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“In this fine portrait of a suffocating society, what are especially

remarkable is the vitality—Konstantin is a rebel with a cause, his

anger contagious—and the way Grozni writes about music. Rapturous

and insightful . . . passages [are] a real adrenaline rush. . . .

[T]his passionate novel should be pushed on anyone interested in

music, politics, or energized coming-of-age tales.”


—Library Journal


“Grozni’s writing is colorful and strong.”


—Publishers Weekly


“With heartbreaking insight, Wunderkind portrays the searing brutalities

of life in Communist Eastern Europe—and the power of music to

provide solace and redemption. I found myself astonished, amazed,

and moved by this remarkable novel.”


—Lauren Belfer, bestselling author of City of Light and A Fierce Radiance


“Nikolai Grozni’s Wunderkind is an elegant, graceful novel that captures

not only the power and beauty of music, but the stifling oppression

of life in a totalitarian state. The novel sings and howls, and in its

finest moments, takes the reader’s breath away.”


—Dinaw Mengestu, author of The Beautiful Things That Heaven Bears


“Shrewd, rhapsodic, Nikolai Grozni’s Wunderkind fuses high romanticism

with sinister, hard-edged humor. A love-hate letter to a Bulgaria

that no longer exists, it contains some of the most vivid, celebratory

writing about music I’ve ever read.”


—Zachary Lazar, author of Sway
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“What is hell? I maintain that it’s the suffering of
being unable to love.”


—The Brothers Karamazov, F. Dostoevsky
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The sky over Sofia is made of granite. It is gray in the morning, grayer in the afternoon, and black at night; black, but with a faint ruby glow, its hard, grainy surface ignited by blinking traffic lights, brightly lit streetcars, restless apartment buildings, television sets, neon signs, by iridescent Russian soldiers cast in bronze and the red dreams of fat apparatchiks sleepwalking through the collected works of V. I. Lenin.


Airplanes don’t fly here. Time can’t escape the granite dome. In the afternoon, the sweet smell of ponichki laces the chthonic stench of Sofia’s ancient sewers, a thousand rivers flowing beneath the city, washing against Byzantine ruins, Thracian tombs, and nuclear shelters, pulling bones out of old Ottoman cemeteries. High above, the chimneys of decrepit apartment buildings spout sulfur; charcoal clouds hang low, tangled in the colossal accretion of TV antennas spread across the endless patchwork of clay-tiled rooftops.


A Gypsy woman selling flowers stands in the traffic circle on Boulevard Zaimov, next to a monument marking the spot where the Ottomans hanged Christian insurgents. “We are inside time, and time is inside us,” reads the inscription. An unsolvable paradox offered by a monk hanged for conspiring to overthrow the sultan.


Over the fence, into an alley, across a courtyard littered with cigarette butts and empty beer bottles there is a high brick wall that I must climb before slipping under the wire netting, and I am back at school again. The guy in the sweatpants and thick glasses is Mulberry, the gym teacher. He also happens to be a rapist. The man coming out of the main entrance, in the military uniform and the medals: that’s the army instructor; he teaches us how to throw hand grenades, bayonet imperialist soldiers, disassemble Kalashnikovs. His breath smells like shit. The short, frail middle-aged woman with a crooked nose and raven hair is the math teacher. She wears exactly twenty-eight brass and copper bracelets along each wrist because, according to the Pythagoreans, twenty-eight is a perfect number, equaling the sum of its divisors. A curse upon her.


The Sofia Music School for the Gifted is, in many ways, my home. I’ve been here since the age of seven, when I passed my first piano and ear-training exam. Stepping into the hallway is like being transported to another universe: the stale air, dwarfed inhabitants, and bronze idols fade away, and in their place emerges a boundless, empyreal city where everything—the walls, the colors, the people—is of sound. Dozens of soprano voices collide with the rumble of drums and timpani from the percussion department down in the basement. There’s a vibraphone, a tuba, a trumpet; someone practicing a chromatic chord progression on a grand piano bends the boundaries of space, opening up a new dimension: in the city of sound, unlike other places, there’s no limit to the number of dimensions one may enter. A string section races through a Brahms concerto, the cellos and upright basses carving out new suns, weaving black holes. An oboe and the faint sound of a flute break the laws of relativity: they roll the city of sound like a tiny glass ball. Space is weightless; a G major scale sets forth an explosion of blues, bottle greens, light ambers.


If you’re a student here, pacing the dimly lit corridors day and night, you learn to rely on your ears. The eyes aren’t that important here. Streets of sound, bodies of sound: these are far more vivid than the objects of the visual world. Even when we rush to the attic to fuck between classes, we do it with our eyes closed, listening to a clarinet, listening for footsteps, perfecting our pitch.


On the left-hand side of the main entrance, in a windowless cubicle made entirely of welded metal sheets, sits the school’s porter, a bald septuagenarian dressed in blue coveralls whose main job is to hand out keys. Some fifty keys hang on a wooden board at the back of the cubicle, each of them numbered. The unusually long and shiny silver key at the bottom right corner of the board is for the Steinway in Chamber Hall No. 1. Next to it hangs an almost equally long but less shiny gold key that unlocks the Yamaha in Chamber Hall No. 2. Only the most privileged piano students get a chance to practice on the concert grands. I happen to be one of them.


It’s not difficult to tell the two grands apart. The sound of the Steinway is sharp, cold, austere. Each chord carries a bright white aura that gives Mozart, Liszt, and Scriabin a removed, otherworldly presence. The tone of the Yamaha, on the other hand, is warm and damp, creating a vast space where all sunlight is filtered through a thick velvet curtain: Chopin’s chords have a tint of mahogany; Beethoven’s militant spirit is drowned in wine; Debussy’s high-register flurries shine like black pearls.


The main foyer opens up onto a spacious, dark hallway with high, ornamented ceilings and terrazzo floors. To the left is Chamber Hall No. 3, equipped with a Russian upright and reserved primarily for small ensemble concerts. To the right is Chamber Hall No. 2, which is slightly bigger than No. 3, and used for minor piano recitals. A set of heavy folding doors leads to the stairwell and Chamber Hall No. 1, an acoustically insulated room with three hundred seats, wood paneling, and a stage big enough for a full orchestra. Twice a month, and on special occasions—say, the anniversary of the October Revolution—Chamber Hall No.1 is transformed into a Communist temple complete with red flags, pentacles, images of Marx and Lenin. Teachers march on stage, perform salutes, exchange occult incantations. The principal and other accomplished proselytizers deliver hourlong lectures filled with messianic fervor. At the end, a dozen sixteen-year-olds walk onstage to be initiated into the body of the Communist Party.


