomen, who swore that only the most fashionable women of Moscow, Paris, London were stepping out in this leopard-print pantsuit, that fur-collared ballerina dress. Whose skin was overmaquillaged, traces of foundation streaking their cheeks, their plump middles betraying an overindulgence in Stalin sausages. One of them, sporting a severe blond bun and a black apron, chain-smoked outside the front door, watching Anna as she walked past.

By the time Anna left Queens, she grew to detest those stores. But her dear mother would never renounce them no matter how many Longchamp bags Anna bought her. Her mother thought paying retail was for the very rich or the very foolish. Give her a good, crowded Daffy’s, squinting women ransacking blemished Italian cashmere, or a T.J. Maxx, with its hope of a decent Ralph Lauren handbag lying unmolested among the tangle of braided straps. According to New York magazine and the new wealthy daughters of oligarchs, Anna and her mother were considered “sausage immigrants.”

There they were, her parents, just nine blocks away from 108th Street on Sixty-third Road (though in Queens, one must also take into consideration Sixty-third Avenue and Sixty-third Street and Sixty-third Drive, as if the effort of naming were quickly abandoned here), on the fourth floor of an eighteen-story building. Attached to their building was a desolate playground where Anna had played as a child, hoping a sympathetic soul would materialize to form the other half of a seesaw configuration. Later, in her teens, Anna could be found reading on the swings until her mother yelled out the window that it was time for dinner.

In the elevator, just press the number five, walk one flight down (the elevator stopped only on odd-numbered floors), turn left, knock on the lemon-colored door, and voilà, you’ve reached the Roitmans’!

Her mother had already started planning the wedding; as Anna walked in, she was sprawled in her house robe on the living room rug, the names of family and friends scattered around her on little pieces of paper. “Table twelve,” she muttered, dooming several slips of paper to this particular fate.

Anna K. required no pleasantries at the door, no kisses, no interruption of routine. She had her own set of slippers in the hall closet; they were pink chenille, worn down at the heel. She slipped off the shearling, releasing the scent of lavender, the fresh smell of outdoors mingled with Penn Station sweat. She had just seen off her fiancé, Alex K., on a business trip to Philadelphia.

“Hello, Mamochka,” she said, giving her mother, then her father, a kiss. Papochka sat in his boxers on the living room couch, buried inside a Novoye Russkoye Slovo. His fingers were black with newsprint; he thumbed through the paper in his white, stretched-out tank top, his rolled-up socks.

“Can you believe what’s going on in the world?” he said without looking up. “Did you know that we have another Stalin and he has practically the same name?” When not spearheading the demise of yet another unprofitable business venture, Papochka’s most sustained interactions were between himself and the paper, lovingly folded and chronologically filed away, only to be thrown out by Mrs. Roitman when he wasn’t looking.

“Nu i shto, Papa, we know, we know.”

The wedding would be at Fabergé, the classiest Russian restaurant in Brighton Beach. The restaurant boasted that its dancers were all former Bolshoi Ballet corps ballerinas, although Anna believed they were shipped directly from Uzbek strip clubs. Only the best vodka for Anyechka’s wedding, it was already decided, none of that Smirnoff crap, only the best wine, one that costs more than $20 a bottle. For God’s sake, you can’t go Loehmann’s on everything.



It was her turn now, Natasha Roitman’s, and how long she had waited for it to be her turn. Her daughter. How many questions had she been forced to answer about her daughter’s single status, her American, non-Jewish boyfriends? Her beautiful Anna unhappy despite all her physical advantages, eyelashes that needed no curling, skin the color of coconut flesh, breasts that called attention to themselves, really they were lovely breasts, nothing at all like her own had been, lumpy and conical. Sure, they had had to work on those thick, snarling eyebrows and leg hair early in Anna’s life; they had to buy her a first bra when she was only nine, but what teenage girl didn’t have a few adjustments to make when transitioning into womanhood?

And yes, Natasha could admit that Anna tended to stoop when she sat in backless chairs, like a drooping reed, her nose almost in her soup, and she did look thoroughly washed-out in browns and taupes and she could use a little teeth-whitening. And if she followed Natasha’s prescription of running a tea-infused ice cube over her eyes in the morning, all that puffiness around her eyelids would be reduced, but considering Rosa’s daughter had been dyeing her gray hair for eight years now, Anna was in pretty good shape for thirty-seven.

On the carpet, the future Anna K.’s mother divided people, carefully arranging them into different strata of tables. The Manhattan Russians in the front, closer to the stage—the best seats in the house—followed by the Outer Boroughs Russians, the California Russians, the New Jersey Russians, and so forth. The Midwestern Russians would be squirreled away at the back tables. She didn’t blame them, of course, but what could the poor dears do, with nowhere to go in the evenings, among all that snow and industrial soot? How could they know you don’t wear turtlenecks to classy Brighton establishments? Or even worse, taking that single “good” dress out of mothballs, forgetting one has worn it to countless birthdays and anniversaries and weddings, the same too-small “special occasion” dress, with its lacy arms, its mermaid shape, its matching fringe-heavy shawl? No, the Midwesterners would sit right there, Anna’s mother decided.

