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BLUE LARD

Blue Lard: An Extroduction

Glossary


“Wait, wait!” said Pantagruel. “See? There are more that still haven’t thawed out.”

Then he threw on the deck in front of us handfuls of frozen words, which might have been sugared almonds, like so many pearls of different colors. We saw bright red words, green words, blue words, black words, golden words. And after they had been warmed a bit, between our hands, they melted like snow and we actually heard them, but without understanding a word, for they were in a barbarous language . . . 

I wanted to save some bright red words by putting them in oil, as you preserve snow and ice, storing them under good clean straw.

—FRANÇOIS RABELAIS, Gargantua and Pantagruel
Book 4, Chapter 56 (trans. Burton Raffel)


There are more idols than realities in the world: that is my “evil eye” upon this world; that is also my “evil ear.”

—FRIEDRICH NIETZSCHE, Twilight of the Idols
(trans. Walter Kaufmann and R. J. Hollingdale)


2 JANUARY

Hello, mon petit.

My heavy little boy, my tender bastard, my divine and vile top-direct. Remembering you—such infernal business, rips laowai—is heavy in the strictest sense of the term.

And dangerous too: for sleep, for L-harmony, for the protoplasm, for the skandhas, for my V-2.

Back in Sydney, sitting in traffic, I first started to remember. Your ribs glowing beneath your skin, your “monk” birthmark, your tasteless tattoo-pro, your gray hair, your mysterious jingji, your dirty whisper: Kiss me on the STARS!

But no.

This is not a memory. This is my curdy, ephemeral brain-yueshi, plus your festering minus-posit.

It’s old blood that’s splashing around inside me. My turbid Heilong Jiang on the oozing banks of which you piss and shit.

Yes. In spite of his innate Stolz-6, your FRIEND is having a hard time without you. Without your elbows, your gaovan, your rings. Without your final yelp and your rabbity squeak:

wo ai ni!

Rips! I wanna drain you off. Sometime soon? OK. Top-direct.

Writing letters these days is a frightening occupation. But you know my current circumstance. Communication with the outside world is forbidden here, except by means of carrier pigeons. Their parcels appear wrapped in green W-paper. They’re sealed with wax. Nice word, rips ni ma de?

The AEROSLEIGHS aren’t bad either. They chewed me up on those things for six hours from Achinsk. Their diesel engines howled like your clone-fighter. We raced over the extremely white snow.

As Fan Mo says: “The Siberian Orient is big.”

And, here, everything is just as it was before, just as it was in the fifth century or the twentieth. Western Siberians speak in Old Russian with a dash of Chinese, but they prefer keeping silent or laughing. A lot of Yakuts. We left Achinsk at dawn. The aerosleighs were led by a silent white token, to make up for which the Yakut navigator, wearing a midshipman’s uniform, laughed the whole way like our magician Lao. A typical representative of his lively, L-harmonic people. The Yakuts here prefer soft teeth, wear self-generating fabrics of Chinese production, and actively test multisex: 3 plus Caroline, ARCHEOSEX, and ESSENSEX.

Rips-rips, voyage-r.

In six hours, I learned from this kuaihuoren that:

1. The Yakuts’ favorite dish is venison in crow juice (the juice is squeezed from a medium-sized living crow, then deer tenderloin plus a bit of sea salt and reindeer moss are put into the juice, and everything is stewed in a cauldron until top-direct. Shall we test it together in seven months?).

2. The Yakuts’ favorite sex position is performed on four fulcrums.

3. Their favorite sensor-film is Dream of the Red Chamber (with Fei Ta; do you remember her violet robe and her scent when she walks in with a snail in her hand and a heap of wet water lilies?).

4. Their favorite joke (as old as permafrost): the layout of bathrooms in Yakutia. Two sticks—one to scratch the frozen **** out of the anus, the other to fight back against the wolves. Top-direct humor. ISN’T IT?

However, when I got up from my seat after six hours, I didn’t feel like laughing anymore.

THE PROSTATE. A violet contour in the eyes. Minus-posit. Bad-kan ser-po. A curdled mood.

Only you will understand me, you nasty lianglianpai.

This place—where I’m going to live for the next seven months—is rather strange. GENLABI-18 is hidden between two huge hillocks, reminiscent of buttocks.

An allusion in everything, rips ni ma de dabian.

The hillocks are covered by sparse trees: larches and firs. I was welcomed by the colonel—a square, L-deranged macho with a turbid gaze and a direct question: HOW WAS THE TRIP? I answered honestly: minus-robo. This disappointed the bendan shagua. When we went down into the bunker, I lost my sense of time completely: GENLABI-18 is situated in a former HQ of the Soviet Air Forces. Deep foundations. Reinforced concrete from the time of Sov-Com. In here, half a century ago, Soviet missile men pushed buttons all day and masturbated all night.

Happy: at least they had some objects to masturbate to—TVs and CDs.

There’s not even sensor-radio here. Verboten: all that which is medial is plus-gemein. Our equipment is made from third-generation superconductors. Because they . . . ? Of course. They don’t leave any S-trash in the magnetic fields.

Accordingly, nothing can detect them.

Also: the temperature in the instrument room is -28ºC. Not bad, rips laowai? In there, they work in suitinators.

A relief, then, that I am neither an operator nor a geneticist. A plus-plus-relief that my suitcase has arrived with my copy of rGyu-bShi and, with it, my L-harmony.

I hope that everything will be ling ren manyide and that I don’t turn into a white mole with a pink prostate over the course of the next seven months.

And so, my tender bastard, let the countdown begin. 7 months with the crew: 32 white tokens, 1 colonel, 3 lieutenant-operators, 4 geneticists, 2 medics, 1 thermodynamicist. Plus the logostimulator you know so tenderly well. And this is all that exists in the surrounding 600 versts.

Such is our dahui, as they say behind the Great Wall of China.

Weather: -12ºC, wind coming from the leftern hillock. Some white birds in the larch trees. Grouse? Is there such a thing as white grouse, my suckling pig? Apropos, you are so very indifferent to Nature. This is incorrect on principle. And minus-active.

Pray that I don’t curdle here from sadness, obo-robo, and frost.

Tonight we’ll have old-fashioned cauterization plus da-byid lizard fat. The ba-sam butter finally arrived, glory to the Cosmos. The Five Good. . . also made it here whole. I remember: “Desire, coitus, insomnia, pacing, the seated position, anxieties—anything that can cause a disturbance in the urine must be forbidden.” It’s too bad no one will be there tonight to hold the jug for me.

Let’s see what they eat here. A bear’s hug, my narrow-hipped hangkong mujian. I kiss you on the STARS.

Boris

4 JANUARY

Ni hao, my dry moth.

The rotten days of Vorbereitung are behind us. I am tired of requesting and commanding. Despite the fact that almost all the white tokens are veterans of the enterprise, they seem to have protein pulp incubating in their heads instead of brains.

Yesterday at dawn, a mountain of instruments showed up. Glory to the Cosmos that I’m working in the V-hydroponic and not the instrument room. I won’t have to change clothes or sweat so much. To put it generally—everything is getting started, rips ni ma de. Your warm little Boris has gotten himself set up pretty well in his concrete zhichang. My berth is at the far end of the building. Because of this, the moans from the bio-incubator won’t reach me. That minus-direct sound that’s bothered me on every single one of these business trips.

I’ve met everyone. The geneticists: Bochvar is a ruddy, prolix Russki with about a dozen marmalon plates around his lips, Witte is a gray German, Marta Karpenkoff is a corpulent woman with a history of TEO-Amazonianism who loves: clone-horses, old-hero-techno, aeroslalom, and conversations about M-balance. Fan Fei is a cheerful man from Shanghai of about your age. He speaks impeccably in both Old and New Russian. It’s obvious that this great zhuan men jia is getting along nicely in gen-eng (the L-harmony of his gait is more than 60 units on the Schneider scale). I discussed the dominance of Chinese blockbusters with him. He couldn’t care less about tuding, of course.

The medics: Andrei Romanovich, Nataliya Bok. White rat-clones straight from the reeking GENMEO. Communicating with them is heavy mince. On the other hand, Avigdor Khariton, the thermodynamicist, is a kind and plus-direct shaonian. He’s a descendant of Khariton’s, the academician who created the H-bomb for Stalin. It wasn’t the desire for money that brought him into our concrete anus (unlike your soft friend), but a SEX-BENGKUI; a SOLID, experienced multisexer, he broke up with two of his tender pistons and asked to be included on our business trip out of sadness.

Who, in this hole of ours, will harness him with a doublet? Definitely not the re-enlistees, rips laowai. He loves: somewhat sporty fliers of the fifth generation, the Himalayas, elderly male mathematicians, cherry cigars, and chess. We’ll play in the evening.

All the soldiers, even the operators, are totally uninteresting. Sinewy amplifiers. They speak in ArcheoRusscenities, which I can’t stomach, even with a northern sauce.

AND!

About the lieutenant: info. by default, as my dec. dad used to joke.

“That’s the whole shanshuihua?” you ask. And I nod, rips ni ma de.

Finally, you and I are done waiting, oh my chocolate-covered baby goat. You used to scare me so much: “Von meinem BOBO muss ich scheiden.”

As a tender bastard, it will be easier for you to get through this. It’s enough for any well-washed hand to touch your flippers: top-direct, huaidan, plus-posit, xiaotou! The hand of the wang who gives never thins and your nacreous, protean sperm shall never thicken.

Unfortunately, I am structured differently and my LM is not disposed toward proteanism.

I am whole.

And I’m proud of it, rips.

For this reason, just like back in Barcelona, I’m saving my zhongshi for you by means of a displacement of my M-balance and the preservation of my divine L-harmony. With the Cosmos’s blessing, I’m sure that the rGyu-bShi will help you.

Pray for me in Russian. Apropos, in front of me lies the rGyu-bShi open to your u n f a v o r i t e chapter, 18.

THE NIRUHA, WHICH IS RELATED TO THE NUMBER OF THE FIVE APPOINTMENTS.

“When a little piece of a weapon gets stuck in the tender part of the body, the stool withers, glang-thabs, heat in the lower parts of the body, retention of urine, distension of the belly, tapeworms, a fresh skran, and chronic rims.”

A piece of your juicy weapon is stuck in my Heart Chakra, you scumbag. There isn’t even anything about this disorder in rGyu-bShi. Don’t laugh at the “Designation of Illnesses by Means of a Urine-Mirror,” you chunren. I’m older and smarter than you and will repeat to you 77 times: your beloved bloodletting is not an elixir against all illnesses.

Remember the great Vernadsky: L-harmony is not related to the cleanliness of the blood. Your quasi-meditations with Ivan and the ensuing communal bloodlettings are total hushuo badao.

The minus-direct of that savage is two plus-our-plus-direct. I’m not afraid of using your Tibetan knife for bloodletting into the shape of a swallowtail, but it’s a shame to see your young blood flow pointlessly into the earth. Better my lips to suck it out of you.

As a matter of fact, that’s enough of the corporeal. It’s the difference in our ages that creaks in my biophilological joints.

You are happy—you have 12 whole years stored away. That’s a lot, rips ni ma de!

I write this without envy.

In the three years of our affair, you’ve gathered that, despite my rotten character, I still have the childlike ability to rejoice in the happiness of the people closest to me.

And closer to me than you, shagua, I have only my pale body and its permanently blazing prostate.

But enough of the beicande! Let’s move on to something pleasant: the food-providing here is top-direct. Which is to say—simply niha dabian. And what a l a c o n i c cook we have,

ungarnished even though he sports a sergeant’s uniform.

Take a gander at today’s MENU, my little leech.

FRÜHSTÜCK

Maple Juice

Kelp Porridge

Sheep’s Butter

Oat Bread

N Coffee

TW Coffee

Green Tea

LUNCH

Rye Tartines with Goat Brains

Meadow-Grass Salad

Chicken Press-Broth

Nutria Fillet with Young Bamboo

Fruit

Blackberry Blub

REPAST

Koumiss

Wonton Soup

Vatrushki with Millet Porridge

COMPLINE

Birch-Pulp Mămăligă

Ginger Sbiten

Spring Water

The L-harmony coefficient of such a menu is between 52 and 58 units on the Gerashenko scale. Not bad, right? Yesterday at lunch they served turkey-clone with red ants, which provoked a fit of violet nostalgia in me.

Do you remember the banquet at the ASIA-center on the occasion of the split-fat-foiling of the springtime plus-income done by KhETAO’s macro?

You were in the minus-direct because of Zlotnikoff’s laobaixing, so you probably can’t remember anything, except for his platinum hair and the greasy paws with which he groped you by the obelisk.

But on that rotten evening, I gave myself over entirely to gastronomy.

It’s well known that the cooks at KhETAO are neither paper tigers nor little girls drawing ziding xianghua flowers on the surface of Chan Lake with buffalo horns.

After a verbal introduction and the distribution of the little boxes, the incomparable Miao Ma made his entrance on a one-point-five-ton blue tortoise-clone and started to sing “The Girl with White Hair,” whereas I dried up and started to curdle: another chinoiserie, rips laowai, impossible to get away from ’em now.

I imagined: 38 youths are currently in the process of opening the sandalwood doors, the master of ceremonies is banging his silver staff against the ground, and the totalitarian power of Chinese cuisine collapses down onto us.

But instead of this, a green sensor-wave, le Bois de Boulogne, and le triomphe de la cuisine française: hyperoysters, salmon with parasites, Siamese calves with truffles, poppy-seed shrews, beluga caviar in rosettes made of lunar ice, buffalo kidneys in clotted Madeira, a rhinoceros saddle under a blue laser, and, my absolute favorite, as simple as the smile of a replicant, as rich as life itself: turkey-clone with red ants.

At KhETAO, it was huge. Here it’s more modest—maybe 70 kg.

That evening, I tore into the white meat and cheerfully crunched the red ants, drowning my M-jealousy with Mytishinsky 2222 (500 new yuan per bottle).

You know that, as for white wines, I prefer old PodMoscovians, and it’s impossible to drink even a mouthful of red not from Albania. Back then, I wasn’t drinking reds on L-principle.

When you went off in that elevator with Zlotnikoff to give him a lesser tip-tirip in the altitude chamber, dessert was served. It was an enormous round cake: a detailed model of the moon, for which KhETAO had big plans (having already bought the destroyed Hilton in the Sea of Tranquility from the Brazilians). The cake soared in on a vibroplate, the music from which had an arousing effect on me.

I was one of the first to thrust the knife into the cake and cut off a huge piece of it before having a double Albogast, a Katya Bobrinskaya vodka, a layered Seven Colors of the Rainbow liqueur, another Albogast, a Napoleon O.X., a Myers’s planter’s punch, an Uncle Vanya, a Cusam Samroju, and you know how all this ended up.

Rips!

I will not apologize to you or to Zlotnikoff, not even on my deathbed. This is on principle, my bushy-browed little Brezhnev.

Zlotnikoff, that sow, shall remember my tepel-tapel for all eternity.

Am I a nuisance?

Time to cut short the T-vibrations and toss this frozen hedgehog out of my narrow bed.