The cylindrical space created by the wide, spiraling staircase rising through the center of the five-story building functions as a kind of damper pedal: here every sound seems louder, longer, less distinct. The echo of a trumpet merges with the echo of a violin. The voice of the history teacher, shouting somewhere on the fourth floor, sounds exaggerated, almost operatic. Walking up the stairs, one cannot help noting the large, ugly bolts screwed into the lacquered wooden handrail at even intervals. These were put in by the janitor after a tenth grader, sliding down the railing sidesaddle, lost his balance somewhere between the second and first floor and plummeted to the ground, breaking his neck.


Most of the school administration’s offices are located on the third floor. Before and after classes, the teachers hang out in a large room labeled Teachers’ Headquarters into which inner sanctum no students may enter. For in the far corner of Teachers’ Headquarters, inside a massive wooden cabinet that remains locked during the night and the latter part of the day, rest the school’s most valued relics—a series of large, vinyl-bound logs, also known as daybooks, each one a hundred and fifty pages thick, containing the full history of every student. Each class has its own daybook in which teachers mark attendance, grades, reprimands, offenses, as well as promotions and demotions of personal standing. There are four levels of personal standing: Excellent, Good, Satisfactory, and Unsatisfactory. If, for example, a student with Excellent personal standing skips three classes, he is downgraded to Good. If a student is caught smoking, his standing drops two levels. When a student’s personal standing reaches Unsatisfactory, he’s expelled from the school. The daybooks are the only official record of the school year, so should one miraculously disappear, the students logged in its pages lose all their grades and are automatically cleared of all offenses. Needless to say, miracles do happen at least once or twice a year, and the response of the school administration and the government is always fierce. Detectives take fingerprints and interrogate the usual suspects; teachers use fear tactics to pit model students against rebels. And those found responsible are sent to Labor-Intensive Correctional School which is, in reality, a prison for kids.


The fourth floor is home to the piano instructors. My instructor, Katya G., nicknamed “Ladybug,” receives most of her students in room 48, near the very end of the left corridor, though she also has a key to room 49, in a spacious corner of the building, with large windows overlooking the National Library and Doctors’ Garden, where she sends her favorite students to practice before and after their lessons. It was here, working on the old but respectable Yamaha baby grand with its browned keys and missing third pedal, that I first cracked the main theme of Prokofiev’s Mercutio, a syncopated nightmare designed to needle the conventions of time. Room 49 is also the place where, after playing for five hours without access to water or a toilet (Ladybug being in the habit of locking the door from the outside and not letting me out until I’ve delivered a satisfying performance), I perfected Liszt’s “Les Jeux d’eau à la Villa d’Este,” perhaps the most beautiful piece of music ever composed for piano. To play something as divine as “Les Jeux d’eau à la Villa d’Este” in room 49 of the Sofia Music School for the Gifted is only fitting, if not ironic, since the school’s original inhabitants were servants of God. It is a little-known fact—one that the principal would undoubtedly like erased from the memory of the sixty-year-old cleaning lady who services the fourth floor—that before the Communists confiscated and remodeled every prime piece of real estate in the city, shortly after the end of World War II, this building was a functioning Catholic monastery with prayer rooms, priests, candleholders, and crucifixes. For those with even a grain of imagination, it takes but a moment of readjustment and the old building, defaced by the pedestrian aesthetic of the ruling ideology, emerges from the shadows in its entirety—the dark hallways filled with whispers and faint footsteps; the arching niches on each flight of stairs hosting marble saints and angels; the altar in Chamber Hall No. 1; the confessional, in a wall recess on the altar’s right hand side. Passing through the stained-glass windows at the high end of the back wall, a beam of multicolored light falls on the altarpiece. Liszt, who himself spent five years in the Madonna del Rosario monastery outside Rome, would have felt at home here, back in the days when God was still allowed to exist. The niches are empty now. The altar is obscured by a set of timpani, the stained glass painted over with thick beige paint. Can an atheist ever learn to play “Les Jeux d’eau à la Villa d’Este”?


On the fifth floor, past the corridor where the violin instructors receive most of their students, one comes to a straight wooden staircase leading up to the attic—a mysterious place of narrow passageways and triangular rooms with slanted ceilings pocked by porous skylights. In addition to the flutists and oboists who come here to practice their horns, the attic also happens to be a favorite hangout for those of us with lowered personal standing. Only a handful of initiates know that part of the odd-shaped wall at the very end of the attic is actually a small door leading to two additional rooms. Still fewer know that opening one of the wooden panels in the first secret room reveals a crawl space circumventing the entire building. The objects littering the floor of the crawl space—cigarette butts, used condoms, liquor bottles, tiny espresso-stained plastic cups, ripped-up textbooks—speak to the sort of events that take place here. The tenth-grade textbook Moral Conduct and Citizens’ Rights (famous for its two-page-long, single-sentence, Marxist definition of love) hangs impaled on a nail protruding from a roof beam. A broom and a dustpan, which someone must have stolen from the janitor’s room on the fourth floor with the intention of cleaning up the mess, lie next to a heap of ashes and the webbed, black plastic remains of an incinerated daybook. A single chair, lifted from the principal’s office, stands beneath a skylight.


At night, when the only people left in school besides the doorman are a half-dozen pianists possessed by the irrational urge to keep on playing—in spite of the hunger and dehydration that accompany five-hour-long practice sessions; in spite of the cramps in their legs and the stinging pain of chronic tendonitis; in spite of the fact that they’ve never had a childhood and now find themselves entering the battleground of adolescence armed at once with the bitterness of prisoners and the infantile projections of seven-year-olds; in spite of having nothing to look forward to except more practice, more concerts, more competitions, and more humiliating episodes of stage fright—I climb on the chair in my favorite attic practice room, the one with the Chaika upright, and, squeezing through the narrow skylight, pull myself onto the roof to smoke a cigarette. The street that runs alongside Doctors’ Garden is lined with chestnut trees, the tallest branches of which brush the edge of the roof. A faint light pulses atop the mountain to the west. To my right lies Sofia’s center, defined by the golden dome of Nevski Cathedral, the pentacle-tipped tower of Party Headquarters, the mosque’s minaret, and the mausoleum where Georgi Dimitrov, former head of the Comintern, rests embalmed in a glass coffin.