In the past, when Anna came to visit, her parents would put on the kettle for tea and ask her questions about the men she was seeing; they would compliment a new blouse, a handbag. They would gossip about their circle of friends. How comfortable to come home, to have a permanent place at the table! Now Anna couldn’t sit still; she ran a paper towel under tap water and wiped dust off the bookshelves, caressing her old Austens and Hugos and Alcotts. She rearranged the framed black-and-white pictures on the top shelf: the three of them in Moscow, the studio portrait of eight-year-old Anna, proud in her Soviet school uniform—two years later she would no longer be Soviet. She dialed Alex’s cell phone. “Please leave message,” the voice mail demanded.

“This is Anna K.,” Anna said for the first time, trying it out. She pictured Alex on the train with his colleagues. They might be unwrapping sandwiches from home, salami and cheese, maybe, pressed between slices of cucumber on pumpernickel bread. She was jealous. Ever since she was a little girl, Anna had loved trains.

She still remembered the overnight trains from Moscow to Ukraine taken when she was a little girl, when she and her parents were going to visit her paternal grandparents. The excitement of the long voyage, the strong, bitter tea served in the dining car, the unfurling of a tin of black caviar, the fragrant smell of garlic. All she knew was that by the time she took the train back to Moscow, she would be changed by all the mysteries that greeted her on the other side. Listening to the villagers’ exotic Ukrainian accents and words, the simplicity of the local children’s games—hide-and-seek, mostly—laced with the fear that the resident Baba Yaga would scoop you into her burlap sack. Gathering mushrooms in the forest (whoever found one would call out, triumphant, before dropping it into the wicker basket)—their scent of minerals and earth when fried with onions. Rising so early to play with the other kids that night still clung to the damp morning air. Drying blue currants under the hot sun, the berries spread out in rows on cots, the holes standing for each berry stolen, popped in the mouth. And then the train back to Moscow, couchettes beckoning like cocoons, and then, home with all the sweet pleasures of familiar routine.

“Once you find the right wedding dress,” her mother said from the rug, “write down the make and number. Masha will order it for you for half price from her store on Kings Highway.”

Anna watched her mother for a while, who murmured to herself as yet another table was completed. If there was a moment to say what was on her mind, to sit her mother down and say, Mamochka, you see, I’ve been having some serious doubts…, to squeeze her mother’s hand and wait for her to make it all right again, to make the unpleasantness disappear the way she managed when Anna was young, with a single wave of the hand, a hot bowl of mamaliga, and, poof, it was gone. If there was a single moment, a window to change her destiny, this might have been the time, still so early in the whole process, when her mother’s heart was not entirely invested in her tables, her linens, her vodka, her Masha, and that awful shop on Kings Highway, with its cheap, imitation Prada bags. Anna knew this was the time to speak, here with Mamochka and Papochka, the paper, the unbrewed tea in the kitchen. But from her vantage point in the chair watching the two of them, the gray invading their hair, all the extra girth and wrinkles they were carrying around (Papochka especially in that tank top, the sagging folds of skin on his forearms, and what about Mamochka—the unnatural coral of her hair, her girdles?), Anna found herself lacking the strength to make them wait for something that did not appear to be coming for her. That train had already passed.
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THE PROPOSAL, THE CHOCOLATE RING, THE END




Wasn’t it Mama who first uttered Alexei K.’s name to Anna? Yes, Anna was sure of it. Her mother had just attended an anniversary party at Ryba on Avenue O in Brooklyn where her daughter’s hopeless thirty-five-year-old state was discussed, her life splayed out side by side with the eggplant caviar, the cheese blintzes with sour cream. After the party, she had called her daughter.

“Anyusha, we finally found you a promising man. I have one word for you: Alexei K.”

“That’s two words, Ma, and why do you always have to talk about my love life with your friends?”

No, Anna, her mother had said, at this point we have a right to discuss you. We are truly worried now. Hadn’t Anna frittered her twenties away, dating schmucks who were always leaving the country, men who could barely pay for themselves, who wore frayed T-shirts to fancy restaurants? I mean, it wasn’t serious! Why was Anna wasting her time when rich Russian (some even Jewish) oil magnates were infiltrating New York, snapping up wives for their sons along with billion-dollar apartments in the Time Warner Center?

“So what’s your point, Ma?” But to be honest, Anna herself was starting to get worried. This was not the way it was supposed to turn out, even if she was ambivalent about marriage, with all its real or simulated boredom, and still glared at babies, propped up in their stroller thrones, blocking her way on sidewalks. All she knew was that the hazy fantasy she had nursed, practically since immigration, had not materialized. How would she know it had? If she were accompanying her husband to the National Book Awards, getting ready in her Upper West Side walk-in closet and flying to pick up furniture at the Art Basel/Miami design show? If he surprised her with Joyce tickets, then popped her into a Hou Hsiao-hsien movie, praising “Hou’s mastery of mise-en-scène”? And at the end of the day, in her reveries, her mythical husband would make enthusiastic love to her body, would lavish upon it worshipful caresses, kisses of bottomless awe, and then, still red from exertion, from the pleasure he was able to evoke, would look through her as though performing a biopsy on her soul. They would rise from bed only to part the curtains, to gaze down on the metallic sharpness of the New York City skyline. They would open a bottle of Châteauneuf-du-Pape, blah, blah, blah.

Was this really science fiction? No, she was sure it was possible, otherwise why would Woody Allen’s old films always be on television when she was at her most optimistic? Those tastefully decorated loft apartments, those stimulating dinner parties dropping names like e. e. cummings, Kierkegaard, Dostoyevsky, Bergman? How many young women have those movies ruined? For God’s sake, even her parents no longer read Dostoyevsky—haven’t they suffered enough, they would say; after thirty years of communism, didn’t they deserve Danielle Steel?