I must also report to you that the clone-pigeon post is one of our military’s most stunning inventions. Lance Corporal Nedelin is in charge of the clone-pigeonry. It’s secured behind an iron door. And there’s a reason for this, rips. Having been raised by the baker-legged corporal, these creatures do not resemble Picasso’s innocent dove, a hologram of which hovers over the entryway. They’re as big as eagles and their yellow eyezzzzzzz glow in the dark. Their horny beaks could easily pierce Cpl. Nedelin’s skull. The beasts grow like mushrooms. Nedelin feeds them press-rats and XL-protein. These creatures are frost resistant, unpretentious, and long-range.

Plus they never sleep.

If one of these mongrels were to bump into an actual pigeon, it would tear it up on the fly, swallow him, then keep flying.

Nedelin fires off up to six clone-pigeons per day: military-plus-private post.

This isn’t confidential in the least—my letters will reach you after the project has been completed and the bunker liquidated. Perhaps I’ll embrace you even before you receive them, my slender wang? And we’ll be tangled up like white octopuses outrunning clone-pigeons?

At that point, when they reach you, you’ll tear open the envelopes and read the letters, while I, hunched over your tattooed back, throw pistachio shells at you and guess, from your snotty grunts, which part you’re reading.

It’d better be like that, rips.

•

			After lunch, I wandered between the hillocks and smoked. -14ºC. Gray sky, turbid sun.

Stepped out: Cpl. Nedelin (to loose the pigeons) and Marta Karpenkoff (to watch them fly).

The beasts leave their steel cages reluctantly. Nedelin fishes them out with forceps and launches them into the sky. They spread their sinewy wings and set off for Abakan.

Karpenkoff accompanies them with the pinpoint gaze of an ex-Amazon. Nedelin rattles the empty cages, blows his nose into the snow.

The day after tomorrow, they’re delivering the objects.

I have everything prepared except for the provocations.

I’ll have to make my presence known in the reagent room. Biophilology is a fashionable but laborious science. Isn’t that so, my dolphin? I’m holding you tight.

Boris

5 JANUARY

But you really are a huaidan, ni ma de.

I’m still trying to forget your viscous beastliness with Kir and Daisy, but I cannot. Even here in this frozen O.

Now I understand why you begged me to forgive you for such a long time, why you prayed that I wouldn’t punish you with BOROIN-OUT.

Not because you’re rapid by birth, a fifty-kopeck coin in terms of L-harmony, and a sugared pig in terms of karma.

With tears, bows, and table-kissings, you plasticined a heavier sin. A sweatier connection.

Without reference to L-harmony, Kir is a simple shagua who stuck his skinny zuan kong tchi right into fashionable HERO-KUNST. Daisy is a laobaixing who went straight from Pskov to the ART–mei chaun in Petersburg. She’s not even able to support an elementary tanhua and, like Rebecca from your favorite show, is only truly comfortable when repeating the last words of her collocutor’s sentences, disguising her idiocy with a hebephrenic “ha!”

Kir keeps her around because she lets him take her between the muscles—even Popoff knows this.

You started to snot relations from this misaligned, minus-posit couple because of your deceptive W-ambitions, and I, a naive and noble wang, wasn’t able to figure out why.

You needed Kir and Daisy, the pitiful pair, as a paper screen behind which you gave yourself over to a leaden au naturel with Natasha.

With that heinous, minus-active centipede. She wrapped round you with her palely venous legs, whispering “wo ai ni,” but you tore open her driedness with your pestle. You did THIS naturally, like fathers and grandfathers.

And you were proud of your M-bravery, you narrow bastard: “I’m testing au naturel!”

A deceptive abomination, worthy of scunners and diggers.

Beibide xiaotou, kechide lianglianpai, choude xiaozhu, kebide huaidan, rips ni ma de dabian.

•

			And this is all I’m going to growl

into your gilded ear,

sticky scumbag.

Boris

6 JANUARY

Ni hao, my joy.

Wonderful weather today and a great many occurrences.

First: my prostate has temporarily calmed down. After? 16 cauterizations, niruchi, and embrocations of da-byid lizard fat.

Second: no one writes to the colonel. A joke.

No one writes to us here. TS 332. Letters move in only one direction.

And!

Third: they delivered the objects.

This is worthy of a detailed description. I sat in the reagent room scanning yesterday’s sowing. Bochvar came in, loud as ever: THEY’RE HERE!

We got dressed and scrambled upstairs. Our entire garrison of white tokens was already hanging out there.

An antediluvian snowmobile came around the leftern hillock towing a white living-xiaoche much like the one used by the Chinese in Mongolia at the time of the Three-Day War.

They drove over.

A captain of something (the SPV it seemed) jumped down from the snowmobile and issued his report to the colonel. They opened the living-xiaoche and began to lead out the objects. You know that I’m a cold-blooded lizard, but this was my first time seeing RCs.

Therefore?

I was inordinately curious.

There are seven objects: Tolstoy-4, Chekhov-3, Nabokov-7, Pasternak-1, Dostoevsky-2, Akhmatova-2, and Platonov-3.

Despite the heat inside the living-xiaoche, all the RCs were dressed in pressure suits with dog collars and had tub-boots on their right feet. We put down a ramp and began to take them in. They walked calmly. We set them up professionally. Seven cells padded with natural felt: 3 x 3 x 3.

More details: Tolstoy-4.

The fourth reconstruct of Lev Nikolayevich Tolstoy. Incubated at the GWJ in Krasnoyarsk. The first three didn’t entirely turn out: less than 42% correspondence. Tolstoy-4 is at 73%. He’s 112 cm tall, weighing in at 62 kg. His head and hands are disproportionately large and constitute half the weight of his body. His hands are a corrugated white, as massive as an orangutan’s; the nail of his pinkie finger is as big as a 5-yuan coin. A sizable apple could disappear into Tolstoy-4’s fist without a trace. His head is three times bigger than mine; his knobby and irregular nose takes up half of his face: brows overgrown with thick, fat hairs, small teary eyes, huge ears, and a heavy white beard that reaches down to his knees (the constituent hairs of which resemble Amazonian water worms).

The object is calm and mute like the other six. He loves noisily sucking air into his nostrils, then heavily blowing it out. Sometimes, he brings both fists up to his face, slowly opens them, and spends a long time just staring at his palms. He looks to be about 60. He was grown in 3 years and 8 months. In his cell, there’s a transparent table in the style of late constructivism (Hamburg, 1929), a bamboo armchair (Cambodia, 1996), a bed with a helium filling-compound (London, 2026). Illumination: three kerosene lamps (Samara, 1940). His erregen-object is a stuffed albino panther. This is how it is, rips laowai.

Moving on: Akhmatova-2.

The second RC of Anna Andreyevna Akhmatova.

Incubated at GENRUSSMOB. The first attempt had a 51% correspondence, the second—88%. In large measure, the object outwardly resembles the original at the age of 23. Grown in 1 year and 11 months. Strong pathology of the internal organs: they’re pretty much all mixed up and underdeveloped. Her heart is artificial and her liver is porcine. An M-balance of 28. Unsettled behavior, automatism, PSY-GRO, yang-dianfeng. Frequently emits guttural noises, sniffs at her right shoulder and other objects. In the cell: a bench of vulcanized rubber (South Africa, 1900) and a glowing orb that floats freely around the room. Her erregen-object is bones from a male Neanderthal coated in liquid glass.

Is this description too dry, my golden-eared hangkong mujian? Keep reading. After all, you’re a HERO-KÜNSTLER, rips choude xiaozhu.

Nabokov-7.

Our GEN-moshujia fiddled with him for 8 years. The first RC to appear in the underground MUBE back when I was still living with the Siamese twins, unfamiliar with your charms. According to the academician Makarevich’s notes, this object’s abruption at one point reached 80%; the object was amorphous and maintained in a hyperbaric chamber. Nabokov-5 was incubated (sic!) on the day they prohibited RCs and F-type cloning at the Munich conference. The project was frozen and the object euthanized. But after just 6 months Nabokov-6 was incubated (unknown to the IGKC) at the VINGENENG near Voronezh. There were many problems. But here he is—Nabokov-7. 89% correspondence. Fantastic, rips dabian! The highest level of all seven. Though this isn’t outwardly apparent; the object resembles a plump woman with curly red hair. All his muscles vibrate very slightly, which creates an almost unnoticeable contour around him. Sweat streams off his body and squelches into his overflowing shoes. Furniture: kitchen table (USSR, 1972), a stool atop a helical bar (Bucharest, 1920), and a soldier’s cot (US Army, 1945). Illumination: four sources of green light deployed randomly. His erregen-object is a woman’s mink coat covered in bee honey and hanging from the ceiling on a golden hook.

Pasternak-1.

“The first RC-time and it was the charm!” our German joked dully. The Omnipresent and Immortal Aloise Vaneyev incubated Pasternak-1. The correspondence is 79%. The most zoomorphic creation of the seven. His resemblance to a lemur is striking: a small head covered in white fuzz, a tiny, wrinkled face with enormous pink eyes, long arms that reach down to his knees, small legs. He rocks back and forth and emits trumpet noises with his nose. In compliance with LOGO-correlation, there is no furniture in his box. There are, on the other hand, 64 intense sources of light and a living erregen-object: a sixty-kilogram Persian clone-cat. Dying? Of obesity, mon petit.

Dostoevsky-2.

An individual of indeterminate gender, medium height, with a pathology of the rib cage (it sticks out like a fin) and the face (the temporal bone is fused with the nose in the shape of a saw handle). His felt cubicle is illuminated with soffit. His erregen-object is a jasper casket filled with diamond dust.

Platonov-3.

A work of true gen-art from Saint Petersburg. Do you remember, my sweet piston, the yogi described by Gurdjieff who, for twenty years, stood on the ends of his fingers and toes at the door of a Buddhist monastery and whom the monks would take to the river once a month to wash like a bench or a table? Platonov-3 is that very table made of human flesh. His heavy bones are wrapped in yellow skin, his flat face is cast continuously downwards, and a gigantic white cock dangles between his legs. For Platonov-3: a beech cabinet (Paris, 1880), a crystal chandelier (Brno, 1914), and his erregen-object is ice in a wooden box upholstered with cotton wool.

And!

Finally—Chekhov-3.

Strong resemblance. Guofen even, rips ni ma de. But the correspondence is only 76%. One defect is the lack of a stomach. Well, yes—this is xiaoshi, as Uncle Mo says.

All the objects are in BIOS, so there are no problems with food or defecation. For the moment, everything is changtaide.

But why am I writing this to y o u, a sweaty nit with the type of plus-direct that betrays its dear ones?

Are you capable of understanding the simple and dis-active baofa of my body? Do you understand, as a sentient monad, that there is NOBODY closer to my body than YOU?

Boris

7 JANUARY

Last night, a blizzard came in.

Which means strong winds and snow. It tangled up all our fa: they hadn’t brought the TFG. And that’s where the trouble began.

It’s always like this with soldiers—they leave the most important for dessert. A Russian “mayhaps” plus bufuze xianxiang. We wait for the weather to come in and drink all day.

You’ll ask: “Rips ni ma de, what about our contracts, signed in cognac and sperm?”

My rotten-hearted angel, you were the first to break your contract (with Zlotnikoff) before your sperm even had a chance to dry on the rice paper. I’m 99% sure that, in my absence, in addition to multisex, you continue to test au naturel with persons whose heinous, L-dis-harmonic flesh is not even suitable for the food press Corporal Nedelin uses to feed the pigeons.

Therefore.

When I entered the solarium this morning, I took my first dose of my favorite vodka, Katya Bobrinskaya (there’s no cognac here), with a clear conscience.

Our solarium, or the sunhilation as the white tokens call it, is a large room (by the standards of the rest of the bunker) lined with self-generating textiles and hyperactively illuminated from above. In the center of the room stands a bar (very pinfade in terms of its contents), plus liquid plinths, a chess table (ordered by me), and two sensor-seats, from which, naturally, the machinery has been removed.

In a normal place like this one, I would tend to be drawn to the sensor-seat after 50 ml of Katenka.

To begin with, I would paste on something cheerful.

For example, the mix-remake of City Lights–Terminator. (Do you remember how Schwarzenegger hunts down Charlie Chaplin in the subway?) After the third dose, I’d opt for some chinoiserie from Shaolin Productions—The Breath of the Red Dragon or River Backwaters. Then, after 500 ml—SACRED RETRO: Farewell Moranbong!

Rips, after half a liter, I can’t see Suzy Blank’s hands without crying—and that’s fatum.

Do you remember when she bandages Vladimir’s wing using her own shirt and he closes his eyes and asks her, “Have you ever had the chance to sleep in the sky?,” in response to which she asks him, “In the sky? What do you mean?”

And suddenly—blood through the chemise! plus the surf! plus the sea-foam on the rocks! plus moray eels around Ronald’s corpse! plus wind in hair! plus the smell of an incinerated nest! and, just when the wind starts to kick up sand and a grain of it scratches across the teeth, everything in me too begins to flow.

And I weep right up until her reincarnation.

There’s a mystery for a person as unsentimental as I am.

But here at GENLABI-18, there’s not yet reason to cry.

I hadn’t managed to pour a second Katenka when the door spluttered open and two people came in: Bochvar and Karpenkoff.

“Rips! I thought they said biophiles only snort, squeeze, and rub,” Bochvar laughed.

“Unfortunately, they also drink,” I said, finishing mine.

He went behind the bar and started to thunder around for a bottle.

“With what are you fighting the blizzard, Mr. Gloger?” asked Karpenkoff, glancing at my empty cube.

“Katya Bobrinskaya vodka,” I answered, convinced yet again of this bitch’s heavy V-2.

“Katya Bobrinskaya?” she asked again with gloomy minus-direct, as if she’d suddenly remembered her entire turbid life. “What’s that?”

“It’s a nice rye vodka, Marta,” Bochvar outpaced me. “Ace-posit.”

“In that case, pour me one,” Karpenkoff lowered her wangwei onto the bar.

“Stop looking for bottles,” I warned Bochvar, “there’re only cubes back there.”

“They were waiting for us here with a watery shit-cutter!” snickered Bochvar. “Northern fuckery with icy plus-cunt plus dickscroll!”

“Please don’t use Russcenities like that in my presence,” I said as I scanned him.

“You’re a danhuang?” he asked.

“I’m a danhuang,” I replied.

“Jiu jing nin shenme shi hou neng zhun bei hao ni?” Bochvar bared his nacreous teeth.

“Tchu nian xing tchi ri xia yu shi,” I lit up.

“Bucks—put away your horns,” Karpenkoff grabbed the cube Bochvar had pushed over to her. “This blizzard’s acting on me like an END-SHUNYA. Stone head plus stone vagina plus stone anus. Is this your first time in such North, Boris?”

“Yes,” I replied, sitting down at the chess table.

“I can s e e that,” she brought the cube to her orange lips. “The White North won’t allow you to curdle. This is my fourth plus-tour. And every time, I lose up to 6 units of my M-balance, but, even so, I acquire a decent BORBO-LIDE. The North is a good teacher for us violet BEDBUGs.”

“As long as the soldiers don’t paint the rhinoceros, rips ni ma de dabian,” Bochvar poured himself a glass of Chivas Regal and added a generous amount of ice. “I’d be happy to lose 20 units of L-harmony provided we could just stay on schedule. If they provide everything like they have the TFG, then we won’t manage without any leaf springs. Another month kneading the air. Bengkui shiqi!”