It was from here, on a dark, foggy December morning, that I watched as a black government Volga carrying the body of our principal, Natasha Zimova, a.k.a. the Owl, pulled up at the curb next to the school’s art nouveau gate of wrought iron vines and all the students from fourth to twelfth grade, bearing hundreds of flowers, formed ranks and then marched out onto the street. So many flowers and wreaths, and the Owl deserved none of them. The Owl had deserved to die. They said it was cancer, but I knew that Irina had killed her. I saw how she did it. She didn’t use a knife, a gun, or some kind of poison. She used words. Irina always had a way with words. She was also the best violinist at school.


People can be very forgetful. One day they’re high-ranking apparatchiks, giving salutes, parading their power, spouting formulaic verbiage, and the next they turn into docile chickens, grateful for the crumbs their former enemies have tossed their way. But forgetfulness doesn’t close the past, and neither does death. For there is time within time, a present within the past. Those who have died will die again, and those who have been doomed will be doomed again. And the system that has manufactured crippled beings will work again, until its predicted collapse.


“Read Nietzsche!” my chamber music teacher, Igor the Swan, told me after giving me an F for allegedly sodomizing Beethoven’s “Spring” Sonata, for violin and piano. Now he roams the streets of Sofia in a ripped-up old sweater and pajama bottoms, talking to himself, hugging trees, kicking pigeons, throwing his hands about as if he is still on stage, conducting. And if he doesn’t recognize me, it is not because of his madness, but, rather, because he has returned to a point in time when he and I were still mere acquaintances.


Others have gone back as well. Natasha Zimova is already at school, giving orders, saluting, teaching Russian to eighth, ninth, and tenth graders. The sixty-seven-year-old history teacher is climbing the stairs to the fifth floor, whistling the “Ode to Joy” and tapping his long pointer against the railing. Mouseface, the literature teacher, stands by the main entrance with a pair of scissors: she’s been ordered to give an instant haircut to all boys with long hair. Bankoff, the physics and acoustics teacher, is on his way to Doctors’ Garden to check if there are any students smoking. It’s 1987, I’m fifteen, and there are still two years until the fall of the Berlin Wall.





Rachmaninov,
“Vocalise,” op. 34, no. 14


November 3, 1987


Russian midgets are the tallest and Russian watches are the fastest, went the joke, and my watch—a Sputnik, which I had bought in Moscow after my recital at the National Conservatory—lived up to its reputation. On average it gained about two extra hours a week, which, considering my incurable habit of arriving late for every class or meeting, was quite helpful. I kept it in the front pocket of my brown leather shoulder bag, as I couldn’t bear having anything on my wrist.


“It’s somewhere between ten thirty and eleven,” I told Irina, who was rubbing the hair of her violin bow with a piece of dark-red rosin. She was leaning up against the window, her right foot pointing away, toward the door, looking at me with her turbid green eyes in a manner at once provocative and inviting. We’d locked ourselves up in room 59, on the fifth floor, skipping classes as we usually did every other Tuesday. Below and around us, the diligent hierodules in red, blue, or Komsomol ties were memorizing Mendeleyev’s periodic table, singing hymns to the gods of dialectical materialism, transcribing four-part inventions, reciting Mayakovsky. Occasionally, the voice of Negodnik, the history teacher, echoed up into the stairwell outside like a stray bassoon.


“I’m going to get you this time,” Irina said, and she tried pulling my shirt out of my blue uniform pants with her bow. “Before this is over, you’ll be running naked through the whole school.”


“That’s what you said last time,” I reminded her, and I emptied the contents of my bag on top of the piano: Chopin’s Préludes, Études, Ballades, and Scherzos; Prokofiev’s Romeo and Juliet; Scriabin’s sonatas; Liszt’s transcendental études.


“You start first,” Irina said, and she opened to Eugène Ysaÿe’s Sonata no. 4 for solo violin. “Play the opening seven lines of the Allemande in real tempo, using only your right hand.”


“And if I make a mistake?”


“You’re going to run to the west-wing bathroom wearing nothing but your underwear!”


Irina laughed like a child, tossing her long black hair back and holding her stomach. I sat at the piano and scanned the chromatic zigzags of sixty-fourth notes, an army of angry ants taking the opening page by storm. Playing violin partitas a prima vista on the piano was quite tricky, since notes that seemed nearby on the violin fingerboard were often miles apart on the keyboard. But I wasn’t scared. I just wanted her.


“This is stupid, Irina,” I said, standing up and moving closer toward her. “You’re going to get me kicked out of school. Let’s just skip the duel, and the striptease, and move on to other things.”


She raised her leg and stopped me where I was, her boot digging into my ribs. “Play the Allemande!”


I sat back down at the piano and took another look at the score, noting the double sharp, the triplets, quintuplets, and septuplets, the high B, B flat, and A flat perched four and five lines above the staff, the hazardous string of sixths running up and down, the stretched-out chords. Then I played the entire page, fast and confident, like a well-rehearsed étude, even finding time to observe the accents.


“You’re such a dork!” Irina exploded, in irritation. “God, do you ever make a mistake?”


I could barely contain my joy. I was good, damn it. Really good. Plus, I had the perfect thing for Irina: “Juliet as a Young Girl,” from Prokofiev’s Romeo and Juliet.


“Well, honey, I think you better start undressing. You’re not going to get through this one.”


“Watch how you talk to adults!” Irina said, pointing her bow at me.


“You are just a year older.”


“Yeah, but that’s just in human years. I am talking about my soul, stupid!”


She set the score on her violin stand and studied the whimsical scales ridden with accidentals, biting her lips. “And if I screw it up?”


I closed my eyes, savoring all the things that I could have her do. “Then I want to see you walk, slowly, across the third floor, past Teachers’ Headquarters, barefoot, wearing your uniform dress unbuttoned, with nothing underneath.”


I tapped my foot, giving her the tempo at which “Juliet as a Young Girl” is played. Irina looked as if she was going to kill me. She was prettiest when she was angry, the passion and sorcerous impulses of her Gypsy ancestors turning her skin darker, her eyes quicker, her muscles tighter.


She began phenomenally, demonstrating the best bow work I’d ever seen, but then, in bar six, she suddenly let all the notes drop and collapsed in the chair by the piano.


“I have a better idea,” she said, resting the violin in her lap.


“Don’t try to get out of it.”


“No, listen! I’m raising the stakes—I’m going to play something that will make you cry.”


“No chance.”


