


[image: 001]




[image: 001]






Advance Praise for The Unreal Life of Sergey Nabokov


“This astounding book will remind the reader not of Nabokov, but of Tolstoy: for the epic sweep across history, of course, but even more for the great Tolstoyan trick of finding the one detail in a bit player—the livid scar on the naked thigh of a Russian peasant, the subversive ‘hangman’s lock’ of hair sported by a kid in Nazi Berlin—that somehow conjures up a whole vanished world of seeing and feeling. Sergey Nabokov is a triumphant invention: eyes and heart wide open through every catastrophe, he emerges as a new kind of hero, an intrepid conquistador of loss.”

—Mark Merlis, author of American Studies and Man About Town


 



“Always readable and compelling, Paul Russell’s The Unreal Life of Sergey Nabokov is a brilliant impersonation, literary prestidigitation of a higher order, and in the end, a unique and solidly mature work.”

—Felice Picano, author of True Stories: Portraits From My Past


 



“What makes this remarkable novel unforgettable is the exact and vivid portrayal of Sergey Nabokov as he makes his way through an extraordinary time in history. Paul Russell’s writing is breath-taking. This book will surely become a classic.”

—V. G. Lee, author of The Comedienne and As You Step Outside


 



“The historical life of Sergey Nabokov was altogether real and all too short. But there are forms of history that only fiction can suggest, and this subtle novel movingly brings back from the shadows a rich, lost life.”

—Michael Wood, author of The Magician’s Doubts:



Nabokov and the Risks of Fiction and Yeats and Violence


 



“The Unreal Life of Sergey Nabokov advances the art of biography even as it proves itself the very best of Paul Russell’s fine novels. I read half of it not even thinking that Sergey Nabokov was a ‘real person,’ largely because the intimacy author Russell brings to his subject is the total kind one finds only in art, but then something told me, you’re reading two sorts of book at once—a stupendous thrill ride all by itself. History and myth combine to tell the saga, apparently from inside, as we’ve never experienced it—the splendors and miseries of Tsarist Russia, the picnic of modernism that was the 20s Paris of Cocteau, Stein, and Diaghilev, and the unfolding nightmare of the Third Reich. Our hero lacks his brother’s genius, but he is that rare creature, the genuinely brave and sweet man to whom one hates to say goodbye. And now we don’t have to.”

—Kevin Killian, author of Shy and Arctic Summer


 



“It takes an accomplished novelist to bring to glittering life a lost and foreign world. Paul Russell achieves this feat with disarming ease in The Unreal Life of Sergey Nabokov, a daring, ambitious, playful, intelligent, and deeply affecting novel. Russell lavishes upon Vladimir Nabokov’s unheralded and doomed younger brother Sergey the divine attention, sympathy, and patience we all wish to receive from our creator. While compulsively reading this book, I felt an occasional twinge of envy, and I thought that it must have been as exciting to write as it is to read.”

—Valerie Martin, author of The Confessions of Edward Day


 



“The only thing ‘unreal’ about this novel is the skill it took to write it. Paul Russell exhibits uncanny knowledge of the period and its people. He is an unfailing guide through St. Petersburg, Paris, and Berlin, dope dens, literary salons, drag balls, and war-torn streets. From the height of genius and to the depth of the gutter, Russell extends his precise, penetrating, and panoramic gaze.”

—David Bergman, author of The Violet Hour 


 



“Paul Russell’s sublime novel The Unreal Life of Sergey Nabokov is an astonishing work of art. In lucid prose, Russell retells the story of Nabokov’s gay brother, allowing us a clear window into an overlooked life and an underwritten aspect of history. This mesmerizing novel not only recreates the shifting, unstable epoch of Europe in the first half of the twentieth century, but reimagines Sergey’s persona, his loves, and fate with great authenticity and imagination. It’s a heartbreaking novel that everyone should read.”

—Alistair McCartney, author of The End of the World Book
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BERLIN 
NOVEMBER 23, 1943


 



 



 



THE AIR-RAID SIRENS COMMENCED SHORTLY before midnight. From the cellar we heard the cough of the antiaircraft guns on the city’s perimeter, the bombers’ drone, the rolling thunder of gigantic footsteps. All this we have grown accustomed to, but now the drunken giant strode directly toward us. We felt the building above us shudder, heard the windows blow out in a crystalline shower, smelled the weird bloom of the incendiaries. Then the deafening footsteps receded, the din quieted—only to be overtaken some minutes later by the fire’s roar as it spread through the neighborhood. The pressure drop sucked the cellar door from its hinges. We scrambled to shoulder it back into place. With damp cloths we shielded our faces against the smoke. Our ears and temples throbbed. We cried aloud. We prayed.

“All the same,” I told Herr Silber this morning, “England is the most civilized country in the world.”

My words hung almost legibly in the frigid air of our office. A stunned silence met them. Several nervous faces glanced our way, then returned to their paperwork. Most of my associates in the Eastern Front Editorial Department had managed to show up for work. As Dr. Goebbels reminds us, in the Reich there are no longer any rights, there are only duties.

“Obviously, Herr Nabokov,” said my colleague, a little unsteadily, “we’re all under a great deal of stress. Perhaps you might consider taking the rest of the day off.”

I knew he was trying to be kind. Every one of us in that room understood exactly what had just happened. Feeling dangerously lightheaded, I rose, made a bow. “Danke sehr,” I said. “I believe I will.”

What has been said cannot be unsaid. That is the reality of the Reich. Who should know that better than the staff of the Propaganda Ministry?

Herr Silber made the usual stiff-armed salute. There was no point anymore in returning it, so I did not.

I sensed all eyes following me as I left. In the corridor a poster warned: THE ENEMY SEES YOUR LIGHT! DARKEN IT! Shards of glass littered the front steps. Otherwise the Ministry remained remarkably unscathed, though its neighbors on Wilhelmstrasse were not so lucky. The Chancellery, the Arsenal, the Hotel Budapest—all had been reduced to rubble. I skirted a bomb crater nearly as wide as the street, its cavity already filled with water from a severed main. A burnt-out lorry perched on its lip. Nearby lay a headless mannequin which I chose not to inspect closely. All along my nearly impassable route the air hung thick with masonry dust, a hideous oily ash, an odor of char and kerosene and I scarcely dare think what else. Among incinerated trams and buses wandered unearthly shades. On Kurfürstendamm a stout middle-aged woman in a flimsy  nightgown and fur stole approached and threw her arms around me. Gratefully I embraced her, if for no other reason than that we were both still alive.

“What despicable barbarians!” Herr Silber had said to no one in particular in that frigid shell of an office. “Murderers. Jackals. Jews! The British are by far the worst war criminals of all.”

