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Prologue

One is never too young to receive unhelpful advice on marriage. I was barely over the hill of my fifth birthday when my grandmother told me that marriage is not for the feeble-minded masses who so readily and pathetically jump into it as if they’re chewing gum. “Make sure you don’t pick a shmata, a hysteric, or a philanderer,” she warned. When Grandmother read Cinderella to me, she went off on tangents about injustice in general and unjust marriages in particular, and how she and Cinderella were practically the same person: “I too worked five jobs, fought in the war, cleaned and cooked for every aunt and cousin this side of the Baltic, and suffered from ulcers and insomnia. But when I went to the ball, I put a cheery face on for the crowd and pranced on the dance floor in imported Italian leather pumps three times smaller than my size, like every woman I knew. Your grandfather came up to me and said, ‘Do you have a smoke, gorgeous?’ and I said, ‘You should quit.’ It was love at first insult.”

“Was he a prince?” I asked. Grandmother laughed and said, “A prince with empty pockets and a few gold teeth!” Still, Grandmother didn’t want to snuff out all my childish optimism. In her awkward way, she tried to assure me that there were glorious men out there, but they were hidden—and it was my task in life to find them. Only my older, blonder sister, Bella, thought that a prince with an impish sense of humor and our father’s brilliant brain (male looks were considered irrelevant in our family) was prowling the streets in search of her, and that all she had to do was appear magically on our balcony, arch her back, fling her hair, and poof—she would be a happily married woman. But as far as I could tell, marriage was just the beginning of suffering, some black void of happiness that human beings fell into and then were never heard of again. I believed this not only because I was born in Russia, nourished on Pushkin, Tolstoy, Dostoyevksy, fatalistic grandmothers, Communist propaganda, bronze sculptures of Lenin, and a scarcity of toilet paper, but because every marriage I knew, including the one that produced me, was a volatile volcano bordering on adultery and divorce.

That is why, at the age of five, I told Bella that I would never get married, even if Perfection Personified waltzed through our front door, and by that I certainly did not mean some insipid prince. “What about your suitors,” she countered, “don’t you want to marry them?” Mitya and Andre were my first potential husbands, and since all such husbands tend to be accidents of convenience, they lived next door. Andre lived below us and was decisively handsome, which in kindergarten amounted to dark locks and a natural tan, but he had little to offer in the way of intellect and barely understood the concept of a joke. I had to resort to slapping him to get him to run after me and pull on my hair—a popular Russian expression of love in extremely shy or extremely bellicose men. Mitya, on the other hand, resembled an undernourished piglet with wispy blond hair and wide curious eyes, but he was a kind-hearted boy who bought me presents with his parents’ money and was the first to propose. Andre soon followed suit and the two of them fought for my hand, quite literally, by pulling on my arms and screaming: “Lenochka is mine!” “No, she’s mine!” Already a closet feminist, I pounced on them: “I am no one’s, no one’s, you hear!”

At home I posed a hypothetical question to my mother: “Why can’t women have more than one husband?”

“Because women prefer to have lovers on the side,” she replied bluntly, for my mother was a blunt woman, with a rebellious fire in her bright turquoise eyes and the sort of wide evocative forehead that belonged to uniquely independent minds. She believed that children, namely myself and my sister, were far wiser than adults in the ways of the human heart and should be consulted in all matters of love, regardless of their age.

“What’s a lover?” I asked.

“A man who isn’t your father but who makes your mother happy.”

“Do you have one?”

“No, but I should,” my mother said wistfully, and then Grandmother came in. These types of conversations did not sit well with my grandmother, who, in addition to being the self-anointed Cinderella, was the moral force of the family, the Yiddish-speaking Virgin Incarnate, the Jewish Mother Theresa, the superhuman female who held it all together and then some.

“Mitya and Andre want to marry me,” I told Grandmother. “They almost tore my arms out.”

“That’s how they always are in the beginning—men!” Grandmother moaned. “Prostrating themselves like pathetic dogs, but once you give them your heart, they’ll step on it and then cheat on you to let you know they really care.” She said this not only because my grandfather was a notorious philanderer—his list of women stretched all the way to Latvia and Odessa—but because Grandmother was too righteous to cheat back.

Then my mother turned to me with a serious gaze. “Remember, Lenochka, in the tricky business of predicting fidelity, age is an irrelevant factor, as are a man’s looks.” At which point my mother and grandmother leapt to discuss their theory of Russian men, which they felt perfectly captured the ordeal of being a Russian woman. It held that men who are uglier and shorter are more likely to cheat, since they are more insecure and too often suffer from the taxing Napoleon complex. Although they tend to have serious expertise in bed, it doesn’t make up for their constant need to be buttered up and flattered by their mistresses. Due to their physical inadequacies, they tend to develop an oversized brain because they know a Russian woman goes limp in the knees when a man can recite all of Evgeni Onegin. The handsome ones, however, are always being pawed by adoring women and have to fight off superhuman temptations, which is an unrealistic goal. Their beauty makes them feel overly content with their brains, and as a result, not only do they have feeble memories, but they are usually selfish and uneventful lovers.

Although this theory was liberally applied to other women’s husbands, my own handsome father was never subjected to its rigid laws. Grandmother believed that my mother lucked out with my father. First there were the essentials: he did not beat her, cheat on her, deal on the black market, drink enormous quantities of vodka, or refuse to take showers like some men they knew. “You’re never gonna find a man as good as your Semeyon, tfu, tfu, tfu,” she would exclaim and knock on wood whenever my mother complained about my father. “Besides, no man is perfect,” Grandmother would offer as an afterthought.

My mother would discover how true this particular afterthought was after that mysterious day in September of 1975 when Lana Rubin, our neighbor upstairs, burst into our apartment on Usiyevicha Street breathless with news.

“Jews are being let out!” she exclaimed, her face red and sweaty from the excitement. “My cousin and his wife are already applying for their exit visas.”

“Are you sure we won’t get arrested?” my mother asked.

“I don’t know, but we can leave Russia! Can you imagine that?” No one could imagine that.

But a few months later, Lana’s news was confirmed by Yakov, my father’s older brother: a man who cheated on his wife, dealt on the black market, drank liberal amounts of vodka, and possessed few redeeming features on his pudgy perpetually red face. My mother and grandmother had long ago consigned Yakov to that category of men who lack the essentials. Against the backdrop of my father, Yakov appeared like an amusing mutation of all the wrong genes. Yet his bold move to start the application process early, to imagine a happier future in America when everyone else became morbidly pale from this very thought, impressed my mother. “He’s got guts!” my mother announced. To which my father responded with an avalanche of criticisms: Yakov was a heartless letch, a materialist, the depraved son willing to abandon his mother for a wealthier life in America. “What does he want with more money?” my father threw out indignantly. “He already has enough here.” “It’s not about the money,” my mother held, “it’s about freedom.” “The freedom to speculate?” my father roared. “Anything would be better than this, this”—here my mother pointed to her throat and squeezed it—“they suffocate you here.” “I’m never leaving my mother,” my father declared, “and that’s the end of the discussion.” But with each passing month, as others began to gather documents and whisper of a life beyond Soviet borders, Yakov became in my mother’s eye a man of courage and vision, a prince in the garb of a frog. When a year later Yakov received permission to leave the Soviet Union with his wife, Katya, and his son from a previous marriage, Valeryi, my mother had a revelation: we too could leave. At their going-away party, dancing wildly on Yakov’s parquet floors, her head buzzing with champagne and foreign music, my mother began to dream of her own going-away party, while my father dreamed of a life without Yakov.

When my parents returned from the airport after watching Yakov, Katya, and Valeryi board the plane to Vienna, the first stopover on their long journey to the United States, they were no longer on speaking terms. According to Grandmother, it was my mother’s fault, as she indelicately told my father that he was a smelly mudila (my mother’s endearing take on that succinct Russian swear word mudak that captured all the negative sides of a man’s personality: idiot, asshole, imbecile, liar, and nag). My father retaliated by ordering my mother to shove herself up her own ass, and go marry Yakov. But when, in self-defense, my mother accused him of uttering an illogical syllogism, my father could only inhale gasoline reeking from a Russian cab and push waves of nausea back down his throat (as he was a very sensitive individual), which in turn led to self-pity and paralysis of the tongue. My mother continued to berate him, but after all, she was only human, and as my father said nothing, she lost interest in him. She looked out the window and imagined a more valiant husband for herself, floating somewhere above the buildings bedecked in placards of Stalin and Lenin.

For the next several years, talk of emigrating would consume the Jews of Moscow, eating away at their daily routines, their Saturday night festivities, their thoughts before going to sleep and upon waking up. Their abstracted gazes followed them to their jobs, to the lavish Moscow subway adorned in mosaics and bronze heads of Lenin, and to long lines of waiting for meat, bread, and Italian leather boots. Recent updates on who was going, who was thinking of going, and who would never go became the focus of every hushed conversation. There was the couple downstairs who had been arrested at the last minute, the husband who had been a physicist for the military and would surely be denied permission to leave, and strange unexplained cases of many others who had been refused for no apparent reason—families with packed suitcases, sold furniture, and lost jobs.