“Our soldiers won’t paint the rhinoceros, Leonid,” Karpenkoff let out a concentrated breath after a sip of vodka. “The white tokens are no heels. They’re not even MPIs. They’ve got a solid status. Our Avigdor worries me way more.”

“Khariton?” Bochvar took a drink from his glass, jangling the ice.

“Yes,” Karpenkoff teased a tiny cigarette case out of her pauldron and took out a cigarette. “Maybe I’m just a cold-frame enclosure, but he seems so unpracticed working with the batteries. Some kinda retro-plus.”

Bochvar laughed.

“Do you have a clue about thermodynamics?” I asked.

“You don’t have to be a gen-titan to know the dependency of disjoints on the verge of entropy. I didn’t leave my mom’s pussy yesterday and this isn’t my first business trip. Khariton is fixated on von Stein’s outdated method, which almost everyone refuses to implement. I worked more directly with Artsimovich and Mamelyan.”

“In Ugra?” I asked, putting the chess pieces into position. “The S-plasticine project?”

“Yep,” she lit up.

“To compare S-plasticine and BL-3 is improper.” I played e4.

“S-plasticine!” laughed Bochvar. “Marta, you’re bluffing! S-plasticine! Vitya Borzzoni did them an in’out. It was like the savanna out there. Everything turned out so quick, I saw the pulp. Rips—it was top-direct. His body weighed four tons and his skin vulcanized right in front of our eyes. But, Marta, to compare these projects . . .” he shook his head so hard that the half-moons above his eyebrows started to ring. “Your Artsimovich and Mamelyan are simple machinists compared to all of us.”

“I don’t give a shit about the cherry on top, I’m responsible for compatibility. You and Witte are the ones who have to chew glass. Your fantastic Avigdor will have a very average dispersion. I can s e e it. It will be a middling stench,” Karpenkoff walked over to the wall, blowing smoke onto its textiles. The fibers began to stir greedily.

“Don’t squeeze the udder, Marta,” Bochvar yawned. “Basta. We all want money. And a comfortable way back. Right, Boris?”

I nodded.

“Boris isn’t one of the talkative ones,” Karpenkoff approached me, unsteady on her buskins.

“And I’m proud of it,” I grumbled, playing the Spanish Opening.

“I hate winter,” Bochvar sat down on the bar. “Only 137-Music is worse than winter. More Katya?”

I nodded. He threw me a cube.

“Not my drink,” Karpenkoff put out her cigarette. “Is there any oak aquavit?”

“Of course!” Bochvar quickly found it, opened it, then poured it.

“Now we’re talkin’. Zuo de hen ya guan’de,” she took a sip.

The colonel came in.

“The reddest occupation,” he grinned.

“Come join us, Serge,” Karpenkoff clucked affably. “Andrzej is the cupbearer today. What do you drink during blizzards?”

“All the same to me,” the colonel sat down. “But not beer and not wine.”

“Take it from me,” she showed him the glass of oak aquavit, “this is like a concrete shield against blizzards.”

“Like Mao said, when northern winds blow, it’s better to build not shields, but windmills,” grunted Bochvar, pouring the colonel his drink.

“Rips, it’s much easier to blow up than it is to build here,” the colonel unbuttoned his collar. “Siberia! The storm troopers are swine. Those geek-fucks couldn’t complete the proper Vorbereitung. All the providing is going downhill.”

“And I already wa-a-a-a-nt to go-o ho-o-o-ome!” sang Bochvar in his tenor.

“Who’s with the objects?” I asked the colonel.

“Lieutenant Peterson,” the colonel drank, then looked at me with faded eyes. “The blizzard agitates them. Tolstoy-4 is throwing up bile and Pasternak-1 smashed his head against the wall.”

“Rips!” I stood up. “When did that happen?”

“Relax, Gloger,” the colonel laid his small but strong hand on my shoulder. “We’re pingande down there. Peterson is an experienced medic. For now, everything is just tip-tirip on the trace.”

He knocked his finger against his broad chin.

“Everything except for your TFG,” I interjected, transitioning to my endgame.

“What do you mean ‘your’?” sneered the colonel. “We’re all stuck in the same c o f f i n.”

“The TFG is your practice, Serge,” Karpenkoff walked up behind him and placed her palms, twisted into a small ring, over the back of his gray head. “You’ve got some real gusanos. Are you a goldsmith?”

“I’m a butterfly,” he smiled.

“Yeah, you couldn’t be a goldsmith,” she continued to scan him. “You’re a good ol’ ADAR, right?”

“One can see that even without the ring.” The colonel picked up the snuffbox and took a quick sniff. “Rips, Marta, you’re not Sandra Judd. You need to get some.”

“I’m getting some,” she dropped a trace and kissed the back of his head.

“Fuckin’ rips, what an anaconda!” the colonel gave a start. “It’s too bad women don’t get BEDBUGs on our business trips.”

Everyone started to laugh and I joined in.

Katya Bobrinskaya enhances the perception of collecto-humor. Khariton came in wearing a suitinator crusted with ice:

“The chromo-dis aren’t at 7.”

“What are they at?” Bochvar put down his glass.

“Thirty is at 6, 32 is at 4.”

The geneticists began to stir.

“It’s all because of the blizzard,” Bochvar was the first to rush out.

“Avigdor is a great master of freezing other people’s fathers,” Karpenkoff pronounced, glancing into the colonel’s eyes. “I’ve always believed in RussThermodynamics.”

She left.

“Let’s paint,” the colonel snapped his collar shut. “I’ll wait for your traces at two o’clock, Boris.”

“Fertig, rips ni ma de,” I muttered.

The colonel disappeared out the door.

“Rips choude shiqi!” Khariton tore off his suitinator and walked over to the counter. “We’re in the snot. Everything, absolutely everything, is covered in lilac-colored snot.”

“That’s Russia for you,” I checkmated myself in three moves. “Wanna play?”

“Pus and honey are twin brothers in this country, Ivan Vishnevsky was right,” he sat on the other side of the table and started to set up the pieces.

“That’s the Jew in you talking,” I hid a black and a white pawn in each of my fists. “Vishnevsky wrote a lot of top-direct in Moscow and Bochum. But to quote his writings in Western Siberia is obtoston. Drilling the air.”

“I’ve been drilling into m y s e l f all my life,” he smacked the fist with the black pawn. “Fine. I love to play on the defensive . . . rips, what were they drinking in here?” he sniffed the air.

“Vodka and oak aquavit,” I moved to e4 again.

“Too much,” he replied in English, then moved to e5 without thinking. “Is there any corn beer? Or Astor?”

“I’m not the bartender.” (f4)

“Rips, I’m not asking you to pour for me.” (exf4)

“You’re just asking?” (Nf3)

“I’m just asking.” (d6)

“Beer’s not my drink.” (d4)

“A typical man of the ’50s.” (g5)

“And I’m proud of it.” (Bc4)

“Plus-direct. But I won’t drink anything.” (g4)

“That’s your POROLAMA.” (Bxf4)

“Rips laowai ni ma de.” (gxf3)

“On the white exeron, everything is plus-tip-tirip on the trace.” (Qxf3)

“You like that sensor-film? This snottery?” (Nf6)

“Don’t disrupt my L-harmony.” (Nc3)

“You’ve got innate midirrex?” (Bg7)

“I’ve got innate shengsheng.” (0-0)

“What were you discussing with the colonel?” (0-0)

“His fields.” (Bg5)

“Rips, he has fields?” (Nd7)

“Don’t think of him as a clone-weightlifter.” (Nd5)

“Certainly not—Madame Karpenkoff is the clone-weightlifter.” (h6)

“She crushes rats because of you.” (Bxf6)

“I’m not a rickshaw for geneticists.” (Nxf6)

“As an ex-Amazon, she needs certain guarantees.” (Nxf6)

“Everyone sucks their own butter.” (Bxf6)

“She’s cracking because of the batteries.” (Qxf6)

“Batteries are my caiyuan.” (Qxf6)

“Doubts are her ba.” (Rxf6)

“Rips ni ma de.” (Kg7)

“You haven’t been drinking all day. Therefore—not at your best.” (Raf1)

“Rips, how am I supposed to defend f7?” (Be6)

“It’s an unctuous palliative, as our president says.” (Bxe6)

“Beastliness.” (fxe6)

“Maybe . . . wahrscheinlich.” (Rxe6)

“It’s uncomfortable playing with you,.” he mixed up the pieces, “you play like BIB 3,000.”

“Is that a compliment?”

“Up to you.” He found a sphere of beer behind the bar, opened it. “Apropos, who’s the champion of the world right now?”

“The weightlifting champion?”

“No, chess. BIB 3,000?”

“Not anymore. MEI LIU 8 tore him apart this fall. 12:6.”

“That Karpenkoff . . .” Khariton shook his platinum hair disgustedly. “This is my fourth business trip. And, every time: minus-direct with the geneticists. To them, I’m always an intelligent laobaixing with an unpredictable dispersion. What brings ex-Amazons to Siberia? Money?”

“Probably,” I felt around for another cube of vodka. “But maybe it’s not just the money.”

“What else could it be? Dry vagina and top-able anus?” he laughed, sucking beer from his sphere.

“You’re too corporeal,” I stretched out. “Karpenkoff isn’t a piece of thawed-out protopulp. She’s strong and intelligent. And she’s got her flexible M-strategy.”

“I couldn’t care less,” Khariton waved me off. “Even if she doesn’t shave, that doesn’t give her the right to scan my liver. I don’t breathe into her chromo-freezer, so she shouldn’t blow her nose into my thermotrope.”

“As the late Friedman said, ‘The experiment will force everyone to squat down onto the marble,’” I noted, not without bile.

“You have a desiccated sense of humor,” Khariton was getting bored. “I bet you’ve poached dry relations from negativists. Or from the elderly? I had an elderly man once—so charming, rips laowai. Enough for a whole life.”

“‘The elderly are humanity’s greatest hope,’” I recited.

“Whose excrement is that?” Khariton grimaced.

“Tony di Vigno. From his Nobel speech.”

“Too bad that shagua died so young,” he picked his suitinator up from the floor. “Karpenkoff and I would’ve given him a rhino anus.”

“You have two options: clone him or begin to poach wet relations from her,” I took a drink.

“That’s enough outta you. Your spleen’s overwhelmed me,” he strode toward the door. “I’ll pit Witte against you this evening. He plays well. Almost as well as that MEI LIU.”

“He’s welcome, xiaobian.”

Barely had the door slammed shut behind this “fine fellow from Lian Shan Bao” when I approached the counter, banged a pyramid of ice out of the shake, filled a third of it with Stepan Razin potato vodka, added 20 ml of Deep Blue, 20 ml of seals’ milk, 10 ml of fir gin, 10 ml of formic spirits, dropped in a granule of rock salt, then put it under a yellow laser for two minutes—and if, my toxic little boy, you were to touch your ticklish lips to this drink, you’d forget the name Ricci van der Muuna for all time.

Salut, you little bastard.
Boris

P.S. The blizzard is not a hindrance to the clone-pigeons. Those critters can fly through anything. Even through the Great Wall of China.

9 JANUARY

It’s begun, glory to the Cosmos.

The storm’s gone and they delivered the TFG after lunch. The geneticists wanted to start tomorrow, but the colonel insisted otherwise.

I wasn’t against it. Khariton didn’t have any snot either.

Witte resisted a little, but Karpenkoff expressed her strong dissatisfaction with him. At 20:34, we launched.

Rips shagua, I see you sitting in your HERO-KUNST cave chewing on a Pakistani locust and washing it down with Dutch beer.

What does this tiny little sentence mean to you, a multisexer, a traitor, and a protean: WE LAUNCHED?

Nihil.

I was always jealous of your ability to never be surprised by anything.

However, this is the jealousy of a cripple without an organ and, as such, it is improper, rips laowai.

In fact, I haven’t been surprised by anything so far either. Still—it’s not every day I find myself on a BL–business trip. For your purulent notice, there have been TWO attempts to obtain BL in Russia; first, Safonov, a real bendan shagua, herded BL-1 into a crag; then MINOBO talentlessly withered up BL-2 three years ago, afraid of the IKGC sanctions. Tsvetan Kapiditch was the logostimulator on the first project and Yuri Barabanoff was the logostimulator on the second. Both are super-plus wangs of their work.

But BL is a collective hangkong mujian and the absence of any louse therein puts the whole project under the CUTTER.

Understanding this, we ALL went upstairs at 20:00, divided ourselves, drew together into a large ring, and formed a good old Samadhi Sudarsana. The soldiers made a mandala in the snow using blue sand. The arctic night was a sight to behold: stars up high, northern glow, and no wind.

At 20:34, Khariton turned on the system and I handed out paper and writing tools to the objects.

The geneticists are in good spirits.

The soldiers too.

It seems that everything is outwardly in our favor. I pray every half hour. And tear my hair out in clumps of six to maintain the KUN hexagram (fulfillment).

Wish BL-3 your plus-plus-plus-direct and pray for the project in Russian. I kiss you on your scarlet places.

Boboboboboboboboris

12 JANUARY

That’s it!!!

We did IT, my tender little boy. And we were the first to do IT in all of Russia. Congratulate your active friend.

I prayed, the geneticists prayed, the colonel prayed, and the Jade Emperor heard our timid voices coming from this concrete O nestled in pure Siberian snow.

All the systems worked, all the objects are alive, and all of them fell into anabiosis after the script process. Plus-plus-direct. We walk down the hall and smile at each other like baichi.

At 09:34, the first phase of BL-3 ended successfully. Can it truly be that I’m going to see BLUE LARD?

We’ll just have to wait, rips huaidan.

All that remains is the waiting. And so I shall, rips ni ma de. I’ll start to write you letters as long as your divine olo. But not today. Because?

Because first I’m going to send you what nobody here needs anymore.

Nobody except for me.

But I’m getting ahead of myself, rips. Dostoevsky-2 was the first to complete the script process. Right when the indicator flashed and the system shut down, I went into his cell with two of the sergeants. I tell you, it was a spectacle not suitable for a zhen jie de gu niang; the object had been heavily deformed by the twelve-hour script process; his thoracic cage nudged out even more, tearing through his pressure suit, his ribs had torn through his skin, and the internal organs and beating heart were discernible between them. The pathology of the skull had also intensified, that very same “saw handle” jutting out from his face had proceeded even farther afield, as if the Almighty had, in vain, attempted to pull it out of a human infant’s. It was grown over with thick black hairs. Dostoevsky-2’s hands were as if charred, his steel pencil having merged to them for all time. Dostoevsky-2 had aspirated all the diamond dust into his nose. Which means that your fantastic friend made no mistake in selecting his erregen-object (and not only in that, rips!).

After the deactivation of BIOS and a quick spell of convulsions, the object fell into accumulative anabiosis.

Which?

Will last for 3–4 months.

The blue lard will accumulate on the tender part of his back and on the inner side of his thighs. I’m sending you his TEXT (for my script-collection, natürlich), thanks to which up to 6 kg. of blue lard will be deposited onto the body of the author.

Kisses.
Boris

DOSTOEVSKY-2

COUNT RESHETOVSKY

At the very end of July, past two in the afternoon, during a spell of extremely rainy weather that was all too dank for summer, a shabby carriage with a removable roof, spattered in dirt from the road and harnessed to a pair of homely horses, rolled over A—Bridge and stopped on G—Street in front of the entrance to a gray, three-story home, and all of this was, to the point of extremity, as if by no means, sir, and about the chicken’s word about the chicken’s word already by no means good.

