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‌Invention of a Storyline

   Despondence, not spring: snow fell at Easter. Old women in villages dig paths around churches and walk past snowbanks in a procession, with icons and the cross. It’s strange to look at them, half-dead, their dry mouths droning: on those in the tombs bestowing life. Candles go out, thick felt boots slip from feet, and the old women hold on to one other, but they walk. Though who is there to watch them? Nobody except perhaps the nocturnal birds sitting on bare black branches. The birds are quiet and the stars are silent, and they blink, all of them, the darkness alternating with the very existence of the old women.

   Some say village churchyards have their own processions at Easter: the dead rise from their graves and walk in a circle along the fence, their empty chests singing, Trampling down death by death. This procession, if it actually does take place, must involve far more people than the one around the church. The living old women are but a drop in the ocean compared to the numbers of the deceased.

   Earth spins on its imaginary axis and old women walk around villages with the deceased: Christ is risen from the dead.

   Rivers flow, labored, through the woods, cold water rolls along with the snow, the wind blowing it forward. It would be terrifying for a person to be in darkness like that. But the drunks sleep and the deceased have nothing to fear. And what could the old women fear when the priests proclaim to them: Chri-i-i-st is risen?

   Masha isn’t asleep. Unsettling music plays in her ears. She imagines she has no home, that she’s walking alone along a road in the dark. Her body aches from fatigue and she would give anything for quiet and a warm bed. Masha’s feet bleed, stars shine indifferently, and clouds race along the sky like ominous birds. She looks despondently at the windows of the houses: curtains are drawn. Nobody is expecting her. She begins to feel sorry for herself as she walks and her heart sinks, but there she is: at home, wearing a nightgown, with a blanket keeping her warm. And then the music stops when her player loses its charge. It goes quiet and she hears her heart thumping. Masha knows how to calm it. She walks to the kitchen in the dark, boards creaking under her tender feet, but creaking quietly—her parents won’t wake up. Masha finds the refrigerator by feel and opens it: in the darkness, the pale yellow light accentuates the shadows of the table, cooktop, chairs, and Masha herself, a slender girl in a nightgown, with coppery coils of hair that fall almost to the floor when she leans toward the lighted shelves.

   She takes a dish, closes the door, and uses a fork to eat icy-cold, amazingly delicious jellied meat in the dark. Now she doesn’t want to sleep: the cold meat is too delicious and life is too sweet to sleep now. She leaves the dish and hesitantly picks up her father’s cigarettes. She doesn’t smoke, though she’s tried it a few times, and now she feels like blowing puffs of gray smoke, the kind that pensively rolls and floats away. Quietly, so as not to break the silence, she puts on shoes in the hallway. It’s cold and dark on the front steps of the house but that will make it all the sweeter when she comes back inside. Masha lights a cigarette and releases a thin stream of smoke straight ahead, not inhaling. The smoke rises, gets into her nose, and stings her eyes. Masha plays with the smoke, letting it out in puffs and streams, and that makes her cheerful because it seems like she’s not alone: it’s as if the smoke itself is smoking with her. She feels like crying or laughing, but from the fullness of life, in order to fill the world with herself. When she’s had enough of the cigarette, she puts it out on the ground and stuffs it in a crevice under the steps. Then she runs up to the fence, squats, and runs back to the house, when the gurgle of water hitting the ground has gone quiet. She quietly closes the door, takes off her shoes, and slips off to her room so she can get under the covers as quickly as possible and sit, hugging her legs with her arms, and experience happiness. Masha is happy.

   Masha’s parents sleep in the next room, sprawled on their bed. They sleep soundly and don’t remember that they conceived their daughter on this very night, sixteen years ago. It was like this. Lena and Pasha were out for a walk, hand in hand, and they liked holding hands. Pasha smoked into a clear, gleaming sky and Lena squinted. They kissed, Lena pressed her palms against Pasha’s back, and Pasha embraced her neck with one arm, hesitantly caressing Lena with the other, in the direction of her bottom. Lena’s parents were out visiting someone and Lena served Pasha tea in the warm kitchen; later, she allowed her sweater to be pulled off. Pasha impetuously put Lena on the rug but she took him by the hand and led him to her room. There, on a made bed, Pasha frantically entered Lena on the fourth attempt and Lena endured the pain, clenching her teeth, with her eyes squeezed shut. They were both happy, each in their own way. Then Pasha left Lena’s house because his parents were waiting for him at home, and Lena stayed and went to bed, her heart pounding hard. Now they’re asleep together, and their daughter, God only knows why, can’t fall asleep. The years have passed easily for her, moving along on their own: it’s only adults who have to nudge time to keep it from stopping, heavy and sluggish as it is.

   Masha crawls out from under the covers, sits at her desk, and turns on an old desk lamp covered with stickers. The animals and people on the stickers gaze at her with shabby, worn eyes. Musicians and movie heroes smile in half-shadows on the walls. Masha has a lot of things. All of them are completely worthless to the rest of the world, but for her, for Masha, her room is a treasure trove, stuffed to the brim, like the Nibelungs’ castle. When she turns on the lamp, these things—pieces of wood, bark, and clay, little icons and prayers on ribbons, as well as zodiac signs, Futhark runes, Chinese characters, plastic dogs, and little fabric mice on chains, threads, and leather strips that hang from corners of shelves, and from nails and pushpins—all step out of the darkness, covered with blurry shadows in the yellow light, and begin their tense existence. And then there are her books: books too big to hold in her hands, with colored pictures and informative captions; and thick old books with page corners thinned from being thumbed through, where heroes and heroines love each other so sweetly and painfully; and disintegrating textbooks, handed down from class to class each year, are held together with tape—drawn on each portrait, in pen, is a blue stubbly beard and disproportionately large genitalia if the person is standing. The books are lying on shelves, in a cabinet, on the desk, mingling with thin and thick notebooks whose margins bloom with blossoms, fish- and bird-eyes flash, and towers rise in cities; in addition to the notebooks, there are lonely torn-out pages with uneven edges, spiral-bound notepads, pens that have run out of ink, and gnawed pencils. Toys, dolls, and animals covered with dust sit under the ceiling, where darkness thickens. Some of them have glass eyes that reflect the yellow lamplight. Even more things are hiding in desk drawers, behind the closed doors of cabinets, in the underbelly of the couch, and in little bead cases and wooden jewelry boxes. After glancing around her depository, Masha opens the bottom desk drawer and takes out a sketchbook and a large box of colored pencils.

   The essence of a river is the fish that live there. But people don’t see fish when they look at a river. Meaning the only way to represent a river is to draw it in cross section, with fish swimming in it. Anything else would be superficial. Ancient Egyptians understood this; children understand this. Masha also grasped this long ago and hasn’t ever forgotten. There’s no point in drawing what a person sees. In her album, then, a bird has four wings and a person’s head grows out of his back.

   Masha was six years old when Aunt Valya came to visit from the next town, softened up after beet-and-herring salad and vodka, and let out a piercing, emotional yelp: You really need to sign your little girl up for a children’s art circle! Masha, who was playing on the floor with pencils and paper, looked out from under her brow at Aunt Valya with suspicion, then shifted her glance to her mother, as if asking for protection. But her mother was already a poor protectress: she’d also drunk some vodka and chased it down with herring. Oh come on, she said, waving off Aunt Valya. But why not? She can, Masha’s father said dreamily.

   A week later, Masha’s mother explained that the art circle wasn’t scary at all, that Masha would draw there with other children and a nice lady would explain what to do. This didn’t ease Masha’s suspicions: Masha already knew how to draw and didn’t need the nice lady’s explanations. To be nice to her mother, though, she allowed herself to be taken by the hand and brought to the children’s art circle.

   The children’s art circle turned out not to be a circle at all but a square, a big rectangular room with cracking paint on the walls. Large windows that covered nearly a whole wall had each been fitted with heavy double frames divided into nine sections, as if for a game of tic-tac-toe. The white paint on them was peeling, too. That didn’t trouble Masha, though, because something else was far more interesting: there were easels in the room. Masha had never seen an easel before. Easels, cases and boxes with paints, glasses full of pencils, and jars of brushes reconciled Masha to the art circle.

   The little girls—only little girls went to the art circle—peeked at Masha over their shoulders, contorting their little faces. They pulled Masha over to their easels and showed her their little houses, little rivers, smoke coming out of chimneys, and little doggies with doghouses. Masha saw that their little houses looked like little houses and their little doggies looked like little doggies but she didn’t want to draw that way. When the nice lady tried to find out why (Mashenka, come now, how many legs does a doggie have? Are there really birdies without beaks?), Masha tensely kept quiet, though one time she burst into tears. The nice lady left her alone because she was kind and didn’t really care anyway. Beyond that, when they put a marble in front of Masha and asked her to make a photolike drawing of it, Masha’s face turned tragically tired (like when a person who can crack his knuckles is asked—Come on, please, please—to do so) and then she drew the marble so precisely that if there were some sullen guard who fed marbles to a cat, the cat would have immediately pounced on the paper.