Then there was Lana Rubin, who, after much haggling with her husband, had finally put her application documents in the mail exactly two years after our own Yakov left. “This business is not for the weak,” she told my mother. “You have to contact a ‘relative’ in Israel, get them to ‘invite’ you, get an exit visa from the KGB, get yourself out of the Communist Party, sell all your furniture to pay ‘taxes’ in order to be able to actually leave—” Her voice faltered. “They hold meetings, call people, pass out flyers, and seat you on a stool in front of hundreds of die-hard patriots, including your own co-workers. Everyone starts yelling at you all at once—profanities, you know, ‘you fucking blyat,’ they say, ‘you traitor of the motherland! Russia fed you, bathed you, educated you and now you’re abandoning it for money, for fat capitalists! We’re your friends, you treacherous Yid!’ They cry out as though you’re stabbing them with a knife. ‘Decided to become a Zionist, did you? You dirty Zhid, you think Russia isn’t good enough for you anymore!’ Oh, the humiliation of it all! I had to do it, but Osik didn’t—he’s still working, staying under the radar. He says, ‘What are we going to live on?’” Her face fell into her hands. Through stilted breaths, she muttered, “No one knows anything! Who knows if we’ll ever get out, and I don’t have a job now—Oh, Bozhenka help us!”

Only when we were in America did I find out that as soon as our applications were received in OVIR, the Bureau of Immigration Affairs, we were branded traitors to the motherland and our citizenship was altered to a new status: people “v podache”—those waiting to get out. Banned from the Communist Party, my parents could no longer hold onto their jobs—an unthinkable concept under the theoretical tenets of Communism. “If you don’t work, you don’t eat bread,” the slogans read. We became tuniyadtzyi—in the language of our favorite Politburo writers, parasites gnawing on the efficiency and beneficence of our great Soviet State, subject to arrest and a vague prison term.

In those years, no one knew why Jews were being allowed to leave the Soviet Union, while no other ethnicity—not the Georgians, the Ukrainians, the Lithuanians, the Belarusians, not even the native Russians could step beyond its iron borders. Beneath their dutiful Communist veneers, there were those who thirsted for the forbidden West, and envy fanned their centuries-old anti-Semitism. False reports of murders committed by people with Jewish last names began flooding newspapers and evening news. Bank robberies and small petty crimes that never took place were unequivocally committed by Jews, so that in addition to having to state our nationality as Jew on the fifth line of our passports, we could barely finish saying our last name before the comments started pouring in. Sometimes there would be an “Oh,” or an “Aha,” but most of the time people were very sympathetic, especially face to face. As soon as I said “Lena Kabelmacher,” people wanted to give me the benefit of the doubt: “Are you sure you’re an authentic Jew, or did your mother sin with a Slav?” Ludmilla Nicholayevna, my third grade teacher, complimented me by saying that even though I was a Jew, I didn’t act or look like one, and that was why I was so well liked by my classmates. To carry such honor upon my young shoulders brought me enormous happiness indeed! We certainly weren’t your stereotypical Jews, or so the Russians said, “because you have light hair and small straight noses, and because you’re clean and good looking and because you’re not petty and dirty and don’t steal other people’s money.” Although we didn’t know any truly stereotypical Jews, we believed that somewhere out there lurking in the corners of our building, hiding in the alleyways, stealthily creeping up our water pipes, were those real Jews, the dark-haired, crooked-nosed thieves who made us all suffer and accept this hatred as due justice for their sins. And we looked for vestiges of them in our friends, our relatives, ourselves. That’s too Jewish, we’d say, or what a Yid she is, about someone who was ill-mannered or ungenerous.

From the moment we heard about the first wave of Jews leaving Russia, beginning in the early 1970s, not a week went by that my parents did not argue over the imaginary pros and cons of living in America. Since almost nothing was known about the West, these pros and cons were direct quotes from Yakov’s letters. It was three years since he settled in Chicago, a city famous in Moscow for gangsters and high crime rates. But in his letters Yakov painted a picture of paradise on earth. One such letter took a particularly vicious hold of my mind and grew, as it were, into my own odd fantasy of a capitalist empire:

Dear Sonya and Semeyon,

Forgive me for such a long absence, but America is a very busy country. It is a sad business indeed that I have no time for our venerable Pushkin. My Russian has deteriorated and I can’t make a frog’s legs out of English. Americans treat us like we’re mentally impaired or possibly deaf. They’re always screaming at us, but no matter how loud they are, we still don’t understand them. Katya takes classes at the local community college, but they don’t help. I tell her she needs an American lover to immerse herself in this barbarian language, but she doesn’t laugh at my jokes anymore. Only our Valerichka has become fluent and is now socializing with real-life Americans. Katya and I have turned into his children. We depend on him for everything—grocery shopping, bills, and ordering food in restaurants, and so now he’s embarrassed of us. What’s the world coming to?

But these gripes aside and the recent shooting on our block, America is an extraordinary place, full of happy surprises. Just the other day we found a blue satin couch in perfect condition right behind our building in what the Americans call their garbage dump. This garbage dump is full of wonders, and we are constantly examining it in case someone might have thrown out a valuable chest as we’re drowning in old shit from Russia that Katya refuses to throw out. She suffers from the nostalgia disease that afflicts all the other sentimental immigrants we drink tea with, and whose nonsense I have to endure because Katya says we’ve become misanthropes. Nostalgia has not afflicted me in the least. All I need to do, if I’m feeling slightly nostalgic, is visit a place called the supermarket—an enormous store that has no analogue with anything we had in Moscow. You can buy meat and vegetables and toilet paper and a toothbrush, and whatever else your heart desires. It is so enormous one could only compare it to a Soviet hockey stadium, only with aisles. There is so much of everything you want to tear your hair out, and bow your head to the Capitalist devils!

Katya wants to buy everything, but we just don’t have the money. Of course, like all women, she refuses to hear any logic and is always foisting new American customs on me, which usually translates into spending more money. She says that Americans use three or four different kinds of shampoos on their hair, and has forced me to do the same. Garik, our neighbor, says Americans take showers very seriously, and if your armpits have a natural odor, you could get fired from your job. One cannot account for all their mishugas, but I have Katya smell me before I leave for work every morning, just in case. Katya says we are getting too fat and dull, that we don’t look like ourselves anymore. I blame it on a spectacular place called McDonalds. The potatoes are to die for, and they serve their katletta with cheese melted on top.

The best news of all is that I just got a job as an accountant for 19 thousand dollars a year! All the other Russians are going into computers, but I’m shooting for the stars. Speaking of stars, I hear through the grapevine that dentists make millions here. Can you believe it, Semeyon, I used to make 1300 rubles a year as a dentist? I can’t imagine what people do with all that money.



“There is black tar,” my mother whispered, “over the next five lines.”

“Lana says her letters are practically blacked out. They’re censoring everyone these days,” Grandmother said.

“They’re not censoring enough!” my father spat.

“What’s at the end?” I asked, trying to stave off another parental scuffle.

We send all our love, and two pairs of jeans for the girls,

We kiss you, Yakov, Katya, and Valeryi.

My mother re-read this letter to the family like a religious chant to convince us that our future lay elsewhere—in this strange magical world we had been programmed from youth to hate. But the letter did not weaken my father’s resistance; it only fortified it. “What did I tell you,” he’d yell, “all he writes about is money.” Staring accusingly at my mother, he’d say, “And where is there any mention of your precious freedom?”

But in 1978, after I had returned from the Camp for Intellectuals, I took to bed. An illness overtook me whose only symptoms were fatigue, a loss of appetite, and an inexplicable apathy to schoolwork. I, the straight-A high achiever, activities enthusiast, winner of numerous poetry and art awards, and the chief star in the school’s theatrical production of Pioneers Take Over the World, complained of a headache so severe that it ruined my concentration and humiliated me in front of Lenin, our omniscient, red-headed God. After highly regarded doctors prescribed the infallible treatment of tea with honey, vitamin C powders, and raw eggs taken three times a day, and still there was no improvement, my mother was forced to consider the one diagnosis that had no name in Mother Russia: depression.

My father bought a sketchpad for me, a gift from the black market with small letters engraved at the top. It said Dlya Hudozhnika, For the Artist. “You have an excellent eye for human faces,” my father told me. “Perhaps if you draw your thoughts, you’ll feel better.” With a single black pen, I began to draw the faces, faces jutting from black shadows, monsters lit against the sun, eyes alive, untethered, floating, from normalcy to chaos, from black chaos into calm.

My mother knew enough about the monsters in the white birch forest to realize that the Camp for Intellectuals had become my nightmare, my indelible Russian scar. But what I told her and Grandmother and Father and Bella that day, when they demanded with typical Soviet zeal to know “everything,” would become my mother’s scar as well. There had been other incidents before this one—some troubling, others mere manifestations of the everyday fare of being a Jew in Russia—but none invaded my mother’s soul as pervasively as the one that marked the summer of 1978 at that camp. The final disaster, as we came to call it in the family, convinced my mother that to remain in Russia would be an act of great cowardice and inhumanity to her children. She never spoke of it again, perhaps because it was unbearable to repeat it, but when my mother uttered the word “anti-Semitism,” I knew she was referring specifically to what happened to me.