Who could blame him? The firestorm had overspread the city from west to east. Charlottenburg, Unter den Linden, Alexanderplatz—all were said to be devastated. Nonetheless, I said what I said—“Trotz allem, England ist das zivilisierteste Land der Welt.”

Last week a young lady was arrested from the building next door for black-listening to foreign broadcasts. Only yesterday I witnessed an older gentleman plucked from the tram by the Sicherheitsdienst for mentioning to another passenger what hardly needs mentioning: that the war goes very badly for the Reich. The civilized lads of the RAF will not have devastated this city so fully that the Gestapo cannot find their way to me. Flight is out of the question. Where would I go? The Nansen passport we Russian exiles carry is worthless. Besides, I am a convicted sex criminal under regular surveillance since my release from an Austrian jail last year.

I write this in my shell-shocked lodgings in Ravensbergerstrasse. The windows are gone, the electricity and water are out, my nerves are badly shredded, and I cannot get the sight of that headless mannequin out of my head. For courage I rely on black market brandy I have been hoarding for a wedding next week. In a recent novel by the incomparable V. Sirin—quite popular in our émigré circles—a condemned man wonders how he can begin writing without knowing how much time remains. What anguish he feels, realizing that yesterday there might perhaps have been enough time—if only he had thought to begin yesterday.
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ST. PETERSBURG

 



 



 



I WAS BORN IN SAINT PETERSBURG, RUSSIA, on March 12, 1900, the second son of Vladimir Dmitrievich Nabokov and Elena Ivanovna Rukavishnikov. My father was a highly regarded criminal lawyer, newspaper editor, and prominent “Cadet,” as the Constitutional-Democrats opposed to the Tsar were known in those days. My mother came from fantastic wealth, and if some of my father’s many enemies enviously whispered that his marriage betrayed a certain calculation, I never saw evidence of anything but a sustained and altogether enviable love between them.

My parents’ initial attempt at a son having arrived stillborn, their firstborn, Vladimir Vladimirovich, was all the more precious to them. I gather my own debut, a scant eleven months later, was less enthusiastically received. Through the years I have given a good deal of thought to my brother’s perspective on this  premature interloper in his private paradise, and concluded that part of his antipathy for me has always lain in his suspicion that I might represent a hasty revision on the part of the Creator that somehow reflected badly on him.

As for my undoting parents, they were disappointed, as I was later told by my needlessly honest grandmother Nabokova, to find their second offspring such a pallid reprise of their first. I was an uncommonly listless child: nearsighted, clumsy, inveterately left-handed despite attempts to “cure” me, and cursed with a stutter that only grew worse as I matured.

One of my earliest memories: I must have been four. Russia was at war with Japan, and my mother, brother, and I were ensconced with our English governess, Miss Hunt, in the Hotel Oranien in Wiesbaden, having been sent abroad by my father’s worries over the deteriorating political situation at home. About our German winter I remember little save for the young man who operated the hotel lift. Though he must have been no older than fifteen or sixteen, he seemed to me the epitome of manhood, dashingly handsome in his brimless gold cap, crimson blazer, and tight ink-black trousers with a single crisp stripe of gray defining the length of each long leg. Though I do not remember this myself, I am told that I had a habit of fondly clinging to his trouser leg as he worked the lift controls—rather like the little monkey that accompanied the organ grinder the hotel staff were incessantly shooing away from the sidewalk just beyond the hotel’s front entrance.

It was during that winter of my innocent infatuation that my brother convinced me to escape from the hotel he for some reason considered more a prison than a palace. I no longer recall what sweets or other reward Volodya promised me, but I remember very well our ride down from the fourth floor, and how the enchanting lift boy seemed to think nothing amiss in allowing two unaccompanied children free egress into the lobby. As Volodya dashed forth I paused, placed my hand on  my heart, and bade my bemused idol a desperate “Adieu, mon ami!” which I had feverishly rehearsed during our descent. Then I raced to catch up with my charismatic brother, who, winding among the legs of guests, had already managed to escape the clamor of the lobby for the even more clamorous street.

The organ grinder and his bright-eyed monkey leered at us. The avenue was a maze of clattering carriages and electric trams spitting terrifying blue sparks. I had never ventured from the Oranien without my mother or Miss Hunt holding my hand; to this day I marvel that Volodya appeared to know exactly where he was going in the chaos of the street. I struggled to keep up, as he kept looking back at me over his shoulder in an exasperation I knew meant he already regretted having cajoled me to join him.

In no time I realized we were lost. I kept my eyes on Volodya’s dark-blue navy jacket. The sky was dull and lifeless, the air chill and heavy, the town a uniform gray. Only my brother was a dancing point of color and energy. How long we wandered I cannot say, but eventually we neared the river, to which Miss Hunt had taken us by carriage several times so that we might stroll the promenade.

At a pier where a steamer lay docked, there was commotion as the last of the passengers boarded. Without a moment’s hesitation, Volodya bounded up the gangway, only to be brought up short by a stern-looking man with a great mustache.

“Sir, our parents have already gone on board,” Volodya explained in silken English. “They will be terribly alarmed if we fail to join them.” Volodya addressed the crowd. “Please, is there an Englishman here who can help a fellow countryman?”

They all stared at this stalwart five-year-old and his cowering brother.

“Why, dear, we’re Americans,” exclaimed a large lady who  held a little black dog in the crook of her arm. “By all means, board with me, my child.”

Thus folded in her protective skirts, we passed onto the boat, whereupon Volodya cried, “Mama, Papa!” and grabbing me by the hand, broke away from our temporary savior. At that moment, a quiver ran from prow to stern, a whistle shrieked, and the boat began to pull away from the pier.

I remember the calm of that leaden river as we left the city, and the houses thinned to fields and vineyards. Whenever in later years, whether in Paris or London or Berlin, I have heard those slowly rising chords that usher in Wagner’s river maidens, I am back on that steamer on the Rhine, standing beside my brave, mad, thrilling brother and allowing, at last, tears of terror and homesickness to run down my wind-flushed cheeks.

“What are we to do?” I wailed.

“Everything,” he crowed. He spread his arms wide. “Seryosha, we’re sailing to America. We’ll shoot elephants and ride horses and meet wild Indians. Just think of it.”

At the next landing, a policeman stood waiting and scooped us up to a nearby police landau. The lift boy, having had immediate second thoughts about the wisdom of allowing us out on our own, had reported our escape, and hotel staff had traced us to the pier just as our steamer moved beyond the range of their frantic hails.