“Well, Viola’s grandmother has a sister whose son is single,” her mother said.

“Sounds old.”

“He probably never found the right woman, the smart woman, to grab him. And I hate to remind you, my dear, you are no young chicken yourself.”

“It’s spring, Mom.”

“What?”

Another Russian date, and what was one more? Hadn’t she been on millions of dates with exactly the same guy? “Businessman”-cum-gym-connoisseur-cum-superficial-art-lover. The educated Russian emphasis on culture forcing him to spend a few minutes before a Monet or Renoir. The one book, gathering dust on his bedside table, the Seven Effective Ways to or the Donald Trump’s Guide to. Always a hazy business deal in the works, just one more year and his investment would finally pay off. The loving attention paid to a sports car eternally sitting in some Russian-owned parking lot near the BQE. The Gucci label mysteriously affixed to the outside of his clothing, where it gleamed a chalky silver. A man whose mother, who were we kidding, was still doing his laundry, still fixing him dinner every night. They were always looking for Russian girls who would understand them, the feminine, sophisticated ladies so sorely absent in American culture, they said, but the truth was that American girls didn’t automatically do laundry for their husbands; they were not as enslaved by their own beauty, to its future demise, to have to do it.

Okay, Anna said. Bring on another one. But this time, she was not so dismissive. This time, her beloved dream, the one that felt so real that she could practically see the guy, was undulating and starting to disintegrate before her. It occurred to her that all those years of feeling unique, of thinking she was the only Russian immigrant to moon over Heathcliff from Wuthering Heights, might have been slightly delusional. (Heathcliff bidding on Deco? No, it was time to permanently put away Ms. Brontë.)

Alex K. had brought her to a restaurant off Central Park West. He was even older than she had expected, well into his fifties, but well dressed, polite.

At the end of the meal, he picked out their cheeses from the cheese cart—he had known which goat would enhance the remainder of their wine. After he had paid the bill, he held her coat open for her, stood behind her as she fumbled with the sleeve, his breath steady on the back of her neck. She thought she would find valet parking pretentious, but she found she liked the convenience, appreciated the way he gave the keys to the waiter, and before she knew it, she had slipped into the car, the two of them cruising down Broadway.

The fresh smell of leather seats, a faint aroma of vanilla. The city unfolded before Anna: the breathless blue of the MetLife Building, slipping beneath it into the tunnel and being expelled onto the wide berth of Park Avenue. Speeding past streaks of light, shadows of bodies in restaurant windows. If she were with a girlfriend, they would have been hailing a cab or, more realistically, trudging down into the subway. Who knew that a Lexus could glide so smoothly? One more date wouldn’t hurt, the future Anna K. had thought in the car. Just…one…more…date.



The ease, the ease of it. No worries about money, every pore satisfied. So what if he was Heathcliff’s, Darcy’s, opposite? He had a reliable travel agent, a Russian woman who understood that her clients needed a few days of pampering at an all-inclusive luxury resort. He had a chauffeur who drove him to the airport; his favorite store was Brooks Brothers, where he always paid retail. He always meant what he said, and nothing subversive, it seemed to Anna, roiled beneath. The print on price tags or bills held no more interest for him, and neither did opera or fiction. He didn’t analyze what he saw around him, what he put into his mouth. His world was closed. Flattery oozed out of his lips and it always hit the right notes.

“You are beautiful, Ty krasavitsa,” he would say, caressing her cheek, before undressing her. His kisses left a beaded trail of saliva on her belly; she would dab a sheet discreetly, wiping it away. In the morning, she would always find a treat on the other pillow—a chocolate-covered strawberry on an oval silver tray, a peony. He rarely forgot a bouquet of flowers, fresh and abundant, when he picked her up for a date.

One more date, one more date. This would be the last, she told herself; she would break it to him after the muscat or the port, after the trip to Vermont, the gift of the silver Tiffany’s starfish dangling on the thinnest of threads. She was not meant for this lack of conflict, she thought, this absence of an opposing force.

But her Chelsea apartment was so constricting, its wood cupboards scraped and uneven, no amount of vacuuming would redeem her carpet and the generations of detritus that lurked beneath. Her cement balcony could only be taken seriously if isolated in quotation marks. She worked by securing rights for foreign books and she was thirty-six. Those were the unimaginable facts of Anna’s life, a woman who was whisked to America as a young girl, whose future (searing political essays, powerful lovers, and a work of art shaped by the most idiosyncratic émigré mind since Nabokov) had yet to materialize. And she had waited patiently for the call of the relevant lovers through her twenties and early thirties; she had cocked her ear toward the siren song of divine inspiration. But each day slurred together with the last, with no sharp ideas arriving for Anna; she was leaving no tangible imprint on the world.

But who could have imagined that the future Anna K., of all people, would be proposed to in this fashion? In a French restaurant in SoHo—an open kitchen, Languedoc wines, wood-burning oven, the whole cozy shebang—staring at a diamond ring in the middle of her spoon slathered in chocolate. She had dipped this spoon into her chocolate soufflé (how she loved soufflé, its temperature and texture, the hot and the less hot, the gooey and the firm) and there it was, shiny, stained, alien. What convinced Alex that hiding an engagement ring in a molten soufflé was a good idea?

She looked at his rosy cheeks, beads of sweat glistening on his forehead, his hairy, shaking hands.