   Masha’s hands fill with warmth and grow hot, like the eggs her mother boils to press against her nose, then they grow heavy like a fishing lure disappearing under water. She tears a sheet out of her album and draws with a pencil. Wind circles Earth in her drawing, catching the tops of trees and roofs of houses. Men and women sleep in high, soft beds, and old men smoke toxic cigarettes, leaning halfway out of doors. The smoke from their cigarettes mixes with a warm, damp snow that rushes from house to house. Old women grumble under stifling blankets, fumbling at the empty, warm place beside them. Dogs sleep uneasily, twitching their ears. The streets in Masha’s city are empty and dark.

   The city where Masha lives is always empty. The wind fills the emptiness with snow in winter, with sand and dust in summer, and with dead leaves and cold water in autumn. When the wind dies down, the emptiness begins to ring with insects, hum with smokestacks, and whisper with little melt-water brooks. Emptiness here isn’t like the emptiness of a bottle from which everything has been drunk: here it’s the emptiness inside the old yellow guitar Masha’s father takes off the wall when despondence poisons his heart. The guitar’s emptiness sings along with him. The city answers God’s despondency with its emptiness.

   The men here are sluggish and the women are quarrelsome, jealous, and stingy. The people who live here are covered with the scab-like days they’ve lived, and toward old age they grow deformed, like death itself. There are more dogs than people here, and their howling crosses the city from end to end like a wave.

   Masha’s hands suddenly become light, as if she’s asleep. She feels frozen, lifts her head, and looks out the window: dawn is pouring into the street like water diluting milk. Looking at her drawing, Masha is surprised it turned out so gloomy when she was so happy. Surprised, she wraps herself up in a blanket and, when she’s warm and stops shivering, falls asleep: her breathing steadies.

   Shadows gather around the sleeping Masha, thickening in the corners, flowing down walls, creaking the floorboards, seating themselves in chairs, folding hands on dry knees, and old women appear, out of the darkness, in the doorway and on the edge of the bed: they rub their hook noses with hook fingers, shake prickly chins, barely move the craters of their mouths. Their dim, dark eyes have sunk into the depths of their heads.

   Women are immortal. Only men are mortal. Masha’s grandmother and Masha’s mother’s grandmother and Masha’s grandmother’s grandmother all live in Masha, around Masha, and mumble her name with toothless mouths. The rustle of those voices breaks into Masha’s sleep, disturbing it, but she doesn’t wake up. She sleeps.

   The old women can’t scare off her sleep; Masha’s cheeks are rosy under the blanket and her nostrils quiver evenly. The old women look at her, sighing and winking at one another from under their gray brows. There is tenderness and condemnation in their eyes. Tenderness because Masha’s fresh life is worthy of tenderness. Condemnation and fear because the old women’s flaccid skin and cold, lazy hearts know: Masha isn’t like them, Masha is different. There is a lot of the masculine in Masha and she wants to steal immortality from them, the old women, without even knowing it herself. To knead it with young, blood-filled hands and soften it like clay in the warmth of her fingers, shaping it into her own destiny.

   The old women despondently shake their heads, finger the fabric of their skirts with hands swollen from the darkness, and say something to one other: they are lamenting.

   When morning comes and the stars grow pale in the sky outside, the fears melt away because the dead cannot be among the living.

   Masha goes to school—first crossing the street (an archipelago of bumpy asphalt in a puddly sea); then through an empty lot where dandelions bloom in summer, ferret tracks appear in winter, and in April frozen frogs shriek from streams that have begun flowing; and then between rows of gray, frightening garages with rusty doors—as if she’s headed to war. Masha knows (she’s been told this many times) she’s “not like the rest.” The force with which her desk-mate moves away from her (she rolls her eyes so everybody sees); and the force with which the teacher, fifty years old with a dyed roof of hair on her head, presses her fingers (“lady finger” tomatoes, that’s what they’re like) as she carefully traces a middling grade in the book; and the force with which her classmates push her when they run between classes (Regina, move your ass…) all combine to form the force of the hatred Masha experiences toward school. The only thing Masha thinks about at school in recent months, ever since she heard from a freckled girl in another class who was bragging that her brother… right, that this girl’s brother had gone to Petersburg and been accepted to a school and was living in a dormitory, and so that’s what Masha thinks about during classes, between classes, and after classes, walking down the hallway, stepping so her feet land only on the chessboard linoleum’s green squares, not the gray ones.

   But then, when Masha comes home (garages, empty lot, the road), she’s by herself: her mother and father are at work. She kicks off her shoes (one sole is coming off a little but Masha doesn’t notice), takes off her jacket, tosses her backpack in the corner, and unwinds her scarf in a spiral; her grimace of contempt for the world, which is essentially an item of clothing, too, dissolves.

   Masha eats her soup as if she’s in a race (it’s impossible to explain to her mother that eating is boring), composes a sandwich out of cheese and a roll, and chews it, all yellow and orange, as she goes into her parents’ room. Videocassettes sleep a sacred slumber, one on top of another, in that room: take the heavy ficus off the stool, climb up on the stool, open the cabinet door (the hinge groans), and there you have it. Cassettes and a videocassette player are something of a luxury here, though they turned up in Masha’s house by chance: the cassettes and player were given to her father by Uncle Misha (who wasn’t actually her father’s brother, but Masha couldn’t figure out how people were related, and she didn’t care) to pay back a debt after a videosalon set up on the Moscow model went bust in six months. This was a few years ago, back when Masha couldn’t turn on the machine herself; Uncle Misha’d hit the bottle pretty hard since that time and was now, as a former history teacher, often to be found at the market with his drinking buddies, explaining current events to them by drawing historical parallels.

   On the cassette boxes, narrow-eyed men with headbands wave their flying feet, men in hats wield pistols, and half-naked women voluptuously squirm (this is why a ficus guards the cassettes). Not many of them have translations (the Moscow vendor forgot to warn Uncle Misha about this) but that doesn’t matter to Masha: after feeding a cassette into the dusty black maw, she herself thinks up stories for what the small, bulging screen shows her. The stories are always about her. She annihilates villains, saves gorgeous women, and withdraws from the world (walks away, drives away, sails away) all by herself, hiding a smile: that’s the final frame that Masha hardly ever gets a chance to watch because shoes tromp outside on the front steps and then her mother’s home from work. There’s a series of efficient motions and only the ficus, its leaves quivering, wails about the profaned resting place.

   As she washes fingers blackened by other people’s money, Masha’s mother questions her—grades, soup, what she ate—then nods and squints: sandwiches again? First she washes the filth out of the wrinkles, cracks, and folds on her fingers with lye soap then she lathers her palms with the good soap (the kind she uses sparingly) and dries with a thick towel—each finger individually—and finally, casually, she asks Masha to go to her grandmother’s. Her voice quivers with the slightest bit of alarm (go on, go on, bring her some bread, talk with her, your grandmother’s by herself for days at a time, you know that yourself…). Masha doesn’t know it, but her mother has listened to the dull, even sound of the phone ringing all day, pressing the receiver to her shoulder with her ear as she shouted out a little window—All that’s left are places by the lavatory, will you take those?—but Masha’s grandmother didn’t answer.

   Masha walks to her grandmother’s, the city tosses shadows from building to building, dogs howl to one another, and bean soup splashes against the sides of the glass jar in her bag. Masha’s grandmother loves bean soup. When she eats it, she brings the spoon to her mouth and pulls out the piping hot beans with her lips, as if they were hands instead of lips. Masha’s grandmother loves food.

   Masha’s grandmother loves talking about her hungry childhood. When she does, Masha feels like her grandmother is reproaching her. That’s just how it seems to Masha, though. In reality, when they’re talking, the horror of starvation that has penetrated her grandmother’s life blends with the pleasure of remembering her youth.

   She was five the first time she went hungry, during the Civil War; the last time was after World War Two, when she was already just this close to becoming a grandmother. There’s always been bread ever since, but Masha’s grandmother feels a platonic passion for food—for the idea of food—just like how it was during Collectivization and the war. Her grandmother loves borscht when they bring her borscht and she loves cabbage soup when they bring her cabbage soup. Today Masha is bringing her bean soup. It won’t be needed today, though.

   The door is open. Masha pushes the door and goes into the room: her grandmother is lying on the high bed (how many yellowed mattresses are there? two? three?) under a blanket and looking attentively at Masha. Hello, hello, sit down, she says and points to a chair next to the bed.

   Masha puts the bag with the jar and bread on the table by the window and tensely sits down. Her grandmother catches Masha’s hand with a chubby, dry palm and strokes it every now and then. Masha notices that her grandmother is lying in her robe under a blanket. There is a slipper on one foot; the other slipper is lying on the floor. Masha is at a loss over whether to take the other slipper off the floor and put it on the second foot or vice versa. Her grandmother has other questions that Masha knows by heart, and they’re awkward to answer: what grade is she in, how are her marks, and does she have a beau. Ninth, fine, no.

   Her grandmother nods with pleasure at Masha’s responses then sits up a little and nudges her pillow with an elbow. She’s now half-sitting in bed and the corner of the blanket has slid to the floor. Masha springs to straighten it but her grandmother catches her hand, presses it between her two palms, and lists a set of instructions: obey your mother; be a good student; obey your mother; love your parents, they love you; be a good student. The next instant, her grandmother dies.