“If I don’t succeed, I’ll walk through the entire school completely naked. How about that? But if I do succeed, you’re going to—let me think . . . take your pants off and enter your classroom through the window, like some kind of lunatic.” She giggled with abandon, and I detected a few violet notes that reminded me of the fire with which she craved the secret pleasure.


“And how exactly am I going to enter my classroom through the window?”


“You’ll have to go out this window and walk around the ledge.”


“Walk! That ledge isn’t even wide enough for my toes! Not to mention that there’s nothing to hold on to.”


I knew the ledge in question, because not long ago I’d had to stand on it in order to retrieve my report card, which someone had tossed behind the drainpipe on the fifth floor.


“Well?”


“You’re crazy, Irina. Really. But that’s OK, because you will never make me cry.”


Smiling, Irina adjusted the pegs of her violin, drawing a long sol, re, la, and mi with her bow, tucked away her hair on both sides with bobby pins, unfastened the top three buttons of her navy blue uniform dress, and then, legs astride, began playing Rachmaninov’s “Vocalise.”


I couldn’t look at her, because she made me terribly horny. Instead, I looked out the window and thought about the frozen rain that had fallen overnight, leaving everything coated with a thin film of ice. The chestnut trees, still bearing a few yellow-brown leaves, glistened in the dull November sun like fragile glass sculptures. Across the street, the dog-rose bush by the pond in Doctors’ Garden resembled a crystal broach, its scarlet fruits shining like rubies. The gray stucco facades of the apartment buildings were wrapped in silver foil; silver tears ornamented the window sills. Irina was weaving funeral wreaths, honoring each descending note like a fallen hero. The grasping, then the sudden release—wasn’t that the fundamental trait of the Slavic soul? The downward spiral, the darkness, the melancholy, but then also the letting go of all of it, the opening of the great gates of St. Basil’s Cathedral on Red Square. I had been clutching to my miserable existence for too long; playing the piano like a machine, obsessing about things that only made me weaker, fighting with others to be number one. I knew that one day I would let go of everything that I cared about. I would rise above it, and I would be happier, for a moment. Si-do-mi-sol-la; going up, like a bird.


I thought about our first kiss, in seventh grade, when Irina and I had rented a small rowboat by the pond at Eagle Bridge; I thought about the cities I’d visited during my performances in Italy—Bologna, Venice, Naples, Rome. Perhaps the difference between me and the other kids in school was that I knew for a fact that we were all imprisoned in a counterfeit reality. I had peeked over the wall and seen what lay beyond. I had proof: a silver Parker pen given to me as a gift by a southern Italian family that had wanted to adopt me after one of my concerts.


Irina returned to the beginning, repeating the main theme. It hadn’t occurred to me before just how painful the F natural was, coming right after the firebird ascent from the underworld, as E minor moved into F major; how sobering it was, how disheartening. I suddenly remembered what Igor the Swan had said to me last time I’d met him on the street, in front of the school. “We’ve all been created idealists!” he had announced with his habitual bravado, shaking his finger at the sky.


Now my eyes were stinging, but this didn’t have much to do with Irina’s rendition of the “Vocalise.” At least not entirely. There was something devastating about my chamber music teacher’s pronouncement. Because if we were all created idealists, then life was bound to be one relentless disappointment. But then, there was also music. We unlearned the lies with one hand and repeated them with the other.


I turned to Irina. She had stopped playing and was looking at me with a mixture of amusement and pity. Would she really send me off to do something that stupid? She would, of course. A deal was a deal. One way or another, she’d made me cry.


I took my shoes off, then my ugly uniform pants and socks. Luckily, the ledge wasn’t icy. I tied the shoes together and hung them over one shoulder, my pants over the other. Then I stepped out the window and, facing the stucco wall, extended my right foot onto the ledge. Irina giggled behind me, a hand over her mouth. She found the whole thing amusing! Or maybe she thought I’d give up. Two sidesteps to the right, and there was no longer anything to hold on to. The distance to the corner of the building was about ten meters. Then another ten meters from the corner to my classroom window. And what if it was closed?


I looked over my shoulder and down at the tin roof extending over Chamber Hall No. 1, littered with textbooks, brooms, and sponges. What an absurd way to die! Yet not so much more absurd than my life in Tartarus, under the granite skies, during the reign of the red midgets. But I couldn’t afford to panic now, tiptoeing sideways five stories aboveground, bearing my white underwear to the elderly devushki next door. I knew the feeling of becoming suddenly self-aware while playing in front of a large audience; the halfway panic that seizes your mind and body when you realize that you’ve been playing a Chopin ballad for what seems like ages, and you’ve yet to go through the coda. To forget oneself again, once you’ve woken up in the middle: that’s the hardest thing to do onstage, and perhaps in life. I would make a mistake one day, that much I knew for sure. One day I would fall. Just not today.


From where I stood, I could hear the high-register notes of the Yamaha in Chamber Hall No. 2, five stories below. Someone was rehearsing Chopin’s Prélude in A Minor with unabashed barbarism, exaggerating the inherent ugliness in the chord progression. Balancing on the ledge of the building with nothing to hold on to except my will, I thought back to my twelfth birthday, when Ladybug had given me the sheet music of the complete preludes and instructed me to spend a night reading the A-minor prelude, without touching the piano. In this way, before I ever heard this prelude played, I’d heard it in my mind. I’d heard the raw chromaticism in the left hand and the bleak, determined voice in the right. I’d heard the voice and the accompaniment drifting apart until the voice was completely alone, a quiet monologue going nowhere, saying nothing. What I hadn’t heard while reading the sheet music was the left-hand groove, evoking the sound of a broken barrel organ played in the streets of Paris, or Warsaw, in the middle of winter, an eternal winter with gray skies and chandeliers of ice and stray dogs sleeping on steaming manhole covers. On the bottom staff—the taste of earth, worms, and dust; the smell of dead leaves and frankincense. On the top—the luminosity of awareness making sense of transience and predestination. Three quiet major chords marked the moment of death, because death was sweet. It was our true home, the home we’d left and been trying to get back to. It’s what we had passed through before and would pass through again, a moment of truth that suspended the weight of thought, the weight of the will to inhabit a dead universe.


The third bell rang just as I reached the corner and edged myself toward the window of my classroom, which, fortunately, was open. “Here she comes,” I heard Lilly announce inside. “All students rise!”


Six more meters, maybe seven. I moved slowly sideways, imagining that my fingers were magnets that snapped onto the stucco wall with great force. I felt the frightened eyes of passersby on Oborishte Street, but I refused to look down or behind me. One last step and I was safe. I sat comfortably inside the wide window frame and put on my shoes and pants. The fear was gone now, along with the nausea.