Two solid gentlemen exited the carriage, dressed, however, not in the summer fashion, yes, and not in the Petersburg fashion: Stepan Ilyich Kostomarov, a Special Affairs advisor to the Department of State, was dressed in a short sheepskin coat, around which was belted a serpent that, though deceased, was extremely long and of a striking yellow-black shade, while the limbs of the other man, Sergei Sergeyevich Voskresensky, the rich heir to a general who’d died young and, therefore, a person without definite occupation, were tightly encased in motley silk after the fashion of a Venetian harlequin, performing on the squares when he had the pleasure to show his own but she this vile creature was entirely, yes.

There are certain people one view of whom acts upon us suddenly somehow both oppressively and pleadingly, it causes the chest to contract and inexplicable tears well up into our eyes, and this is such a shame, sir, if a person is so predisposed, but toward what, it’s up to you to try to understand not unfit you know.

Kostomarov and Voskresensky’s appearance had this precise impact on the few people who passed by: two commoners, a student, and an elderly lady stopped, like stones dug into the earth stones stones stones stones? stones, yes, milestones, and saw this surprising pair on their way with undisguised agitation until they’d entered the house. This three-story home belonged to Count Dmitry Alexandrovich Reshetovsky and was one of the most remarkable examples of that species of domicile, which on Tuesdays or Thursdays, like bees to their hive, yes, like nimble, bustling little bees to their new and soundly constructed hive, though hives can be constructed in different ways, with logs, in little houses, hives in a tree, earthen hives, sir, the genteel Petersburg public deigns to to be drawn to be drawn to. However, as it was a Wednesday, the visitors were not greeted by a doorman in gold-embroidered livery, but by Mishka, a lame Cossack, the count’s faithful orderly who’d been at his side for the entire Turkish campaign and had become for the count a peculiar sort of Sancho Panza, however this is a total catastrophe and it is impossible to accurately represent his situation, and, based on that situation, he isn’t even necessarily a cavalry guardsman who knows all, or just a f o u l person, in Russian we would say—a scoundrel.

Without any perplexity on his pox-battered face, Mishka took the gentlemen’s unusual clothing from them and limped upstairs quickly quickly quickly quickly quickly quickly—to alert the count. Left unto themselves, these gentlemen began to grope grope grope each other, yessir, in the most decisive way possible. Stepan Ilyich dug into Sergei Sergeyevich’s steeply sloped shoulders with his long, bony fingers and, nimbly somehow too nimbly nimble as a crow nimbly, sir nimbly, sir and, fondling him, started moving his hands down lower, yes, lower, yes, lower, yes, along Voskresensky’s chest, belly, and hips right down to his feet in their foppishly cuffed Swiss boots. Having wrapped his plump arms around Stepan Ilyich’s waist, Voskresensky immediately set to plucking at his back at an extremely fast rate with little, but at the same time fairly painful, tweaks, from which the thick skin derm epidermis, like that of an African buffalo in certain places, yes, started to turn blue and engorge with blood.

“I must urgently request a favor from you, Sergei Sergeyevich,” Kostomarov, returning to their previously interrupted conversation, was the first to break the dead dead dead dead silence. “As long as we’re here and, it seems to me, can speak openly without being overheard, I ask you not to remind the count of that beastly, most beastly, most most beastly of stories with t h a t lady, as a result of which we all feel so nauseous nauseous nauseous. I understand that you are an individual without much, shall we say, concern in the affair, and accordingly, you are indifferent to it, as this whole as as as whole this this ball of yarn disgusting ball of yarn how it untangles for the count and for Lydia Borisovna, but I do have some concern, concern, most importantly, in its sound resolution, without hysterics or further attention paid to what is a dreary scandal.”

“Oh, enough out of you, sir, Stepan Ilyich, I have already grown quite sick of repeating myself,” Voskresensky recoiled, brow furrowing from the pain from the terrible terrible pain from the overwhelming, most sensitive pain. “Perhaps you have heretofore considered me to be an individual with no concern in this affair, this is of course your right as the count’s friend, but to claim that I, as such, have so little concern in the affair as to simply shit, yes, shit, sir, shit without fail, sir, on people not at all close to me, is offensive, yes, and even shameful.”

“I certainly had no intention of offending you,” Kostomarov shuddered, entirely focused on the heavy, undiverted focus, thorough if not to say intrusive, yes, focus focus, gazing at Voskresensky’s cheek, clean-shaven to the point of being bluish. “Understand, I am a friend to the count not just in the secular sense of the word, not only, above all, not only, but also in the full, in this in this, the heartfelt sense of the word. And I am extremely concerned with making sure that this all come to pass and that everyone forget this filth and baseness.”

“I’m certain that shall come to pass,” Voskresensky chimed in, understanding how relentless and even merciless Kostomarov could be in his peacekeeping. “From my side, from my solid, durable side good so good and upstanding, I offer all my services as an u n c o n c e r n e d individual.”

Mishka came in and invited them into the count’s study. They silently silently silently followed the servant and the count presently greeted his visitors with a characteristically sincere fit of emotion, rushing toward them from his huge desk, piled high with papers papers the most valuable of papers.

Count Dmitry Alexandrovich Reshetovsky was an uncommon individual in every respect, if not to say strange, and as such, on the other hand, even unusual and strange strange strange most strange to be sure. His deceased father Alexander Alexandrovich came from an ancient, but not terribly well-to-do, family, served in the cavalry, retired early, married, sired three three three sons, sold his estate near Pskov in accordance with the newest of fashions, then moved to Petersburg, Petersburg, Petersburg with his family, where he suddenly threw himself into a life of commerce, started to try his hand at leasing, and with reasonable success, for which reason he was able to acquire oh yes oh yes oh yes three large houses and, renting them to great profit, lived prosperously until the day he died, leaving a decent estate to his sons yessir but what about sons sons and nothing and nothing yes, yes.

His eldest son Dmitry Alexandrovich, having received a house on G—from his papa, didn’t even remotely follow in his father’s commercial footsteps, but instead, in a word, on the contrary, espoused above all in every way contrary to the typical to the typical a most pernicious disbelief with regard to the material side of his existence, such indifference, if not to say contempt which would, erelong, force him to begin mortgaging naturally mortgaging mortgaging oh yes and not t o p u l l t r o u b l e s o m e t r i c k s in his home along with all of his possessions with all yes with all yes giblets yes with all yes goods and with all the bobbits yes. He used the money furnished to him by the inheritance in the most unbelievable it’s simply just simply travels and little trips, leaving no place on earth, not one exotic place where he hadn’t set foot foot and not something foot typical foot in a box-calf boot on a high-proof sole most sound most most sound foot of a seeker of adventures. The count looked far north of thirty, his height was slightly above average, just a little bit absolutely not too much, terribly gaunt, stooped, very black hair, with a pale, powdered face, perpetually shaved to perfection, traits which gave him an inexplicable very very very very very strangeness to the point of being impossible, to devil knows just how complicated and contradictory such a personage can be. On the other hand, his eyes yes eyes yes eyes yes so good yes good yes good yes his eyes, black, fiery, and extremely lively, constantly shone some kind of unfeigned delight brought on by what was happening around him.

“Gentlemen! You can’t imagine how impossibly happy I am to see you,” loudly exclaimed the count, not giving Kostomarov, who had already opened his mouth, the chance to explain the strange reason how what how something above all out of the ordinary as a disgrace for such an unexpected visit. “Imagine! I had a most beastly sleep last night, which is to say so beastly that I got up to wet my head this is something this is something bad bad bad yes half-asleep I gave one to my Mishka right in the mug, I’m burning up, it turned out the problem wasn’t with the furnaces, but inside of me!”

The count took Voskresensky under his arm, for which reason this Voskresensky immediately grew embarrassed and looked at Kostomarov in perturbation, but the count count count, paying no attention to Sergei Sergeyevich, continued speaking heatedly, addressing Kostomarov directly.

“Stepan Ilyich, my sweetest friend, could you possibly guess what was coming to pass in my soul on this most sleepless night? That is, a sleepless night is not all at all the way to put it right right right devil take it it take the night night, as the main thing, in my whole life, I have never been capable of feeling such not so much foreboding, as a p r e d e s t i n a t i o n of events, as today today today! This is simply an embarras de richesses of all emotions, a sort of sort of sort of shock! Can you imagine, gentlemen, I hadn’t yet drunk my coffee when Mishka although struck for nothing, but however above all not out of shock, quite the opposite, being thankful thankfulness isn’t written on his mug, when he nimbly nimbly nimbly brings me an envelope, but I have already precisely predetermined the contents of the letter, the plot, so to speak.”

The count suddenly went quiet in the most intense of tensions, demanding the hasty reaction of his listeners who had been listening or eavesdropping as spectators people or bonne publique but on the other hand, there is no wherefore to make haste if you are impossibly happy deeply infinitely happy happy happy simply and in a human way.

“You’ll forgive me, Count, but what is the cause of so suddenly—” it was Voskresensky who began, concealing his perturbation with some difficulty and desperately exchanging looks with Kostomarov. But the count immediately interrupted him broke him off as they break spines sir, yes, just as in slaughterhouses and this what there is in this was something though only a droplet of reassurance however frightening grievous unbearably heavy, sir.

“And in this letter, my dear, Stepan Ilyich, my only friend, this scoundrel, this insignificant, base soul demands explanations of me once more! As though I were that very Madame Burlesque! But I could foresee every piddling, reeking line in the letter. What is this what is this what is this, if you were to claim: the gift of prophecy? You’ll laugh! As rightly so, rightly so! Although—not right away not right away not right away. Of course, I immediately tore the entire thing up and ordered Mishka that in no possible way, not in any not even under any, as on the day before yesterday, under any bloody circumstances, to accept any more letters from Monsieur von Leeb! But then . . .” The count hung his head, as if all his teeth had begun to ache. “What happened then, my friend! The cannon had not yet been fired and I could already foresee chaque moment, above all above all—Lydia Borisovna shall come to me and exactly so so so—the bell rings, Mishka, hurry! But you’ll never guess the complaint she came to me with! Yes and you shan’t believe my word, were I to as this is above all above will to say or deign to say.”

He squeezed Voskresensky’s hand even more tightly and, trembling all over as if he had a most terrible fever, dragged him toward the door as it is toward heavy toward wretched this trimmed with copper.

“Let us go in great haste! I shall show you I shall show you I shall you, I must show you everything! We shall all remember this day for all time, ma parole! If only that snake hadn’t spoiled everything!”

“If you’ll allow me, Count,” Kostomarov at last regained his ability to speak and stopped the count with as much delicacy as possible. “I don’t dare doubt even one iota of doubt about the importance of that which you want to open yes and open as an opening a discovery open and open up to us, but the matter on which we have come shall decidedly not endure any kind of delay, it is of the utmost utmost utmost importance for this lady and your honor, the honor of your family, and I, as your close friend, and Sergei Sergeyevich, as a human being, must, as fate would have it, dedicate ourselves to this unpleasant affair—”

“Not another word, my friend!” exclaimed the count, his eyes flashing. “I ask, I demand that you follow me into the sitting room right this instant.”

Kostomarov and Voskresensky exchanged a look, suddenly sharing a weighty perturbation transmitted oh yes as if it had been transmitted to them by yes by yes by the count, because of which all they could do was submit to his impulse.

Dmitry Alexandrovich grabbed them by the arms and dragged them through an antechamber and into the sitting room, the door to which was, however, fastened with a lock with a lock, as if above all not readily apparent, sir, but firmly sir, with such firmness sir, such incredible firmness sir.

When he saw the count, Mishka jumped up from his doze in the antechamber with an expression of total readiness toward everything upon his face, as inscrutable as always, though swollen from beatings. In the intervening period, the count took out the key to unlock the door to properly unlock thoroughly and in every way directly directly directly, but suddenly turned toward Voskresensky and began speaking with his prior heatedness:

“Most dear sir, I do not doubt the sincerity of your intentions and I see that you you you have come here not out of idle curiosity, but to help extricate us from this . . . from this . . . from this hell, into which that beastly woman has plunged us all. As such, are you ready to fight for all of us, the scorned and disgraced, I mean in all truth—ready? In all truth—just so?”

“I am ready,” Voskresensky went even paler and the familiar feeling of shame, which had tormented him since that evening at the Glinskys’, again came back to this to this proper turns and the awkwardness and even there and the pity were not, however, directed toward himself.

“Should you indeed be ready, then lead the way inside!” the count hissed severely, turning the key in the lock. “Mon heure a sonné!”

Voskresensky walked into the sitting room. The society gathered together in the count’s home was made up of the most disparate people—both familiar to him and altogether unfamiliar. All of them were standing around a tall, but not terribly large, table with champagne and hors d’oeuvres hors hors d’oeuvres sir of that same diverse this this incredibly delicate quality something yes something remarkable above all yes. Amongst those gathered there, one was able to distinguish Lydia Borisovna, Ivan Stepanovich Chernoryazhsky, Larissa, Nicolas Glinsky, Victor Nikolayevich Odoyevsky, and Petya Kholmogorov. The company had thinned out so much after after the last extreme gatherings as this is, yes with a word of questionable oh yes oh yes very Volotsky’s company, on the other hand, was not without its former ire. There was also a half-witted Englishwoman who had come from God knows where looked more like a man had lost her mind on the basis of p h y s i o l o g i c a l questions, and was sitting down amongst the armchairs with joyfully senseless and not very not very, but also truthfully truthfully not so stupid but also not oh yes and such a consummate expression on her face.

Barely had Voskresensky come in, when, all at once, everyone turned toward him. He was not, however, able to bow, as the count jumped out from behind his back at that very moment, holding his arms to his chest like a rabbit, and began to leap about the sitting room. Voskresensky and Kostomarov turned to stone yes like hewn and or simply chopped stones stones laid under the foundation for a silver kopeck apiece. However, as if on cue, those gathered there smiled.

“Lo and behold!” Lydia Borisovna exclaimed with vicious glee, then, folding up her fan, gestured toward the bouncing count. “Our count bounds to us as a rabbit once more! Might this mean that my my in a word first, but not, exhortation reached His Lordship?”

A loud chuckle rippled across the sitting room.

“Another shambles!” someone squealed.

“And, yessir, you’re getting those same sweet looks!” another cried.

“A new fashion of vox populi,” laughed a third.

“This is all your fault!” Glinsky remarked scathingly.

Voskresensky, his mouth agape, followed the count’s little leaps, while Kostomarov’s eyes blazed with hatred toward Lydia Borisovna.

“I’ve set eyes on this great lump of a man before,” she waved her fan toward Voskresensky. “And here’s Monsieur Kostomarov, but for what reason? It wouldn’t happen to be because relatively or or a different sort of forgiveness over there or because I am here? My my, have you fallen in love with me, Stepan Ilyich?”

Another fit of chuckles flowed through the gathered company.

“Falling in love with you, Lydia Borisovna, would be a hellish blow,” bellowed Bakov. “’Twould be worse than an Ottoman blade! I would and for a hundred for a hundred directly above all for a hundred thousand hundred hundred whole hundred thousand banknotes and would not submit!”

“Stepan Ilyich is a desperate individual, not at all a match for you,” Chernoryazhsky quipped.