   It appears to Masha that her grandmother’s eyes are wide open and that she’s grasped everything and seen everything from some external point: her life (piglets, cow, drunkard husband, collective farm, bonus pay, one television for the whole village, a son dead of methylated spirits, breadcrumbs in a drawer, china service from Leningrad, Stalin’s death, a lover who married one of her friends), the life of all people, the horrible fate of an unlucky country, the heavy din as the cart of that world rolls over the precipice, the whistle of the wind on the streets of a dying city, the pounding of a thousand discos, and the blows of hammers driving piles into Earth’s tender body… and then, an instant later, the dead body of a hairless, yellow old woman with a matte, waxen shine to her skin is lying in front of Masha.

   Masha sits for a while, vacantly gazing into her grandmother’s still eyes. Then she suddenly notices she’s still holding her grandmother’s hand; it’s heavy and Masha places it on the blanket. She shakes her grandmother by the shoulder. Looking around, everything is as it had been—the round white alarm clock with the little copper feet ticks, the shadow of a pear tree moves on the lace curtain, a scratched yellow wardrobe darkens and smells of old things—and Masha turns her attention to the bag she brought. It’s standing on the table, holding the jar of bean soup, still slightly warm. Masha’s thoughts are so commandingly occupied by the question of whether or not to take the jar home that she forgets about the telephone that stands in the entry hall under a snow-white doily: she ought to make a call. Masha pulls the bread out of the bag, breaks off a piece of a heel baked to black, chews it, and looks out the window.

   After she’s done chewing, she pulls the jar out of the bag, takes off the tight-fitting plastic lid and carefully—so as not to spill—carries it out to the yard. She slowly pours the bean soup around the pear tree. Masha comes back inside, rinses the empty jar under a stream of cold water that smells of iron, puts the lid back on the jar, and takes it with her. That’s everything.

   On her way back home, Masha places her feet randomly, either into a wet snowy crème or into dark tufts of last year’s grass, and feels a strange power within, as if her grandmother’s death has given her some sort of gift: confidence or a lucky opportunity right now to do what she envisioned and planned out long ago. After stopping at a fork in her route—to the left is a paved road with streetlights, straight ahead is a dark path through bushes—Masha chokes for a minute on the clear understanding that this will happen after all.

   And it will be like this: Masha will leave this city after overcoming her mother’s resistance and surviving a multiday hysteria. Her mother will urge, cry, implore, coax, sob, curse, and forbid, using her parental will. Her mother’s despair will be tangible: Masha will see it in eyes red from tears, in the wet wrinkles on her face, and in tenacious fingers closing in to grab Masha by the hair, like when she was a child, to pound some sense into her. And in her mother’s pleading humiliation, too, as she sits with one buttock on the sofa, But what are we going to do without you, have you thought about that? No. Masha will have an ally in this bacchanalia of female despondence: her father, who will initially bug his eyes out and start laughing for effect—What?!—and of course he’ll say no, go do your homework, don’t scare your mother. But then, somehow recklessly inspired, he’ll burst into tears and talk with Masha the whole night, after driving her mother out of the kitchen and, toward morning, after keeping quiet for about a half-hour, take out the metal buckwheat canister where there’s money hidden away for a rainy day, exactly enough for a ticket to Leningrad (they still call it Leningrad here). A week later, after closing her ticket window for lunch, Masha’s mother, who’s just aged an entire life, will spill tears on the sickly train-station computer but still manage to pound out a ticket for her daughter.

   Masha sees all this not as a sequence of events but in the unity of a complete storyline, in the fullness of a life taking shape. Her clenched fists hurt and—Masha feels this—will spurt warm blood any minute. Masha crosses the pitted road covered with slushy snow and walks away, along the dark, narrow path: it’s the short way home.

   Masha doesn’t know it—and will never know, since the only person who knew this has already died (that being her grandmother)—but this place, the intersection of the narrow path and the road leading to the city, was important in her grandmother’s life. Many years ago, Masha’s grandfather, who’d gone to the largest city in the region to take courses, was coming home on this road. In the pocket of his new jacket were a graduation certificate from the courses—he’s now a machinist’s assistant—and a passport smelling of fresh ink. Masha’s grandmother is sitting alongside him, squeezing his forearm with both hands. She’d fallen in love with this strong and already mustachioed little man and one morning—her parents, thrown for a loop by new Soviet ways, just tossed up their hands—the cheerful tobacco-scented director of the newly painted civil registry office smilingly pounded their passports with a rubber stamp: Congratulations to you, comrades! Masha’s grandmother, who is pressing against Masha’s grandfather, holding a bundle of clothing with her feet as she bounces around in a truck overrun with straw and cow shit, gazes at a road overflowing with sun, and feels an inevitable, unjustified happiness for what might be the only time in her life. This is the same grandmother whose redundant body is now growing cold in a stinking bed.

   Back at home, after her mother’s hysterics, screaming, tears, smelling salts, a call for the ambulance, and tears, tears, tears, Masha locks herself in her room and writes Maria Regina, Maria Regina in all kinds of ways in her sketchbook, between unfinished profiles and tall buildings in foggy cities.

   ‌


‌Maternity Surgery

   Men are totally mortal because their bodies are as light as the handle of a hammer. The weight of their will is the moving cause of their life.

   As they age, people tend to live backwards, very rapidly, like a spring that’s finally been released. Masha’s mother’s click that struck the computer keyboard and banged out Masha’s ticket to Leningrad was the click of a fingernail that had slipped out from under the spiral of that spring. Her mother had begun aging, and her eyes were the first to age. Newborn leaves were turning green, dandelions were popping out of the grass, the sand on Masha’s grandmother’s grave had turned wet and densely compressed, and Masha’s mother was spinning like a top through stores, preparing Masha for the road—socks, panties, blouse, sweater, hat (Why, Mama? It’s summer!), pillowcase, notebooks, pens, pencils (Will you take a little piece of salted pork?)—but the engine of her life was already rolling from inertia.

   As Masha’s mother was seeing her off at the train station, she glanced into the carriage (who will she be riding with?) and explained to Masha (yes, I know, I know) that there are two lavatories in the carriage and you have to go to that one and not the other one, counted her bags yet again (looks like that’s everything) and looked with genuine horror at a slightly drunk conductor who smelled of tobacco: get off the train, ma’am! After looking under the wheels of the train (she’d heard about this superstition somewhere), she lowered a hand whose fingers wiggled in the air, and began sobbing heavily and desperately, so much so that Masha’s father had a lump in his throat. Her mother cried the whole way home and didn’t even calm down when they arrived home, either, though what happened to her later scared Masha’s father even more. She still cooked, went to work, dusted, and swept the floors just like before, but her hands became covered with a dry crust, her hair slipped out of her barrettes and hung on her temples, and her eyeballs lost their warmth and went still. What had happened wouldn’t let Masha’s mother go, meaning that after several days of silence, the first question she directed at Masha’s father was: why did you let her go?

   From that moment until his very death—in all the subsequent years—Masha’s father never learned how to answer that question. Masha’s mother asked it ever more often and persistently. It wasn’t so much that he couldn’t formulate an answer or stubbornly didn’t want to answer. What he could have said—but was afraid to say because he knew this answer was no better than the others—was that, truly, he had simply forgotten why.

   And it was like this. Masha’s father came home from work and went to the kitchen to wash his hands. Things were not peaceable in the kitchen: Masha’s mother, her face red and blotchy, was yelling at Masha. Masha was sitting on a chair, her hands under her thighs, and silent, her head stubbornly bent. A pot of soup presided over a table that was set with dishes.

   Masha’s father had already almost begun to grow accustomed to the arguments: it had been war in the house for two weeks. Masha had told her mother about a boarding school and her mother didn’t believe there was such a school so tried talking her out of it, yelled, and cried. Her father wanted to eat and wanted everything to be as it had been; it was horrible to look at Masha’s crying mother. Masha’s father told Masha: stop being a brat, and hoped she would stop.

   When her father went to the sink, he thought Masha and her mother hadn’t noticed him. Then he started washing his hands and there was an explosion as he was spinning the bar of soap in his hands: a chair crashed on the floorboards and Masha jumped up like a rocket. She shouted at her mother, who’d stopped crying, and her father, who’d turned toward her with a start: I don’t want to spend my life like you! Masha ran out of the kitchen, her fists clenched.

   Something had shifted in the world, and Masha’s father could no longer hear anything as he continued soaping his hands, his gaze following his daughter as she ran out. He heard only the sound of running water. With his eyes glazed over, fixed on the soapsuds on his fingers, Masha’s father remembered what he’d dreamt of as a child.

   And here’s what he dreamt of. He used to escape from his house—from his drunk, clumsy father and his exhausted, enraged mother—by running off into the woods with a neighbor boy. Pasha and Vitya had dragged dry branches and leaves into a trench left after the war. They had a base there and in the base they had a storage area: they collected bullet shells, fragments of helmets, and even a moss-covered grenade they once found. When Pasha went to the hut alone he’d sort through the rusty metal and imagine his ideal life. It looked like this: he lived in a hot American forest, in a cave behind a waterfall. A thin veil of water sparkling in the sun separated him from the world. From the outside, it was a stream crashing down from dizzying heights, churning at the blue lake below. From the inside, it was a cozy and convenient home where the walls were hung with war-trophy weapons and the floors were covered with tiger and bear skins.