Back at the hotel, my brother took stoically whatever discipline our mother managed to mete out. Our father, when eventually informed of our adventure, laughed heartily. Everyone seemed to sense that I had been the unwilling partner. The only one to suffer any permanent harm was poor Miss Hunt, who, on account of her negligence in allowing us to slip from our rooms, found herself promptly fired—hardly the first or last of our governesses to be bested by my brother. As for the superb lift boy, I never saw him again. Now that I think of it, I suppose he may have been fired as well.
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My mother’s brother, Vassily Ivanovich Rukavishnikov—known to us as Uncle Ruka—was a delightful exotic. He dressed gaily. One never saw him without a carnation in his lapel, or opal rings adorning his long fingers. He favored spats and high-heeled shoes, which I found tremendously elegant, though his mincing gait provoked cruel imitation by my brother. He was vain and passionate, sallow-skinned, raccoon-eyed, dashingly mustachioed and, like the younger of his two nephews, cursed with a stutter.

We saw him mostly in summer, when he alighted at Rozhestveno, his domain which, with my mother’s Vyra and my grandmother Nabokova’s Batovo, made up the family estate along the Oredezh River.

In late June, up would go the flag atop his house, announcing his arrival from those wintering haunts in France or Italy or Egypt we knew only from his extravagant stories. The shuttered house would be opened, the front portico’s grand columns hastily repainted, the furniture unveiled, the carpets beaten and aired. He brought us gifts, which he bestowed upon us gradually, so that the days of June were a continual revelation of colorful books and puzzles, playing cards, hand-painted lead hussars and uhlans, and once, when I was six, an enchanting little bronze bust of Napoleon that I took to bed with me every night for many weeks, till Volodya’s scorn eventually caused me to forgo that comforting practice.

For two happy months our uncle would be in our midst, shedding wonder and light. He possessed a sweet, high tenor voice, and in his spare time—of which, despite his soi-disant career as a diplomat, he seemed to have endless store—he composed barcaroles and bagatelles and chansons tristes, which he would sing to us on summer evenings, accompanying himself on the piano. No one else seemed much impressed by his artistry, but how I envied his wistful melodies.

I once convinced him to lend me the score to one of his songs, which he did with some reluctance: “Oh, that,” he said with half a laugh. “Well, if you wish.” I scurried away with the sacred document, and spent many happy hours rehearsing in secret, imagining his surprised smile when, freed of my stutter (for I do not stutter when I sing), I would one day lovingly offer his gift back to him.

Evenings, after dinner, he would regale us, in French rather than Russian, which he spoke quite badly, with tales of the Pyramids and the Sphinx, whose nose Napoleon’s troops had shot away one indolent afternoon, or crocodile-hunting expeditions on the Nile with Hamid, his servant. We sat on the verandah, amid steady oil lamps and flickering candles, while Cairo’s smoky bazaars teemed with unimaginable bargains. Among the items Uncle Ruka had brought us were a number of weighty cylinders used to render wax seals with the stamp of the caliph. “And yet,”—here he would look around at us with his raccoon eyes—“amongst all those bargains and beggars, there was still the possibility”—he paused dramatically—“of being deliciously taken advantage of!”

“Basile,” my father murmured—in warning.

“But I was never,” Uncle Ruka hastily assured us, “never, ever taken advantage of!”

Immediately he was off on another adventure, this time in an aeroplane, a Voisin Hydravion, the latest miracle from those amazing French brothers. Did we know he had crashed on a beach near Bayonne, that he had very nearly been killed? And yet—he kissed two beringed fingers he raised superstitiously to his lips—he had emerged with nary a scratch. The orthodox saints Sergius and Bacchus would remain his blessed protectors to the very end.

In the midst of his gaudy patter—on the word Bacchus, for instance—difficulty would seize him, and only after several  fraught moments would he finally succeed in surmounting the recalcitrant consonant.

For an adoring nephew’s stutter, however, he had no patience. My very presence seemed to annoy him, which only reinforced my desire to make him like me—or at least acknowledge me. Finding him in the library, where he idly leafed through a volume of floral aquarelles, I observed, “Hamid sounds like a most interesting character. What adventures you must have with him.”

“A scoundrel,” my uncle replied with surprising pique. “Don’t trouble yourself about Hamid. An infamous wretch if ever there was one. But now, dear lad, please allow your uncle a moment of peace. Can’t you see he’s busy reading?”

 



For having penned an appeal for passive resistance to the Tsar’s policies (a document known to history as the Viborg Manifesto) Father and several of his fellow Cadets spent the summer of 1908 confined to prison. The rest of the family confined ourselves to Vyra, my mother’s estate, where one sultry afternoon an overloaded calèche brought a fashionable St. Petersburg photographer, his assistant, and a panoply of theatrical-looking camera equipment. Why my mother wished, in Father’s absence, to undertake a series of formal portraits of herself and her children I do not know—but Volodya violently objected at the prospect of the two of us being garbed in identical short white trousers and long-sleeved blouses. Our latest governess, Mlle. Miautin, whom we simply called “Mademoiselle,” reminded her charge that good boys did not throw fits, while the photographer reassured him that the two of us did not look the least bit alike. In the end Volodya acquiesced, and in the series of formal portraits that followed, our two younger sisters, Olga and Elena, stare solemnly at the camera while my difficult brother casts a smug, devilish smile and I manage a foolish grin.

Just as our patience with the tedious process was nearly  exhausted, we heard the rapid click-click of Uncle Ruka’s heels as he crossed through our foyer. “Ah, Lyova! Mes enfants! Je suis arrivé!” Immediately assessing the situation, Uncle Ruka persuaded the photographer to undertake yet another round of photographs. From the verandah, where Mademoiselle fed the rest of us cakes and cherry juice, I watched as my uncle posed in the garden, first with his sister, then with his sister and her firstborn, whose waist he encircled with a possessive arm. The photograph taken, Volodya squirmed free. “Not so fast,” said Uncle Ruka. “I’ve brought you something I think you’ll fancy.”

Volodya paused mid-escape. “I was hoping to hunt butterflies,” he said. “I’ve wasted half the day as it is.”

Since the previous summer, that mania had consumed my brother’s energies. His room was now a trove of pinned and spread specimens, much to Mademoiselle’s horror.

“Ah, then butterflies you shall have.”

Volodya looked skeptical.

“Come,” coaxed our uncle, leading his nephew past us and into the house. I followed as well. Uncle Ruka pointed to an enormous book that lay open on an armchair in the sitting room. Volodya approached dutifully, then burst into a swoon.

“Oh my!” he intoned. “Oh my, oh my.” Lifting the tome, he slid onto the chair and began to page through it. “Die Gross-Schmetterlinge Europas. What I most wanted in all the world. How did you know?”

“Your uncle’s not entirely without wit, now is he?” Gliding onto the chair beside Volodya, he drew an arm around his nephew. “I do believe I’ve seen one of these.” He pointed to an illustration.