I peeked in through the curtains just as the Raven, flanked by Angel and Ligav and shaking all fifty-six bracelets, entered the door and toddled to the middle of the classroom, placing a triangle, a pair of compasses, a daybook, and her purse on the large teacher’s desk. It deserves to be pointed out that the teacher’s desk—in itself an instrument of power—was marred by five white horizontal lines that stood as a permanent reminder of the laborious task of sanding down graffiti that had been etched into the wood with a knife and then filled in with ink, an anonymous five-line manifesto articulating the reality of dating girls who are also professional musicians. The manifesto read: “Lesbians play the piano. Whores play the violin. Airheads play the flute. Bears play the cello. Singers have no brain.” Even the girls in our class had to admit that the manifesto contained some incontrovertible truths, though they were quick to point out that all boy musicians, for their part, were socially retarded, total imbeciles, pussies in love with their mothers, or all of the above—which was pretty much true as well.


Angel had volunteered to be on duty again. Being on duty meant that you were responsible for making sure that the blackboard was spotless, the water in the bucket was clean, the sponge was sitting on the board sill, and there was enough chalk to last until the Americans dropped the bomb on us.


I glanced at the exemplary students in the middle file—Lilly, the violinist; Dora, the cellist; the two Marias; and the twins, Ligav and Mazen, both untalented French horn players who always acted like sixty-year-old pedants—nodding while holding their chins, contemplating the life-altering wisdom of arithmetic with furrowed brows, ever ready with an Aha! were, for example, our history teacher to announce that the French Revolution had actually started in 72 B.C. in southern Italy and had been led by Spartacus, a natural Communist who well understood the works of Marx and Engels without even having to read them.


Normally, I sat alone at the second-to-last desk in the right row, behind Bianka and Isabel. Bianka’s parents were Hungarian Jews, but that wasn’t something you talked about. She wasn’t a particularly good pianist, which was kind of hard for me to swallow because I’d had a mild crush on her since seventh grade. Even now, in ninth grade, with everything that had happened between me and Irina, I was still curious about Bianka, not least because she was an aspiring young apparatchik and it was fun to imagine what it’d feel like to do it with the enemy. Once in a while we met before school or hung out in the afternoon. We sat together during the evening recitals and walked in Doctors’ Garden. We’d been doing all of this for two years and we hadn’t ever touched hands. My friend Alexander—last desk in the left row—claimed it all had to do with the fact that Bianka had no tits. Girls with no tits, he once told me as we smoked in the attic during long recess, have zero passion. Not that I believed him. He’d never had a relationship with a girl beyond fucking tenth graders in a school bathroom.


The Raven was incredibly short—though not short enough to qualify as a midget—and wore a black skirt, stiletto heels, and a woolen cardigan the sleeves of which were rolled up above her elbows. Her wavy, black-dyed hair seemed to be styled after a lion’s mane. She had a triangular chin and an excessive, permanently inflamed triangular nose which created the impression that she was always on the brink of bursting into hysterics.


“Dear Teacher and Comrade,” Angel began the mandatory report joyfully, “the students from grade nine, section B, are fully prepared to begin geometry class. Absent today are students number two, ten, and fourteen. This report is presented by student number one.”


“I’m not absent!” I said as I slipped through the open window and stood behind the teacher’s back, causing a ripple of suppressed laughter to pass through the room.


The Raven turned around abruptly and examined me from head to toe. I looked ridiculous in my school uniform. The blue polyester jacket and matching pants were too tight for me, while my white shirt was always stained and wrinkled. I had ripped the school’s badge (an improbable, poorly executed fusion of a harpsichord and an open book) off my sleeve, tearing a hole in the jacket. I kept the badge in my pocket so that I could show it to the government agents patrolling the streets.


“Where were you when I came in?” the Raven asked me wrathfully, testing the sharp end of her compasses against her thumb.


“There,” I answered, pointing at the gunmetal sky hanging low above the sea of rooftops.


Lilly raised her hand and stepped forward. “I’d like to explain that Konstantin just came in through the window. And he has brought nothing to write on!”


She glanced back at me and then at Bianka, with a what-are-you-going-to-do-about-it grimace.


“Greetings, students!” the Raven shouted, ignoring Lilly’s comment.


“Long live the teacher!” everyone shouted back.


“Sit down! That doesn’t apply to number fourteen, however. Number fourteen is going to prove the theorem that we discussed last time. Go on, pick up a stick of chalk.”


“I had a recital last night,” I said. “I didn’t have time to study.”


The Raven let out a laugh in her heavy smoker’s baritone. “So what? Everyone in—”


“The Communist Party, and the higher echelons of power, including the National Institute for Gnomics and the Ministry of Forests and Heavy Metals!” barked Alexander, jumping from his seat to perform a military salute. Short and beefy, Alexander had a doughy face and angelic blue eyes that concealed a cruel streak. He played the piano but was training to become an opera singer. We’d been friends since the fourth grade.


“Sit down!” the Raven commanded, her face flushed with anger. “Interrupt me one more time, Alexander, and you’re out! As I was saying, everyone in this school plays an instrument and performs in public, and that cannot diminish their ability to study all the subjects that are going to teach them how to become respectable members of the working class. Without physics, biology, chemistry, math—without math, you’re nothing! You’re half human, despite the fact that everyone may treat you as if you’re somehow special.”


The Raven, ever the staunch empiricist, was perpetually irritated by the fact that students of the Sofia Music School for the Gifted were taught physics, biology, chemistry, algebra, and geometry only through the ninth grade. She couldn’t bear the thought that one day we’d all immerse ourselves in the sorcery of sound, perfectly free to forget that the sciences ever existed.


“All Bach and Chopin did was transpose basic mathematical principles to the field of music,” the Raven went on. “Anything you can think of is explained by math. Even—”


“The unanimous declaration of the Fourteenth Congress of the Communist Party expressed the view that our immediate and long-term goals are—”


“Alexander!”


“Disarmament, stabilization, and the abolishment of the Cult of the Person, without saying who the Person was, since naming the Person would also mean creating a Cult of the Person, which—”


“Hand me your report book and leave the classroom!” the Raven screamed, pounding the table with a clenched fist. At any moment, Angel would offer to bring her a glass of water.


Alexander marched past the Raven, right hand raised in salute, head turned to the left, face twisted in a vacuous smile—just like the cretinous soldiers from the Military Academy one would see marching in front of the mausoleum on days of national celebration. As he passed me, I nodded my thanks. Thanks, kopeleh, for mocking the bitch.