   Now Pasha saw himself in his ideal home again, as he had two-thirds of his life ago: the American sun was burning hot and the jungle was looking at him through a thin veil of cold water. And a question forced its way to him for the first time, as if it had pierced through that veil: just how had he lived his life? The water thundered in Masha’s father’s ears and his brain turned into a pounding heart.

   One time, Vitya, the boy Masha’s father had set up the base with, went there without him and wanted to clean the moss off the grenade they’d found. The explosion tore away Vitya’s hands and took off half his head. Now Masha’s father feels like it had been him instead of Vitya: the soap had turned into a grenade in his hands and the heat of the liberated genie was hitting his temples. Masha’s father suddenly realized he was alive, that he was a live bundle of will and he had the power of the exploding grenade in his hands. The knowledge of a live life—of life as a mover of the will—abandoned her father right away, but the quiet reverberation of that knowledge forced him, after he’d finished his soup, to tell Masha’s mother to call her in, then he banished her from the kitchen when she came back with Masha.

   Masha’s father didn’t know what he wanted to tell his daughter. He’d forgotten what he should tell her as soon as he shut off the water. So when he sat Masha down at the table, he asked her, simply, as if he wanted to know, how she wanted to live. Masha couldn’t answer her father’s question and started talking instead about how she didn’t want to live. In answering the question how is that? she began describing her mother’s life.

   Two people can’t hear each other when they’re just exchanging sentences: Masha’s father didn’t understand her boredom and his own despondence grabbed at his throat like a pincer. He took his daughter’s words as an indictment of his own life and began justifying himself. The news broadcast, which he never missed, had finished long ago, while he was telling Masha how he lived; that was like tearing a bandage from a wound. As he unwrapped, in his daughter’s presence, the bloody and crusted bandage that was his life, Masha’s father was bewildered to discover that the only thing he could say to justify himself was that he hadn’t had a choice. Could he really have not gone to school? Could he really have not taken those courses after he finished school—for drivers or at least mechanics or metal workers—no matter what? Could he really have not married her mother, whom he loved and who one day said to him, blushing and choking, Pasha, I, it seems like… And what could he do but get a job with the fleet and turn a steering wheel from nine until six every blessed day, be happy about bonuses, hide part of his salary from his wife, escape for Friday boozing sessions with his friends, help Masha’s mother with the kitchen garden, and dream about a new TV?

   Masha’s father had intended to justify himself, but he burst into tears as he told her more and more, and realized he was reciting the charges against himself out loud. That’s when Masha realized she was the victor and—feeling the victory like fresh air in her lungs—said she did have a choice. That she could leave for Petersburg and go to a good school she’d heard about from a girl in another class whose brother had been accepted there, that she’d be accepted there and study hard so she could be accepted to a university later and live completely, completely differently, but the thing was—and this was the only thing—she didn’t have money for a ticket.

   Masha’s mother demanded many times that Masha’s father retell that conversation, but he kept quiet. He couldn’t, after all, say that at 3:30 there were shadows falling in the pale morning—across kitchen drawers and shelves, a fabric lamp shade, and garlands of onion and garlic hanging on the wall—and they settled so that when he’d looked at Masha, he’d seen not his daughter’s sweet face but a flabby old woman’s dreadful face, disfigured by deep wrinkles and, beyond that, a dusty mouth forming an unholy smirk. That he’d been scared and wanted to destroy the illusion, so jumped up to turn on the light, and then the proper continuation of that gesture was to take the yellow polka-dotted metal canister labeled “buckwheat groats” out of the cabinet.

   Masha’s father could never tell her mother all this, her mother was offended and cried, and her father drank and, when he got drunk, he reached for his guitar.

   Youth is retribution, a ruthless form of retribution. Masha forgot about her parents as soon as her mother and father had disappeared from the scratched-up train window. The third-class train car—a key Russian chronotope—was filled with people. People were traveling from far away and had already managed to fill the expanse of the carriage, which was split into sleeping berths, with the smells of eggs, chicken, beer, socks, and unfresh breath, as well as chatter (and that’s, like, what I’m telling her). It was frightening and fun for Masha.

   The train carriage received Masha indifferently. The conductor collected her ticket, a guy in an undershirt tore himself away from his card game to help her toss her bags overhead, and a huge woman offered Masha an egg (thank you, I’m fine, I could feed half the carriage myself). Masha didn’t have a book, not that she could have read: she watched out the window as the train sped across the path of the setting sun; fields, rivers, lakes, forests, and villages rushed by and each new river was more scarlet-colored than the one before.

   Tiny villages and small cities flew past Masha and all of them, every last one, looked like where she’d spent her life. Half-dozing—Masha was tired but wouldn’t admit it to herself—it seemed like she hadn’t left her city, even that she simply couldn’t have, because here it all was again: the redbrick water tower with the broken-off triangular roof, and here’s the station store where there were queues at night for small and half-liter bottles, and here’s the road toward downtown and, in the distance, a flag with who the hell knows what colors over the main building on a city square, and Masha doesn’t have to see the building to know there are four columns by the entrance, a peeling Soviet emblem over the portico, and a statue of a bald Lenin. The city wasn’t letting her go: it clung to the train’s wheels, grimacing. It continued to exist in sagging posts, dead streetlights, crumpled road signs, ghosts of abandoned factories, and memorials honoring war heroes, and in railway marker-posts that seemed to clutch at Masha’s breast like fangs. Horror paralyzed Masha—she suddenly realized there was nowhere to get away from it—and she closed her eyes, sensing in the even clattering of the wheels the unavoidability of the sentence that had been handed down: the city would be with her no matter where she went, it had permeated her like radiation, like salt permeates her mother’s cucumbers, and all you could do about that was cast away your very life, just as a tumor is cut out along with a breast.

   Masha opened her eyes, which required such effort it was like coming out from under a heavy, muddy wave. Sitting across from her, attentively watching her through the dimness of the carriage, was a boy unlike any she’d ever seen: he was a boy with the face of a crown prince, as handsome as the sun shining through a brand-new leaf.

   He’d been lying there and reading, far away, on his upper berth, but now it had gotten too dark to read so he’d come down and seen Masha, that she wasn’t sleeping, and he’d thought—he was embarrassed—well, he’d thought maybe they could chat a while since they were alone in the carriage and weren’t sleeping anyway.

   Masha couldn’t explain very clearly where she was going. She’d heard there was a school in Petersburg—she knew its name—and that it wasn’t just Petersburg kids, there was a dorm there, they’d be holding entrance exams now, at the end of May, so she was going to take them and then study at the school. The boy’s eyes lit up even brighter as Masha was talking about it, and when she said she didn’t even know the address, but I can find it out in any phone book, I have the name of the school, the boy even excitedly slapped the table with his hand.

   He’d already graduated from high school, well, almost, he just had final exams left and he’d gone… well, he’d had to go, his uncle died, it was a funeral. Upset? No, he hadn’t known this uncle very well, but there was nobody else to go and, by the way, if Masha smoked, then maybe they should go to the vestibule, there probably wasn’t anybody there so they could chat a while.

   The smoke from their lit cigarettes instantly filled the narrow, cupboard-like vestibule and seemed to bring the spirit of that very special location to life: it reeked mercilessly. I don’t really smoke, well, I didn’t start very long ago. The boy looked at Masha’s crinkled nose and opened the door between the carriages with a regal gesture.

   It was cold and noisy but fun and fresh on the shifting metal floor plates between the carriages. The wind unexpectedly flew into its trap and thrashed from wall to wall, confused, popping out through the black cracks with a whistle. It carried away the smoke.

   They didn’t talk about anything in particular, Masha and the boy with the face of a crown prince. Masha talked about taking tests (I don’t know what they usually take, math, Russian), the boy talked about where he was going to college. Where, where? –Film and television. –Acting school? –They don’t teach acting there, I’m going to shoot films. –So a director. –Masha! A director is the person who yells at the actors, it’s the cameraman who shoots the films. Masha smiled like someone who’d been let in on a secret.

   The wind of time blows in two directions. It’s the rare person who feels its current parallel to his ongoing life. It’s a special skill to catch time wafting, from the future, on your cheeks. In the emptiness between the train carriages, Masha felt—her fingers went icy from the certainty of that sensation—as though those ten minutes on the jolting train carriages, with her on one side and the boy on the other, would become a sort of tuning fork for her happiness. From here, within the chanting connector between two train cars, she saw her future self—her adult self—and how she looked back (the past tense fits here) at herself as her girl-self, not even a tenth-grader yet, awkwardly landing a cigarette in her mouth and her gaze sweeping the boy with the face of a crown prince, and she wasn’t yet in love but almost, almost. So what’s your name? –Roma, the boy said, his eyes squinting at the door handle.

   That’s how Roma ended up carrying Masha’s bags out to the platform, then bringing them to the train station (you don’t have to, I can do it myself, really, it’s not heavy), then helping her figure out how to phone the school (well, okay, see you later… hold on, do you happen to have change?), and then shrugging off his parents waiting for him at home and going to see Masha off at the school (you wouldn’t find it yourself anyway).