I was afraid of my mother during those years. She was not a particularly tall or heavy woman, but there was so much air and power in her gait that one had to step aside to give her room to pass. When she smiled, it was at once a moment of relief and pleasure, as though you had been doused in warm, perfumed water. She worked at one of Moscow’s prestigious literary establishments as an editor, censoring poetry and novels, while secretly typing an anti-Soviet manuscript—part poem, part manifesto—she kept hidden in my room. And while her face had the large, thin, aristocratic features long associated with writers, she was wonderfully voluptuous and her skin melted under your fingers like smooth white velvet: the “perfect woman,” many men had said. Yet when she became angry, walls and carpets and parquet floors seemed to grow angry, too, and I often wondered as a child whether the sky itself, with its darkening clouds and elusive sun, reflected my mother’s moods. Her fury was indignant and pure, a typhoon rising up her neck into her nostrils and unfurling at the top of her lustrous, russet-colored head. One inevitably felt that she was right.

When my father still appeared to be in the throes of indecision about whether or not to apply for an exit visa, my mother called him a festering glob of mucus without balls and my father, for his part, demoted her to a yelping bitch doomed to wag her tail in fantasy all her life. These two insults captured the gist of all their protracted, foul-mouthed, foot-stomping, document-throwing fights. My parents’ quarrels became more vitriolic and physically demanding with each passing month that saw my father gather application documents and then hide them from my mother. They blamed each other for my suffering, and broke two porcelain plates, three gold-rimmed shot glasses, and one Chinese vase along the way. My mother battled paralyzing migraines, and my father complained of numbness in the right side of his face and pain in his lower back. Yet despite these ominous symptoms or perhaps because of them, my father finally caved in under the great force that was my mother, the sort of force an ordinary man like him could not have withstood, and the question itself—whether to apply—ended on May 15, 1980, when my father put all the required documents in the mailbox. On that day, we entered the official state of limbo, and the interminable wait began. By then, Russia was at war with Afghanistan, America had boycotted the Russian Olympics, and the iron door had practically slammed shut. Every day Jews were receiving rejections, acquiring a new status known as “refuseniks,” people forced to remain in Russia as official traitors, people with packed suitcases and sold furniture and no jobs and lost hope. We weren’t them yet, but we were late bloomers, truants playing high-stakes durak with our lives.

My father was a professor of mathematics at Moscow State University, a position so difficult for a Jew to obtain and keep that he felt at thirty-eight he had reached the pinnacle of his career, and that from this point on he could only slide downward. He had published extensively, was lovingly dubbed “Jew-genius” among his colleagues, and even had visits from government officials for consultations. Although he protested against America on the grounds that he did not want to abandon his mother in Kiev, everyone in the family suspected that my father was equally loath to leave his illustrious career. The university atmosphere was so saturated with recruits from the KGB that once the documents had been mailed, my father had no choice but to announce his resignation.

That same day he plunged into an abysmal depression. He moped around the apartment, pretended to study English, and played cards with my grandfather, downing vodka like a goy. Eventually, to make money, he began tutoring children in math as an underground operation—the underground being the bedroom he shared with my mother. Private practice was illegal, and the fear of being discovered caused my father to develop a slight tremor in his right leg, one that he would carry with him to America as a kind of strange memento.

My father was a mild-mannered thinker who suffered from too much contemplation and had a quiet, snorting laugh. When he did get angry, he also shook but with a nervous twitch that made you suspect he was hiding something. Rather than fearing him, we usually felt sorry for him and wished for his outburst to subside and leave him in peace, primarily because he was blessed with a calm, handsome face and his wrath invariably contorted his otherwise perfect features. Although some people considered their cumulative beauty to be proof that good looks bring one success in life, for my mother and father it ended up being a curse.

My father’s forlorn brown eyes, strong aquiline nose, and high contemplative forehead attracted swarms of women. They advanced on my father like royal knights about to attack, their tits in metal armor pressing into his tender flesh in my mother’s presence. One was at once entertained and disgusted by their roaming hands, their veiled sexual laughter and cleverly constructed compliments—the sort one’s wife could never in good conscience make. With one touch, one lick of a lip, one inviting glance, they made adultery meaningless and yet somehow full of suffering and soul. They were the beacons of tradition, the torchbearers of Russia’s romanticization of adultery. And since the sexual consummation of adultery was not nearly as important as the act of stealing a spouse from his or her nest, married couples were always in high demand. Married men and women were almost unanimously disillusioned, hungry for any crumb of romance, determined to recreate their youthful ambition of loving passionately, wildly, and unreservedly the way aristocrats loved in the time of Pushkin and Tolstoy; they too were destined to be Anna Kareninas and Vronskys (without, of course, the ensuing suicide).

So it often happened that one of my mother’s married girlfriends would settle in my father’s lap, squeeze his temples, and play joyously with his curly yellow hair. Although my father had two thinning spots on his head that shone brightly under lamps, women never minded. Looks were not a requirement for men in the easy business of committing adultery, and my father had more looks to offer than most men. But like most men, my father could never send the women away—I can think of at least three that pressed their breasts into his nose in my very presence—because he suffered from a perverse politeness, even though he could see, through the back of his skull, blood igniting my mother’s pale face. He could anticipate within milliseconds of the offending woman’s departure when the screaming would begin. His only defense would be a mild-voiced murmur: “What was I supposed to do—beat her till she got off my lap?” “My dearest mudila,” my mother would begin, “there are so many polite approaches at your disposal, like asking the woman where her husband is, or declaring that you adore your wife and your wife—your wife—is the most gorgeous woman in the room!” “That’s for you women to squabble over,” my father would chuckle maliciously. “Oh, I see! Then might I suggest popping her forehead!” At which point my mother would press her thumb and middle finger together and make a loud snap against my father’s head. “You ungrateful coward—you perfidious traitor!” she’d rail. But my father felt helpless in the face of these straying women. Or perhaps he harbored hidden pleasures at the attention he received. For if you considered the matter closely, you would see how deeply my father enjoyed goading my mother. My mother’s anger and jealousy calmed his nerves, lifted him into the echelons of power, gave him an exaggerated sense of his own virility and value as a man. Her jealousy was the one thing he held over her. Her jealousy was the one moment between them when he did not have to feel stifled by the righteous wind in her lungs.

But at Lana Rubin’s going-away party, at the height of his mind-compressing depression, my father latched on to one woman with particularly large breasts, a pudgy upturned nose, and badly colored blonde hair. She laughed at all his jokes, even when he wasn’t making any, stroked his head in that soft manner women adopt when they envision themselves as mistresses, and pressed her oversized breasts into his nose to help him orient himself in the world. But worst of all, she was married to one of our relatives, on my mother’s side, which gave this situation a most unsavory flavor, the sort that always ruins a good yarn about infidelity. To have bleached frizzy hair and be related, to wear so much cheap perfume that we could taste it on our tongues and be related, to have pockmarks on her cheeks that were badly concealed by Russia’s defective powders and be related, that riled my mother more than the actual concept of her husband having an affair. The very image of the two fornicating nauseated my mother, and at night, we could hear her vomiting in our toilet. But my grandmother pointed out that my father needed a woman inferior to himself, that it was Djenna’s inferiority that made her so sweetly appealing and drove my poor father into her bulbous arms, that man’s insecurity was the principal cause of adultery, which in turn convinced the man that he was blameless and that it was his wife’s fault, after all, that he was fucking her third cousin-in-law.

My mother responded to this smirch on her dignity by taking herself a lover. This lover happened to be a student of my father’s from the university, one of the few loyal souls who still admired my father and was a frequent guest at our dinner parties. He was a decade younger than my mother, and while my father was finely sculpted in face and thin in body, the lover was bulky and coarse, a round-faced, pink-cheeked young man with a loud, infectious laugh and dazzling green eyes. A chazar, Grandmother called him, a goy—my mother’s adolescent rebellion. But unlike my father, my mother fell deeply, irrevocably in love. She became chirpy, frighteningly energetic, and visibly shinier, as though love was the very cause of grease in your T-zone. Her skin glistened in the sun or under a warm lamp, heightening the perfection of her features, and at the same time making one want to dab her with a handkerchief. Her expressions acquired a new vibrancy and impatience with the world, as though she were flying off somewhere and people took too long to finish their sentences. The anger receded into some imperceptible corner of her mouth that would twitch and then not be seen again. At the same time, she took up smoking, started drinking more, and her hands trembled from an escalating nervousness that forced her to put glasses or plates down until she could regain her composure. For a while Bella and I supposed it was the stress of having to wait for the government’s permission slip, but eventually through eavesdropping we learned the truth.