Just before exiting, Alexander turned around and took a bow. Then he slammed the door with enough force that the soprano and pianist practicing down the hall fell silent and an angered teacher inquired loudly whether this was a school of music or a circus.


Standing close to the Raven, one could never resist the urge to examine the enormous hairy mole at the base of her nose, and her bushy eyebrows, thick enough to hide a small pencil in, and perhaps a few paper clips, for good measure.


“Give me an F,” I said and headed for my desk. I wanted to slap Lilly on the neck and knock all her stuff on the floor, but then I remembered that day when I had decided to sit in on one of the regular after-school orchestra sessions in Chamber Hall No. 1 attended by all the string students—they were playing Schubert, I think—and the conductor told everyone to stop so that he could hear Lilly play her part alone. The toxicity of her playing—the radiation—made everyone absolutely sick. Then again, it wasn’t her fault that she had been born a peasant, with the musical proclivities of a crocodile, and—with the help of her daddy, a Party member, and a system that championed mediocrity—ended up enrolled in a music school for the gifted. If you’ve ever competed with other musicians for a prize, you know that achieving perfection can cost your life. One wrong note, one convoluted melodic phrase, and you could end up in an insane asylum—or worse, in a bathtub with slit wrists. To see mediocrity thrive in a place where perfection was the norm, then, was not just offensive; it was torture. Still, I felt sorry for Lilly. She knew she was useless. The untalented always know what they’re worth. That’s their tragedy.


“Get back to the blackboard and start working on the theorem,” the Raven said calmly to me now, flipping through the daybook. “You’re going to have to earn your F, number fourteen. And if you decide to ignore me, I’ll kick you out and put you down with an absence—I see here that one more absence is just what you need to have your personal standing lowered to Satisfactory. And we all know what a slippery slope it is from there. I wonder what kind of pianist you’ll be once you’re kicked out of the Sofia Music School for the Gifted!”


Most of the sheep—Ligav, Mazen, Angel, Lilly, and Emile (a befreckled pianist with thin blond hair)—burst into laughter. Which was absolutely fine. After nine years of school and four years of government day care, where the bad kids were sent home with black stickers on their blue uniforms, I was virtually immune to every form of humiliation, except the kind that occurred while performing onstage. In the end, it was who you were onstage that really counted. The Raven and the sheep could never hurt Konstantin the pianist. Even standing idle here, beside the blackboard, a piece of chalk in my hand, I still made them feel small. When I laughed with them, I laughed at their pedestrian imagination. As for the Raven, shaking her fifty-six bracelets, she was just a cursed old spirit with an insatiable appetite for revenge and not a single blessing. I could see it in her eyes. These lands were infested with old, conniving, fallen spirits: the spirits of Thracian and Mongol warriors, of Roman slaves, of blinded and beheaded Serbs and Bulgarians, of exiled Greek philosophers, of Turks and Illyrians; they say that everyone born here is cursed, and it’s true that I, too, carried the shadow of the curse in my soul.


I couldn’t remember exactly how the feud between the Raven and me had started. Had she hated me from the moment we met five years before? Or had she only begun to hate me a few years later, when her niece, a second-rate piano player with waist-long hair and incredibly short fingers, was admitted to the school under dubious circumstances? Or did it all start in sixth grade, when my father, during his last appearance at a parent-teacher conference, told the Raven he’d given up on me?


“Draw an acute triangle and label the angles,” the Raven said, without turning around to look at me.


“Excuse me . . .” said Slav, sitting at the front desk near the door, as he held his pen and pointed at his lips and tongue, which were stained with black ink. Slav—a violinist who looked remarkably like Paganini—was known around the school for his habit of sucking the ink out of his pens. He claimed that he did this in order to earn a trip to the bathroom and get away from the teachers, if only for a few minutes. On any given day of the week, Slav might be seen walking around the building, carrying his cracked, hundred-year-old violin case, ink smeared all over his face, hands, shirt, and jacket. Both he and Ivan—another violinist who sat next to Slav in class—were very talented, especially Ivan, and were often cited as proof of the widespread view that gifted musicians were invariably messed up in one way or another. Ivan, for instance, was capable of transcribing the first ten bars of a four-voice fugue upon a single hearing—a feat of genius bordering on sickness, for even the best trained ears in the school could transcribe only seven or eight bars of monophonic melody after a single hearing. Ivan was also the kid who famously walked onstage to give a recital (a bow in his right hand and a violin in his left), tripped, and fell to the ground, his hands stretched behind his back like a pair of wings, in defiance of every self-preservation instinct known to man. He broke his nose and split an eyebrow, but hadn’t let his bow and violin touch the floor, which, as he later explained, would have been a “major faux pas.”


Slav returned from his trip to the bathroom with water dripping from his face and hair, his lips still black from the ink. I had been standing in front of the blackboard for ten minutes now and was prepared to stand another thirty. The Raven wanted me to feel humiliated, to feel as if I had walked onstage and suddenly forgotten every note from my repertoire.


“Just write anything!” Lilly complained.


“He’s wasting everyone’s time,” the twins murmured, dusting the sleeves of their jackets. I wasn’t embarrassed to look at the faces of my classmates. They had all stabbed me in the back, at one time or another. Except Bianka and Alexander. But none of this really mattered to me. This wasn’t a stage, and geometry had nothing to do with life. Life was so much larger than the Raven and her dreadful mole, her Pythagorean bracelets, her meaningless numbers; larger than the glaring faces of my classmates, the mustard-colored classroom, the ripped linoleum floor, the Chaika upright with dented lacquer and missing lid; it was larger than the seven-foot-tall windows with their century-old locking mechanisms and brass handles, the clay-tiled rooftops, the golden dome of Nevski Cathedral, the tree limbs weighed down with ice, and the rules that governed traffic and made little people get on and off trams and buses and go to work; larger still than the yellow cobblestone streets, the government Volgas occupied by fat, greasy apparatchiks eating fresh cherries in the middle of winter, and the mummy of Georgi D. lying in its glass coffin—a sleeping beauty stuffed with cotton—than the banners announcing the abolishment of the Cult of the Person, even though no one dared to say who the Person was, and the third graders in blue ties, and the fifth graders in red ties, and the ninth graders in Komsomol ties, and the policemen with pentacles on their hats, and the military generals who came to our school every year and made us strip naked and then examined our bodies to determine if they were sweet enough to be fed to the insatiable imperialist enemy.