   Masha is in a subway for the first time and the hulking equipment awes her. Of course she wouldn’t have found the school herself: the boy maneuvers through people and jumps from train to train as if he’d been born in the subway. On the train, he looks aloofly at the floor as he holds bags between his knees, uninterested in the wires and lamps rushing by outside the windows or the adverts on the walls or the doors that slide open or the transparent life in the next train car or the people sitting opposite: the large, painted middle-aged woman with the soft cube of a book in her hand and the drunken hoodlum trying to rest his head on her shoulder (she looks at him haughtily). Masha tries to pretend she doesn’t give a goddamn about any of this, either, but she’s not very good at that—the outside observer, had there been one, would have understood everything about her: first time in the subway, what city did you say you’re from, little girl? Masha glances furtively at Roma and he would have likely been scared if he’d caught that glance: it contained too much knowledge of, and fascination with, the future.

   From train to train and then another, they leave the subway and are soon near the school. A hundred paces from the gate, the boy places her bags on the ground (on the asphalt, Masha notices): you can go the rest of the way yourself. Want a cigarette?

   Masha swallows and nods, which gives her a coughing fit.

   The sun is dissolving in the sky, a drill screeches from an open window, and it seems like the smoke is staying with them rather than floating away somewhere. Roma glances attentively at a flowerbed and keeps silent. As Masha thinks about whether to ask for his phone number (she’s blushing and putting the cigarette to her lips more often than she has to), the tobacco manages to turn to ash, the boy stamps out the cigarette butt, picks up his backpack and, well, okay, he says, good luck.

   Masha nods and tries not to look at the boy (he hasn’t, by the way, gone yet: his unruly curls, big hazel eyes, gentle-sloped nose and narrow chin, and slightly rounded teeth) and only when he’s walking away does she yell after him: thank you!

   The boy waves his hand and smiles, turning as he walks.

   Masha went inside the school and a withered woman with her glasses on top of her head told Masha the exam had just started. Masha didn’t even have a chance to be surprised: she’d already ended up in a classroom where, desperately ashamed of the smell of sliced-sausage sandwiches that was coming out of her bag, she sketched out formula after formula, then arranged commas and wrote something about how someone or other is portrayed in literature.

   Surprise caught up with Masha at the bulletin board with the results (the boy to her right nodded his big head with restraint, the girl by her left arm cried)—out of all the lists, it was three bad grades that stabbed at Masha—and she wasn’t surprised about failing but at the thought of what would happen now, because she couldn’t go to the train station and buy a return ticket: they wouldn’t sell her that ticket, it simply didn’t exist at the counter because the wheel had already turned and the cogs had already engaged, meaning there had to be something new now that had never existed before and, besides, it just doesn’t happen that a rock that’s fallen off a precipice suddenly stops and crawls back up.

   The train, the scarlet rivers, the boy with the face of a crown prince (the wave of a hand), formulas, orthography, question marks, bad grade once, bad grade twice, bad grade thrice, the whistle of a drill, the bright sunlight (a huge window the size of a wall, on the first floor of the school): that whole expanse floated in front of Masha but something had established itself within the structure of the world and, armed with that sensation, Masha simply walked away from the bulletin board and sat on the bench where her bags stood, where she’d waited several hours for a stooped man in a crooked jacket to bring papers with columns of figures (just wait, would you, you’ll see it all in a second) and thumbtack them to the bulletin board.

   Parents quietly led away their children and some huge and ungainly mommy ingratiatingly pumped anyone and everyone for information about when they could appeal the test results. In the end, she left, too, and Masha was all alone, staring out the window (she liked that huge window and the sunny parallelepiped on the floor), then she stuck her hand into a bag and fished out her last, almost crumbled, sandwich: the meat on it had wilted but smelled as strong as ever.

   As she chewed the sandwich, Masha caught herself thinking it tasted very good: she should have cried but she had sausage, sun, and a gentle breeze outside the window. Masha froze as she licked a greasy drop off her palm: something hung in her chest, like what happens on a swing when you’ve swung up so high that all you see in front of you is an endless blue sky.

   Then there was a melody that suddenly began running from wall to wall and made the window glass resound (the glass resounded quietly but Masha’s senses were so keen at that instant that she felt it), whistling, and a rhythmic slapping along the banisters: a man had come down the stairs and walked into the empty hall, and the magical effect of a suit and tie was such that he seemed advanced in years to Masha. He was embarrassed and stopped whistling when he saw her.

   Were you accepted? –Yes… well, no. The man started laughing: so were you accepted or not? –No. Masha hid the hand she’d just been licking. The man stood for a second, looking at Masha, then briefly looked out the window and sat next to her. So what were your marks? –Bad. –What, all three? –All three. –So why aren’t you leaving? Masha stretched her hand toward her bag and shrugged. No, no, that’s not what I meant. Everyone that tried but wasn’t accepted left but you. Why? Appeals are in two days. Masha laced her fingers though the straps of her bags. I don’t know. I don’t need an appeal, I came here for an education.

   The man looked out the window again. Dust motes were swimming, visibly, in a sunny bath, soaring up and falling. He started asking Masha questions in such detail that she finally took her hand away from her bags and answered, sometimes glancing at him. Adolescents are terse but, slowly, he drew out of Masha where she lived, where she’d gone to school, how she’d found out about this school, how her parents let her go, even how she’d found the address in an unfamiliar city, patiently waiting as Masha searched for the right words. Finally, after pausing, he unclasped his fingers and said: of course your work was awful, your knowledge is on the seventh-grade level, that’s best-case, and I don’t even know about your math but it’s probably the same.

   But since Masha hadn’t left, she’d attend school here anyway. In the summer program. Live in the dormitory. Study. And everything was in her hands. If she could catch up to the other kids in three months (difficult but possible), then she could pass the exam at the end of August during supplementary enrollment and attend the school. In tenth grade, with everyone else. Was that clear? By the way, his name was A.A. Yes, Masha quietly said, thank you, and lowered her head. Go on, cry, cry. It’s good for you.

   Masha held on a little longer but then burst into loud tears, sobbing and wailing, and her crying bounced from wall to wall through the entire hall and higher, along the stairs, to the dormitory where A.A. brought Masha after she’d calmed down, leaving her in the hands of a large oily woman: give the girl a room. I’ll add her to the lists tomorrow.

   Masha realized in her first classes that what A.A. had said was “difficult but possible” was actually utterly impossible. There were other girls in her class who, like Masha, hadn’t been accepted but planned to try again in August. All these girls had done poorly on their exams but each of them knew more than Masha. Masha didn’t know anything: equations were like uncharted territory for her, commas were a lottery, and she didn’t understand analysis of literary representation and characterizations. Of all the girls who weren’t admitted (and were shy about it), she was the one who was genuinely stupid.

   She realized that when she was going to bed after her second day of classes. She’d already gotten under the blanket, lights were out, the night sky lit up the whole window, her roommates were sleeping like little pupas, and the shadows were motionless: the horror caught up to Masha, making her lie stock-still. She heard the clatter of her own heart in the quiet and she could discern, unmistakably, the clatter of wheels in her heartbeat. The light in the sky faded, the shadows deepened and grew heavy, and slippers rustled past in the depths of the corridor: the oily woman had completed her rounds and was going to bed. For the first time in these several days, Masha grasped that she was alone, a thousand kilometers from home, in a huge city where only a few people knew she existed, and they couldn’t care less about her, just like how you couldn’t care less about the person sitting next to you on the subway. The whole world around her was absolute emptiness, there was nothing to grasp on to here, nowhere to gain a foothold, there was only Masha: nothing and nobody other than her, like on Mars, and what she had to do was absolutely impossible, not unlike moving a planet or turning yourself inside out. Masha winds her hair around her hand and painfully, very painfully, tugs on it, pulling her skin from her skull. Terror heaps on Masha (like the fear of someone sentenced to the shooting squad when ten gun barrels rise and then freeze at chest level?), smothering her, and she’ll shout if it gets the slightest bit worse. Oh, to turn on the light, but the girls are sleeping—and best to let them sleep. Masha’s burning-hot hands throw off the blanket and she puts her feet on the floor (don’t let the linoleum melt), gropes in the dark for her stack of books and notebooks, and slowly makes her way toward the door as if she’s wading through clumps of kelp.

   After going down one floor, Masha steps into the first lecture hall she runs across, turns on the light, sits at a table, and opens her textbooks. Only when her hands are cold and the shivering in her body won’t let up for a minute (the building across the way is already red and the windows are gleaming) does she go back to bed. Glancing at the clock, Masha knows breakfast will be in twenty minutes.

   For the next three months, Masha sleeps three hours a day, six days a week. She leaves the room when the girls fall asleep and returns toward morning; the other girls don’t notice anything. Only one person (later, much later) will know and when he asks if it was difficult for her, she’ll answer: stretch your arm toward the ceiling. Like this. Now don’t let it down for three months. Masha drinks coffee so she won’t fall asleep—first one spoonful of instant per cup, then two, three, and without sugar—and when she gets to five spoonfuls (almost all the money her mother gave her went toward coffee), Masha starts brewing strong, opaque tea. Then she drinks tea with pepper: with black pepper, with red pepper. In the bathroom, she fills a bottle with icy tap water and rubs it on her face. When all that stops helping, she reads standing up. One time, after she’d been leaning against the wall and woke up on the floor an hour later, Masha realized she can’t just stand, so she walks in circles around the classroom, reading. The blood pounds in her temples: it’s still those same wheels knocking on the rails.