“My dear Anna,” he began, as Anna licked, no, sucked, the chocolate off the ring, leaving a trail of saliva and specks of chocolate encrusted along with the tiny piqués around the solitaire. “You must know how I feel about you.”

“I do,” she said, as if reading dialogue out of a book, a clumsy, heavy-handed passage of “foreshadowing.” She was aware that she had colluded in something, and here was its inevitable conclusion. If you were going to say no, shouldn’t it have been months ago when the plan was being hatched, executed?

“The last year and a half have only proven to me that we are so well suited,” Alex continued. He mumbled an abridged list of their activities: their first date that lasted half the night and two bottles of wine, their ski trip to Vermont, where he had to summon a doctor for her sprained ankle, the Rodin show, where she confessed to him that she adored Rodin, their first tender night together, et cetera, et cetera.

In Anna’s peripheral vision, the waiters gathered themselves into a cluster by the fake fireplace, wringing their hands, preparing to clap, to send out the celebratory chestnut crème brûlée. One of them glanced at his watch.

Alex stood up, his chair squeaking. He lowered himself on both knees, then shifted, propping himself on the right one. He plucked the ring out of her hands and held it up next to his nose.

“Will you marry me, Anna?” Time, she thought, time could not be ignored.

“Chicken livers, thirty-two,” a cook called out from the kitchen, and was shushed. A woman at a nearby table broke into nervous tears. Someone else was pouring wine, taking surreptitious bites of food. Otherwise, it was as black and quiet as outer space.

“Yes, Sasha, I will,” Anna whispered. The clapping was hearty, diners kept sending over glasses of champagne. And the crème brûlée, when it arrived, was delicious, creamy, the perfect brittle blanket, you could barely taste the chestnut. Hence, the proposal, the chocolate ring, the expected conclusion. The end.
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THE GREAT RUSSIAN SOUL




We cannot continue the story of Anna K. without tackling the issue of the Russian soul—velikaia russkaia dusha. Much ink has been spilled on it, no one can adequately articulate what it entails. It is generally agreed that the term is hazy and amorphous, an exclusive gift for the suffering Russians. Does it have anything to do with bitter cold? Communist timetables? Policing grandmothers? The addictive qualities of vodka? Wars fought with little training, shoddy clothing, and primitive equipment? An affection for murderous dictators? Ambivalence about the Westernizing innovations of Peter the Great?

Fyodor Dostoyevsky called it the “Russian disease…an indifference toward everything that is vital—toward the truth of life, everything that nourishes life and generates health.” But is there truth to any of it, or is it just a story, a myth created to justify one’s suffering?

Does it have something to do with this toska everyone talks about, an irrepressible longing for the Motherland, a misty-eyed nostalgia for God-knows-what, God-knows-when? And what happens to the Great Russian Soul when it is transplanted? Can it flourish in Rego Park, Queens, for example?

The Russians around Anna had their own—immigrant—interpretations of the phenomenon. To Anna, this was what the Russian soul in America looked like:


	Shopping Extortions: In department stores, a Russian friend encourages Anna to clip a $200 price tag for a Fendi scarf and surreptitiously exchange it with the $35 sales tag belonging to a Nike sports bra. Why pay more?

	Rebuke from Strangers: How often has Anna found herself scolded by Russians in public places? “Maybe if you hadn’t wandered away, devushka, you wouldn’t have lost your spot in line,” being an example of leftover schadenfreude that used to be exercised in millions of lines around the Soviet Union.

	Suspicion of Positive Sentiments: In Anna’s observation, Russians avoided voicing praise, presumably to ward off the evil eye. If the young Anna Roitman received compliments from a Russian adult, chances were either she had lost a significant amount of weight or they lacked a Russian soul.

	Indifference to the Enjoyment of Others: How often had Anna overheard exceedingly loud conversations, say, about a friend’s abortion during a Met performance of Don Giovanni? If Anna tried to shush the two women, she would inevitably receive an earful.

	Fondness for Politically Incorrect Jokes: Anna could never understand the mysterious proliferation of anekdoty, passed via Internet and retold around dinner tables, skewering impotent men, mistresses, dissatisfied wives, alcoholism, peasants, excessive stupidity, old-school communists, Chapayev, Stalin, Putin, Georgians, Bukharians, Jews, lesbians, and other non-“Russian” personages. Anna immigrated to America at a young age, and therefore the humor of the punch lines passed her by completely.



Et cetera.

Perhaps this was the result of the Russian soul’s transmutation—its Sovietization, its immigration. Or, more likely, this was the only slice allotted to the Russian Jews (just called “Jews” in Russia), while the good stuff, that special concentrated essence Dostoyevsky spoke of, would be saved for the ethnic Russians, the real Russians.



It seemed that Anna K., for all her Americanness, might not be an owner of a velikaia russkaia dusha. She woke up optimistically to a new day, tried to take pride in small accomplishments, rarely voiced criticism to family and friends, to lovers (much less to strangers standing in front of her at a checkout line). She began interactions with new people on a platform of politesse.