Life was larger than all that. Life was about walking out of the Sofia Music School for the Gifted after dark—at the end of a long day of classes, ensemble sessions, piano lessons, and additional practice—and wandering downtown toward Tsar Shishman Street, past the National Assembly and the Russian High School, past pastry shops and old apartment buildings with dimly lit staircases and cramped kitchens dressed in cheap curtains, past the dirty fish store with a giant tank full of dead fish and crabs floating on its surface, crossing the street to avoid the National Security Headquarters and its cretinous soldier guards hugging their Kalashnikovs like newborn babies, over the grass and the sign that read “Don’t Walk on the Grass!” and around the stinking underground public lavatories, into the little park with the pond and the weeping willow and the miserable-looking pigeons, and the drunks, and the cancer patients in their pajamas, and the mentally ill, and the stray dogs, and the head-scarved widows; and then sitting down under the weeping willow to light a cigarette, aware of time, and gravity, and the unstoppable process of metamorphosis; aware also of the warm, golden light beaming from the door of the ancient Seven Saints Church at the park’s periphery and the black-robed orthodox clergymen tending to their tiny god—their deaf, mute, blind, limbless, powerless god, which had been banished from the Kingdom of Scientists, Proletarians, and Empirical Thinkers for bad behavior. A tiny god with a lowered personal standing.


Life was about playing Chopin’s preludes to yourself; about anticipating and surviving the stretched-out, capricious Sofia spring when cherry trees blossomed, when boys and girls walked hand in hand and made love at night on a bench in Doctors’ Garden or at the back of an empty, unlit street car; when so many adolescents decided to get ahead of the pack and hanged themselves in their grandmother’s attic, or drained their blood in a bathtub, or jumped from the top floor of their high school, most often without leaving a note, for suicide notes were rather tasteless and presumptuous: they always underestimated the intelligence of those who’d opted to wait for their natural end.


Life was, finally, about understanding the great perfection, about placing it in time, tasting it, dissolving in it. And the great perfection was death. Death, the final abode. Death, the sweet cure. Death, the only truth. Three major chords—tonic, dominant, and tonic again—at the end of Chopin’s Prélude in A Minor.


It was 11:05 a.m., according to Angel’s watch, which meant that there were still twenty minutes until the end of the period. Bianka looked so cute, three rows back, resting her head in the palm of her hand, staring gloomily out the window. Her eyes were prettiest when she was sad. Was she disappointed in me? Perhaps. I couldn’t even prove a simple theorem. I had D’s and F’s in every subject except piano, solfège, chamber music, and counterpoint. I didn’t even have the dignity to tell the Raven to go fuck herself.


I was tired of playing this game of teachers and students. Even my piano playing, which people said was on par with the very best, was by now an act of desperation. I knew I could never win. Not against the onslaught of mediocrity; not against the robots who played ten hours a day, had perfect grades, and did everything exactly as they were told; not against the protégés of the proletarian nobility who had the hands and sensibility of pigheaded weight lifters. Yet I kept on playing, kept on perfecting my chromatic and diatonic scales, my arpeggios and chord progressions, my voice—for voice was everything. Out of a thousand players, only one or two pianists had a voice. Even a ten-year-old could learn to play Rachmaninov. It was the slow pieces that were the hardest—the nocturnes, the preludes, the quiet passages of the ballads and the scherzos—for they required only voice. In the morning, in the afternoon, even in the middle of the night, I searched for the secret source of the voice, pressing a single key and listening to its sound with every cell in my body, tuning my inner being to the resonance of the ether.


It had started raining again, and, standing there with my useless stick of chalk at the blackboard, I wondered if my cigarettes were getting wet. Every morning before walking into school, I snuck through the narrow gate adjacent to the school’s main entrance and hid my cigarettes in the pushkom, a spacious backyard enclosed on all sides by a tall, mossy brick wall. Hiding one’s cigarettes outside school was essential for students with lowered personal standing as we were searched every time we approached the main entrance. Once, when Alexander was stopped by the two gym teachers and Bankoff for a routine check at the end of long recess, he kneeled down and instantly ate all six of the cigarettes he was hiding in his sleeve. We were at war with the state, and cigarettes, booze, and diazepam were our weapons of choice. The Communist pigs owned our lives; they owned our hands and fingers, our talent; they owned our childhoods and our minds, which they never ceased cramming full of occult incantations and slogans foreshadowing the dawn of the Supreme Social Order. “In a solid body, a solid spirit!” “Love is the responsibility of single working entities to form healthy proletarian cells.” “Exercise is the principal duty of every son and daughter of the working class.” “Youth is the fertile soil of the Communist Ideal.” They wanted healthy, work-loving entities who would march, salute, and procreate with the sole purpose of filling the Bright Future with yet more healthy, work-loving entities. Well, we weren’t going to give them any of it. We were going to destroy their most cherished property: in a rotten body, an eternally dead spirit. Love is fucking in public places and aborting all accidental progenies. Exercise is smoking two packs a day, drinking eight pints of beer at the Dondukov Boulevard tavern during long recess, and stealing painkillers from the nurse’s office. Youth is feeling seventy years old, misanthropic, and ready to die at fifteen.


At their desks, the sheep were hard at work on a quiz that the Raven had given them if only to make them stop yawning. Maybe Ladybug would come and rescue me from this nightmare. She had done it before. She would knock on the door, apologize for interrupting, then ask the Raven if she would be kind enough to let me attend a rehearsal. Ah, the electricity that would pass between the two! My beautiful, thirty-one-year-old piano teacher never missed an occasion to demonstrate her superiority over the musically retarded inhabitants of the school. In an instant I would change from a hunted pariah to a kid with a unique gift that warranted unsurpassed privileges. Wasn’t it the gift that bothered them the most? How unfair, how un-Marxist and unproletarian it was to be born with a gift! If we were all born equal, and talent were merely the outcome of hard work, why was it that some—Vadim, for instance—achieved perfection spontaneously, without having to practice at all? And what empirical materialist theory could explain why some kids learned to play the piano, while others simply remembered?


“Excuse me,” Slav said, standing up clumsily and knocking the violin case propped up against his desk. He walked toward the Raven’s table, ink dripping from his hands and nose. “I’m afraid that I . . . again . . .”


“What is wrong with you?” the Raven shouted, and she pointed at the door. “Get out of my sight! Out! Snorting ink in my class! Like an animal!”


Someone in the corridor burst out laughing and we all heard Alexander distinctly say that animals don’t, as a rule, snort ink.