“He doesn’t care for money,” Glinsky grinned.

“He has a different need,” squealed Popov directly here so sincerely as an h o n e s t gracious lord or lady or a commoner but with but with certain ambitions.

The guests laughed. Larissa was the only one not to share in the prevailing mirth, and, having buried her face in her hands, occasionally glanced at the bouncing count in horror.

“Why is it you why is it so insistently and oh yes and somehow indefinitely and are silent, Stepan Ilyich?” Lydia Borisovna continued with a grin. “For what reason are you here? And after you were so recently sent away from here so i n s i s t e n t l y?”

“I am here, madame,” Kostomarov began, having gone crimson, “because my close friend Dmitry Alexandrovich is in mortal danger. And you are that danger.”

“Ah, so you, as it turns out, are here for a friend or for a dear one as on the other hand a pal or for a good person for l’homme qui rit or for a comrade have arrived to stand up for him here? Count! Your Excellency! Is it certain that Stepan Ilyich is your friend? Is this correct?”

“Correct! Indeed!” murmured the bouncing count.

“Lo and behold! And I am so foolish or not but such but no no and I thought you two were simply on amicable terms only playing whist yes flirting with young ladies on Nevsky. And now suddenly—your friend! I don’t believe it! Kill me and I still won’t believe it.”

“Stepan Ilyich is my ancient, kind, close friend, and that’s God’s truth!” the count exclaimed heatedly, continuing to jump. “I would stand alongside him under any circumstances! And I will not allow anybody this so suddenly not good and disdainfully and this and this to needle at our sacred friendship.”

“Forgive me, Count, but what right has anyone here to encroach upon the holy!” Lydia Borisovna snorted. “We’re no longer talking about friendship, but something else entirely. And listen! Do you intend on continuing to leap thusly for very long? You’re certainly not a hare and as such not a bear yes and not a b o a r and above all above all above all not a bustard and in the same way not a chick chick and not a racehorse and not even a jockey like Bogomolov, but you jump! Bogomolov, perhaps you might talk to the count!”

Everyone turned to Bogomolov, who was drinking his Madeira a little bit apart from everyone else.

“I have, madame, Lydia Borisovna, madame, one ironclad principle, madame,” Bogomolov began speaking morosely. “I give advice to nobody, madame, except for my wife, madame, my cook, madame, my two direct heirs, madame, my, so to speak, Castor and Pollux. Only to them, madame, do I give advice, madame, not really always with words, madame, for the greater part of it, madame, this is what is used, madame,” he raised his weighty fist and showed it to everyone. “In my home, madame, this is referred to as a concrete education, madame. And should their Excellencies, madame, be far from disposed to my kind of authority, madame, then, so ’twould seem, madame, in accordance with my principle, madame, I cannot, madame, give them, madame, any kind of concrete advice, madame.”

“In vain, Bogomolov, verily in vain,” she exclaimed and cried out and such motion but the voice voice voice and directly to the guests’ general delight, “That’s so very à propos; our count is most absolutely lacking in the concrete! Isn’t that so, gentlemen?”

“C’est charmant, c’est très rassurant!” a voice squealed.

“In the spirit of the times,” another made itself heard.

“Gentlemen, and wouldn’t it be for us us to ask and for us persuasively persuasively yes good and directly Mister Bogomolov to our general delight and satisfaction to stray from his principle, though it be for only a quarter of an hour, yes and give to us une minute de bonheur?” proposed a slightly drunk Nicolas.

“Let us ask, gentlemen!” Bakov joined in.

“Bogomolov doesn’t believe in words,” Petya remarked, having been contemptuously silent until this point. “You must appeal to his self-interest.”

“Then we must ask him based on that very interest!” Chernoryazhsky himself concluded and even even and here as if to summarize and didn’t try to reason and not much not much a droplet, sir, and got out of the count’s way in jesterly fashion, as the count was bouncing all around them, then pulled out his coin purse. “Voilà, gentlemen!”

He pulled a five-ruble note out of his coin purse.

“Make your contributions, gentlemen, I insist!”

“That’s enough, Ivan Stepanovich,” Volotsky remarked to him reproachfully. “Thus do you go too far. For in every petit, yes petit petit, as above all petit morceau of the cheerful oh yes sir there is, in a certain respect, a moral limit.”

“I am not joking, gentlemen,” Chernoryazhsky spoke seriously.

“What do you mean, my gracious lord?” asked Kostomarov, his voice shaking with indignation.

“What this means, my kind Stepan Ilyich, is that the mission of a peacemaker, which you so foolishly managed to bankrupt the day before yesterday, has now moved from you to us, which means that it now falls to us to make peace and bring order back to this unhinged household. And don’t dare to look at me me and this me like a drunkard, I’m not drunkard!” Chernoryazhsky bellowed, so loudly that everyone fell silent at once, only Larissa was sobbing yes and the count continued bouncing.

“I don’t understand. What are you driving at?” asked Lydia Borisovna. “Explain to us what you truly want.”

“I want to bring order back to this house once and for all!” Chernoryazhsky pronounced severely, walking over to Bogomolov. “Nikolai . . . what is your—”

“Matveyevich,” Bogomolov cut in morosely morosely and this is not very not very.

“Nikolai Matveyevich, I will give you, not five, not twenty-five, but five hundred rubles, if you put a stop to the abominable fornication in this house this very minute.”

“And how is he to s t o p it?” Lydia Borisovna reeled.

“I want Bogomolov to whip Count Dmitry Alexandrovich! To whip him in front of our eyes!” Chernoryazhsky cried. “Here and now!”

“What?” Lydia Borisovna asked, as if drowsing, slowly, slowly and as as heavily all jam jam drew toward Chernoryazhsky. “How dare you express yourself thusly? Whip him?”

“Whip him! Whip him! Whip him without fail! Here! In front of everyone!”

“How like a mushroom,” Kostomarov pronounced, surprising himself and everyone around him. “I . . . I . . . demand . . . I demand. . . .”

The assembled company was in a stupor, some of them looking at Chernoryazhsky and some at the bouncing count. Lydia Borisovna silently silently silently and above all so closely approached the blushing Chernoryazhsky, then gazed into his eyes as if myopically and suddenly hit him in the face with all her might using the handle of her fan.

Everyone gasped. The handle had gone right into one of his eyes, and he he caught squeezed covered or c r u s h e d it with his right hand, with the other hand the other still clutching the banknote.

“And now—get out of here!” Lydia Borisovna gestured with her very fan and such a very Viennese fan toward the door white door.

Chernoryazhsky himself was so ill-prepared for this turn of events that he was unable to collect himself immediately, but, once he did come to his senses, roared in an inhuman tone and immediately fell upon Lydia Borisovna; and it is possible that this would have turned out quite woefully for her had Volotsky not been the first of the guests to act and block Chernoryazhsky’s path.

“Ivan Stepanovich!” he managed to say, but, at that same moment, was fiercely shoved by Chernoryazhsky and, flying three steps away, fell into a chair a Viennese chair but and absolutely simple and without any varnish at all.

The sound of his fall brought the guests back to their senses and, an instant later, several pairs of strong hands were already grabbing Chernoryazhsky, who was growling senselessly.

“Gentlemen, get this scoundrel out of here!” Lydia Borisovna ordered.

She was incredibly pale, because of which her beauty, uncommon and as if drawing forth, whether directly or not, became even more strange and beguiling.

They hauled Chernoryazhsky to the doors.

“With this beast . . . this filth . . . I’ll kill you!” he roared, pushing back against them.

“Shove him out! Shove him out!” Lydia Borisovna cried both furiously and cheerfully.

“How like a mushroom . . . a mushroom . . .” Kostomarov repeated obliviously.

“The right to use our fists does not extend to women! You should whip your borzois instead!” roared the drunken Bakov. “And counts, like princes, by law must be taken to the guillotine! The law of parallels! Carbonari, vivant!”

“A new Benckendorff has been found!” someone squealed.

“She’s insane! A maniac! I assure you!” cried Larissa. “My God! Is there nobody who can stop her?! Is there nobody nobody nobody who would stop or an obstruction to erect and therefore therefore a stronghold of my pockmarked dreams, who would stop this beast?!”

But in the mounting din, no one heard Larissa’s screams. At the same time, Chernoryazhsky, still roaring, was being thrown out of the sitting room.

“All the better!” Lydia Borisovna cried out in his wake. “Bonne chance, Ivan Stepanych! You didn’t, in fact, bring order back to this house with other people’s hands, therefore our count shall have to jump around like a rabbit for a lo-o-o-ong time to come! And Bogomolov shall survive without your five hundred rubles! Won’t you, Bogomolov?”

“I shall indeed, Madame,” he with a morose calm and as there there earth to earth about earth yes on earth given every sign from an outside perspective it was obvious by any fair accounting, everything came to zero, to nothing. “It has not been my occupation to beat counts.”

“You’re not being fair to me, Lydia Borisovna,” the bouncing count mumbled with some difficulty, out of breath and slick with sweat. “Believe me, I see nothing beastly in having recently thought such things of you, because everyone is inclined to think thusly, everyone thinks beastly thoughts of you these days. And everyone has a basis for this, a solid one at that. To a great extent, you force us to this conclusion, constantly force us to many disparate conclusions even, and after everyone comes to a conclusion about each of your faux pas and thinks beastly thoughts of you, I among them, then you’re offended by everyone and set upon us with reproaches, though the worst reproaches are always, always directed to me! And it’s simply frightening, c’est très sérieux!”

“Vraiment?” Lydia Borisovna burst out rapturously, opening her fan and trying to cool her warm and blushing but not but not a paint like a coat of white, but also not yet having proceeded to crimson, to scarlet to rosy, or to not cherry, sir. All of these these these changes happened in her terribly openly and there like bedsheets and with uncommon speed.

“You know who I am, Count! Everyone knows! Even Kholmogorov, who just arrived, didn’t hesitate to recently suggest in the paper that I’m ‘a splendid little idiot’! What kind of splendid little idiot with a deployment of and flowers dahlias black ones and some villa some villa and a b o r z o i and every domestic and depraved but mild-mannered and must dress to the nines? Here—Odoyevsky will agree! Won’t you, Ilya Nikolayevich?”

Standing next to Kholmogorov, who was completely white with rage after having been reminded of that notorious article, Odoyevsky was preparing to respond when the door suddenly opened when Mishka walked in ran in hobbled in like wood oil with an announcement:

“M’lord, outside, God knows who, two people with some kind of machine and more than ten carters! They say they’ve come to see you and you know wherefore!”

“A-a-ah! And here’s the dénouement! Finally!” cried the count, straightening up, then collapsing onto the couch in exhaustion. “Call them in, Mishka—every last one of them!”

The guests exchanged looks. At that very moment, the door opened and eleven carters wheeled the machine into the room, leaving immediately afterwards. Two Germans remained with the machine, though they did not speak a word of Russian; one of them bore an elongated wooden shell case. Cautiously, but with as if as a relationship no equilibrium and common Gestalt as everyone does and, not at all shy, the Germans began to occupy themselves with the machine.

“Voilà, gentlemen!” the count exclaimed intensely, jumping up and running to the machine. “Here is the miracle that shall save, not just all of us, but the entire human race! Herr Gollwitzer, Herr Sartorius, wir sind bereit, bitte schön!”

Sartorius opened his case, and everyone froze in astonishment: a little, naked person was lying in the case, shorter, probably, than an arshin. This was certainly not a dwarf, as they popped up in Petersburg often enough these days, but precisely a little person, which was to say it was not a not-big person and above all above all small and the crook crook like elbows and knees and especially right where the belly where the belly and above all proportional little details. He lay in the wooden shell case with his eyes closed, as if he were lying in a coffin.

But right when Sartorius took him by the hand, the lilliputian opened his eyes, looked around and smiled at everyone with a strange, terribly kind and penetrating, but also pained smile. His face, on the other hand, was pleasant, thin and dry with regular features and large blue eyes. His smile had such a strong effect on the guests that they all as if turned to stone. The little man waited for another little minute, then pronounced in his quiet, insinuating voice: “Let us sew ourselves together, brothers and sisters.”

And at that very moment, the Germans started up their machine and all its mechanisms sprang into motion, causing the guests to approach it as if bewitched. There were three hollows in the machine, into which three people fit simultaneously and, as it turned out, could also be sewn together simultaneously; another three people could then be stitched to the three people already sewn together, then another three—and so on, e n d l e s s l y, meaning until the end and this and this until Peace and the Will and until the whole world was happy as it wanted as it presumed and as it hoped.

“I urge all of you to pay attention to the needles!” the count cried out, moving into an intensely aroused state. “This is really stunning, really truly . . . it’s unbelievable . . . c’est curieux, ma parole . . . such needles needles and everyone everyone everyone hollow from within but the toughest strongest most sensitive with but extremely nimble like a silkworm and inside the inside packed with opium, sir, and not even opium but an opiate salve and by way of the holes the tiniest of holes it’s made to ooze to seep into the blood and ease the pain during the time of the sewing and even even not pain pleasant extremely pleasant feeling! I want to be in the first trinity! Who’s with me?”

“I’m with you, Count,” Bakov immediately replied that instant, having sobered up.

“And I,” Larissa stepped forth from the crowd.

They went into one of the hollows side by side and the machine immediately sewed them together. They exited the hollow with joyful tears in their eyes, but awkwardly, as if they were learning to walk once again, then began to move through the sitting room.

“I’m starting to understand nothing at all,” Odoyevsky pronounced with gloomily mounting malice.

“Let us sew ourselves together, brothers and sisters,” the lilliputian spoke up once again.

“No. This isn’t for me!” Lydia Borisovna threw her fan off to the side and ran out of the room.

“This is . . . Devil knows what . . . some horrible villainy!” Glinsky ran out in her wake.

“How like a mushroom . . . a mushroom . . .” Kostomarov mumbled as he followed them out.

“Villain!” Odoyevsky shouted into the count’s pacified face, then left at full tilt. The others rushed out after him. The only guest who had remained in the sitting room was the Englishwoman, still nestled in the armchair with a blissful smile upon her lips. The police soon arrived, arrested the Germans and the lilliputian, and confiscated the machine. Larissa, Bakov, and the count, still sewn together, soon left Russia and settled down in Switzerland, where they lived in happiness and harmony for four more years.

Larissa was the first to die. An hour after her death, Bakov strangled himself. Both of the corpses were successfully cut off the count’s body and buried. This count himself Dmitry Alexandrovich Reshetovsky and this and this he for a little while but not e n t i r e l y and not for all eternity.
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			And so it is, rips ni ma de dabian.

Put it into my white wen jian jia (No. 3) and don’t even think about showing it to your boneheaded friends. Pressing you tight.

Boris

14 JANUARY

Niha, xiaotou!

Today, I allowed myself a skiing expedition. I spent almost an hour climbing the leftern hillock. I was sweating and breathing minus-directly: hypodynamia. A lot of snow and not all of it crusted with ice.

I fell through. But on the peak—wunderschön.

A gorgeous shanshuihua, a dry, fresh wind, magpies in the larches, and—satisfaction.

I took off my skis and sat down on a fallen fir tree. I wasn’t just thinking of you, you xiaozhu. In the bunker, it’s all glee and celebrations. Discipline: 0. The colonel drinks all day. I’m abstaining.