Bella and I were always spying on the adults. Their lives seemed to us full of glamor and decadence: parties that lasted into the morning hours, rows of vodka and champagne bottles, plates overflowing with caviar and herring and vobla, lovers lurking in darkened corners, talented fingers of some engineer or physicist strumming on a guitar, operatic voices of perfectly sculpted women who dreamed of being on stage, dancing that erupted after midnight and shook our parquet floors until the sun settled in the sky. It was this incessant humming, the constant pulse of a world that never slept—a world we could not yet inhabit but only observe from doorways perched on our father’s shoulders—that kept us awake at night and gave our imaginations undue freedom. Between the two of us, we knew almost everything, collecting in our large bag of adult secrets their fights, their jealousies, their sins. What Bella missed because she was taller, older, and more visible than me, I seized with my small eyes and ears. With the double affair in our house, it was impossible not to feel tension coiling round our necks like Stalin’s phantom hand waiting to suffocate us all. But when our parents passed each other in the hallway, their heads cocked in affected disgust, they remained civil and orderly, never daring to confront one another in the open. This heroism was quietly commended by all their friends: Look at the Kabelmachers, they would say, they have problems but they wisely keep them to themselves. It was distinctly Russian wisdom.

My mother and grandmother spoke of my mother’s affair in strained voices, whispers broken by shrieks, percolating our narrow halls with a current of nervous desperation. One morning on my way to breakfast, I heard Grandmother Zinayida say, “You have to end it! I don’t care what it costs you—I’m sick and tired of your feelings!”

My mother, who rarely let out a tear, was weeping.

“Do you want to stay here?” Grandmother yelled, her face turning mauve. “Leave your children in this country after what Lenochka went through—”

“You have to understand, Mother, I never intended it, never!”

“Oh, you intended it all right,” Grandmother said, “but now it seems like you’ve forgotten who you are, what your purpose in life is! I can understand a few months, a few nights, but this has gone on for over a year, and you’re starting to scare me, Sonichka. Are you getting serious with him? He’s a student, a green-faced child—what can he offer you?”

“He’s so smart and ambitious—he’ll have a brilliant career in the States—”

“You’re going to ask for a divorce?” Grandmother lowered her voice as though someone was about to be arrested. “Have you lost your mind—have you forgotten that you have children?”

“The children will come with me—with, with us, and you’ll come with us,” my mother whimpered, looking beseechingly at my grandmother.

“No,” my grandmother shot back, her glare like a spear glistened between them. “If you do that, Semeyon will stay here in Russia and ask for his old job back. And don’t think he won’t try to keep the children here, with him, with his mother—it’s too much of a risk—besides, he’s a good father, despite everything.”

“He started all this,” my mother snapped.

“All men are the same in this respect,” Grandmother noted reassuringly, “but he’ll leave her—she hasn’t made a dent on him. He needs her now because you’ve been too hard on him—you’ve always been too much! But look at what this has done to you—you’re a wreck!”

“Lenochka,” my mother cried out upon seeing me behind the kitchen door. “What are you doing there?”

“Nothing.” I played innocent. “Just wanted some caviar—why are you crying?”

My mother scooped me up in her arms and murmured, “When you fall in love, Lenochka, make sure it’s pure, untainted by other considerations, search your soul to figure out if it’s truly love—”

“Why are you feeding her idealistic nonsense from romance novels? Reality—you have to make your children face reality at an early age! There’s no love out there, no Prince Charmings—only tireless cheaters and accidental ones,” Grandmother assured me.

“Are you fighting with Daddy?” I asked, but only to convince Grandmother that I didn’t understand anything. Bella and I knew that our mother wasn’t in love with our father anymore, and that our father’s loquacious student who played durak with us after midnight was my mother’s secret friend—a suitor not unlike the suitors who proposed marriage to Bella and me.

“No, of course not,” my mother said, instinctively denying everything. “I’m just worried about the exit visas—they’re not here and time is—time is passing—”

“We are going to America,” my grandmother announced, as if this too were an unalterable reality.

“Will I have to be friends with capitalists?” I asked.

“That’s just propaganda,” my mother said. “The government wants you to believe that capitalists are evil, but they’re not any different from us—we’re all human beings, aren’t we?” She glanced at Grandmother in search of a crutch to lean on, her face slack from loss of confidence. But Grandmother wouldn’t budge, crushing my mother with her silence.

“I know, I know, propaganda is a bunch of bureaucratic lies,” I announced.

“Who told you that?”

“Bella!”

“Well, don’t speak of this to anyone at school. Nothing that is said in this house must go out that door,” my mother said, pointing at the kitchen door. “Nothing, nothing!”

“You have to be smart, Lenochka,” Grandmother finally said, her eyes resting on my mother. “We all have to be smart.”

Grandmother’s face grew hard and pale, and rigid lines sank into her skin. She extracted four eggs from the refrigerator and smashed them against the table counter. The sound of the whisk against the bowl seemed to end this conversation in the affirmative and announce the imposition of a new silence.

Ten days later, on March 8, 1982, the government’s answer came in a simple white envelope with the words The Bureau of Immigration Affairs printed on top. Inside, we found the words Permission Granted in black bold-faced letters, officially stamped and signed by the KGB, and detailed instructions on how to leave Russia. We had exactly two months to sell all our belongings, collect two thousand rubles to pay off the KGB, and pack one suitcase per person, excluding all items that might be deemed treasures of Mother Russia. The definition of a “treasure” was vague, and as we soon found out, anything could be deemed a property of the Soviet Union: Grandmother’s emerald earrings that she inherited from her great-great-grandmother, my mother’s black shawl embroidered in silk flowers, my father’s gold medals for math competitions awarded to him by the university, and of course, our prized collection of Pushkin’s poetry that took my parents fifteen years on the waiting list to get.

We made a family pact that same month, as the permission slip sat grimly on my father’s desk, that no matter who we loved or confided in, which teacher was most attached to me and Bella, which of our friends would be most devastated by our departure, we would never tell anyone that we were leaving: we would pretend to eat, drink, live, love in “normalcy,” in a stew of lies, our new shroud of protection against the ever-watchful eye of the KGB. Our impending departure was always a conjecture, a hope, never a fait accompli. The KGB worked randomly but consciously, each family surveilled, the permission slip always under the threat of being revoked. In secret, without ever speaking out loud, we said our goodbyes to the things and people we loved, to Moscow, to the past, to our own selves. Both of my parents mourned the lovers they’d have to abandon; fifteen-year-old Bella abandoned her virginity one night to a man twice her age at a drunken ball; I had my suitors to excise from my consciousness; and Grandmother had to leave a circle of close-knit gossipers and a dead husband. My grandfather was beaten by the KGB and died of a heart attack a few short months before we received our permission to leave, so we understood the importance of silence. Bella and I continued to go to school and music lessons, Grandmother stood in line at the meat market and gossiped with the old ladies on benches, Father continued to teach underground inside our apartment, and my mother sold our furniture and China and Persian rugs to relatives and friends to raise enough money to pay off the KGB to ensure the “legitimacy” of our exit visas and the “verification” of our passports.

Within the privacy of our homes we were turning into ghosts, wandering in and out of stores, roaming the streets, haunting our parks, absenting conversations for our minds were elsewhere, spinning from fear and uncertainty, breathing in the thrill of the unknown. Each day carried us toward some imperceptible end, each day was a ritual of death: our clothes were packed, our furniture sold off, our apartment emptied of our belongings, pictures, memories, our bodies followed weekly by the KGB. Yet I maintained my straight-A record, continued with the violin and piano and drawing lessons, scheduled a violin recital in June when I’d be long gone, painted a portrait of my grandmother I’d never take with me or see hung as a lasting memorial in my school’s hallway. To Andrei and Mitya I pretended to deliberate marriage as before, citing my youthful age of nine and a love for them both as reasons for my perpetual indecisiveness. But in my mind I was already being chased by English-speaking ruffians, and alone in my room, I would invoke mangled Russian words and guttural sounds to create a foreign language, the language of my future love affairs. On June 2, 1982, my parents woke me up at five in the morning and we stole away in a taxi with all our belongings squeezed between our knees, and my two suitors remained, wondering for years how all the Kabelmachers could so suddenly, so inexplicably, disappear.


PART I


15 Years Later …

The Extraordinary Powers of Raw Garlic

My grandmother thinks that with my looks and figure I should have been married four times by now. When I remind her that I’m only twenty-four, a mere infant by American standards, Grandmother assures me that Americans have very low standards, and American women are currently drowning in the putrid waters of spinsterhood. “When are you going to have children?” she moans, “in your thirties, God forbid?” These discussions have no actual point except to prove to me that while we may physically be living in America, mentally we are still stuck in Russia.

Grandmother chose a groom for me during my senior year in college while I was dating someone else. In theory he was my perfect mate: a Russian Jew like me, with a BA from the University of Chicago, my alma mater, and a future in internal medicine to cure me of all my real and imagined illnesses. In reality he was a mule, who redoubled his wooing efforts when he found out that my boyfriend was undecided about his major. I received mass deliveries of red gardenias, regular invitations to dinner at Château Le Tiff (or Miff) and such delicate assurances as “I just want to be friends,” which could easily have meant “Let’s have friendly sex.” It took an emergency intervention by Grandmother to keep his family from ruining my family’s good name after I told him in plain Russian to fuck off. When I raised these facts against him, Grandmother nodded her head in approval and said, “Now there’s a real man.” By which she meant that my boyfriend was not.