“Not very likely,” Volodya said. “Unless you’ve been to Nova Zembla, and even there it’s extremely rare.”

“Well, perhaps it was a southern cousin,” Uncle Ruka stammered. “They do all rather look alike, I fear. Family resemblances can be most confusing!” He laughed gaily, and breathed  in the scent of his nephew’s hair oil. Briefly his lips grazed the crown of Volodya’s head. My brother went rigid. His hazel-green gaze met mine. I turned aside, embarrassed not so much for him as for our poor uncle, who, oblivious to his nephew’s disdain, soon dashed from the room, his heels click-clicking across the floor. Volodya remained seated as if nothing had happened, unhurriedly turning the pages of his volume, pointedly unaware of anything else around him, neither his departing uncle nor his younger brother, who remained standing in the doorway as Uncle Ruka, with scarcely an acknowledgement, brushed past him.

 



The next summer Uncle Ruka was again at Rozhestveno. Three or four days a week he would appear at luncheon. When the meal had finished, and everyone else retired to the verandah for Turkish coffee and cigarettes, he would grab Volodya by the wrist. “Now come, dear lad,” I’d hear him say as I lingered on the threshold a moment longer than necessary. “Indulge your poor uncle for a moment. In Italy, boys your age are eager for this game. Mount-the-Stallion, they call it.” With a groan, he lifted a squirming Volodya onto his lap. “Oof! You’ve become so very big lately. And look at those handsome thighs. Is that a bruise? It’s yellow as a melon. Does it hurt? Boys with thighs like yours grow up to be magnificent stallion riders. Do you want to be a cavalry officer one day?”

Unperturbed, the servants went on clearing away the dishes. On strong adult thighs, Uncle Ruka heaved his reluctant rider to and fro. To no avail Volodya struggled, his long bare legs flailing as Uncle Ruka pressed his lips to the back of his nephew’s neck, murmuring, “There, there. Très amusant, n’est-ce pas? Shall I sing for you?”

I slipped soundlessly onto the verandah. A rain shower had gusted through while we lunched; rekindled sunlight sparkled on the dripping lindens and poplars of our park. From the  dining room came half-sung, half-panted phrases—“Un vol de tourterelles…strie le ciel…tendre.”


At last Father spoke. “Lody, do stop bothering your uncle in there.” Almost instantly Volodya appeared, hair mussed, one white sock fallen down around his ankle, coral-pink finger marks on his bare thighs. “Come, sit with us,” Father invited, but my brother paid no heed, charging down the steps and into the wildwood of the park without a word. Volodya was a very strange child.

Flushed from his exertions, his white summer suit in disarray, Uncle Ruka appeared as well. “Spirited boy,” he said.

“Have coffee, Basile,” said Father.

“No, no,” my uncle protested. “It’s bad for my heart.”

“There’s nothing wrong with your heart,” said Father. “You’ll outlive us all.”

 



Our cousin Yuri Rausch von Traubenburg also came to us in the summers. The son of divorced parents, he spent his time shuttling between Warsaw, where his father was military governor, and the dispiriting spas in which his mother, my aunt Nina, sought elusive cures and pleasures. Worldly, scandalously at ease with the servants, untroubled by parental neglect, and four years my senior, he was Volodya’s friend, not mine. Still, I was in awe of this handsome, lanky interloper. He and Volodya would disappear into the park for hours to pursue elaborate cowboy-and-Apache fantasies derived in part from the penny dreadfuls they devoured, in part from their own dreadful imaginations.

Only on rare occasions did I participate in their fun, most memorably for a brief spell during the summer of 1910 when they approached me with an intriguing proposition: might I consent to play the damsel in their adventure? Easily coaxed, I draped myself in a shawl, allowed myself to be tied to a tree trunk, was danced around for a while with delirious Indian  hoots, then left to languish while their complicated plot played itself out elsewhere. I would glimpse them ranging through the shrubbery, shooting at each other with air rifles. Lashed to my stake, I was forced to entertain the depressing thought that they might have forgotten me, but eventually they returned, no longer captors but liberators, untying me with glee while Yuri, or rather the gallant Maurice the Mustanger, pledged his troth to me, the fair Louise Poindexter. One afternoon, in an excess of identification with his character, he went so far as to kiss me on the lips, much to Volodya’s disgust and my own perplexity. After that fascinating episode I was no longer asked to participate in their games.

Thus Yuri Rausch receded from my thoughts till one afternoon in August 1913. My mother and my grandmother Nabokova were having a terrific row. The chief cook had been caught thieving and was to be let go. My grandmother strenuously objected: he had been with the family for more than a decade; his children suffered various ailments; no one in the whole district prepared dishes half so well as he. To escape the hubbub I wandered, book in hand, down to the bank of the Oredezh, that placid stream winding its way through our landscape, the better to dream my way further into the stormy friendship of Copperfield and Steerforth. Now, their rows were worth paying attention to!

So lost was I in their world that I did not notice approaching horses. Sequestered in a copse of pea shrubs, I saw that my brother and Yuri were not only riding their steeds bareback, but that they were themselves naked, having shed their garments in order to enjoy the languid afternoon au naturel. Oblivious to my presence, they plunged their mounts into the cooling river. The beasts thrashed about, churning up the water, muddying the stream. Teeth bared, they whinnied and sputtered; their hectic eyes bulged; their nostrils flared. Their flanks shone like velvet. After several explosive minutes the magnificent  creatures, urged by their high-spirited riders, clambered up the riverbank, where the two boys dismounted and tethered them. Now it was the humans’ turn. The horses watched, tails flicking, as my brother and cousin waded out into the river till the water reached mid-thigh. Volodya’s flesh was sun-toasted, Yuri’s pale as milk. They splashed on each other the holy water of the Oredezh, they yelped and whooped, each took turns carrying the other on his shoulders. Yuri sang snatches of gypsy songs off-key. It was only my brother and my cousin, but in the afternoon light they seemed agents of some heavenly dispensation.

Too soon the episode was over. I was certain they were not in the least aware of my worshipful presence; nonetheless, I lowered my eyes to my neglected book as a precaution, only to find I could no longer concentrate on the page before me.

Even after they had gone I felt all about me a remnant of electricity, as if a storm had broken out and then abruptly vanished into the somnolent blue of a summer afternoon. I tried to recreate the sensation, just as at the piano I would sometimes repeat a dozen times some passage from Gounod or Tchaikovsky in a futile attempt to catch some evanescent promise contained in the music. Only after a long empty interval did the drowse of a bee in the pea shrubs rouse me from the tristesse into which I had unaccountably sunk.