Yet, Anna decided, shards of the Russian soul might have lodged themselves inside her, unwilling to be removed. She loved to drink, even if it often made her combative and depressed afterward, for reasons she could not pinpoint. She had a fatalistic binary mentality—things tended to be wonderful or terrible; there were few nuances to her failures. Like a child, who builds castles with the aim to destroy, so Anna was tempted to topple her own best efforts—a hard-earned employment contact she didn’t follow up on, a phone message from a promising romantic prospect ignored until it was too late. She didn’t believe or didn’t want to believe in therapy as a cure for any of these ailments. Most damningly, even at the height of her pleasure—splashed by sun on a beautiful spring day or in the middle of an engrossing activity requiring all her concentration—she was engulfed by an overall feeling of doom. The Russian soul had come to claim her, extinguishing all that was sanguine and buoyant, all that was American inside her, leaving only the Siberian Steppes, the crust of black bread, the acerbic aftertaste of marinated herring, the eternal, bleak winter.

At least that was what she told herself. Her Russianness, her immigration, had given her the license to tell that story.
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SHOULD SHE BRING IN DOSTOYEVSKY?




Waiting for Alex K.’s train to arrive at Penn Station, Anna decided that she would revel in her newly solid life—after all, there was no reason to deny the pleasure of certainty, of routine, a finale to those energy-consuming dramas of the single life. The predictable dilution of every former relationship—the first moment the guy withdraws into himself, not to be coaxed out; the nights he is too tired to see Anna, insisting on sleeping in his own bed; the “Look, this isn’t working” if she’s lucky, the lack of returned phone calls if she isn’t. Kisses, thinning, drained of passion. How much armor can a single young woman accumulate before she puts down her weapons?

An older man stood next to Anna playing the accordion; was that a Ukrainian polka, a song her father used to sing to her as a child? Anna could not remember. She watched the man, the few coins in his hat, the way he squeezed the folds of the accordion, a striped scarf wrapped around his neck. He seemed to be playing primarily for himself, as if the music yanked him back to where he came from. Anna’s father had played the accordion in Russia—why hadn’t Americans embraced that instrument? she wondered.

She glimpsed his face in the crowd, one instantly recognizable from that of many meaningless heads: his particular smile, wide but lopsided, the scent of cigarettes and coffee on the coat. The approval in Alex’s eyes as he skimmed Anna’s form, the open shearling jacket, the silk blouse, the black pencil skirt.

“Moia dorogaia Anna.” He kissed her, quickly, on the lips. Did anyone say those words in the exact way that he did? The singular way he dragged out the word “dear” in Russian, how melodious: dorogaia. There was no American man who could hit the precise nerve of nostalgia with that word.

“Wait right here.” He left her with one bag and went to find his colleagues. This was what normal couples did, Anna thought, pleased. They performed rituals for one another, parceling out their hours, there was a neatness to it. A conscious choice made: You, you will be important to me.

A train pulled into the station and secreted its passengers. Anna closed her eyes, feeling the rush of bodies stir the air around her, the corners of objects, of knees and elbows grazing her. When she opened her eyes, only a young man remained, listening to the accordion player strike up a fresh round of “Balalaika.” He was dressed touchingly like a student in a peacoat, a book under one arm, his backpack on the floor between his legs. His eyes were magnified behind rimmed glasses. He lingered, darting glances at her.

She knew what she looked like, a heroine of a French film, perhaps, enveloped in black. Not pretending to read, protecting herself with nothing but her coat and her thoughts. He was staring at her. She stilled her mind, forced it away from scenarios she would have played out in the past. If her life had the narrative qualities of a book, how would their meeting unfold? Simply, she decided, they would be fused by a mutual look. There would be no need to speak. The man peeled two dollars from his wallet clip and dropped them into the man’s hat.

“From both of us?” he called out. His smile was something confident and unshaking. He reached into his wallet and pulled out one more dollar. “Musicians in the subways, well, they’re overlooked, aren’t they?”

“Yes. I mean, the song,” she said. “It has some significance.” She tried to sound regal, indifferent, like her expected image, but it came out high-pitched, inelegant.

“Oh?” Two strides and he was beside her. She noticed his tattered paperback was dappled with yellow Post-its across the spine—Notes from the Underground. His face was smooth, unlined, soft, serious, a cleft in his chin. And it occurred to Anna that there was nothing, now, she could do with all that. She would have to forget his eyes—the color of autumn grass, green giving way to brown.

“It reminds me of home.” So she would play the immigrant card, after all, the story that never failed her, the story that always sucked them in. But now there was a kind of heightened desperation in returning to the same old ploys of seduction; this time, she wanted to exude authenticity.

“Really? Did you come here from Eastern Europe? I thought I heard a Russian accent.” She didn’t answer; it was too easy, after all. He said, “Were you on this train too? From Chicago?”

“No. My fiancé was. He got on at Philadelphia.” There, she said it, the word that cut the path short.

They stood together for a minute, listening to the accordion player. This man seemed unwilling to move from her side. He put his backpack on the ground, shifted his book to the crook of the arm closest to Anna. Should Anna enliven the conversation somehow—should she bring in Dostoyevsky? (Anna saw he had written Nihilist? on one of the Post-its.) For the first time since the proposal, Anna experienced a rumble of disappointment.

The man seemed to have made up his mind. “David.” He stretched out his hand. He smelled, marvelously, of nothing. The clean absence of smell.

She took it, squeezed its cold fingers. “Anna Roitman.” The train from Philadelphia pulled away, leaving them, linked together, on the platform.