To define a real man is a very difficult business indeed, but my grandmother is an expert in this field. I shall attempt to capture the highlights here.

1.   A real man can withstand a woman’s emotional outburst without having one himself.

2.   A real man has to rise above the debasing insults of a marital squabble and, regardless of whether he is right (no one but Grandmother was right all the time), apologize for everything.

3.   A real man always wakes up early in the morning. Waking up at noon or in the taboo hours of a late afternoon can get him instantly demoted to a sloth, which, in real-man speak, is akin to a pussy.

4.   A real man will not complain about his current job even if in the motherland he was once a prodigy violinist, pianist, or a philandering conductor; an engineer, chemical or otherwise, who also by the way wrote poetry in his spare time; a mathematician, physicist, chemist, or any other scientific subfield with unscientific hobbies; a dentist, surgeon, obstetrician, or a KGB-employed psychiatrist; a black market specialist; a director of an X factory or rising star in a fledgling computer industry. He has to endure his new humiliations with the courage and willpower of a war hero, and try not to focus too much on the fact that he’s now a cab driver, a driving instructor, a fixer of broken typewriters, a hotel janitor, an uncertified masseuse, a mover of boxes, a liquor store cashier, or, saddest of all, an unemployed intellectual.

5.   A real man is always a cauldron of ambition, striving to rise, to transcend his current mess, to look at his English not as a done deal, but as a trajectory leading to self-improvement, and finally never feel offended when his wife corrects his pronunciation, because a real man has boundless reserves of confidence.

6.   Finally (or not so finally), a real man, under no circumstances, would major in the humanities, which oddly enough included philosophy, literature, and drama, but not history. History majors sat on the borderline of real manhood, in that they were still technically real but so boring that they failed to inspire the passions of a real woman.

I knew very early in life that I would never find myself a “real” man, nor did I want to. Unlike many women I knew, I did not suffer from the panic of no longer being a virgin and remaining unmarried. Although my sister was not one of these women (she felt that the whole point of emigrating to America was to free ourselves from Soviet idolatry of virgins), she was still deeply affected by Grandmother’s lectures on the pitfalls of slutdom, and believed, possibly in tandem with Grandmother, that a prolonged single life led to social retardation and acne. Under such pressures, Bella married the most persistent of her suitors at twenty-five, a certain Igor Rabinsky, and a year later bore us a beautiful daughter named Sirofima. Having achieved the state of desired normalcy, Bella was now free to be tragically unhappy and blame everyone for having given up her dream of becoming a Broadway actress.

Against the backdrop of my sister’s tragediya, I refused to date Russian men. Deeply obsessed with reaching the highest state of Americanization, I jumped into long-term relationships with upstanding American men: a whining intellectual on the verge of self-discovery and in the throes of a dissertation on Brezhnev’s Five-Year Economic Plan, and a self-absorbed, intellectually vapid, pompously moralistic, romantically minded gynecologist. They were my most persistent suitors, with whom I stayed longer than my nerves could bear, in part because they were both Jewish and therefore Grandmother would be tepidly satisfied, and in part because of their creative marriage proposals. The intellectual, a dabbler in many arts, painted a rose with a diamond ring hanging on one of its thorns and presented it to me at the History Department annual spring picnic. Needless to say, there was celebratory boohooing, whistling, and smacking of lips, which made it impossible for me to say “no” once I realized that this was a proposal—the intellectual did not actually articulate the words, “Will you marry me?” but rather stared smugly at my face. The gynecologist was more conventional in style—he took me to a fancy restaurant where he spoke about the indeterminate color of my eyes, my soft skin and hot body, and how he was also good looking, which led to the unexpected topic of our future children and a scrumptious blueberry mousse cake, which I was forced to lick off the plate without swallowing and thus uncover an enormous diamond ring, shrouded in blue mousse, which therefore did not shine but did scrape my sensitive tongue.

An artist’s journal, the gift from my father, became my refuge in those early years. Without language, I sketched, drew, painted to express myself, expressions that filled more journals and sketchbooks and soon needed canvases to capture them all. Although my parents complained about the messes I made and the money they were spending on art supplies, they never denied me: they purchased the best oil pastels and oil paints and acrylics and a panoply of watercolors and top-of-the-line sable brushes and fancy stretched canvases intended only for real artists. “We are in America,” my father would say, carrying an enormous sketchpad under his arm. “We sacrifice ourselves for our children!” My mother acknowledged that I had “talent,” but no one in the family was certain if it was “real,” as they required, like most people from Eastern Europe, confirmation from above—from those invisible authority figures who decreed what is and what isn’t, what is talent and what is mere facade. The idea that art might be my career was unfathomable. But in college, I began to hear people throw around a wildly shocking, original, thoroughly innovative concept that I had never encountered before: “do what you want!” Here people spoke of “talent,” broadly defined, as a matter of hard work and determination and subjectivity, not simply a black-and-white preordained God-given gift. It was here that I first tasted a tentative longing to paint full time. Friends encouraged me to enter my work into contests and, to my great surprise, I won the first prize in a citywide College Surrealism Competition. The Chicago Herald published tiny images of my paintings and award next to an article, entitled “Young Chicago Artists at Work,” and I brought home this incontrovertible evidence to prove to my mother and grandmother and father that I was in possession of “raw God-given” talent. But they scoffed at the idea: “You’re just a university student,” my mother pointed out, “you haven’t competed in the ‘real’ world, with ‘real’ artists.” For Grandmother, the world was simpler: “Over my dead body,” she said, “we didn’t bring you to America so that you could waste your life, your brains, your University of Chicago education, making doodles and googly eyes all day long.” My father was manly and resourceful: “Why don’t you try your hand at mathematics like me or Computer Sciences like your third cousin Yulya. She’s now programming at CitiBank and to think that not so long ago she wanted to be an actress!”

It was inevitable, I suppose, the obligatory fate of our young immigrant generation: children with suppressed dreams and Herculean stamina for enduring careers that made us want to slit our wrists. And among them, indeed, sat I. I juggled three nightmares in my head—physics, computers, and mathematics. My competence in all three fields was in the sub-zero region. Grade-wise, I was mustering B-minuses because the university had a propensity for grade inflation and because my father was working overtime, doing my homework for me, calling me “stupid” out of desperation. One day, my father’s boss recommended that I should look into becoming an actuary. “A wonderful field with numerous job prospects,” the man assured my father. Although I had failed my first statistics exam and loathed every graph and probability equation with the passion of an axe-murderer, my father gave me positive reinforcements: “You’re Russian,” Father said, “and Russians do not give up!” I chose statistics as my major, with a minor in feminist theory and gender studies, which became known in my family as my little immigrant rebellion, my American mishugas. During my senior year, I applied and was accepted to a program called Statistics Probability and Survey Modeling, nicknamed SPASM, at NYU’s prestigious school of Arts and Sciences. In the Russian community of Chicago’s wealthy suburbs, my new program was viewed as my parents’ grand achievement and unanimously hailed as an ideal career for a woman: I could become an actuary, a professor, a wife, a mother, and a money-making entity by analyzing, constructing, and concocting surveys that explained Americans’ way of life. What glorious conversations Grandmother was now having with grandmothers and mothers of daughters who went to mediocre colleges and ended up hygienists, accountants, optometrists, and careerless wives: “Well, our Lenochka is studying Matimatiku at New York University, the Center for Matimatika, studying to be a professor, our Lenochka, or she can be a CEO if that’s where her heart leads!”

After I moved to New York City to pursue SPASM, I became the perfect immigrant child. I avowed to my mom and grandma that my “silly” dream of becoming a painter had now been fully submerged under my “serious” dream of becoming an actuary.

To bring matters to a state of almost hysterical bliss, I was at long last dating the man of Grandmother’s dreams, a real man: a certain Alexei Bagdanovich, a Princeton graduate with the manners and looks of a White Russian aristocrat, and the blood of a pure Jew.

But as all perfect immigrant children know, I wasn’t without my scintillating little secrets. My apartment in the West Village, which I affectionately dubbed “the dungeon,” was one of the most hideous dwelling places I had ever chanced upon in my short life. The kitchen boasted a healthy population of cockroaches; the toilet required manual pumping with a plunger to properly flush; a four-foot-long blue pet iguana resided in the living room; and a roommate named Natasha, originally Nancy—a self-proclaimed Russophile—hung tiny snapshots of her asshole and vagina examined from a variety of perspectives on the hallway walls. This exposé, Natasha was quick to elucidate, marked her short stint as a “model” during her “early years” in New York.

After spending a studious, will-defying, brain-numbing, hands-wringing, depression-inducing, face-contorting year studying a field I had no aptitude for or interest in, and receiving a C+ for Survey Analysis, a D– for Advanced Statistics Level 400, and an F for Probability and Stochastic Modeling, I threw myself into researching the key ingredients of successful suicide attempts. But again, I had to remind myself of this execrable fact—we are Russian, after all, and Russians don’t give up … they lie.