I read about the six tastes in the rGyu-bShi. When I reached the sweet, I thought of your predilection for it. Remember: “An excess of sweetness generates mucus, obesity, dampens heat, the body fattens, the appearance of diabetes, goiter, and rmen-bu.”

Don’t give in to soft sugar, I’m seriously warning you.

I’m sending you the text produced by Akhmatova-2. During the script process, the object didn’t become at all deformed. Just heavy bleeding: vaginal and nasal. The object eventually proceeded into a state of accumulative anabiosis.

If this creature survives for four months and accumulates two kilograms of blue lard, it will be our top-direct and the triumph of GENRUSSMOB.

AKHMATOVA-2

THREE NIGHTS


1.

I had often prayed to aqueducts and churchyards,

I had melted ice from alleyways at twilight,

I had shed the awful sadness of the careless,

I had strayed into the dark and wild forest,

Running upward toward a blinded conflagration,

That the savage wind not tear my clothes away,

That the raven arduous drip no black blood on me,

That the mortal girls not make the slightest racket,

I was greeted by a solemn people zealous,

They away did hide their serpents’ vulgar smiling,

They enfolded me in leaded-down embrasure,

Trying not to break their childlike attestation,

If, though, tears of ours froze in the frost—we then

Hid behind the wooden gate, unmanned and naked,

If the scream tore forth from solemn steeple reddened—

Locked we then the frigid doors of wailing granaries,

Then we followed still a sordid pilgrim faithless,

Gave we not the guard dogs anything to sip at,

Threw no hungry stones at swarthy beggars lately,

Nightly pulled the lover’s shirt from spermy bloomers,

Tore my carvèd necklace from my neck so sweetly,

Sealed my whitish forehead with a kiss commended,

Cast his ardent spell onto my breast with fury:

Not to go unto the country of the starving,

Not to love the green-eyed who’ve no consternation,

Not to kiss the brows of curly-headed adolescents,

Not to birth babes to unseeing legionaries.




2.

He asked me if I might exchange

very precious face,

Embed a copper ring so strange,

trembling nose—the place.




I brought it, then enticed therewith,

Took it thence away.

And ’fore it rang, did eat the smith’s

Horse-bit with a bray.




Burn me, butcher consummate,

Put your brand on me,

So this body still can know

Devotion to Shamee.




For you, I must no longer feign—

my eyes are oh so dry.

And now I feel so little pain—

the storms have gone awry.




The path prepared and so grotesque

goes to churchyard far.

’Fore the house of Odalisque

I rise up like a czar.




I will bow and I will kiss

the belovèd jamb.

Curse me now, my faded bliss,

by the crossroad damn’d.




Sister, I forgive you every

sin, my bitter child,

Let me pray in revery

for you, my snake beguiled.




3.

In the settlement of Urozla lived three friends,

Three young kolkhoznitsas in the village of Urozla:

Gaptieva, Gazmanova, and Khabibulina.

Oh my!

They were raised in poor peasant families,

They were the first sent to the kolkhoz,

The first to join the Komsomol,

In the village of Urozla.

In Lenin-Stalin they believed,

In the Bolshevik Party they believed,

In their native kolkhoz they believed.

Oh my!

As the snow was melting in the spring,

They began to build a school,

Gaptieva, Gazmanova and Khabibulina,

A good school,

A spacious school,

A school for peasant children.

Oh my!

Gaptieva dug into the clay with a ketmen,

Gazmanova bound the straw,

Khabibulina kneaded the saman,

Kneaded the saman with her strong feet,

Put fresh manure into the saman,

So the school would stand strong,

So the school would be warm,

So the school would be bright,

In the village of Urozla.

Oh my!

Some kulaks lived in the village of Urozla,

Some greedy kulaks in the village of Urozla,

Some evil kulaks in the village of Urozla:

Lukman, Rachid, old Faziev, and Burgan the Mullah.

Oh my!

The kulaks found out about the school,

The kulaks trembled with malice,

The kulaks clenched their fists,

The kulaks set out to wreck:

The kulaks lit the straw on fire,

The kulaks stole the saman,

The kulaks flung around some rotten horsemeat,

The kulaks made fun of the kolkhoz.

Oh my!

Gaptieva, Gazmanova and Khabibulina couldn’t take it,

The kolkhoznitsas-in-arms set out from the kolkhoz,

Set out to seek justice from the kulaks,

Set out to ask for protection from the kulaks,

Set out to start a war against the kulaks.

Oh my!

The friends arrived in the city of Tuymazy,

The kolkhoznitsas went to the GPU,1

They came with something serious to say,

Comrade Akhmat greeted them warmly,

Black-browed, gray-eyed Akhmat,

Akhmat, a hero of the Civil War,

Comrade Akhmat, the companion of Lenin-Stalin.

Oh my!

The Komsomolnitsas told him everything,

Gaptieva, Gazmanova and Khabibulina,

They told the whole truth, told it as it was,

They told of all the pain, told of all the sadness,

They told of all their troubles.

Oh my!

Comrade Akhmat equipped a detachment,

Comrade Akhmat mounted a white horse,

And Comrade Akhmat led the detachment,

Led the detachment to the village of Urozla.

Oh my!

He captured the kulaks like lousy dogs:

Lukman, Rachid, old Faziev, and Burgan the Mullah.

The kulaks were afraid,

The kulaks fought back,

The kulaks soiled themselves in fear,

The people put the kulaks on trial,

The people punished the kulaks,

The people hanged the kulaks from the gates:

Lukman, Rachid, old Faziev, and Burgan the Mullah.

Oh my!

The kolkhoznitsas from the village of Urozla rejoiced,

They planned a sabantuy in the village of Urozla,

A glorious sabantuy in the village of Urozla;

They slaughtered three fat rams in the village of Urozla,

Gaptieva prepared the baursak,

Gazmanova prepared the beldimie,

Khabibulina prepared the belyashi.

Oh my!

They gave Comrade Akhmat something to drink,

They gave Comrade Akhmat something to eat,

They started to sing songs to Comrade Akhmat,

They started to ask Comrade Akhmat:

“What do you wish for, dear Comrade Akhmat?”

Comrade Akhmat replied to them:

“I liked the komsomolkas very much,

Gaptieva, Gazmanova and Khabibulina,

I’d like to spend the night with one of them.”

Oh my!

“Don’t sulk, Comrade Akhmat,

Don’t be angry, Comrade Akhmat,

We are kosmosolkas-in-arms, Comrade Akhmat,

We grew up in poor peasant families, Comrade Akhmat,

We gulped back our tears together, Comrade Akhmat,

We prayed to Lenin-Stalin together, Comrade Akhmat,

They sent us to the kolkhoz together, Comrade Akhmat,

We’re building a school together, Comrade Akhmat,

We shall sleep with you together, Comrade Akhmat.”

Oh my!

Comrade Akhmat was amazed,

Comrade Akhmat assented.

And Gaptieva, Gazmanova and Khabibulina

Went to Dubyaz field,

They pitched a yurt made of white felt in the field,

They draped a camel-skin koshma over the yurt,

They covered it with Chinese silk,

They took Comrade Akhmat by the arms,

They took Comrade Akhmat to the yurt,

They undressed Comrade Akhmat,

They rubbed sheep’s fat over his hard plow,

So that he might better plow the girls,

The three kolkhoznitsas-in-arms stripped down to their skin,

They lay down next to Comrade Akhmat.

Oh my!

Comrade Akhmat plowed them all night,

Gaptieva—three times,

Gazmanova—three times,

Khabibulina—three times.

Oh my!

In the morning, as the sun rose,

The three friends got up, got dressed, lit the samovar,

Gave Comrade Akhmat tea to drink,

Fed bryndza to Comrade Akhmat,

Equipped Comrade Akhmat for his journey,

Sat Comrade Akhmat down on his horse,

Rode out onto the steppe—Comrade Akhmat,

Across the broad steppe—Comrade Akhmat,

Toward the city of Tuymazy—Comrade Akhmat,

On important business—Comrade Akhmat.

Oh my!

Once nine moons had passed,

Three sons

Were born to Gaptieva, Gazmanova and Khabibulina:

Akhmat Gaptiev,

Akhmat Gazmanov,

Akhmat Khabibulin.

They became strong, brave, and dexterous,

They became intelligent, cunning, and wise,

They became merciless and selfless.

And there was no one equal to them,

Not in Urozla, nor in Tuymazy,

Not in Ishimbay, nor in Ufa,

Nor in Great Kazan.

Oh my!

The Great Lenin-Stalin heard

About the three Akhmats,

He called the three Akhmats to him,

Called the three Akhmats to serve,

To Celestial Moscow called the three Akhmats,

To the Invisible Kremlin called the three Akhmats.

Oh my!

Since then, the three Akhmats

Live in Celestial Moscow,

Live in the Invisible Kremlin,

Live on the surface of Lenin-Stalin:

Akhmat Gaptiev

Lives on Lenin-Stalin’s horns,

Lives on Lenin-Stalin’s six horns,

On his mighty horns,

On his viscous horns,

On his branched horns,

On his knobbly horns,

On his horns that go up in a triple spiral,

The first horn points toward That Which Is to Come,

The second horn points toward That Which Is Past,

The third horn points toward the Celestial,

The fourth horn points toward the Terrestrial,

The fifth horn points toward the Right,

The sixth horn points toward the Unright.

Oh my!

Akhmat Gazmanov

Lives on Lenin-Stalin’s chest,

On his wide chest,

On his deep chest,

On his mighty chest,

On his flowing chest,

On his three-nippled chest,

White Milk in the first nipple,

Black Milk in the second nipple,

Invisible Milk in the third nipple.

Oh my!

Akhmat Khabibulin

Lives on Lenin-Stalin’s balls,

Lives on his five balls,

On his heavy balls,

On his crimson balls,

On his shaggy balls,

On his hunchbacked balls,

His balls beneath a crust of ice:

The seed of the Beginnings is in the first ball,

The seed of Limits is in the second ball,

The seed of the Path is in the third ball,

The seed of the Struggle is in the fourth ball,

The seed of the End is in the fifth ball.

And so shall they live for all time.

Oh my!



Pay attention to the handwriting; it’s to do with our green conversation, rips ni ma de. If you insist, like a bendan, on writing vertically, your L-harmony shall, sooner or later, be in need of the three Akhmats.

A JOKE.

Tonight I’m going to snort something. And read Romance of the Three Kingdoms. Envy me, rips laowai.

Not yours,
Boris

15 JANUARY

Hard to get up this morning. Total semolinage.

And, rips, it’s only because I remain a hopeless radis-romantic in an era of pragmatic positivism.

Avigdor and I snorted directly last night.

Washed it down with birch juice.

He went on to play pix-dix with Karpenkoff, Bochvar, and Sergeant Belovy (a touching laobaixing but no shagua).

And instead of a decent session reading Romance of the Three Kingdoms, I was s u d d e n l y drawn to?

You’ll never guess, rips xiaozhu.

I won’t even tell you myself. Better I should send you Platonov-3’s text. The most exotic individual produced the most M-predictable text. I proved to be correct at 67%. Outwardly, Platonov-3 hasn’t changed in any way; as he was a coffee table, so has he remained.

PLATONOV-3

THE INJUNCTION

Stepan Bubnov was stoking the furnace haltingly and didn’t hear when someone came into the cab of the lumpomotive.

“Are you Bubnov?” shouted the outsider in a high, non-proletarian voice. Bubnov turned so as to show off his class superiority and saw a stocky guy with a face ground down by the tense impermanence of a life in flux. The guy’s head was flat and bereft of vegetation more than his years would dictate as a function of his snug passage through the airy chernozem of the revolutionary era.

“I’m a shredder from the depot: Fyodor Zazhogin,” the guy yelled, attempting to block out the class roar of the furnace with his bourgeois voice.

“Did you, by chance, rent out Wrangel’s throat?” asked Bubnov, closing the furnace.

“I have an order for you from Comrade Chub!” Zazhogin reached seriously into the pocket of his tunic. “We’re going to Bolokhovo! The White reptile is really squeezing us there!”

Bubnov scraped the excess mazut off his palms with the edge of a can and took the clean scrap of notebook paper from Zazhogin:


Machinist S.I. Bubnov is enjoined to take proletarian lumpomotive No. 316 to Bolokhovo Junction in all haste for solidary coupling with the armored lumpomotive Rosa Luxemburg.

Dir. of Depot, Comrade Ivan Choub



“What kind of order is this?” Bubnov folded up the paper, now with none of his former respect for it. “This is an injunction, you shallow man! You could have told me with your words rather than vainly squandering your bourgeois dowry. Have you been with the depot long?”

“Forty-eight hours!” Zazhogin glanced respectfully into the shredder. “I’m coming from Vologda. We put together a train, but didn’t get it delivered. The counterrevolution smashed it into wood chips!”

“That’s outside Khlupino, right?”

“The very place!”

“And where’s my old shredder? Petrov?”

“They sent him off for sugar with the Armenians! To Razdolnaya!”

“What a reason to send him off!” Bubnov did not approve in furious fashion. “A working stomach will survive without sugar—all it needs is liquid. Well, climb on up to the knives!”

Zazhogin disappeared into the shredder. Bubnov loosened the brake and tugged at the balancer. The piston rods got going and, with a whistle, began to knead at the steppe air. The inhuman flat-land was all around them, to the very horizon, overgrown with melancholy grasses oppressed by sun and wind. After they had passed by Sirotino, Bubnov set the middle rod to reverse and glanced into the shredder.

Zazhogin sternly wielded his barbid knife, shredding the dried corpses of the enemies of the Revolution and hurling boneless lumps into storage.

“Handy!” Bubnov thought positively. “I only wish he could throw normally!”

In Ostashkov, four legless donors and a pregnant broad holding a piece of rail asked to ride with them until Konepad.

“You’re gonna have to jump off yourselves! We don’t have enough steam for idling!” Bubnov warned them.

“We will jump, Comrade, of course!” the donors rejoiced in the warmth and motion. “We’ve nothing left to break!”

“For what do you need this people’s iron?” Bubnov asked the broad. “Your business is pulling forth utility from the uncultured soil.”

“My husband sells logs by weight in Konepad, but he still hasn’t managed to make a steelyard balance! He still fills the sacks with sand to balance the scales!” the broad responded in great detail, cautiously resting the piece of rail against her stomach in order to lull the troubled infant to sleep with calm, cold matter.

“See what it is these de-lousifiers thought up!” laughed Bubnov. “And when you sell the earth as is intended by the kulaks’ covenant, will you also need a scale to balance then?”

“It requires a righteous mind to tip the scales with earth, brother!” the most intelligent invalid replied in place of the broad, who was now falling asleep.

“Our righteous minds must tip the mortal scales not of earth, but of every earthen fool!” Bubnov cut in. “This moldering regime has accumulated so many of those that they won’t all fit into the earth right away! We’ll have to wait tensely for the old ones to rot, then new spots come forth!”

The lumpomotive passed through a gully with a roar, then set to puffing at the foot of a mountain.

“Give it a pull!” Bubnov shouted into the branch pipe, then opened the furnace.

Zazhogin stuck his thoughtful face out of the shredder and began throwing lumps into the furnace, first mercilessly dunking them into a trough of mazut. The incandescent interior of the furnace greedily swallowed these pieces of human matter.

“Whose lumps are we running on?” the other legless man suddenly took interest. “On Kappelites, I’d guess?”