 



The brief parenthesis of Russian summer: by the first of September autumn is at hand, the birch and alders begin losing their leaves, each day the dark falls earlier, a chill insinuates itself in the air. A calèche would take Yuri and his spartan baggage to the regular train stop at Luga, whence he would return to his father in Poland or his mother somewhere in Bohemia or Moravia or Germany. Meanwhile, in the foyer at Rozhestveno enormous traveling trunks would appear. The Nord Express would be bribed to stop at the little station at  Siverskaya. Blowing us all a farewell kiss, Uncle Ruka would depart to another of his foreign refuges: Villa Tamarindo near Rome; Chateau Perpigna in the south of France; a small, exclusive hotel overlooking the harbor at Alexandria, where Hamid waited patiently for his master’s return. And our servants, particularly the younger ones, would breathe a sigh of relief that “Mr. Bumtickle,” “Lord Grab-Ass,” “Seigneur Sodoma,” as they cruelly called him, had finally gone.
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BERLIN 
NOVEMBER 24, 1943


 



 



 



SCARCELY TWENTY-FOUR HOURS HAVE PASSED since I walked out of the Propaganda Ministry. When my landlady, Frau Schlegel, raps on my door to announce that a gentleman has come to see me, my heart freezes. Surely the Gestapo would not send a man unaccompanied to arrest me? As it turns out, they have not. My visitor removes the scarf he has wrapped across his face—a common precaution against the ash and dust in the air—and I see it is Herr Silber from the Ministry. Mutely he presents me with my umbrella, which I left behind in my haste to depart, and as I take it from him he says, “Weather continues, after all, no matter what else may happen.”

“You’ve taken an unnecessary risk in coming here,” I tell him, though I feel stupidly grateful. “I’m certain I’ve been  under surveillance for some time. Long before my rash words yesterday.”

“Perhaps,” he says. “But there’s no evidence of it at the moment. I lingered along the block for half an hour before finally knocking on your door. Everything seems quite normal out there.” Realizing the absurdity of that remark, he giggles. I share for a moment in his hysterical merriment. I do not know the man well, and he has never paid me a visit in my lodgings, but his presence brings a welcome sense of normality, as if I have only dreamt what I have lately done.

“Still,” I say when our grim mirth has subsided, “I can’t imagine why you’ve come. In fact, I can’t imagine why the Gestapo haven’t yet taken me.”

The word makes him visibly nervous—as of course it does us all.

“I know nothing about that, Nabokov. Rest assured I haven’t turned you in, but your absence has been noted. And it is highly likely that others heard your unfortunate remarks. Magda in particular.”

“I was afraid of that. Magda’s a wolf.”

“I fear she is,” he replies. His candor startles me. Such forthrightness is unheard of these days in the Reich. “To tell the truth, I’m rather surprised you’re still here as well. Isn’t there anywhere you can go?”

“Not likely. We Russians are stuck. But then, as far as I can see, so are the rest of you. Berlin is a barrel full of fish ready to be shot.”

“Then can you really stand by what you said?”

“Surely you haven’t come here merely to ask me that?”

He looks about my battered room. Alarming fissures have appeared in the plaster. A layer of ash lies on everything. The light is dim owing to the brown paper with which I have covered the shattered windows. A spirit lamp turned very low burns at my desk, where I have been writing. On a bookshelf  next to the desk is half a set of a German children’s encyclopedia, the only books in the room, relics I presume of Frau Schlegel’s youngest son, who is missing at the front. Once upon a time I was an avid collector of books.

“Perhaps one longs for a bit of truth,” Herr Silber says. “It’s commonly assumed that only a madman would make such a statement aloud in the heart of the Reich. So yes, I am here to ask if you stand by the madness you’ve uttered.”

I consider him for a moment: mild-eyed, graying, with a neat little mustache. His suit is in shambles. “I don’t know you well at all,” I say, “but you’ve always seemed a decent chap. So why should I lie to you at this point? I know it’s rather hard to believe, given the atrocities the RAF delivers to us nightly, but yes, I believe what I said. I believe the German atrocities have been far worse. You’ve seen the reports from the Eastern Front, just as I have. You’ve read the documents I’ve translated. You know as well as I what the Führer planned to do once he’d conquered Moscow. If there’s a just God, and I believe there is, then I fear the Reich will be made to suffer terribly for its crimes. Is that madness? Then so be it.”

“It seems to me we’re all being made to suffer. As for God—as far as I can tell He’s abandoned His creation without so much as a fare-thee-well.”

He pauses, and I think he has fulfilled whatever obscure purpose drew him here. But he speaks again.

“I happen to know you were making inquiries,” he says. “Before you left.”

Once again my heart freezes. “How do you know that?”

“One does not survive very long in the Ministry without remaining on one’s toes. Why do you wish to discover the whereabouts of Flight Sergeant Hugh Bagley?”

“I predict you’ve a very long career ahead of you,” I tell him.

He receives the compliment with a remarkably sad smile.

“Since you seem interested,” I continue, “Hugh Bagley’s  an old pal of mine from university. By chance I heard one of those monstrous downed-pilot broadcasts we send to England. I recognized his voice at once. He was shot down in July, over Hamburg. He said he’d been wounded but was being attended to. If I remember correctly, he said something very obviously scripted, along the lines of ‘Despite the fact that I am a murderer of children, a destroyer of cities, I am being treated well. The German people display a compassion unknown to the British and their Jewish masters.’ Perhaps you yourself authored those words. Who knows? In any event, I could tell from his voice that he was extremely frightened. If I’m cross with myself for speaking out, it’s for having thereby sabotaged my quest to discover his whereabouts.”

“You knew how utterly inadvisable such a course of inquiry was when you undertook it?”

“Absolutely.”

“And that didn’t deter you?

“No, Herr Silber, it did not. Am I being interrogated?”

“No, no, nothing of the kind.” He laughs. “After all, I’m the one putting myself at risk by contacting you. And please call me Felix. I’m just curious. What would you have done with any information that happened to come your way?”

“Frankly, I have no idea at all. I suppose I hadn’t even gotten that far in my thinking. But why are you interested?”

He looks at me steadily. “As you say, I too have no idea.”

We eye each other. He takes from his breast pocket a single bent cigarette and offers it to me. I accept, light it gratefully from the spirit lamp, take a drag, and then pass it to him. For several minutes we pass that precious bit of solace back and forth between us.

“I offer nothing,” he says.

“And I certainly wouldn’t ask,” I tell him.

“My son died at Dnepropetrovsk, you know.”

“I didn’t know that. I’m very sorry.”

“I used to consider myself a Christian, but no more. You, on the other hand, seem quite devout. I’ve seen the cross you continue to wear around your neck.”

Herr Silber is more observant than I have ever given him credit for.