Fall was upon me, a new semester was in full swing, and I was now auditing a secret art class, which was run by the tyrannically and openly philandering Professor Grayhart. Though Grayhart—an attractive old letch, if you don’t mind sagging skin and a smoker’s rasp—became obsessed with trying to recruit me to model in the nude (after class, that is), I adored him for all the right reasons: his incisive critiques of my disproportionate figures and his insistence that painting can be a career, a concept so taboo in my family that you might as well major in cannibalism.

Finally, there was the microscopic fact that despite my heavy commitment to Alex, I was now eyeing other men. Let me broadly define “eyeing”: flipping one’s hair in a come-hither fashion; staring lustily while pretending not to stare; mouthing pleasantries like “Oh you didn’t have to, but thank you for that blueberry muffin,” or “I guess a cup of Starbucks coffee never hurt anyone,” or that well-known death to all fidelity: “Hah, hah, hah, that’s so funny!” When these small infractions started happening, I attributed them to general youthful malaise and restlessness—my joie de vivre, my last cough against society’s deification of monogamy. Once Alex and I were married, I reassured myself, these strange virulent longings would subside, these flirtations would level off into a kind of humdrum marital nod to past transgressions, and I would be an exemplary wife. As I nestled in his arms, discussing our favorite English translation of Anna Karenina, I’d swear that I would never stray again, that upon smelling another man, I’d handcuff myself to the nearest pole and imagine that I was Odysseus on the open sea being seduced by the Sirens. But a few weeks later, while perusing my beloved feminist theorists at Barnes & Noble, I found myself etching my phone number into some guy’s palm. While attending a lecture on Simone de Beauvoir’s tortured affair with Sartre, I found myself discussing the quest for a perfect feminist orgasm with a continental philosopher in a dusty hallway corner (a kind of virtual simulation of sex, if you ask me). I consoled myself with only one recurring thought—thank God for my Silver and Bronze Rules, respectively: (1) Official Dates Are Not To Be Tolerated Under Any Pretenses; (2) No Slippery Foreign Tongue Inside Mouth, No Foreign Fingers Upon Breasts, No Foreign Penis Entity In Vagina; in a word, NO SEX, NO SEX, NO SEX Under Any Circumstances (not even in an overheated discotheque with writhing bodies swaying to that fatally sexual song, “Like A Virgin!”). Thus my guilt remained at tolerable levels, that is, my allergies were kept at bay, except for a few barely noteworthy incidents where my eyes began to itch uncontrollably, my throat stung, my esophagus convulsed, and my mucus flowed so generously from my nose that I had to tell people I had the flu. I called Mom and Grandma with the sincerest hope that they could cure me.

“Mamochka, Babulya, dorogiye moyi,” I murmured in my sweetest Russian voice, “I’ve been thinking—I mean Alex is great, really great, but what if I’m not ready—I mean would it make sense to date around a bit more, take a little tiny mini-break from Alex, and then, then go back to him later?”

“Are you speaking in Mongolian?” Grandmother cried.

“What do you mean ‘go back to Alex’—go back from what? What’s going on?” my mom, with her KGB-trained brain, asked.

“All these men ask me out—what I mean is that just the other day a nice Jewish boy wanted to take me to a movie—” (He was a graduate student in film studies and although he had no biological affiliation to Jews, he had a splendid knowledge of Holocaust movies.)

“You mean like that ‘nice Jewish boy’ you dated in college who told you he was adopted but whose parents turned out to be Efiscofallicaans and his last name turned out to be McNuel?”

“I’ve barely dated,” I said, trying a different tack. “I’ve always been engaged.”

“And whose fault was that?" Grandmother yelled. “The point of life is to marry, not date senselessly and idiotically! Listen to me, Alex is the best thing that ever happened to you. Look at your history, whenever you’ve chosen for yourself it’s been a disaster! Like that mudila who believed in Communist fairy tales, or that imbecilic ginecolog who chewed with his mouth open and didn’t say a word to me.”

“That’s because you don’t speak a word of English, babushka!” I shot back.

“An educated brute is what he was—didn’t even look me in the eye. Oh, why argue over your silly history—these were mistakes you made in your past, and now you’re a success. Now you’re doing smart things in your career, practical things with a future on the horizon, not like that Feeeeminist drivel you almost majored in—”

“Feminist, feminist,” I cried, “that was my minor—I minored in feminist studies.”

“Or, God forbid, Art!” my mother added with a laugh. “Grandmother would never sleep again and therefore, neither would we!”

“Most importantly, you’re now with Alexei,” Grandmother assured me in a conciliatory voice. “Can you think of any other Russian Jew who doesn’t make any grammatical mistakes in Russian and doesn’t stick English into every godforsaken sentence?”

“And yet he’s so wonderfully Americanized, just like you,” my mother effused.

“And he’s so handsome,” Grandmother muttered breathlessly.

“He’s practically Tom Cruise with a Jewish brain,” my mother said.

“Better looking than Tom Cruise,” Grandmother effused, “Apollon! And a genius in quantum physics.”

“He’s interviewing at banks, Babushka, he’s going into business—”

“Details,” she shot back. “You should wear that mauve velvet dress your mother bought you at Marshall Field’s—it brings out your eyes—when he comes next weekend.”

“Lenochka, we don’t want to push you or make this important decision for you”—my mother was embracing her infamous manipulation strategy—“but you’ve always been blind when it comes to men, and now once again you don’t see what is so patently clear to everyone else—that the right person for you, for you, my love, is Alex.”

“I know, I know, I’m sure you’re right; all I’m saying is that it’s hard to have a long-distance relationship. There are all these temptations.”

“Ah, well that’s a different topic. Your mother and I are experts in this field,” Grandmother boasted. “When a woman is beautiful it’s hard to say ‘no’ to men; beauty as you well know is a disease. The only answer is the law of repulsion. Eat four cloves of garlic a day and you’ll stink so bad no man will want to touch you—you’ll even stink down there—”

“Garlic is wonderful,” my mother burst out. “Did you know, Lenochka, that in Russia we used to stuff garlic up our assholes to get rid of parasites? But I’ve never heard of this nonsense—which aunt told you this ancient fairytale, maman?”

“Nonsense? Well this nonsense has kept numerous marriages together, plus warded off colds!”

“Thank you, Grandma, thank you, you’re brilliant—I’ll do that—I’ll do exactly that!” I muttered happily and hung up.

That very weekend I purchased several wreaths of garlic and stuffed salted cloves into black bread. With my eyes watering and my tongue drawing fire, I devoured it like I did as a child in wintertime, like my grandmother did to survive the freezing winter and the Nazis of the war.

Meet Tom Cruise with a Jewish Brain

Let me backtrack for you, patient reader. About a year ago, Grandmother stepped up the perennial marriage nudge as my single status was giving her “kolbasa-heartburn” and “Stalinist insomnia.” After two disastrous engagements that Grandmother strove to zap from the start, after months of dogged resistance and lackluster flings, I caved under Grandmother’s nagathon. After all, she was Queen Guildenshtein, the reigning force behind most of the actions and inactions of my mother, father, sister Bella, and me, and her insistence that I needed a serious boyfriend (as opposed to the unserious ones who were neither fully Jewish nor mathematically inclined) was akin to a royal command. Alex Bagen (or, more precisely, Alexei Ifimovich Bagdanovich) was the fourth man Grandma sent to New York to marry me. After several unsuccessful matches—one was a bald-headed pharmacist, the second a tall engineer without social skills, and the third a computer genius suffering from an overproduction of saliva (he slobbered on my foot in preparation for a kiss)—Grandmother stumbled upon Mrs. Bagdanovich at the Three Sisters Delicatessen on Devon Avenue, a hobnob for nostalgic Russian immigrants. It was she—Alex’s discerning mother—who saw me dancing with Bella in Moscow Nights (a Russian discotheque that also poses as a restaurant) and approached Grandmother about a possible merger. Mrs. Bagdanovich wanted me specifically, because she thought Bella was too “Russian looking” for her Americanized Alex. Bella’s beauty evoked Botticelli’s Venus, with her voluptuous figure, flowing blonde hair, and serene blue eyes, and Mrs. Bagdanovich was in search of something a little less intimidating and more modern for her son. Besides, Bella was already married, while I was the perfect postmodern beauty—a slouching skinny red-haired mess with pouty lips and eyes so dark no one could tell what color they were, except the woman who bore me and swore they were Byzantine green. Jeans were my preferred mode of existence, unless I was on a date with a Russian, and my language of choice was always English.

Alex arrived in New York like a prince on an alabaster unicorn—the unicorn being a white Mercedes where he offered me air cleansed of New York’s diesel fumes and Corona beer, which neither of us drank. He resembled a Greek god perched on the Italian leather of the limo’s interior—a dark-haired Zeus with philosophical brown eyes that assailed you with a mixture of disapproval and desire. He was the sort of handsome that made your tongue so moist it salivated clichés: “Do you come here often?” you wanted to say, or “You look familiar,” even though he didn’t. I imagined women drawn to him like refrigerator magnets, clinging to his chest, women Alex could never get rid of without the help of his mother.