   A.A. teaches Masha’s literature and Russian classes but he makes not one single gesture that separates her from everyone else; he’s strict and remote. Only at the very end of July does he nod to Masha in passing as he quickly strides down the corridor, approvingly tossing her a good. Indeed, one time, as she’s rewriting equations from her textbook, Masha discovers what’s on the paper in front of her isn’t inky bits of straw but a collection of figures she needs to command to dance something akin to a polonaise. Something similar happens with commas and unstressed vowels, too: the rules she’d interpreted before as if they were a prison routine are becoming rules of the road for her, a condition for clarity within a text.

   It’s surprising: Masha doesn’t feel fatigue during the days, in classes. Sleepless nights are sleepless nights but she’s a different person in the classroom, attentive and focused. Only once, as she’s going to the blackboard, does she suddenly collapse in a faint, creating turmoil. A.A.’s scared, the nurse is on vacation, and they drag Masha to a chair. After she’s come to, she collects herself instantly, looks squarely at A.A. (his face acquires materiality after sliding down out of a colorful blur: it’s close, maybe even too close), apologizes, and asks that the lesson be continued. A.A. tries to send her upstairs but quickly understands it’s useless, the girl is staying.

   At the end of August, Masha takes exams along with everyone else. The questions are no more complicated than in the spring, perhaps even simpler, but even so, the majority of the girls can’t handle them. Three are enrolled in the tenth grade, Masha among them. There aren’t any bulletin boards this time: they gather the girls in a classroom (they sit, silent, looking at the scratched-up desks, drumming their fingers, and wiping their foreheads: it’s hot), and then the school director, mathematics teacher, and A.A. enter. A.A.’s eyes find Masha from the doorway and he winks at her, barely perceptibly. Masha understands everything but she sinks inside when the director lifts his glasses and peers at the sheet (based on the results of the examinations, those enrolled in class 10b are…), sternly looking at the public, and calls out Masha’s surname. What’s happened feels like a void: it’s as if those three months had been yanked out of her and she’s become a new Masha, but nothing’s managed to settle in her soul yet.

   The girls who flunked cry and go to pack up their things. The ones who got in behave timidly, as if they’re in cold water. They peer intently at one other, though they’d been seeing each other every day during these three months. Masha scrutinizes them, too: one’s a diligent girl with plump fingers, her hair in a ponytail, and a face as open as a saucepan; the other is a restless babe with eye makeup. Masha notices, surprised, that she remembers the second one’s name: Dasha.

   Masha races upstairs to the dorm (the windows and stairs flash by) murmuring I’ve arrived under her breath. She puts on her street shoes, goes outside, and makes her way to the embankment through little back streets. I’ve arrived, she whispers as she kicks cigarette butts, pebbles, and beer cans. The embankment’s empty and the sun is warming the smooth (there’s no breeze) water. After standing so her knees touch the granite parapet, Masha casts a fierce glance at spires and cupolas, squints at the sun shimmering in the sky, looks around (there’s nobody), and says, at the top of her lungs, I’ve arrived.

   Then she wanders the embankments, streets, and avenues for the whole day: for three months, she’s been living like she’s on a ship and hasn’t left the school. She whispers hi to angels and caryatids, winks at lions and stern commanders. By evening, her legs are pulsing like two turbines. When she’s made it back to her bed in the dorm, she collapses on the sheet and falls asleep right away. In the last moment, she has time to formulate what’s happened: she was born today.

   When she wakes up, Masha finds a book on her desk. It’s the second volume of a popular three-volume set of Pushkin, and on the title page A.A.’s hand has painstakingly traced out: “Gentle Masha. Bid farewell to your native doorway, inexplicable delight awaits you,” and at that moment it never occurs to her to read that inscription as anything other than an invitation to wild Walsinghamian joy about defeating what is, by definition, undefeatable.

   Masha goes off to the telegraph office the next day and calls home after climbing into a booth all scratched up by keys and pens. She tells her mother she’s been accepted, meaning that if she visits home now, it’ll only be for vacations, and even then not for all of them. Her mother cries into the phone and asks if she needs anything and, by the way, the dog died and her classmates got into technical school. A package will come for her on the Tuesday train, the conductor of the seventh carriage will have it, and there’ll be chocolate and a little money in the chocolate. Masha says thank you and goodbye, and hangs up. She’s preoccupied with the first day of school, September first, which is the day after tomorrow.

   After stepping away from the phone, Masha’s mother sits down to drink tea (Masha’s father is at work), and with her nose nestled into the steam rising from a mug, she remembers how Masha was born.

   And it was like this. Fish were hiding in their underwater lairs so they wouldn’t hear the booms of the ice on the river as it ruptured and heaved. Empty January air stretched over the world like a veil. People’s lips cracked from the cold and cattle bleated in sheds. People twisted their faces and pressed their palms to their ears when they came inside from the cold. In the forests, mighty fir boughs snapped under the weight of the snow and collapsed below with a muffled thud. An agonized echo bounced from river to river, and trees called out to one another from their shores. Animals shook their frostbitten paws; people wiped their noses until they looked like red potatoes.

   As Masha’s mother waited for her father at home, she lugged firewood into the house to feed the stove’s rustling mouth. The contractions began in the afternoon; Masha’s mother got frightened and whimpered by the stove. The contractions didn’t stop so her mother went to the woman next door, who called for an ambulance, and Masha’s mother was taken to the hospital. Seven women in labor lay on cots in the ward. Some were screaming, the others, tormented, shot glances all around.

   When Masha’s father came home from work that evening, the woman next door, who’d been watching for him, said: go, go, they won’t let you in but you should go anyway. Her father walked around the hospital corridor for two hours, going outside every fifteen minutes and desperately smoking.

   Shortly after eleven, it was all over. They removed the purplish Masha from her mother, her father heard her unhuman shriek, and when he went outside to go home, the tears on his eyelashes iced up instantly.

   ‌


‌Love’s Temptation

   Whenever a novel threatens to turn into hagiography, a tried and true method for dropping the needle on the right track is to proclaim, immediately, the miracles a character has accomplished (during a lifetime, at the very least) and appeal, without delay, to what works as the engine for any novel: a love story.

   Masha’s first miracle was heavily tied to Petersburg, a city that, contrary to the canon, she saw for the first time not in early summer—when a mysterious light fills the streets, rivers, and canals at night, forcing everything, from empty beer bottles to church cupolas, to shine like dull silver; when warm water sullenly smacks at granite steps and bunches of drunk, happy graduates dart from store to store, forcing elderly tourists aside; and when the city effervesces like a restless crowd in the vicinity of the Palace Bridge and, in the distance, spreads along Griboedov Canal like the damp stillness that drives Dostoevsky’s admirers mad—no, no, this wasn’t summer, it was late autumn.

   September was just a continuation of that insane summer; Masha couldn’t calm down at all. She slept more, about six hours a day, but spent all her free time studying. She was starting from scratch again in her tenth-grade class: everything her classmates always seemed to know already came to Masha though harsh nighttime penance. She read Pushkin, Gogol, Karamzin, and Radishchev; studied theorems; analyzed tangled rules of Russian orthography that resembled a Chinese spiritual practice; and studied pointless Russian reforms—all this was from the eighth and ninth grades, material she realized she’d never truly studied. Only later, in the second half of October, did she finally put on a jacket and shoes, wind a scarf around her neck, and go outside the school. This might not have happened until even later, but that was the day A.A. suddenly digressed from Gogol’s “Nevsky Prospect” during a literature lesson, nearly shouting at the quietened class: my God, young men and women, do you even understand how lucky you are? Millions of people all over the world read all this and understand only every other word, they drink these texts as if they were skim milk. You live in the city where European culture found meaning! A.A. later admitted to Masha that this was, of course, too categorical, but what orator doesn’t wave his arms around? Take a walk around this city! Not just along a street on your way somewhere: delve into it. Ask the rocks and roadways questions, they’ll tell you a lot. Petersburg is the best thing that can happen to you! You’ll never hear Gogol whispering to you until you’ve frozen under the rain somewhere on Karpovka, completely alone and without a kopeck in your pocket. Podporozhny, tell me: where does the main character find his beloved? –In a bordello, A.A. –I do hope, Podporozhny, that’s not the only thing your virtuous reader’s gaze caught upon?

   All laughter aside, rain poured down an hour after Masha went out. The city she saw was the very same Petersburg that would become the main character in her first film: dark, cold, and submerged in a rain that all its buildings and churches swam in. A city where things reel on the very brink of materiality and the water in the canals reminds one of death. Masha was soaked through and her eyes turned inside out, receiving everything she saw outside her.