Now the Raven’s voice shifted to bass baritone. “Worthless brats! You all deserve to be sent to Labor-Intensive Correctional School! Number fourteen—very well—you’ve earned your F. And I’m going to do everything in my power to fail you this semester. That’s a promise!”


I placed the chalk on the blackboard sill and walked leisurely back to my desk. Never had getting an F felt so good.





Chopin,
Scherzo in B Minor, op. 20, no. 1
 (Presto con fuoco)


December 14, 1987


Room 49 was tiny. A chair, a piano bench, a baby grand, a metal wastebasket. A skewed hat stand in the corner completed the setting. The door was wrapped in a burgundy vinyl sheet fastened around the edges with oversized black thumbtacks. Some curious soul had made a slit in the vinyl to investigate the composition of the soundproofing foam inside. The Yamaha filled up the entire room, its keyboard facing the six-foot-tall double-pane window and its rear pressed right up to the permanently padlocked closet where Ladybug kept her extensive personal collection of sheet music. The silver radiator underneath the window emitted syncopated hissing noises: half its ribs were cold, the other half but a few degrees warmer, not even body temperature. Two small black circles on the beige carpet marked the spot where every apprentice dug his heels in while pressing the loud and soft pedals.


I leaned on the windowsill and stared at the students crossing the street four flights below. A steady traffic of violin cases, viola cases, cello cases, guitar cases, French horn cases, trumpet and oboe cases. Flute cases were the smallest. Stand-up bass cases couldn’t even fit in a car. Loading a stand-up bass onto a bus required superhuman effort. The kids who played stand-up bass had the constitutions of giants long before they reached puberty. Igor, for example, was six foot six at just sixteen. Getting off the tram at the National Library stop, his stand-up bass strapped to his back, he looked like an enormous turtle.


Vadim was still at the piano, paging through a tattered edition of Chopin’s Scherzi. His dark-blue Komsomol tie was lying on the floor, on top of his uniform jacket and leather case. His pre–World War II watch and silver band had been set on the left corner of the keyboard. Vadim was a much better pianist than I. This was quite clear to me, notwithstanding Ladybug’s insistence that we were her two top students. Yet I didn’t feel even the slightest degree of envy toward him. Vadim was different. He played with the purity and naïveté of a composer who has just stumbled upon a melodic phrase that sums up his entire experience of looking into the glass of time. He wasn’t afraid of hitting a few wrong notes or blurring a finger-breaking passage because, in his playing mode, he was the composer: What he cared about was following the melodic breath passionately, unwaveringly, inhaling at bar one and exhaling only at bar five hundred, tracing the thread through chromatic falls and cadenzas, through explosions and moments of silence, like a fakir able to cut an apple peel into a string thin enough to cover the surface of the Earth. Vadim didn’t care if he forgot a chord: he invented a new one on the spot, and then composed a transition to connect it to the rest of the piece. Whereas even the most insignificant faux pas committed by other musicians produced exasperated coughing, the squeaking of chairs, and loud whispers that swept across performance halls like a torrent of humiliation, Vadim’s rare missteps were greeted with sighs of awe. So incredible were his improvisational skills that Ladybug could not bring herself to express any disapproval. She would just shake her head and purse her lips, holding back a smile.
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against a backdrop of tumultuous, historic world
events. Hypnotic and headlong, Wunderkind gives
us a stunningly urgent, acutely observed, and
wonderfully tragicomic glimpse behind the Iron
Curtain at the very end of the Cold War, reminding
us of the sometimes life-saving grace of great music.
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LiFE 1N SOF1A, BULGARIA, IN THE LATE 1980

1S BLEAK AND CONTROLLED. The oppressive
Communist regime bears down on all aspects of
people’s lives much like the granite sky overhead.
In the crumbling old building that hosts the Sofia
Music School for the Gifted, inflexible and unsen-
timental apparatchiks drill the students like

soldiers—as if the music they are teaching did not
have the power to set these young souls on fire.
Fifteen-year-old Konstantin is a brash, brilliant
pianist of exceptional sensitivity, struggling toward
adulthood in a society where honest expression often
comes at a terrible cost. Confined to the Music
School for most of each day and a good part of the
night, Konstantin exults in his small rebellions—
smoking, drinking, and mocking Party pomp and
cant at every opportunity. Intelligent and arrogant,
funny and despairing, compassionate and cruel, he
is driven simultaneously by a desire to be the best

and an almost irresistible urge to fail. His isolation,

buttressed by the grim conventions of a loveless
society, prevents him from getting close to the
mereurial violin virtuoso Irina, but also from
understanding himself.

Through it all, Konstantin plays the piano with
inflamed passion: he is transported by unparalleled
explorations of Chopin, Debussy, and Bach, even as
heis cursed by his teachers' numbing efforts at mind

control. Each challenging piano piece takes on alife
of its own, engendering exquisite new revelations.
A refuge from a reality Konstantin detests, the piano
i also what tethers him toit. Yet ifhe can only truly
‘master this grandest of instruments—as well s his
own self-destructive urges—it might just secure his
passage out of this broken country.

ikolai Grozni—himselfa native of Bul d

aworld-class pianist in his youth—sets this electri
fying portrait of adolescent longing and anxity
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“Wonderkind is a gift for all the senses. Nikolai Grozni’s
shimmering, visceral prose unfurls like music,
as if a baby grand served as his infernal typewriter.”
—PATTI SMITH, BESTSELLING AUTHOR OF JUST KIDS

Il NDER Kt

“With heartbreaking insight, Wunderkind portrays the searing brutalities
of life in Communist Eastern Europe—and the power of music to provide
solace and red. 1 found myself J, amazed, and moved
by this remarkable novel.” —LAUREN BELFER, BESTSELLING AUTHOR OF

CITY OF LIGHT AND A FIERCE RADIANCE

“Nikolai Grozni’s Wunderkind is an elegant, graceful novel that captures
not only the power and beauty of music, but the stifling oppression of
life in a totalitarian state. The novel sings and howls, and in its finest
moments, takes the reader’s breath away.” —DINAW MENGESTU,

AUTHOR OF THE BEAUTIFUL THINGS THAT HEAVEN BEARS

“Shrewd, rhapsodic, Nikolai Grozni’s Wunderkind fuses high romanticism
with sinister, hard-edged humor. A love-hate letter to a Bulgaria that
no longer exists, it contains some of the most vivid, celebratory writing
about music I've ever read.” —ZACHARY LAZAR, AUTHOR OF SWAY
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