For our first date, Alex wooed me with front-row seats to Broadway’s Beauty and the Beast to satiate our musical souls, Tavern on the Green to impress our never-satisfied palates, and the Russian Tea Room to awaken our nostalgia through vodka and cheap caviar. He was also eager to demonstrate that he was not averse to spending his parents’ money. We immediately seized on our mutual grueling years of trying to fit in and become egregiously American, and shared a secret sense of superiority over the other Russians.

“Why should I feel embarrassed at looking American?” Alex asked rhetorically, sipping his vodka cautiously as if it was poison. “Is it such a crime that I work out?” Alex ran in place on treadmills like all the other hardworking Americans, not in freezing winter storms along Lake Michigan like his nostalgic father. “It’s not that I wanted so desperately to assimilate,” Alex held forth when he explained why he changed his name. “I was just so sick of people asking: ‘Where are you from?’ or ‘Isn’t it freezing in Moscow?’ I was the fucking valedictorian, for Christ’s sake, I could take their English on any day, and these ignoramuses were asking me if I knew what supercilious meant?” During his second year at Princeton, he truncated his long name and reemerged as a new man in the quicker and less cumbersome form of Alex Bagen, which ironically led people to mistake his last name for “Bagel.”

“I know exactly what you mean,” I told Alex. “I’m not Lena Kabelmacher anymore.”

“Mother didn’t tell me you also changed your name!” He perked up with excitement.

“My grandmother keeps it a secret,” I said. “Besides, she can’t pronounce my new name—Emma Kaulfield.”

“Emma Kaulfield—what an excellent appellation!”

“I know it doesn’t sound too much like my name, but I figured I might as well go all the way …” My story came to me with a blend of pride and revulsion.

It wasn’t that I was dissatisfied with Elena Kabelmacher; it had a certain exotic ring to it. In Russia, I was branded as the Jew, and in America, I was confused with a German, which accounted for such unsightly misspelled mutilations as Kabelhuffer and Habbermuffer. I was tired of being asked, “So what nationality are you?”—tired of being seen as the foreigner, tired of myself playing the part. And in my search for a new name, I wanted no chopping of consonants, no half-baked contortions that take pleasant names like Bayakovksy or Feldshtein and squeeze them into a legless Bayak or an insipid Feld. I chose an aesthetic overhaul: I would become Emma Kaulfield, a literary invention with a few key letters to pay homage to my past and a lilting musicality to signal my future. I alerted my family to my new name when we were standing before a judge with hundreds of other immigrants, renouncing our allegiance to the Soviet Union in order to become passport-waving, anthem-belting, fully-pledged American citizens. “I’m changing my name,” I told my mother, arguing that I would have a better chance of getting into Harvard if I got rid of Kabelmacher, my father’s ancestral calling (whose roots apparently reached all the way back to the Jewish Vikings). She in turn calmed my grandmother, saying, “She needs to do this for her career,” and my father, like a soldier beaten in battle, nodded obsequiously. Only Bella bristled with indignation: “Traitor. It’s like you’re embarrassed of us.”

“She got to me,” I confessed to Alex. “I still feel like a traitor, especially when I date American men—it’s like, like—”

“Like it’s all part of our elaborate conspiracy to escape them, or something—”

“Exactly,” I cried, full of gratitude. “It’s like no matter what choice you make they think you’re saying, ‘I’m embarrassed to be seen with you!’”

“At least yours thought you were embarrassed of them,” Alex noted ruefully. “My mother blushes every time she hears anyone call me Mr. Bagen.”

“I hate vodka,” I said suddenly.

“Me too,” he murmured with passion and we leaned into each other simultaneously for a very public kiss against the plush crimson booth of the Russian Tea Room. Excitement gurgled in my stomach, brimming with the possibility of potential love, making me want to whisper: “You’re so unbelievably gorgeous—it’s a wonder, a miracle, really, that you also have a brain!” But I refrained. If he were an American, I would’ve spat it out without pause, but Russian men required serious circumspection.

I admired so much about him: his regular assaults on the Republicans and Democrats alike; his feverish adherence to notions of libertarianism and social hedonism; and the polite, gentle, non-judgmental way he denounced our parents (though never to their faces) for being so unflappably Republican. I revered him for being a Princeton man, and the only Russian Jew to have been accepted to an Ivy League institution without using his immigrant woes to beef up his application essay. In college, Alex could have done anything, but he majored in physics to prove to his parents that he was devoted to them. Despite constant praise from his mother, Alex experienced a loss of confidence upon graduation. Desire for travel, feelings of monetary inadequacies, and demanding girlfriends made him lose faith in his priyemuschestva—his great advantage. After highlighting his hair (an act dubbed by his father as “gay”) and dabbling in everything from advertising to computer programming to freelance writing, Alex experienced a typical post-college, I-am-almost-American-without-a-career meltdown. But he did not wallow in self-pity for long and, gathering himself in his arms, as the Russian saying went, sent his resume to every bank and consulting firm in New York, causing his mother considerable discomfort at having to tell people that her son was now interested in “biziness.” (To console his mother, he promised to apply to physics graduate programs at Harvard, MIT, and Cal Tech in December). Fantasies of rolling in wealth, traveling to Japan and China, and perhaps making a stopover in Mother Russia whirred in his brain and recalibrated his priyemuschestva in a new, dazzling light.

Alex and I saw each other as rebels, as rare immigrant specimens that didn’t obey their parents’ commands. We argued vociferously, criticizing other people with abandon, and boasted without applying to ourselves the American restraint of humility. Our long-distance relationship of twelve months together amounted to nine dates and fifty-six hours of phone conversations, canvassing the hard terrain of Russian history. We spoke about pogroms, Lenin’s bald head and Trotsky’s hubris, Stalin’s mustache and his bosom torturer, Beria, Brezhnev’s bushy eyebrows and his abysmal articulation, and the grotesque absurdities of the KGB. Yet somehow we eluded our personal histories, the miseries our families endured at the hands of those we mocked, the scars Russia carved upon us all; it made us feel good about ourselves to know that we had so much in common without having to expose our skeletons and to feel that beneath all our sophisticated blather we were dating the old-fashioned way—sans sex.

Grandmother warned me against having sex with him. “The whole Russian community will find you out—wait till he proposes,” she admonished. But I felt antiquated and buffoonish; after all, I was twenty-four, almost at my sexual peak, which I imagined as a state of unremitting horniness. I didn’t consider myself a nymphomaniac or, in Grandmother’s grand words, “an eternal slut,” but I knew that sex mattered, the way food and water matter, the way global warming matters. Yet after all those dates—during his sporadic New York visits—after simpering innuendos in smelly cabs, after feeling each other up and down (though not nearly up nor down enough—how could we in the hotel lobby), Alex had yet to invite me to his room. He bid me goodbye with “arrivederci” and a very unenthusiastic tongue, which barely grazed my gums before sheepishly retreating to its own mouth. Alex fancied himself a gentleman, a paragon of the self-restrained male, a relic from the Victorian Age. The ass, the ass, I wanted to scream, I want you to squeeze my ass. But his hands, those ticklish caterpillars, stayed stubbornly on my lower back.

Still, one has to give me credit for my peerless restraint. I stayed in my room and spoke to no one and kept my nose in sexually neutered texts. I ate dinner alone. I was every man’s fantasy of a long-distance girlfriend. I likened myself in my head to an existential stoic, a Russian monk, Nietzsche’s ascetic ideal. Until, until, that is, November, when a cruel winter breeze began terrorizing the city and hot currents suddenly coursed through my veins, thawing my body for the advent of spring. I would sit next to a good-looking man in the library, gulp maniacally from a water bottle, and try not to think about ripping his shirt off together with his chest hair.

Against my better judgment, I suggested to Alex that we might consider taking our pawing to the next level. “What level might that be?” he inquired like an innocent lad of twelve. “The level of sex—of your room or my room or anywhere, let’s just do it, do it!” Yes, I said those exact words in my usual straightforward uninhibited style. And in the face of my extraordinary courage and my obvious, mauve-hued embarrassment, he remained as unperturbed as ever, a cocoon of virtue and reserve, explaining himself as a “devout Romantic—some people believe in God, I believe in Love.” I had no recourse but to wonder: (a) Do I have noxious oily fish breath? (b) Is he a Catholic priest masquerading as a Russian Jew? (c) Is he a repressed homosexual pretending to be a homophobic—bordering on chauvinistic—intellectual of the Russian variety? or (d) Is he the real article—a man of truly chivalrous convictions? Still, my pride wailed: how could any man not want me, me? And so I raged against him as if I were raging against racism, sexism, anti-Semitism, as if sex itself had become the great equalizer, an emblem of American democracy, and we either had to have it or die!

But Alex stopped my diatribe with a sumptuous, almost ardent kiss and this: “‘Here I dwell, for heaven is in these lips / And all is dross that is not Helena.’”

So I replied: “‘Some say the world will end in fire / Some say in ice / From what I’ve tasted of desire / I hold with those who favor fire.’”

“‘Shall I compare thee to a summer’s day?’”

“Please don’t!” I cried and together, he and I burst into laughter. For only two immigrants with English-inferiority complexes and healthy self-esteems could suddenly, without blushing, quote Marlowe, Frost, and Shakespeare to recuperate from a fight.