   After making her way into a bright, smoky café, Masha pulled a pencil and a folder with paper out of her backpack. Coffee cooled in her cup, young waitresses in aprons scowled at her, aimless people made a racket, and music, chitchat, and cigarette smoke swirled around Masha, entering her ears and eyes. But everything she felt now was concentrated in her fingertips, which gripped the pencil so hard her knuckles turned white. The sheet of paper was covered with fog, and shadows began creeping out of the fog: a huge unseeing house floated past along an embankment; people stepped on the tails of reeking wet little imps hiding in gateways; freakish silent fish confused the rain with the river and surfaced; monstrous toothed birds flapped their wings in tree-crowns with half their leaves gone; and then, unexpectedly even for Masha, a person emerged by a granite barrier after having suddenly seen all of this for what it was. His eyes widened from horror and delight, and his hands caught on the barrier so he wouldn’t be thrown below by water that had abruptly turned furious, but he stood, despite his buckling legs, and his gaze fixed on a horrifying vision he didn’t want to abandon, though that would have been very simple: turn the sheet over, rip the pencil from her fingers, bum a cigarette, and swallow the cold, sweet coffee while exchanging glances with the cute boy sitting all alone by the window. Once clouds had gathered over the seer’s head and the shaggy black birds had noticed him, Masha’s hands flew up, over the paper—the drawing was finished.

   That drawing, like the majority of Masha’s drawings, was not preserved. A.A. was the last—and most likely the only—person to see it. When he looked at it, he heavily gathered cigarette smoke in his mouth, remaining silent until he finally began speaking. What he told Masha became the second point of the tension (the drawing was the first) from which her Pursuit would come into being several years later.

   Minus One and Save and Amber had already been released by the time the general public became aware of Pursuit. It didn’t (and really couldn’t) prove to be a hit, although European cineastes recognized each other based on their possession of the disc of that film, which appeared suddenly, out of inexistence. A student found the file and uploaded it to the Web when he was rummaging around in the HFF archives: when yet another disc went into the drive and “Pursuit. Produced and Directed by Masha Regina” flashed on the screen, the student checked the German notation on the envelope, just in case, and let out a shout. The whole Web brimmed with rumors a few days later.

   The film was said to be student work, opaque conceptualist handiwork so unlike Regina’s clear and absolutely open style that it most likely belonged not to her but to some hoaxer who wasn’t exactly lacking in the talent department; and though of course it held a certain interest from a technical point of view, it should certainly not be considered a masterpiece, and so on and so forth. Masha had to tear herself away from filming Hunger to fly off to Berlin and admit during a press conference at Kino Arsenal that she truly did make Pursuit.

   I made that film in Petersburg about ten years ago and am glad it’s finally been discovered. It’s a good picture, though now, of course, I wouldn’t make something like that.

   After that, all the fervor subsided and the film entered the category of pictures released with an “Art Films” label. It is, of course, black and white (like any brilliant film, Roma would jokingly say) or, more accurately, it changes to black and white. As the credits run, the main character is telling a bulky female porter about his unfaithful love. Then, after he’s gone up to his office, he falls asleep and the color scheme changes, unnoticed, from dark browns to grays. It helps the transition pass unnoticed that all this happens at night: the unspeaking female porter has only to shut off the muddy-yellow lamp in the frame for it to turn pitch black. A lookalike, a double, then appears and therein begins the actual action, something nine out of ten viewers would likely say is lacking. Masha sends her characters outside and their entire battle takes place amid the scenery of a frightening, inconceivable Petersburg. The hero pursues his double through small streets, courtyards, gateways, attics, and roofs, as the double hides from him behind garbage bins and brick chimneys, amid railway cars parked between stations (and there it is, the primary trump card in the hands of those who’d maintained Masha’s authorship even before the Berlin press conference: this scene is similar to the famous pursuit scene in Minus One), then the main character runs away from the double along endless flights of stairs and, finally, is cornered on one of the embankment’s approaches down to the river, where a heavy leaden wave licks at his boots. The outline of a gnarled paw flashes in the water, as if it’s stretching to grab the character. Otherworldly imagery emerges constantly from black shadows and white shimmers in the frame: tails, fangs, and eyeballs the viewer doesn’t notice right away or for certain, meaning they might well not be noticed at all or might be regarded as just imperfections or chance combinations of light and shadow. Suddenly, the double can change shapes as if he were a demon and dribble his festering eyes from behind the railings of the Summer Garden; suddenly a giant rat-tail twitches in the broad crown of a tree; and fish scales flash in a dusty window—all this happens by chance and indistinctly, as glimpses, making it possible not to pay attention, if that’s your wish.

   The rapture that was most often expressed about Pursuit was related to the picture itself, the technical skill and perfection of the shots, and even the captivating acting of the two 20-year-old actors, but almost never the film’s script, its essentiality or, well, put another way, its message. That’s no surprise. During the press conference at Kino Arsenal, Masha said: honestly, it’s hard now for me to recall or understand what I made. There were some pictures in my head that I wanted to set free. I don’t know, I’m not really sure there’s anything that can be read into that film.

   The double chases the hero though labyrinths of courtyards and streets, demanding something from him, he yells, and the hero mutters, justifies himself, goes on the offensive, rushes at the double, punching him, and everything culminates, as well it should, in a pistol duel, though, strictly speaking, the source of their conflict is unclear.

   Nobody that discussed the film knew (and even Masha herself only vaguely remembered sixteen years later) that A.A. explained the essence of that conflict to her in the small kitchen of his smoke-filled apartment. He looked at Masha’s drawing for a long time and smoked, missing the saucer with his ashes, then he told her about Gogol, about Bely, and about artists for whom Petersburg had became an elevator to the otherworldly. Bitov’s Pushkin House, said A.A., looks strange in these ranks (Masha opened the ventilation window to free the smoke, tottered on the windowsill, then reached for the cigarettes) because there’s nothing mystical in it at first glance and many who’ve read it are devoutly certain they’ve read a realistic novel about a young scholar’s mixed-up relationships with his women. What are you laughing at? Well, yes, it’s about me. But there aren’t actually any women in that text, only men, and they’re not real, either. A demon tempts a saint, that’s the whole story. Odoevtsev lives in a toylike world, in theater scenery, and suddenly crashes through into the real world where everything falls into place: a demon is a demon, and the soul stands facing the problem of good and evil. Ashtray? The saucer, take it. Mitishatyev tries to force Odoevtsev out of the real world and all its strains, by tempting him, offering an ignorance of what is real and the peaceful repose of closed eyes. And when the temptation has been overcome (a mask comes off, too, that’s very important), agon is unavoidable and there’s a confrontation between the soul and evil. Evil loses simply because a soul with seriously open eyes is always stronger than evil. This only ends up being a problem for the novel’s main character, who must die so he and the novel die together. In the true sense, though, what happens is that the soul is freed from the scenery of this world. I apologize for not explaining very clearly but we’re not in class now, are we?

   Further explanations are pointless, especially since Masha jumped off the windowsill, embraced the pensive A.A., and began kissing him. She spent nearly the entire summer after her first year at the Academy in his little apartment on Pestel Street. When it still stayed light out all night, they would walk to the Fontanka River to drink wine. They’d buy a bottle from the broad-smiling Armenian in the underground shop, wander over to the approach down to the opaque, stern water, a cork would pop, and there’d be an audible splash of wine pouring into glasses. In all likelihood, it was only during that summer that Masha could have seriously said she loved A.A. if he’d asked her. A.A. didn’t ask, though. Masha drew things, he read, they took walks together, ate, and made love. A summer like that—when there’s good weather every evening and doing nothing isn’t oppressive—is granted to a person only once, A.A. said, and he laughed at Masha, who couldn’t recognize the quote.

   Their tranquil pleasure was disturbed only twice during the whole summer, when A.A.’s wife called. He had a quote for everything and joked that there’s no such thing as a Russian ex-wife. After the calls—the purpose of which was some kind of day-to-day formality (I apologize, I wouldn’t think of troubling you, tearing you away… but… and then the conversation concerned a set of keys or some documents that had gone missing, who the hell knew where)—A.A. got gloomy and smoked angrily. Masha raged, spluttered through her teeth, slammed the front door (torn strips of dark-brown imitation leather shuddered on the door’s exterior), went for a walk alone, drank three cups of coffee somewhere, and came back. She didn’t understand immediately why she was in a rage. And when she understood, she told him immediately: the sight of a weak man instilled genuine horror in her. A.A. took exception, said he wasn’t really so weak, he’d left her, after all, that wasn’t so easy, I’m telling you… and Masha flung back damn Gingerbread Man.

   But A.A.’s gaze had a magnetic influence on Masha that summer: she calmed down and began laughing. Even so, when A.A. went to sleep, he moaned as if he had a toothache. Masha held him by the shoulder and told herself she knew about his wife. She’d caught a glimpse of her, back when his wife had come to the school: a slim woman with pained eyes and a striking beauty-mark at the corner of her lip. She loved Bunin, cappuccino with cinnamon, and A.A. In a fit of cynicism, the adult Masha might have called this sort of woman a laced-up twat but, in reality, the situation was different.