“These days, you won’t go far running on officers!” Bubnov reasoned with him. “They burned through their white fat with hot fear! You can’t get anything off their bones!”

“Then we’re running on the bourgeoisie?” the invalid perked up.

“Exactly!” cried Bubnov.

“I once went from Kostroma to Yaroslavl on kulak-lumps from thereabouts!” continued the invalid, sympathetically creeping over to the roaring furnace. “When I still had legs beneath me! Just like that, we made it a hundred versts in a half hour! The steam whistled out a whole verst around us! That’s what they mean by a class that’s stuffed itself full!”

Suddenly, several pieces of quick lead banged into the cab and the coal car, going right through them together with the bodies of two invalids and the broad. The two shot invalids tumbled down to the greasy ground and shuddered for a long time, reluctantly parting with this unboring life. The broad died in her sleep with no resistance, but the infant continued to sleep deeply in her belly due to the closeness of the piece of rail, not sensing the loss of its mother.

Bubnov leaned out of the cab and saw a group of people on a handcar with a machine gun just ahead. He tugged on the balancer and closed the blower pipe. The lumpomotive began to brake violently and crawled quietly toward the fatal handcar. In a futile frenzy, overheated steam burst forth from the leaky furnace and into the external space.

“Hey, brother, who’s rich in makhorka round here?” the uncomprehended people asked from the handcar.

“Of whose blood are you, exterminators?” asked Bubnov.

“We’re Reds—from the junction!” the commander of the handcar replied distinctly. “And who’re you?”

“We’re from the depot, may your mother be sent to the Virgin Mary! What on earth are you doing spitting your own kind with lead, you reptile?”

“Well, such as it is, it’s three days we’ve been aggrieved by a lack of makhorka!” the commander came forward lamely. “Nobody damn well stops! And making war without smoke is a nauseous business! A louse’ll eat itself out of boredom!”

Bubnov looked around. He himself had no more than two twists of makhorka; judging by his turbid gaze, Zazhogin didn’t indulge in smoking. And it was against Bubnov’s big-boned nature to pluck the golden makhorka away from the invalids.

“We’ve got no makhorka, you moron!” he cried at the lame commander. “You’ll have to go to the Whites for that!”

The commander sat down mutely on the handcar and issued a command to the Red Army soldiers; they pressed their chests, ready for anything, to the walking beam and the handcar easily began to roll away. The living climbed down from the lumpomotive and saw the handcar off with long gazes, in which was more jealousy for its unhindered overcoming of space than reproach for the killed.

“We’re gonna have to plug those holes, master!” one of the invalids simplemindedly advised, looking at the holey coal car as if it were an icon miraculously oozing water.

“Your dick might just do the job!” Bubnov wasn’t paying the strictest of attention to him, pining because of the lumpomotive’s morose immobility. The two surviving invalids crawled arousedly around the stopped machine; the sudden perishing of their comrades had hit them like moonshine. Zazhogin was economically messing about in the shredder, as if nothing had come to pass.

At last, Bubnov came to a thought: “I’ll tell you what, you stumps of the world revolution!” he addressed the invalids. “We’ve gotta get the lumpomotive moving to crawl our way to Zhitnaya! They can plug the holes in the tank there, then we’re off!”

“How shall we manage to move such a burden?” an invalid joyously expressed his doubt.

“I’ll attach you to the piston rods from both sides and you’ll help the wheels! Otherwise, the machine won’t manage: rotten steam and a punctured tank!”

“Let’s first give our killed comrades back to the earth!” proposed an invalid.

“That we can do!” agreed Bubnov. “One thing I’m sure of is we’ve got a lotta shovels!”

They dug a mass grave on the steppe, in which they laid to rest the two legless men and the pregnant broad. Something told the buriers that they should lay the pregnant broad to rest with the piece of rail, which she continued to press to her belly, caring for the infant’s calm even in death. As they covered the bodies in indifferent earth, the talkative invalid grew sentimental:

“It was with them that we sacrificed our legs to the Comintern lumpomotive fleet! Back then, near Bobruisk, can you believe it, you couldn’t smell a lump for fifty versts! Everything’d been thrown to the front! The lumpomotives were still! How could they evacuate the wounded? Well, three companies gave away their lower limbs in order to help cure these enemies of capital! With our legs, we made it to Yukhnov in a single instant!”

His comrade had also prepared himself to say something heartfelt, but was only able to growl due to the poverty of a human language that had entirely dried up in revolutionary winds. Having spread a low mound over the grave, they stuck the square-bladed shovel into it, on which Bubnov used a piece of rubble to scratch

Here lie people who were accidentally killed



In the box of instruments, they found a roll of wire and bound the invalids to the connecting rods of the front wheels. The invalids were loftily silent, internally preparing themselves for an uncommon labor.

“Throw ’em in little by little!” Bubnov warned Zazhogin. “Otherwise we won’t crawl our way there—we’ll come undone!”

Zazhogin started flinging greased lumps into the cooled furnace. The lumps crackled, surprising the interior of the wounded lumpomotive with their unexpected warmth. A little bit of slow time passed, then the lumpomotive got underway and began to roll quietly. Now used to their position, the invalids shouted at each other over the loudly working metal.

“Comrade Bubnov, why did they clobber us with a machine gun?” recalled Zazhogin as he straightened up.

“They wanted to smoke!” Bubnov gazed painedly at the yellow horizon of the steppe.

“The bashi-bazouks!” Zazhogin was shocked. “People get smoked all because of a harmful holdover from the past!”

“Smoking is not a holdover, but mustard to the savorless beef of life!” Bubnov brought him to reason, showing him a “goat’s leg” roll-up as proof.

Zazhogin disappeared uncomprehendingly into the shredder, as he would never make peace with the necessity of pulling non-nutritive smoke into his body. It simply wouldn’t have fit into his flat but inquisitive head.

The lumpomotive of invalids had no time to exhaust itself, as hurried riders on horses gleaming with sweat appeared on both sides of the railroad bed. With hoarse voices, exhausted from war, they demanded that the lumpomotive halt.

“Who are you?” Bubnov asked them, swallowing wind.

Not responding, the riders drew their battle-blistered weapons.

“Whites, Comrade Bubnov!” Zazhogin made out. “Could the front be ruptured?”

“They’ve got nowhere to go!” the machinist calmed him. “They’re insignificant cinder! They’ve been held over from their time and the new one’s hard enough to break their teeth! C’mon, Fedya, root around in the instruments—some tools of annihilation should be in there!”

Zazhogin opened the box of instruments and pulled out two sawed-off shotguns with barrels that simply weren’t able to be surprised. Bubnov jerked at his shotgun’s breechblock, putting a drowsy shell into the barrel, then, having sprung out of the cab, began to really pepper the Whites over. Having been quite occupied with the extermination of other life as of late, Zazhogin calmly waited for the enemy to come to a killing distance. Taking advantage of the lumpomotive’s gentle pace, the Whites clawed onto the riveted steel and climbed across it, pushing off from their exhausted horses. Oscillating with the piston rods, the invalids welcomed these defenders of an ebbing class with choice vulgarities.

“Fedya, the White lice are coming aboard!” Bubnov established, preparing his weapon for close-hand combat. “Let’s drill some holes into their rotten bodies!”

“Who are you to disobey our orders?” a one-eyed cavalryman, the first to penetrate the lumpomotive’s interior, asked the machinist.

“A slave to world communism!” replied Bubnov conscientiously, then blew off half the cavalryman’s face with his sawed-off shotgun.

The one-eyed man vanished into fast space. Two others fell upon Zazhogin, who had grown tired of waiting for the enemy from the honest side. One of them thrust an aristocratic dirk into his back and the other seized the shredder round the throat, not giving him the opportunity to cry out sincerely in pain. Zazhogin cried out internally and his scream, like overheated steam in a sealed boiler, trebled the strength of his destroyed organism: Fyodor jammed his knee into the lean stomach of one assailant and shot the other in the neck with his sawed-off shotgun.

“What are you firing at, you little idiot?” the White asked furiously, sitting down on the ground and plugging the hole in his neck with his fist in businesslike fashion.

Zazhogin jerked at the breechblock and easily cracked the second one’s skull, as he’d fallen into drowsy thoughtfulness. The Whites who’d clambered up onto the roof, sensing that something was amiss, all shot downwards in one burst. One of the bullets passed insensibly into Bubnov’s shoulder and the others went into inanimate objects.

“Fedya, guard the door, I’m coming!” warned Bubnov and tore at the balancer.

The lumpomotive started to brake in such a way that sparks from under the train illuminated the evening steppe as well as the bodies of the Whites flying from the roof onto the rails.

“This ain’t exactly mounting a mare! It’s technology!” Bubnov concluded approvingly, also having fallen to the ground in objective accordance with Newton’s law.

Zazhogin was thrown onto the controls backwards, as a result of which the dirk entered even more deeply into the flesh of his back. An injured White’s head squashed into the balancer and he died.

The lumpomotive stopped.

“Comrade Bubnov, look what an enemy shoved into my back!” Zazhogin requested.

The machinist pulled this trophy of the White Army out of his back and showed it to him.

“The goddamn gold-epauletted officers! They couldn’t just have done it simply with a bayonet!” lamented Zazhogin and the blood that had been pent up by the dirk’s blade gushed into his lungs.

“Liquid is rushing down my throat!” he reported to Bubnov, coughing. “It won’t allow me to bid farewell!”

“Bid me farewell with your eyes, brother!” Bubnov embraced him.

Zazhogin prepared himself to look into the machinist’s eyes with all his might, but unexpectedly looked right through them—into unearthly space—then died. Bubnov raised up a White Army cap and placed it over the shredder’s face.

“Though his voice was non-proletarian and his head was like a round loaf, he died like Marat!” Bubnov thought sternly, then jumped down from the lumpomotive.

Crippled Whites were dying all around him in the twilight. Bubnov didn’t stop to finish them off, going instead to unbind the invalids. But the abrupt braking had killed them too: the wire had entered too deeply into their attached bodies, severing important veins. The invalids had died in a half sleep, showering their steamy blood onto the silent iron, which did not thank them for their aid.

“Whom shall I share this victory with?!” Bubnov was furious with the legless men. “You must not be of white bone to break so easily!”

A hand emerged from the darkness behind the machinist and laid a sickle across his throat, preparing to cut it like an overgrown ear of grain.

“Move away from the lumpomotive!” a voice demanded.

Bubnov stepped back—to where the hot earth was given rest from the blind sun.

“Now stop!” the voice ordered.

Bubnov stopped. Some gloomy people ran up to the lumpomotive, swarmed into it, then rushed out. The serpentine hiss of a Bickford fuse made itself heard.

“What are you doing, you reptiles? That’s a popular good!” the machinist cried in the voice of a mother irrevocably losing her infant.

In response, an intense flame burst forth and pieces of the lumpomotive flew out over the steppe. Bubnov and the night owls were knocked to the ground, as if by a wave.

“The beluga’s not finished yet!” Bubnov spit sand out of his mouth. “You’ve lost your minds with grief, Wrangel’s toadies!”

“We’re not Whites, so simmer down!” they replied to him.

“Bandits then?”

“Not bandits either!”

“In that case, people kicked out of the Party?”

“We’re not Reds!” a voice insisted.

“Could you be Makhnovists then?”

“We’re not anarchists! Anarchy is the new opiate of the masses: Jesus Christ with a Mauser!”

“Then, who on earth are you?” Bubnov finally became furious.

“We are children of nature!” explained a man completely engulfed in darkness. “We war against machines! For total and unconditional liberation from mechanical labor! Do you know how to read?”

“I didn’t know how before the Revolution!” Bubnov proudly replied.

“When dawn breaks, I’ll give you my book: The Machines’ Authority. It’s all written down in there. My last name is Pokryovsky. Now, we’ll roast some potatoes and I’ll tell you everything you need to know about machines with my words.”

“Why should I listen to you talk about machines?! I’ve been right at home with the depot since I was fourteen! I know everything there is to know about engines!”

“But you’re missing the point! Humans will never attain worldly happiness with machines! They will only make man bourgeois and turn him into a slave of himself! What kind of holy communism is this, now that steel digs into the earth in man’s place! It’s a global travesty! We must fight tooth and nail against it! We will destroy the machines and pave ourselves a road to Red Heaven with their debris!”

“And we’ll plow on horses again?”

“Not on horses, you dark man! We will plow and sow and harrow on ourselves!”

“That’s not my way!” Bubnov yawned, exhausted from traveling, killing, and conversing. “For as long as I live, I’ll never put on a horse collar! And I can’t live without lumpomotives!”

From the oscillation of the night air, Bubnov realized that the men were exchanging glances.

“Are you going to kill me? If so, stop dragging your feet—I don’t like being in pain!”

“We don’t touch people!” replied the invisible people, then they were gone.

Bubnov lay down on the warm earth and fell asleep. He dreamt of something tormentingly familiar and gigantic, from which nothing could shield him, something impossible to kill, forget, or bury, and with which it was impossible to merge for all time, but which one must simply love with an orphan’s unrequited love. Then, this huge and familiar thing condensed into shining drops of water and trickled onto his shoulder. Bubnov woke up. The sun was at its zenith, stupidly warming the earth and Bubnov who was lying atop it. Pieces of the exploded lumpomotive lay all around him. Next to the machinist’s legs was an unburnt chunk of bourgeois flesh, never turned into proletarian steam. Bubnov looked down at his shoulder and saw the butt of a White Army bullet in it.

“They managed to get me after all! And to think I was afraid of remaining an unpregnant Virgin Mary!” Bubnov thought cheerfully, then yanked the bullet out of his shoulder. Black blood that had accumulated behind the bullet dripped lazily from the wound. Bubnov picked up the lump and brought it to his shoulder. He had to go somewhere.

“I’ll at least make it to Zhitnaya! There they can knock off a telegram to the depot: ‘Anti-machinists exploded the lumpomotive!’” Bubnov thought.

He clambered over to the railroad bed and walked over its black ties.

As he walked, Bubnov thought of a new lumpomotive calmly waiting for him in dark space, like a horse without its rider.

“I’m not going to start dragging my two feet across the soil!” reasoned the machinist. “Life on a lumpomotive is more interesting! You don’t have to think slowly like when you’re walking! On a lumpomotive, the technology thinks thoughts of steel so you don’t have to!”

Six versts later, Zhitnaya appeared.

Bubnov was tired from the dull walking and from pressing the bourgeois meat against his wounded shoulder, for which reasons he didn’t head straight for the station, but knocked on the gate of the very first yard he came across: to drink some water. The gate was not locked. Bubnov walked into the yard. A dog lying on some overheated straw looked at him sleepily.

“Is anyone home?” Bubnov called out.

“Wha’ you want?” a woman’s voice responded from the hay shed.

“Some water to drink!”

“Wha’? Come closer, I cain’t hear you!”

Bubnov walked into the half-light of a half-empty barn and, with some difficulty, made out an unbelievably fat naked woman lying in hay and nibbling on sunflower seeds.

“Some water, I said—to drink!” Bubnov pronounced, marveling at the white forms of this unusual human being.

“Speak up! Yer squeakin’ like a mosquito!” the woman suggested.

Bubnov strode forward, ready to shout, and tumbled down into a deep cellar that tapered into a wedge; it had not been dug for the preservation of foodstuffs. Having come to his senses, the machinist looked up. The fat woman was looking at him attentively.