The Bathroom Incident that Launched a Thousand Guilt Trips

So there I was, stuffing garlic cloves in my bras and under my pillows, impatiently awaiting Alex’s return for his tfu, tfu, tfu interviews at New York banks, and my sex. My behavior was exemplary, my devotion pitch perfect, especially in my Probability and Stochastic Modeling class where I (being the only female) valiantly rebuffed the amorous attentions of two mathematically endowed men. When, alas, Alex called from the airport to announce, “I’ve arrived, expect the unexpected!” my heart pounded and my hands masterfully scrubbed my body to rid it of garlic odor—to prepare it for a full-scale physical seduction of the reluctant gentleman. Optimistically embracing the love-to-sex concept, I donned knee-length black leather boots, a leather miniskirt, and a leather jacket—the look of a slick badass or, worse, an Ivy League whore. Upon seeing me, Alex murmured, “Superb as ever!” and apologized for failing to secure reservations at Le Bernardin. Would I be terribly disappointed with the inferior La Cote Basque? No, I would not. Then he placed an airy peck on my puckered lips while I panted like an overheated dog in leather.

The dining room had the air of an old duchess, puffing with regal mannerisms and haughty remarks, and yet fully aware of her own decline and antediluvian views of the world. Stern rectangular white tables were met by plush blue sofas spiraling along the walls and gilded chandeliers, reminiscent of great Parisian ballrooms, offered only the illusion of light, enveloping each face in a gray glow. The restaurant appeared to be an enclave for the elderly with mink coats and cigars, and I instantly felt the need to pull my skirt down.

“I sal tell vou about ze speciales,” our waiter said with a vague foreign accent, and Alex lifted his head abruptly to stare at him.

“Qu’avez-vous pensé?” Alex exclaimed in French to the waiter, for it turned out that Alex also spoke fluent or, as I liked to think of it, Russian-inflected French.

The waiter appeared not to hear him and then, politely lowering his head, said, “I vill be right back—give vou foo minute to make decision.”

“He’s clearly French,” Alex announced. “I can spot the French anywhere. Did you see how polite he was?”

“How was he polite?” I asked.

“He didn’t want to speak French to me out of respect for you.”

“He looks Italian to me,” I said.

The waiter returned with the bottle of red wine Alex had ordered and a shy smile on his face, again directed exclusively at me. He now visibly ignored Alex’s appeals to him in French. I cringed, then grinned seductively at the waiter in an attempt to counteract Alex’s faux pas.

“Are you making eyes at the waiter?” he asked angrily after we ordered our appetizers.

“What else am I supposed to do when you won’t leave him alone?” I snapped.

“Are you still sore about the sex?”

“I’m not sure you can handle a modern woman,” I said. “You are clearly put off by my desires.”

“It’s not that. You never gave me a chance to explain. I just like us the way we are—you reeling me in but not giving me what I want, and me running after you like your faithful dog servant.” He paused as if to twirl the words on his tongue and rephrased the concept: “I want to keep feeling the way I’m feeling—ravenous but not yet satiated!”

“Do you have any idea how ridiculous that sounds?”

“I’m a gambling man,” he said, smiling.

“And I’m a hard-core feminist,” I flung back. “Are you aware that I wrote my bachelor’s thesis on Judith Butler—the same Judith Butler who claimed that gender is performative, that we’re not born male or female, but made so by our culture, a culture that stuffs these definitions down our throats! And did I tell you that my title was ‘Burgeoning Feminism in Chauvinistic Immigrant Communities: A Cross-cultural Analysis of Judith Butler—’”

“On numerous occasions,” Alex replied with a laugh. “Anyhow, I thought you were a statistician now?”

“I am—of course I am a statistician, but only because of them! If it hadn’t been for them—” I thought with regret of that day in December when I carried two sets of application essays to the post office. I called my mom and said, “Mom, I don’t know if statistics is for me—what I really want to do is study art and feminism, and there’s a program at Irvine, California where I could do exactly that—I could become a professor—and I’d—” What I wanted to say was: paint, paint women’s faces, their suffering, paint within a postmodern feminist tradition, paint to breathe. But instead I raised the fact that within our family and other Russian families the man still resides upon a throne: he is served, fed, clothed, and fanned with ridiculous compliments, and that women’s rights, her rights, Grandmother’s rights are brushed under the proverbial tablecloth. “We need a new language,” I told her, “to cleanse our palate, and your core beliefs are in fact aligned with mine.” But my mother’s brilliant manipulative mind enveloped me at once: “Yes, of course I agree with you, Lenochka! So then imagine what you’ll contribute to women’s rights, to feminism itself, if you’ll specialize in statistics—a lone woman in a male-dominated field. It’s such a gift that you’re sooooo good at this!” My ego swelled and got stuck in my throat, and at once, I dropped the folder containing the feminist theory and gender studies application to University of California at Irvine into the nearest garbage bin.

“For them—you mean your parents?” Alex asked.

“Yes, if it hadn’t been for them, I’d be painting, and doing my PhD on Judith Butler or Luce Irigaray at Irvine—I had a good shot at getting in, too.” I paused. “I’d be happy.”

“And you would have been the butt of every joke among our relatives and friends—”

“Are you mocking me?” I asked with a murderous grin.

“Not at all! I simply disagree with you: Judith Butler, Simone de Beauvoir, Virginia Woolf in her own room, a naked pregnant Demi Moore—what’s the difference? Their feathers might be of different colors, but under all that pomposity all these women want is the same thing: a good man. If you’re honest with yourself, you’d see that feminism is just not realistic, not natural. Look at the way men and women interact. Look at real life, no matter what women say, a woman relinquishes control when she has sex and a man gains it. Women just cannot treat sex nonchalantly.”

“I don’t see why you have these absurd, antiquated Russian notions—” I protested loudly.

“You have an excellent vocabulary,” he observed, then added, “Just because American men claim they’re feminists in public doesn’t mean they don’t think like Russian men privately. They just hide better behind all that politically correct bullshit.”

I wanted to paddle back to Judith Butler, but instead I said, “If you were American, we would have done it by now. I don’t see what you were afraid of, unless you’re—”

“I’m very, very potent,” he protested, “in fact, so virile that women, once they sleep with me, can never leave me.”

“You’re not serious?” I laughed.

“Are you doubting my manhood?”

“No, I’m merely affecting shock at your purported sluttiness! Does your mother know?”

Through laughter, he replied, “No, she erroneously believes I’m averse to sexual pleasure.”

“Why?”

“Because until you, no woman has yet given my heart cause to melt!” His beautiful dark brown eyes peered at me with confidence. “All jokes and metaphors aside, why don’t you marry me, Elena?”

“Marry you?”

“I love the way you are, so full of desire and spunk,” he continued in the same glowing tone, mistaking my response for a display of feminine insecurity. “I am utterly serious—my dearest Lenochka.”

He reached across the table and laid a small velvet box next to my appetizer. Ah, the dreaded ring. When my eyes feasted on the magnificent emerald stone perched upon a skinny gold band, I swallowed the duck foie gras in its entirety and felt the grease coagulate in the back of my throat. Marriage rose before me like the parted jaws of a shark, and on its back sat Alex, murmuring: “I’ll be a magnificent lover; I’m very well versed in the literature of sexual arousal.”

He burst into a self-effacing chuckle and I laughed with relief. He pried my fingers open (both hands were apparently locked in tight fists) and, placing the ring in my palm, gravely declared, “This is no ordinary ring, Elena—my uncle Yossel smuggled it in his lower intestines. The KGB missed it—with their laser technology—those pompous fools! Yossel stuck it in caramel and swallowed it whole. He kept it in till he reached our apartment on Pratt Street eighteen years ago. This ring has been in my family for centuries—a survivor of Ivan the Terrible, Lenin, Stalin, the pogroms, World War II, the Cold War, The Reagan administration, and Yossel’s bowels.”

“Oh, Alex, thank you,” I groaned. “It’s beautiful, really, I feel honored, really—this is so unexpected—”

“Unexpected—my dear Elena, why, I wanted to propose on our first date—”

I smiled: to think that he wanted to marry me on the first date at the behest of his mother and my grandmother was at once endearing and nauseating.

“You know I’m crazy about you, Sashenka,” I said, “but have we really had enough time? This is a colossal step.”

“Yet you think that’s a sufficient timetable for sex—” he countered with a laugh. “Look, my father proposed to my mother on the third date.”

“So did my father to my mother—on the first date, on the first because she was so beautiful! But that was Russia—in America we can take our time and make sure we’re not making a mistake.”

“Oh, I know I’m not making a mistake,” he said. “You’re exactly what I want—what I need—feisty, opinioned and you will always call me on my bullshit.”

I grabbed his hand and kissed it, “You’re such a wonderful person, Sashenka, really, even with all your silly views of women—”

“Which you’ll undoubtedly fix in no time!” He laughed good-naturedly, and I smiled. Smiled and trembled and held the table for support, and fought an urgent sensation in my bladder to deluge the entire marble entrails of La Cote Basque. I rose from my chair and announced, “I must go to the bathroom!”
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