   A.A. met her in the philology department—the girls there were as light as the bubbles from gum, not all of them, of course, and many were just goblins, but there was plenty of room for the imagination to wander—and A.A. managed, between library, lectures, and dive bars, to woo or, as he himself put it (he loved this lacy word) to court his smiling, intrepid female classmates and, later, the girls in younger classes (listen, I heard you have notes from freshman year, and there were notes, yes, of course there were). He had no “sporting interest”: he fell in love, for real, with each maiden (when he told Masha about this—she was lying on her back and he was stroking the tender skin of her breast—she laughed: each time is like the first time) and he never cheated on one. Liza was not one in a series (there was not, however, any series in the Stanislavskian sense) even though she almost immediately led him to her bed (her teacher mother and her father, a retired colonel, had gone to Crimea) and A.A. was entranced for a long time, longer than usual, by her pensive gaze, slow fingers, and the beauty mark at the corner of her lip (not even her name seemed plastic to him). They sat all winter in her room, kissing and translating from Russian into Latin. By spring, her dreaminess felt as cold as soup from the refrigerator to A.A., and her fingers were slow from boredom, but it ended up that he decided to postpone a breakup until summer—they had conference papers and a first serious written report—and then his tongue went limp in the summer, like an old man who’s had too much to drink.

   Liza tenderly stroked his hair and told him she loved him. A.A. hemmed and hawed, and hoped she’d ask: what about you? But she, the jerk, didn’t ask. All it took for A.A. to feel disgusted was to picture how she’d burst into tears and her eyes would look all cow-like… and then he’d tell himself he had to do it over the weekend or the next week. He finally forced himself in the autumn, at the zenith of a truly magnificent September. They left the department, the trees were covered with yellow, papery leaves, the Lomonosov statue looked hot to the touch, as if it were emitting its summer warmth, girls squinted at the sun and smiled, and A.A. stopped and told her he had to go, well, somewhere, he had errands so couldn’t go to her place, and really, they should think about what to do because a lot had changed in a year and he didn’t know what she thought about the matter but for his part he couldn’t say he was feeling the same now as a year ago and it would be better not to torture each other and there was nothing so awful in that, they’d be friends, and visit each other, sure, but there was no reason at all anymore to try to… to have close interaction, if it was already an obligation for at least one of them, and there just couldn’t be any joy in this for her, so that’s it, there’s the trolleybus, let’s call each other, see you, and he dashed off toward a blinking green traffic light. He ran across the street and made it, but of course he couldn’t resist looking back from beside the trolleybus door: Liza was racing toward him. Cars flew by right and left, beeping bloody murder, brakes screeched, tires smoked, papery leaves as bright as streetlights spiraled downward, and Liza pressed her little pocketbook to her chest as she jumped from one life-threatening trauma to another, shouting a heart-rending I love you, and A.A. cursed, kicked the trolleybus (which squealed off toward the bridge, its prongs sparking on the overhead wires), and bolted off to save the fool. He waved his arms like a sailor signaling in a drawing, shouted, grabbed her by the elbows, dragged her to dry land, held her by the shoulders, and stroked her back; and when shivering hit her, fear and malice hit him.

   Another trolleybus rumbled by after that, and then another and another: A.A. embraced Liza, calming her, and she begged him through her tears not to leave her, asking him what she could do… and he said: nothing, calm down, for God’s sake. People gawked at them, and A.A. turned Liza so she faced the Neva and he pretended they were just standing there, hugging, what, is that not allowed or something? Horrendously mortifying. He brought her home, they made love, and then she nestled up to him, kissed his chest, and whispered: you do love me, it’s just that now you’re… The lack of a real question in those words bugged A.A. but he couldn’t tell her no; he wanted to sleep.

   It’s impossible to leave a woman who won’t let you go, understand? Why? Well, because she’s kind of weak and you’re kind of strong and it ends up you’re the one hurting her and she’s not hurting you. No, there’s nothing worse than feeling like a dickhead.

   A.A. proposed to Liza a half-year later (there were several more repulsive scenes and every last one of them ended exactly the same), and even before she stopped sobbing she’d started thinking of who’d sew her dress. Her colonel father shook A.A.’s hand, her teacher mother kissed him, and two months later, A.A. and Liza put heavy gold rings on each other’s fingers.

   Masha, who was already training herself to watch for cinematic quotes, decided this was the story from Fanny and Alexander: the heroine marries a monster, thinking she’ll have some sort of proper, true life with him, but she finds herself in hell and it even turns out that the silly game of mental leapfrog in her parents’ family actually was a life, a true life, and her farting uncle was a fool but not a prick, and the husband was a prick and dangerous besides. Oh come on, it’s not like that at all, A.A. said, making a face.

   All that was five years before the moment A.A. would see Masha in the school lobby after the entrance exams and lead her up the stairs to the dorm. A year later, A.A. would grasp, with deafening clarity, that love is a pounding heart, tenderness rippling on the palms, and a shimmering expanse in the eyes: and what could be more stupid for a teacher than to fall in love, utterly seriously, with a high-school girl, dream of holding her hand and kissing the corners of her lips, cry at night, moan because a spasm makes your body twist, exactingly examine your teeth in the mirror and not allow your imagination to let go of her, the red-haired girl with the hard gaze and confident motions who, beyond everything else (he didn’t know, he found that out later), is losing her mind from loving a guy who doesn’t give a shit about her.

   It’s not strange that it was only frantic passion for his student that forced A.A. to leave a wife whose eyes were round with terror, and that it was only two years later, rather than immediately: Point B is always more important than Point A.

   When she was yelling, the slender, pensive beauty Liza smeared her wet eyes all over her face and looked scarier than nuclear war. All A.A. had to do was tell her what he’d decided and her face would immediately fall: A.A. had seen this many times and his heart sank nevertheless, as if he were expecting a blow: the main thing now, in order to retain that feeling, was for him to hold on to the sensation of firmness in his fingers that had come to him after he’d looked at Masha. Liza complained, accused, quietly whimpered in the kitchen, made calls, said she’d reserved a table at a restaurant, assured him she couldn’t live, offered to start all over again, pumped him about who is she, and then, finally, when A.A. came home a week later, he opened the door to the bathroom and found her in a bubble bath, aiming a razor at her wrist, and understood it was all over because if she was lying there and waiting for him so she could take a swipe at her wrist, she would never actually do it. He silently left the bathroom and turned off the light; she couldn’t end her life in the dark. Her wet feet slapped out of the bathroom into the hallway, water ran on to the rug, and a soapy caviar hung behind her ears: this was frightening and disgusting for A.A., as if he were seeing some sluglike Hollywood monster in real life. And it is true that obsession is nonsexual. This wet scene was their last: it was the same day A.A. received keys for the apartment on Pestel Street. He was simply lucky (as always happens for the one who gets up and goes) that a classmate had gone to France and handed over his nest under a roof in exchange for watering the plants and a token sum, “so it wouldn’t be empty.”

   Now, in that one-room nest, where a piece of the cupola of the Cathedral of the Transfiguration was visible outside the window, A.A. was pressing Masha’s hand and moaning slightly through his teeth as he dropped off to sleep. Masha bit her lips. She didn’t allow herself to moan.

   At the very beginning of summer, when Masha was taking her second-semester exams, A.A. proposed they live together. She agreed, not just because she actually liked the idea but also because she was certain: A.A. couldn’t leave his wife, thus his proposal would remain only a small feature of an evening encounter, a tender stroll from Kazan Cathedral to St Nicholas Naval Cathedral and back. After getting the final signature in her grade book, Masha got on the train and went home. She sent A.A. a text: “Went out of town, back whenever.”

   Masha’s mother’s love enveloped her as warmly and clammily as a chubby palm envelops a fly. The very first lunch (you’ve just been on the road, you’re hungry, eat) dragged Masha off into a dream where her dead grandmother was holding and kneading her hand: this was unpleasant for Masha and she wanted to free her hand (her grandmother was dead, after all) but that was awkward (this was her grandmother) and so, weak of will, she allowed her hand to be used. Masha woke up in a sweat late that evening: her mother had covered her with a quilt, not caring that it was June. The next day, Sunday, Masha’s mother brought her to the market. Masha flitted behind her mother from row to row amongst jackets, dresses, fishing hooks and lures, eggs, fish, underwear and socks, discs, chains, motors, gravestones, rugs, armchairs, pants, and boots, and her mother was right at home in this Sodom, knew everybody, and grabbed Masha by the elbow at every booth: do you need t-shirts? The horrifying shopping trip wrung Masha out until there was nothing left inside. She consented to trying on shoes, a top, and a skirt, and helped her mother with lunch at home, overate (eat, eat, you’ve gotten so thin), and collapsed on the couch, her arms lying separate from her, like rags. She looked at them with hatred then raised her eyes to her mother and tried to tell her she couldn’t spend the summer like this, that she had to work (she said study, so there wouldn’t be questions) and for that she needed a clear head, coldness, and a hungry stomach. She didn’t manage to say everything since her mother (of course, of course, you’ll get started tomorrow) started telling her how the neighbor’d kicked his wife out and was drinking vodka every blessed day, that Masha’s classmate had gotten married, that Volkov (come on, you remember, your classmate) had killed—stabbed—a girl he was friends with (apparently she was going out with someone else) and there was a trial and he was put in prison, that Aunt Valya was sick, that the math teacher had finally been fired after they’d found him drunk in the school garden for the fifth time, that granny Shura, that Alexei Semyonovich, that Petya, come on, the traffic policeman who’s so fat…
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