By the time Alex found Anna, this David was gone, magically heaved into the crowd, leaving a faint trail of himself as though he had never existed. She looked for him in the crowd as Alex took her arm and steered her upstairs, across Penn Station, to the cab queue. “Didn’t I talk about nothing but my soon-to-be wife the entire trip?” Alex said to his colleagues, both of whom Anna had met before at the Vodka Room; they wore enormous gold pinky rings and sucked in air after downing a shot. No one responded; they believed it to be a rhetorical question.

The four of them stood outside in the sputtering rain, moving up the line, until the next cab was theirs.

“To Queens,” one said, adjusting himself beside her; she was sitting on the sash of his raincoat.

“But not for long,” said Alex, his hand entwined around Anna’s neck. “After the wedding, we’ll be looking on the East Side.”

Anna stared out of a window pummeled by rain. She felt ill; squashed in a cab with foreign male bodies, the sour smell of the upholstery. No matter how hard she tried, Anna couldn’t suppress her fear of what she had relinquished, the not entirely pleasant “we,” decisions made around her. She thought of green eyes, stylish spectacles, the well-worn book in his hands. He had not asked for her number; it went exactly as she had imagined, all subtext, very little text. She thought of the Woody Allen film (Manhattan, wasn’t it?) in which he and his younger girlfriend ate Chinese food directly out of containers, the simple act of watching a black-and-white movie together on television. With Alex, there would be no tank tops, probably, and no sweatpants either, no eating out of containers—he was a plate man, a man of thick cotton T-shirts. The cab lurched to the right, switching lanes. But what did Chinese food have to do with it? she thought. During winters, for example, she preferred French stews.

The younger pinky ring said, “So, I’m at the Millionaire Fair in Moscow, right? And this one guy buys a diamond-studded cell phone. He’s wearing this Rolex or whatnot, his diamond cuff links, and says his plastic cell phone was the one thing that didn’t match. He says he has to buy the phone to make it match.”

The men shook their heads, in contempt or envy. Anna couldn’t be sure but suspected the latter.

Cabs and cars snaked before them, a long, red, wet blur seemingly without end.

“Comrade passengers, I suggest you relax back there,” the cabdriver called out in Russian. “We got long ride.”

After a while, Alex began to nap, his head falling slightly to the side, onto the shoulder of one of his colleagues. The man made eye contact with Anna, a conspiratorial smile—he’d been married for seven years himself, and this was pretty much the way it was most of the time: unpleasant snores, unpleasant smells, the screech of your name, the demands. But he would say nothing to this semi-young woman, this pale, haughty woman whose English was far better than her Russian, who, for some reason, had decided to take on the fifty-six-year-old bachelor Alexei K. for life, despite everything.
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THE CONDENSED LOVE STORY OF ANNA K.




Anna had always had crushes on her teachers. All she needed to see was a man striding to the front of the room, books under his arm, a scarf wrapped around his neck, preparing to address the class, and her heart would be captured at once.

She could never forget her first day of school in Russia, a national holiday, waking up to know that millions of kids were doing exactly what she was doing—accepting flowers from relatives, being walked to school for that very first meeting, the music, the speech from the principal. All those kids, in their polished shoes, their white pinafores. Heaven.

Her first love was Tovarisch Alexander Petrovich Grushin, her first-grade teacher in Moscow. Picture the future Anna K. sitting in the first row, her pencil case neatly aligned with the right edge of her desk, her quad-lined workbook filled with jostling numbers, her two braids held in place by white chiffon ribbons. What was it about Grushin? He was no great looker. He was balding, but proudly so, his thick eyebrows masking a genuinely kindly face, a face that could be animated into passion by small, attainable pleasures: a glass of strong black tea, a chicken dumpling, the sight of a woman’s pink skin after a hot shower.

Later, Anna would imagine all these details about dear Alexander Petrovich, but back then she just wanted to give him the right answer. She would rattle off, “One, two, three, five, seven, eleven,” and then sit back, flush with pride, basking in his approval. “Very good, Anna Borisovna, very good,” he would say. And wasn’t Grushin the one who pinned Anna with her very first October pin when she was becoming an Octyabryonok? Wasn’t it his hand—trembling, for fear of pricking her with the sharp point—that clumsily attached the red-gold star, Lenin’s face in its center, to her prepubescent chest? Wasn’t it Grushin whom her parents invited to the Roitmans’ communal apartment for dinner, the way he thanked Natasha for every crust of bread and praised Anna to the skies—the neatness of her handwriting, her perfect fives in every problem? Anna sat to his right, passing him the bowl of garlic potatoes. In the Soviet Union, it was so easy to please a man.

After the Roitmans immigrated to the United States, it was never the same. Here, the first day of school was no longer special; parents plunked their kids in the schoolyard and went straight to the office. Her teachers were unattractive women or, if attractive, they were young and distracted, their own neediness directed outward. The men varied. Anna was happy to note that her Russian accent and freshly scrubbed, nectarine smoothness attracted their attention at once. She was always the first to raise her hand, answers at her fingertips. The teachers called her “Ehna” and tended to want to do special things for her.

Mr. Stevens, for example—portly, young, idealistic—explained compound adjectives to Anna after class, hovering over her and an open book in the hallway as kids ran past them to their classrooms. “Blue eyed,” he said, “is not the same as blue-eyed.”

“I understand,” the hushed twelve-year-old Anna agreed, her breath caressing those thick, slightly crooked fingers gripping the textbook. “Like blue-eyed girl.”

“Yes,” he said. “Yes.”