“This may sound very odd coming from someone like me,” he continues, “especially at this particularly difficult moment. But I believe I envy you, Nabokov. How absurd that is! You’ve nothing left to fear. Your fate’s almost certain. You must feel wonderfully free.”

“I’d be quite happy to trade places with you at the moment,” I confess.

“No, I don’t think you would. I won’t come here again. If it’s possible, meet me in three days in the restaurant at the Hotel Eden. One o’clock. Do you understand what I’m saying?”

“Three days seems a very long time under the circumstances.”

“So it is,” he replies. “So it is. A very long time for all of us. Heil Hitler, for what it’s worth.”

I look at him in surprise. He shrugs. “Good luck,” he says. “With the cloud cover lifting, they’ll hit us hard tonight.”

After he has left I am perplexed, then increasingly alarmed. It seems impossible that Herr Silber would have paid me this visit on his own. Clearly, he is a dangerously canny individual. Now that I think of it, how did he find my address? Or more to the point, who might have given it to him? The more I think it through, the more convinced I am that such a cautious man would never have risked seeking me out merely to hear me reaffirm an observation the mere whisper of which is a death sentence.

And yet: do I not witness all the time the most surprising instances of the forbidden? When I accompany Frau Schlegel to the black market, have I not heard women in line pass information back and forth? “So-and-so has been arrested.” “The air-raid  shelter at Alexanderplatz was hit last night. Many casualties.” “An allied force is preparing to storm the Atlantic Wall.” All the news unavailable on the surrealistically optimistic Wehrmachtsbericht everyone ritually listens to in the evenings, before the air-raid sirens begin. There is no information to be had, and yet information is everywhere. The only trouble is that it is impossible to say which, if any, is true.

All that I have said about Hugh Bagley is, strictly speaking, true—but as usual there are many truths. True, Hugh was a great friend at Cambridge; he was also for a brief and happy spell my lover, though our love was of the amiable rather than passionate sort, and eventually evolved into a friendship that proved more lasting than I think either of us had expected. I have seen him only once in the years since, though we corresponded regularly until recent events severed all communication between the British Isles and Fortress Europa. In his last letter, which miraculously found its way to me in occupied Paris in the summer of 1940, he informed me he was joining the RAF, and would I say an occasional prayer for him. In fact, I prayed for him more often than he might have imagined, fixing his airborne figure in my imagination not so much as a relic of memory but as a nostalgia for all the many might-have-beens that fill out a life. When I heard his harrowed voice broadcast on the radio, not only did a whole past come flooding back to me, but a host of extinguished futures as well.

I have no real hope of aiding him in his nightmarish circumstances—just as I have no hope of helping the love of my life, whom the Nazis took from me early one morning two years ago, from an all-too-pregnable castle in the Tyrolean Alps. The truth is that both Hugh Bagley and Hermann Thieme are completely beyond my reach.
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MY LOVES HAVE ALWAYS AMBUSHED ME.

That winter of 1915 we were a country at war. My father’s reserve unit had been mobilized. Patriotic fervor had renamed St. Petersburg Petrograd. In theaters, before the regular concert could commence, the orchestra played the national anthems of each of the allied nations. Wagner and Beethoven and Brahms disappeared from the repertory. Signs in shop windows requested, comically enough, BITTE KEIN DEUTSCH! The German Embassy, three doors down from our house, had been sacked.

None of that mattered. The clock on the nightstand informed me I had a full hour before Ivan would come to rouse me for school. As I lay abed in the boreal gloom, what had seemed entirely trivial the day before—my schoolmate Oleg Danchenko tossing me a tangerine while saying, offhandedly, “I detest tangerines”—now seemed an inexplicable act  of kindness, completely overshadowing the world gone mad around us.

“I detest tangerines,” he said.

That was all.

Why had he pitched it my way? And how could I have received it so thoughtlessly, without inquiring what he had meant by the gesture? I had taken the gift and shoved it in the pocket of my overcoat, where it remained even now. Now that I realized its significance, I needed to see it once again, needed to touch it, assure myself I had not dreamt this mysterious exchange. What a clever gesture it had been on his part: a secret sign passing beneath everyone else’s clueless gaze.

All this excited my young body as thoroughly as it did my imagination, and as I dressed myself in the Gymnasium’s regulation black uniform, a desperate inspiration came to me. I slipped a smashing pair of dove-gray, pearl-buttoned silk spats over my regular shoes. For this breach of rules I knew I would almost certainly be punished, but that morning the donning of those illegal spatterdashes seemed utterly necessary, a way of announcing—but what did I wish to announce?

I hardly dared explore that question as I went downstairs to delicious hot cocoa and buttered bread—and the vile yeast concoction I was forced to drink daily in the latest attempt to cure my stutter. I prayed no one would notice what I was up to, though to be noticed was precisely the point. From Father’s study came the familiar sounds of his morning fencing lesson with Monsieur Loustalot. Volodya, as usual, came down late, no doubt having hastily completed homework he’d neglected the night before. Downing his cup of lukewarm cocoa, he ignored me completely. Then Ivan bustled us into our overcoats and we were out the door, climbing into the waiting Benz that would carry us to our respective schools.

That gray morning, as we headed up Morskaya, past the gilt dome of St. Isaac’s and onto the Nevsky Prospect, our chauffeur  Volkov weaving our formidable auto in and out of the sleighs that thronged the streets, what did I imagine would happen? Would Oleg be waiting there for me, outside the school, cigarette at his lips, his pals conveniently absent? Now that we had shared that tangerine, would he greet me as a friend and comrade? But a dark little doubt had begun to flicker inside me. Perhaps it had all been some obscure joke at my expense. By the time we turned onto Gagarin Street I was in a state of abjection. But by then it was too late. With a queasy mix of satisfaction and alarm I heard Volodya’s voice, just as the car door closed behind me: “Where are your boots? And spats? You’re wearing spats? You’re going to get in trouble, Seryosha! What are you thinking?”

Oleg was of course nowhere to be seen, and I realized that my imagination, in placing him so conveniently in front of the school, had overstepped the bounds of memory, for I did not, now that I thought of it, recall that I ever saw him when I arrived in the morning. I began to consider the possibility that days might go by without our encountering each other at all.

That realization threatened everything. Already I was aware that the bright nimbus surrounding yesterday’s encounter was beginning to fade; it was essential that we see each other again as soon as possible lest the flame that had so unexpectedly flared between us be allowed to flicker out. I scanned the crowded corridor, finding in turn his friends Lev, and Vassily, and Ilya, but nowhere was there a sign of Oleg.

In my anxiety, I entirely forgot my spats.