Mr. Horowitz taught Anna to serve a volleyball not with her wrist—stinging, red, and swollen afterward—but with the palm of her hand. World history teacher Mr. Miller blushed as he went over the details of Russia’s 1917 Revolution, then the ensuing civil war, terror, gulag, Lubyanka. They sat in adjacent school desks—his, a leftie—touching arms, their heads inclined. “But you must know all this already, right?” he would say, even as Anna shook her head. No, how could she possibly know all this if no one had taught it to her?

“Watt is the unit of power?” the physics teacher, Mr. Fried, would joke, waiting for the right answer. “Yes,” she would reply, giving him what she knew he wanted. And of course there were many others: Messrs. Lawrence and Hoffman and Lee and Monroe—all more luminous than the American boys around Anna with their stutters, their scabs, their ketchup-stained sports jerseys. And they didn’t know what to make of her either, a brooding young girl wearing dark colors, staring out windows, reading, always reading.

It was only in Queens College that Anna started to realize that she was so busy pleasing all her teachers, she had no idea what she wanted to do for herself. Junior year creaked around and there it was—major-selection time approaching with Anna still under the thrall of last year’s Shakespearean scholar, Professor Watling, and Proto-Renaissance art history expert, Mr. Heyraud. (“And look at the dress on that Madonna”: Heyraud’s ecstatic, French-tinged voice sliced through the dim lights, the sensuous colors.)

Anna tried doing research at Career Services, an unassuming brown house on the edge of the campus, where she flipped through heavy black binders. Inside, university graduates talked about what they did in their offices all day. They would “solve problems,” “manage teams,” and “interface with departments,” their testimonies spilling over with bluster and bravado. She signed up for an appointment with an advisor, who told Anna that a writing class might unearth her secret desires. Who knows what you’ll find out? she said from behind an oversized artificial fern, pushing glasses up the bridge of her nose. She shoved the course catalog into her hands.

Anna checked the course listings for the fall. Yes, a man would be teaching creative writing this semester—and a Russian man at that, a Zubovsky.

The class was small, just twelve people, more girls than boys. Zubovsky made the class create a circle of their chairs so they could all see one another, but the collective focus was always on the front of the room, directed at the teacher. Anna wished she could say this Zubovsky was the best-looking man she’d ever seen, a worthy successor to all the men who came before, but that was not the case. Zubovsky’s round head was not integrated with his slight, angular frame; Anna could tell he barely reached five feet tall. He spent most of the class in his seat, one leg crossed over the other, winding a pen around each finger. He wore a three-piece suit and had a small trace of an accent. He was a nervous, first-time professor, evident by the long pauses, the rapid eye movements, his reluctance to disagree with student opinions.

They took turns around the room telling the class who they were. Anna’s speech became particularly long and rambling. I’m from Russia, she told the class, holding Zubovsky’s gaze for as long as possible. He listened attentively, a whisper of a smile on his simian face.

During Thanksgiving dinner, Anna told her parents that she had selected English as her major. Twenty relatives, internally flambéed on vodka, sat around the table, waiting for Anna’s parents’ reaction. And Anna found herself wanting to hurt her parents, because if they had stayed in Russia, wouldn’t she have had a clearer focus for her life: some babies on the way, a budding career as an engineer?

The Roitman table was the Russian interpretation of the first American meal—parsley-dusted potatoes instead of yams, two roasted chickens (pregnant with apples) instead of turkey. Anna’s father squinted at her.

“What career is good with English major?” he asked. “In the Soviet Union—” he began good-naturedly, but the relatives broke in to remind him as if he had forgotten that there was no Soviet Union, and thank God for that. Another round of toasts broke out.



It is time, Zubovsky said, to write a short story. This was the moment in the semester the class had been dreading, having satisfied its creative impulses with brief vignettes, with lists of favorite childhood toys, descriptions of their most vivid birthdays.

Last class, Zubovsky had circulated Anna’s piece to all the students. It was set during a New Year’s when she was eight years old and still in Russia, and Father Frost came to pay a home visit. Of course, even at that time, she’d known it was her father dressed up in a beard, a ridiculous fake white fur collar, holding a plastic bag filled with walnuts and a mauve one-eyed bear. When Anna asked for Snegurochka, his sexy young niece, his government-invented partner-in-crime, he told her that this year he was traveling solo. Anna’s mother was being fired that very day for having applied to emigrate, a traitor soon to have her citizenship taken away, a betrayer of her country—they should have known not to hire a Jew. But Anna did not include this in her cozy memory piece, which the class loved. More ethnic details, the class sighed, more food, more indigenous scenes.

But no matter how much Anna tried, she couldn’t get Zubovsky’s attention. He appeared to be besotted with Janice, a quiet blonde whose flowery writing had been deemed publishable by the class. Her mouth was shaped like a cherry and as she announced that she had already written her short story, her shirt slipped a little to reveal a pale, dimpled shoulder.

Zubovsky handed out one of his own stories as an example. It was called “Baba Yaga” and appeared to be about the end of his marriage to a voluptuous but shrewish Russian woman. He is not yet over her, Anna thought as he read the whole thing out loud, moistening his lips with his tongue, clearing his throat from time to time. In the story, the protagonist is tall, towering over all the other characters, until he is consumed, piece by piece, by his wife. As the class listened, Anna watched Janice’s face. She was looking down at her slender hands, her rounded pink fingernails, taking deep, even breaths.

“To write a story is to learn about yourself,” Zubovsky said when he finished reading. But Anna didn’t want to write a story. In the library, she looked up Zubovsky’s name in the online catalog. There she discovered that he had written only one book, called Russian Hauntings. It sat on the shelf, new, its spine crisp. The cover was ornate, decorated with folk characters, sorcerers, and demons, but inside, Anna found conventional stories—basically fairy tales updated with Russian immigrants. Fearing mediocrity, she closed the book and returned it to where she’d found it.

On her way back to the bus that would take her back to Ninety-ninth Street and her parents’ apartment with its smell of salmon soup, Anna tried to forget the book, its leanness, its paucity, and imagined something thicker hidden in his drawer, Tolstoyan in scope, erudite, historical. On the bus, she pictured Zubovsky grabbing her after class, pushing her against the wall, lifting her by the slope behind her knees, wrapping her legs around his waist. He would address her, brusquely, only in Russian. In return, she would consume him.



The next morning, Anna realized she had dreamt about Grushin. The dream was washed of all color, like the black-and-white pictures with scalloped edges the Roitmans had brought with them from Russia. What would he look like shuffling around like the other elderly immigrants, with a fedora, a cane, arthritic legs warmed by a wool plaid blanket? And what would he talk about—his emphysema, the pulsating ache in his hips? No more strings of numbers magically exuding from his mouth, no more “very good, Anna Borisovna.”

“How is English major going?” her father asked. They were eating as usual, the table full of food; most of it would be thrown away. At the supermarket, her parents stocked up on a mountain of supplies, savored the process of replenishing that empty box of tissues, the sliver of soap, the moldy brick of cheese.

With an English major, there were many practical applications, Anna explained. She could be a journalist, an editor, a teacher. But as she spoke, none of those possible futures felt tangible to her; they were simply words she could translate into other words. She took a bite of carrot cake.

“Even if you do get a job with this major, you can always live with us,” her mother said, pushing the plate beneath the cake, catching some of the falling crumbs. “You can live here for as long as you like,” she said, patting Anna’s hand.



Zubovsky’s office was in the basement of the English department, in the corner of a badly lit labyrinth. Outside his office was a shantytown of students, some standing, some crouching on the floor, waiting for the professor to tell them about themselves. Anna joined the line.

“He’s very supportive, isn’t he?” one girl standing next to Anna said. “He really listens to you, and he’s not fucking boring like the others.” Anna smiled until the girl turned away. For good luck, she wore her hair in two braids; the hairstyle gave her a sense of control.

The line went slowly as Zubovsky spent time with each student, the door closed, murmuring on the other side until the student was exhaled from the room, wearing her own secret smile. Anna looked for Janice, but she was not in this line.

At last, Zubovsky waved Anna in. She closed the door herself and sat in one of a pair of chairs, legs pressed together, knapsack neatly resting on her knees. The office was mostly bare, but there were some personal touches—a tiny cactus on one side of the desk, a calendar of movie posters, and a shelf of Russian literature, cataloged chronologically (the Chagalls, then the Gogols, all the way up to Russian Hauntings). His desk was pressed against the wall. Zubovsky heaved himself into a swivel chair and crossed his legs. Anna waited for him to speak.

“Anna,” he said, clasping his hands together. They stared at each other. Finally he turned to look for Anna’s story, “Rusalka,” among the stack of papers on his desk. The story had come to Anna in a spurt of inspiration. When she’d flipped through Zubovsky’s book, she’d noticed that the rusalka was the one mythical character missing from his collection—that siren who lures men to a watery grave at the bottom of the lake. A woman, wronged in life (an early death of some kind, a betrayal), returns in her afterlife to claim the souls of men. She is strong and beautiful, God is she beautiful—more beautiful than Janice could ever be—with thick, luxurious tresses, pudding-soft curves, sweet dimpled spots that no man—stumbling, lost, alone—can resist. In Anna’s story the rusalka finally acts, winding her slim arms around the teacher, learning from him for eternity.

Peeking around Zubovsky, Anna saw red-penned etchings in the margin of the paper. Very good, Anna, she glimpsed on one page. A nice image. In the past, how much pleasure those words would have given her! But now they felt hollow, not enough to fill her. She wasn’t a writer, that was clear, but she could love one.

He put the story down and turned to Anna. Even though the teacher’s name in the story was Grushin, she could tell Zubovsky was uncomfortable. He shuffled in his seat, running his fingers mechanically through his hair. He had a faintly Slavic face, round and monkeylike, the back of his neck dotted with stubble.

“Anna,” he began again. “This is a fine fictional effort.” He pronounced her name the same way her parents did, patiently, the same long tender “A” for “Ah-na.” There was no Ehna in this room. Somebody knocked on the door; Anna ignored the sound and allowed her own name to wash over her, embracing her. This was the first teacher who was just like her, forced to churn out fairy tales to make sense of his life. Their story was the same story. Her body was taut, humming, ready to claim him.

Before he could open the door to his office, to release her into that unfathomable, indifferent hallway, Anna placed her hands on Zubovsky’s shoulders. He seemed paralyzed with surprise; his eyes were wide, unblinking. She gripped his cheap, itchy sweater and leaned in to kiss him. She cradled the back of his head with one hand and pressed her tongue into his mouth. Heaven. Before he gently pushed her away, Anna could hear her knapsack hitting the floor between their feet, the thump resonating with her like a bell, like coming home, like that first-day-of-school Moscow sound that summoned every schoolchild throughout the land into the red, glorious building of education.
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