The first class of the morning had barely gotten under way before Mirsky, our slope-shouldered history teacher, stopped mid-sentence. “Nabokov,” he said. His spectacles glinted coldly. He would later be killed by the Bolsheviks at Melitopol, so I feel ashamed to record here that I never liked him.

“Please come to the front of the class, if you would.”

I did as I was told. Whispers rustled through the room.

“Class. Observe. What about Nabokov strikes you this morning?”

“Only this morning, sir?” asked a wag in the back.

“He’s dressed his feet like an auntie [On nariadil svoi nogi kak tyotka],” said a milk-faced boy named Aleksey.


Tyotka. I knew the word well. The previous year, it had driven me from the Tenishev School, where I had followed in my brother’s confident footsteps. I had not yet heard the term spoken openly at the First Gymnasium, but now there it was: tyotka.

“That will do,” admonished Mirsky, though he seemed rather to relish having tyotka out in the open. “We know the regulations, don’t we? And don’t we know the consequences of flouting them? Nabokov, I might have thought you more sensible than that.” With his lecturer’s pointer he tapped the offending spats, which now seemed such a pointless provocation. “What do you have to say for yourself? Speak!”

I knew I would only stutter helplessly, so I did not.

His cold eyes grew colder. “Very well, then. Have it as you will. Come along with me.”

He led me by the arm down the wide corridor where we boys exercised when it was too cold to play outside. Gonishev, the headmaster, was in his study. He looked up from an atlas he had been examining with a magnifying glass.

I had been brought before him on two or three occasions in the past, minor infractions such as passing notes to a frail Armenian boy whose health now no longer permitted him to attend school.

“Explain yourself,” Gonishev commanded.

I said nothing.

“Cat got your tongue, young man?”

“Worse than that,” Mirsky told him, pointing to the spats I wore.

“I see.” Gonishev nodded to himself. “We had hoped, when you matriculated, that the problems you experienced at Tenishev might be put behind you. I am concerned not so much with the infraction per se as with this inexplicable refusal to deliver a proper explanation. My boy, I understand your impediment. Nay, I sympathize with your impediment. Calm yourself. Speak to me slowly, as you would to your father.”

I said nothing.

He shrugged his shoulders and threw his hands in the air. “Very well. I shall suspend you for the period of one week, after which, contingent upon the proper apology, which I shall allow in either oral or written form, you may be readmitted. Is this understood, my boy?”

I had only to nod, which I did.

“I’m truly surprised at you,” Mirsky told me as he escorted me back to the classroom to collect my belongings, “but I hope you’ve proved whatever obscure point you intended to make.” Seeing that I was to be banished, the other boys let out a cheer—half catcall, half whoop of reluctant approbation.

The empty corridor I walked down on my way to the exit could hardly have been any emptier than my heart. As I pushed open the heavy door frigid air enveloped me, and there he stood, exactly where I had, in vain, wished him to be an hour earlier.

Lounging against the stone balustrade, Oleg Danchenko nonchalantly smoked his cigarette.

“But you’re not in school!” I exclaimed.

He scrutinized me indifferently. “Neither, it would appear, are you.”

“I’ve just been suspended for the week.”

“Oh?”

“Yes. For wearing these silly things.” I turned my ankle for him to see, wanting to tell him I had done it for him, though I knew how absurd that would sound.

“Well, well. Very fashionable. A bit of the criminal, are we? Turns out, I’ve been suspended as well. Isn’t that extraordinary?”

Oleg put his hand on my shoulder. I still remember the lovely weight of that hand. He looked me in the eye. His were brown with flecks of faded gold. Then he smiled, while in the tender chambers of my heart the just-hatched dragon flexed its lovely, lethal talons.

He offered me his half-consumed cigarette, which I put to my lips as if it were the holiest of sacraments.

“So what are we to do now?” he asked as I passed the cigarette back. “We’ve only got the day, you know. We’ll both be kept in after this. At least I will. But for the moment, since we’re to be criminals, let’s play our parts well.”

We had no plan; rather, some vivid energy gusted us along the streets. Our brisk pace left little opportunity for conversation, but that was just as well. We soldiered through the Summer Gardens sleeping under snow to the quay along the Neva where ice-breaking tugboats sent forth their mournful wails and on the other shore the needlelike spire of Saints Peter and Paul rose into the gray sky. Bone-chilling wind swept across the square in front of the Winter Palace, which a single imperial coach traversed, drawn by a pair of Orloff stallions. (“Magnificent!” Oleg exclaimed.) Farther along, in the Admiralty Gardens, the cries of ice skaters came to us; as we paused to watch them, Oleg draped an arm over my shoulder, his visible breath warm against my cheek, and for a moment I was afraid this all might evaporate into nothing more than a dream the gardens were dreaming under snow.

My spats were soaked through, my toes painfully cold, but not for an instant did I regret a thing.

“I’ll say, I’m damned hungry,” Oleg announced, turning us away from the skaters, pointing us down the Nevsky Prospect. In a stately and ravishingly warm restaurant he seemed to know quite well, he cajoled the waiter, who seemed to know him quite well, into bringing us flutes of champagne.

“To our exile,” he toasted. “Life on the lam!”

He had a way of talking that made me suspect he had not grown up in St. Petersburg; he confirmed that his family owned several estates near Dnepropetrovsk. I confessed to hardly knowing where that was. Abbazia, Biarritz, Wiesbaden I knew well, but I had never traveled in Russia much beyond our country estates fifty miles to the south. “Your bread comes from the Ukraine,” Oleg told me proudly. “Your bread comes from my father’s fields.” He missed those fields, but the death from typhus of his mother and sister, two years before, had convinced his father to send him to the capital in order to “acquire luster,” as he put it. He lived rather unhappily with his mother’s sister’s family near the Smolny Convent.

I, in turn, spoke of my father, who, ever since my meeting with Gonishev, had been much on my mind, and whose reaction to the day’s events I dreaded. It seemed important to develop a line of thought in which my father would sympathize instinctively with his rebellious son. Thus, as we devoured the delicious pirozhkis the waiter kept delivering to our table, I revealed to Oleg my father’s own revolutionary impulses. He had defiantly published certain articles that had dismayed the Tsar. At an imperial banquet he had declined to lift his glass to the despot’s health. On being expelled from the court, he had had the cheek to advertise his uniform for sale. After the dissolution of the Duma, he and his fellow Cadets had held illegal meetings, in consequence of which he had been imprisoned for a time.

All the usual words presented all the usual impediments, but Oleg sat patiently, occasionally brushing away with the back of his cuff a succulent crumb that adhered to the corner of his mouth.

When I had finished he asked, “But aren’t the Cadets a rather frightfully unpatriotic bunch?”

It had failed to occur to me that confiding too much in this perfect stranger might be foolish.

“My father stands firm against tyranny,” I told him, though  tyranny, as is tyranny’s wont, resisted my tongue’s attempt to name it.

“And my father has rather different notions, thank God,” Oleg said when finally I’d prevailed. He examined his palm, rubbing a finger across it as if to erase something vexing he saw there. When he looked up, however, he was once again smiling. “What does it matter? We both know everything will go on just as it is, everybody arguing this way and that. Only, I must say, with the war on, it seems rather churlish to criticize the government. I only wish I were older. Then the Boches would have to watch out.”

I hadn’t the heart to convey to him, so shiningly brave did he seem, my father’s sense that the war was already going very badly for Russia.

Our grand luncheon at an end, my new friend suggested a movie might suit the remainder of the afternoon. Only a day before, I told myself, this happiness would have been unthinkable.

Of that all-too-brief movie claiming the final stretch of an all-too-brief afternoon, I have no real memory. What I instead remember, even to this day, is Oleg’s occasional hearty chuckle at the antics onscreen, the palpable warmth of his body next to mine, its drowsy odor of biscuits and champagne, the steady sound of his breathing. Across his profile I could see the play of light and shadow as the projected beam of the movie was reflected off the screen and back onto him. The orb of his entranced eye was luminous and moist, and I could not help but remember how once, when Volodya had got a speck of cinder in his eye, Uncle Ruka told him that the Egyptians, who were well acquainted with sandstorms, would volunteer the tip of a tongue to remove the offending mote.

Cautiously I slid my arm across the armrest till it touched Oleg’s. The slight pressure I exerted was returned. For several exciting minutes we sent furtive tactile signals back and forth.  But what did they mean? Did I dare expand upon my presumption, however slight? Was Oleg conscious of intent, or was it all simply reflexive playfulness on his part, like good-natured jostling in the courtyard?

Soon enough I had my answer. He laid his hand on my thigh. Heavy and opulent, for a long moment it merely rested there, as if its placement were entirely accidental. But then gradually it came to life, massaging my thigh with increasing vigor and expanding, exploratory zeal. In the space of a skipped heartbeat I had reciprocated, and with my inveterate, incurable left hand palpated through cumbersome woolen trousers his own firm loins.

How extraordinary! Nearly thirty years have passed, and I can hardly convey the utter calm beneath the nervous excitement, the sense of having arrived somewhere unexpected yet foreordained. As the cinematic ghosts before us enacted their infinitely repeatable destinies, we two madcap lads stroked and petted and caressed—not so much with sexual urgency as with indolent contentment, more the way one might fondle a cat one cradles than a lover one intends to arouse. It was all, after its fashion, entirely innocent.

“Well,” said my companion when the final silver hallucination had faded from the screen. “I must say, life seems a most peculiar thing, don’t you think?”

We are always taking leave—of a person, an emotion, a landscape, a way of life. Music and dance, the arts I have loved the most: what are they if not an enhanced enactment of continuous leave-taking, the passing note or the daring leap vanishing before one’s eyes but living on in the heart? On the wind-bitten corner of Morskaya and Voznesensky streets, by the bleak little square with its statue of Nikolay I, Steerforth held out his ungloved hand. Copperfield returned the gesture by gratefully sheathing Steerforth’s in both of his. Whether Copperfield drew Steerforth into the briefest of embraces or whether Oleg  was inclined that way without my urging I cannot say, but the bright tear glistening in his eye when we broke apart could hardly, I think, have been caused by the stinging wind alone.

“For a pair of outlaws we’ve been brilliant,” he observed.

Not trusting myself to speak, I could only nod mutely. Oleg bestowed on me, one last time, that unforgettable smile.

I watched his figure disappear down the darkening street. He did not look back.

Our front door’s stained-glass tulip glowed from the light within. As Ustin removed my overcoat, he warned me sotto voce that the household had been in an uproar ever since Volkov had returned midafternoon with Vladimir and no Sergey, and the shocking news that the well-behaved son had been sent down.

Upon seeing me, my mother cried out, “Seryosha, are you ill? Are you starved and frostbitten? Come here, come here.”

Father intervened. “Let us go into the study.”

“But he must be famished,” my mother implored.

“No supper for this one,” Father said. “He knows full well what he’s been up to.”

But did I? As I followed him up the stairs, it occurred to me how deliriously unconscious I had been of any consequences that might come my way. For half a day I had floated free of the world. Now nothing remained but to give an account of myself, which I did freely, omitting little save my enchanting indiscretions as I sat next to Oleg Danchenko in the cinema.

“What a peculiar stunt to have pulled,” Father said when I had finished. He toyed with an ivory paper knife he had picked up from his desk. “May I ask if any of this is related to your difficulties at your previous school? I had hoped a change of venue and regimen might act as a curative to those childish foibles. We can’t have you endlessly shuffled about from school to school. You must learn to live in the world as it is, however difficult that may be for you.”

“I understand,” I said, though I must say I did not.

[image: 003]

I would very much like to report that, upon returning to school two weeks later, my reunion with Oleg went swimmingly, that I loved and was loved, but this was not to be. Several days passed before I saw Oleg again. Perhaps his suspension had lasted longer than mine; perhaps his Ukrainian outspokenness had prevented him from penning an apology as obsequiously effective as mine had been. I never knew. When I did see him at last, he was standing with his friends in the courtyard and smoking a cigarette in an uncanny replay of that fateful moment two weeks before. He did not notice me, engaged as he was in entertaining his pals with some amusing anecdote. As I approached, my heart trembling with joy, I caught his words. What a fright they gave me! Indeed, for a long terrible instant I refused to believe what I heard.

Oleg was stuttering. His exaggerated attempt to fight his way past a consonant’s obstacle met with great hilarity all around. Finally, with an explosion of relief, he managed to utter the troublesome word: “T-t-tyranny!”

Then, in a perfectly normal voice, his own, he announced, “And now, this is Nabokov tipsy on champagne and trying to eat a piroshki.”

Ilya, whom I always thought a decent sort, had by then noticed my approach and was attempting, by frantic gesticulations, to alert Oleg, who would not be interrupted. Finally, eyes bulging in desperation, Ilya called out, “Sergey ahoy.”

Oleg turned to face me.

Affection, sadness, apology, shame, disdain: how I tried to understand what I saw in those treacherous, gold-flecked eyes.
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“I AM FIERCELY IN LOVE WITH OLEG’S SOUL,” Father read aloud in a scornful voice. “How I love its harmonious proportions, the joy it has in living. My blood throbs, I melt like a schoolgirl, and he knows this and I have become repulsive to him and he does not conceal his disgust. Oh, this is just as fruitless as falling in love with the moon!”
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