“Live here for a lil’ while,” she said.

“You’re what—a widow?” asked Bubnov, not understanding.

“I’m whole,” the woman replied, then spat out a shell.

“I have an injunction. People are waiting for me,” Bubnov began to scramble over clods of earth.

“Show it!” the woman dropped a basket down on a rope.

Bubnov pulled out the injunction and put it in the basket. The woman pulled the basket up and read the injunction for a long time, her fat lips stirring as she read.

“No biggie!” she hid the injunction away between her enormous thighs. “Sleep! I’m goan gander at ye real often now!”

The oak hatch slammed shut over Bubnov’s head.

•

			This text has 79% L-harmony on the Witte scale.

Hard to believe, rips ni ma de dabian!

After two dis-failures, which really diminished the authority of the Faibisovich School et al., the Petersburg zhuan men jia successfully incubated Platonov-3 seven months ago. In the current genvironment, the attitude toward people from Petersburg resembles that choude Martin’s yuwan xingwei at Savva’s wedding: any mediocre baichi can hit the paralyzed Ilya Muromets in the gaovan. And Faibisovich managed to prove to all the unhandsome wangs that he wasn’t a laowai in gen-eng—that he was able to not paint the rhinoceros with an RC.

Which was demonstrated by Platonov-3’s living table.

We are expecting no more than 2 kg of blue lard from him. It will be deposited behind the elbows and knees, in the groin, the prostate (sic!), and the cheek pouches.

Rejoice, my lil’ CYCLOPS!
Boris
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Still, these so-called soldiers are swine by more than just definition.

Yesterday, I drank myself silly with the colonel (the others had gone off to hunt). And that bendan shagua came on to me. To start things off, he went at it from a distance, like a typical violet.

“You can’t imagine how sick I am of the smell of self-generating boots in the barracks, Boris. I’ve forgotten how a clean man’s skin smells.”

That kind of running start always makes my hair stand on end, as you know. My ritual sneers didn’t help and the hangkong mujian moved straight onto the NOSE.

“Have you ever tested 3 plus Caroline, Boris?”

“No. And I doubt that I will.”

“Why?”

“I prefer pure multisex.”

“From where does this quietism stem?”

“From my psychosomo, Colonel.”

“You’re robbing yourself.”

“Not at all. I just don’t want to disharmonize my LV.”

A pause.

Rips, to remind any shagua about LV is a blow to his dark crown. We kept quiet. The colonel took a sip of Katya Bobrinskaya and bore into me for a long time with his hedgehog eyes.

“Boris, I’m not just asking for the sake of asking.”

(As if I hadn’t GAYessed, rips ni ma de dabian tuding.)

As it turns out, despite his ADAR, this anteater is going to test reeking 3 plus Caroline after lights-out. With the sergeants. And still he complains about the smell of soldiers. A gray lianglianpai. Just like his entire generation. But this is all hushuo badao, my transparent-eared little boy.

Chekhov-3: no surprises there, but no snot either.

The object is terribly gaunt from the process and ba-a-a-a-a-a-a-arely breathing.

Have a read.

CHEKHOV-3

THE BURIAL OF ATTIS

A dramatic étude in one act


VIKTOR NIKOLAYEVICH POLOZOV, a landowner

ARINA BORISOVNA ZNAMENSKAYA, a young actress

SERGEI LEONIDOVICH SCHTANGE, a doctor

Anton, an elderly footman



1.

Part of the apple orchard on Polozov’s estate. Anton is digging a pit between two old apple trees. Dusk is falling.


ANTON (breathing heavily): Oh Lord . . . Jesus Christ . . . forgive us sinners. To think of such a thing—to bury him in the garden. As if there were no other place. Forgive us, Lord, for the depths to which we have sunk. To take on a sin like this at my age . . . And how ashamed the master should be . . . oh yes, how ashamed! It’s a pity his elderly father has passed on, or he would say to me, like he always did: Get those cards de ballet off your mind, Vityusha!”

(Znamenskaya enters holding a lilac branch; she is wearing a dirty raincoat and a wide-brimmed Spanish hat.)

ANTON: My God, Arina Borisovna!

ZNAMENSKAYA: Anton, you recognize me. How glorious! Greetings.

ANTON (bowing): It is I who would like to greet you! How could I not recognize you! How could I not recognize you! (He bustles about, drops the shovel.) Forgive me, if you’ll allow me, I’ll go announce you this very moment.

ZNAMENSKAYA: You need not announce anything to anyone.

ANTON (attempting to hurry toward the house): What do you mean! What do you mean!

ZNAMENSKAYA (stops him): Stop. I told you, you need not!

ANTON: Yes, but the master, you know, has been awaiting you for a great while.

ZNAMENSKAYA: Sweet, good Anton. For a long time now, nobody has been awaiting me. (She looks around.) It’s been two years and nothing has changed. The house is just as it was. The garden too. And the weather vane on the roof is still just as rusty.

ANTON: And who could climb all the way up there to paint it, my dove, my dear lady?! I’m getting up in the years and the master doesn’t want to hire new workers, milady, as he hasn’t the money. He already sent the steward and the maid packing. I’m the only one left. Never mind the weather vane, there’s no money to even fix up the porch!

ZNAMENSKAYA: And where is the swing? It used to hang from that apple tree.

ANTON: The rope rotted so I cut it down. The master didn’t even notice, milady. Who is there to swing now? Nataliya Nikolayevna doesn’t come with the children anymore. (He bethinks himself.) My dear lady, my dove, you’ve deigned to spatter your back with mud! Let me take your raincoat!

ZNAMENSKAYA (leans against the trunk of an apple tree): Let it be.

ANTON: You’ve come from the station, I suppose?

ZNAMENSKAYA: Yes. I’ll stand here for a little while, then go. Don’t tell him anything. Do you hear me?

ANTON: What on earth do you mean?

ZNAMENSKAYA: Tell me . . . is he still just as . . . (She loses herself in thought.)

ANTON: What is it you want?

ZNAMENSKAYA: No. Nothing at all. Farewell. (She drops the lilac branch, walks away, but bumps into Polozov. Polozov is wearing a dress coat and white gloves and carrying a dead borzoi.)

POLOZOV: Arina . . . Arina Borisovna.

ZNAMENSKAYA (turns away): Viktor Nikolayevich.

POLOZOV (in a daze): I. . .

ZNAMENSKAYA: I’m sorry to trouble you.

POLOZOV (can hardly speak): You’re . . . not at all. Allow me. This is so. . .

ZNAMENSKAYA: I’ve come to see your garden. Nothing more. Has your dog died? But wait, can it really be that same one? He’s so small in your hands.

POLOZOV (lays the dog on the ground): I’m so very glad to see you. It’s quite unexpected, but very good. Very good.

ZNAMENSKAYA: What’s good?

POLOZOV: That you’re here.

ZNAMENSKAYA: It’s strange . . . When I was walking through the grove from the station, I was overtaken by a drunken muzhik on a horse. Naked to the waist, holding some sort of mechanical thing in his hand, probably broken off some machine. He was banging it on the trunks of the birch trees, shouting: “In perpetuity! In perpetuity!” He was insane. What in perpetuity? An insane muzhik. And so spiteful.

ANTON (shakes his head): You see, they’re not behaving themselves over by Vostryakovo.

POLOZOV (to Anton): Go, get us some tea.

ANTON: This very minute, old boy. (He leaves.)

ZNAMENSKAYA (bending down to the dog and stroking it): Yes. That very hound. An ancient Greek, as your sister used to say. But I’ve forgotten what his name was: Antinous? Orestes? Alcides?

POLOZOV: Attis.

ZNAMENSKAYA: Attis! Sweet Attis. Yes. I even asked you then: Who’s this Attis? And you answered—Cybele’s lover. But I didn’t know the story of Cybele. And I was too ashamed to admit it. But now I’m not ashamed in the slightest. We would always take Attis out on our strolls. He was so fast, so beautiful. One day he rushed off to nip at a sheep. You yelled at him so much for that. Viktor Nikolayevich, what’s wrong with your face?

POLOZOV: Nothing. Probably nothing.

ZNAMENSKAYA: Tell me, is it terrible that I’m here?

POLOZOV: It’s very good.

ZNAMENSKAYA: I must confess, I didn’t read a single one of your letters.

POLOZOV: I’d gathered as much.

ZNAMENSKAYA: I burned all eighteen of them in the fireplace. It was beastly of me, I know. But something prevented me from reading them. Am I very beastly?

POLOZOV: Arina Borisovna, let’s go into the house. It’s damp out here.

ZNAMENSKAYA: No, no. Let’s stay, let’s stay. I so loved your garden. Especially in May. Do you remember when the Panins came? And you and Ivan Ivanovich were shooting bottles. And we went paddling in the evening. And Kadashevsky fell into the water. And, the next morning, all the apple trees had blossomed. All at once. And you said it was because I was here. And Panin said it meant war.

POLOZOV: Yes . . . it’s all coming back to me.

ZNAMENSKAYA: But no war came. All that happened was a muzhik in Konoplev chopped up his family.

POLOZOV: I remember that too. (He takes her hand.) Let’s go into the house. You need to rest and come back to your senses.

ZNAMENSKAYA (looks at the dead dog): It’s strange all the same.

POLOZOV: What?

ZNAMENSKAYA: Dead dogs look just like dogs that are alive. But dead people aren’t at all like the living. When I buried my father, I knew that he wasn’t the one lying in the coffin, but an entirely other person. For that reason, I still don’t believe that my father died. He’s alive. And more generally, what was lying in that coffin didn’t resemble a person in the slightest. Don’t you agree?

POLOZOV: Yes, yes. You’re right. Although . . . 

ZNAMENSKAYA: What?

POLOZOV: Get out of here!

ZNAMENSKAYA (looks at him uncomprehendingly): What?

POLOZOV (shouting): Get out of here! Out! This very moment—out! (Znamenskaya takes two steps back, gazing fixedly at his face, then turns around and runs off. Anton appears.)

ANTON: You called, master?

POLOZOV: No . . . I mean . . . yes. Help me. (He takes the hound into his hands and carefully places him in the pit.)

ANTON: And what about Arina Borisovna? Won’t you have tea, sir? I’ve set the table.

POLOZOV: Be quiet. (He looks at the dead dog, throws a handful of earth onto him.) Bury him.
(Anton dumps dirt into the pit.)

POLOZOV: Seven years. Just seven years. For some mongrel, that’s nothing, but for a borzoi—the length of a life.

ANTON: It’s only natural! Borzois spend their whole lives on the run. Don’t even have time to breathe. He was a glorious dog. Clean flanks with such thick fur. And how long! Pure passion! The way he stretched his neck out! Admire him—that’s how he was. As your late father used to say: “Our Attis has a crocodile’s jaw . . .” He could bite a rabbit right in half. He hunted down forty-three foxes. That’s how things were.
(Polozov slowly wanders back into the house.)



2.

The sitting room of Polozov’s house; Viktor Nikolayevich sits in an armchair smoking a cigar; next to him is a little Chinese tea table set for two; a decanter filled with vodka stands at its edge. Anton comes in with a plate of pickled cucumbers.


ANTON: Here we are, old boy, everything we have. We ran out of capers on Epiphany. Anyways, what good are capers if we soon won’t have enough to buy bread?

POLOZOV: Leave me.

ANTON (puts the pickles on the table, presses his hands to his chest): My dear, darling master, have mercy! What are you doing to yourself?

POLOZOV: Leave me.

ANTON: My heart is bleeding just to look at you! I’ve known you since you were in swaddling clothes! How can it be thus, Lord Jesus Christ? Why do you deign to cause your own perishing like this?

POLOZOV: Leave me!

ANTON: Yes, yes, I’m leaving, I’m leaving. Oh Lord! We’re down to our last penny . . . (He walks out.)

(A cane wiggles through the half-open window and forces it open. Schtange’s head pops in.)

SCHTANGE: Viktor Nikolayevich, oh mama, I’m here! Your gate’s wide open, brother! Which makes your broad nature immediately apparent! Forgive me, by mama, my coming in through the window like a freebooter! (He climbs in through the window—he is wearing a three-piece nankeen suit and a white hat, holding a cane, and carrying a paper bag with a bottle of Madeira.) Well, oh mama, hello! (Polozov presents his hand to him without getting up.)

SCHTANGE: What are you doing chasing tea with pickles? (He notices the decanter of vodka.) Ah, pardon, vodka! Charming! I also come to you with a prize bottle! (He puts the bottle of Madeira on the table.) Ein Geschenk, mein lieber Freund! I prefer Crimean Madeira to Spanish. Are you alone?

POLOZOV: Alone.

SCHTANGE: Why so gloomy? What happened?

POLOZOV: Attis died.

SCHTANGE: He passed? Ay yai yai. What a pity. He was a glorious hound. Do you remember that autumn? All the way back then? Sic him, sic him! A shame, devil take it. I’m truly sorry. (He sits down.) Treat me to a cigar, brother.
(Polozov silently opens the empty box of cigars, shows it to him.)

SCHTANGE: Are they all gone? Devil take them. (In a lively tone.) Well, oh mama, let me tell you, Crimea in the spring is such a baiser, such a delight! Foolishly, we take pains to be there in the autumn and the winter, but in the spring, all we do here is knead our national mud. You must also go to Yalta in April, you’ll come back a different individuum. It’s a miracle, just a miracle. Everything is blossoming, it’s warm, dry, the air is specially made for our bronchi. Ladies stroll along the embankment. And most acceptable specimens at that.
(Polozov looks silently at Schtange.)

SCHTANGE: What?

POLOZOV: Nothing. (A pause.)

SCHTANGE: Am I talking nonsense?
(Polozov smokes in silence.)

SCHTANGE: Let’s drink some vodka. (He fills up the glasses.) The Crimean air. It deafens and intoxicates. Everything there is somehow soft and beautiful. Sometimes, it even gets treacly. You know I’m no great lover of desserts, but in the Crimea I suddenly find myself entertaining an almost metaphysical sweet tooth. Hyperoptimism with a positivistic fleur. Believe me, I find pleasure in that. Prosit! (He drinks.) And when you return to your native aspens, you’re overwhelmed by that same melancholy, yes, all of it taken together: dirt, boredom, and ugliness. You buckle down to your work, then, onwards, bird-troika! (He pauses.) Why do you have that look? Am I not making sense? (He grins.) Tomorrow I’m cutting open the director of a bank. Imagine, oh mama, a banker, and suddenly—a hernia! Why would a banker have a hernia? What—he strained himself lifting banknotes?

POLOZOV (drinking his vodka): Arina Borisovna was just here.

SCHTANGE: Znamenskaya? Lord have mercy! I heard there was a benefit show in her honor. She’s gone?

POLOZOV: I kicked her out.

SCHTANGE: You’re out of your mind, by mama.

POLOZOV: I kicked her out. And now I want to kick you out. (A pause.)

SCHTANGE: Kick me out, yes, do me the honor. But first, perhaps, shall we drink? (He fills the glasses.)
(Polozov looks at him gloomily.)

SCHTANGE (puts down his glass without drinking): Listen, have you gone all lemony because of her? I told you a long time ago—yon dame is not worthy of your affections. Don’t you remember the argument we had? Who turned out to be right? Don’t get involved with actresses, don’t spoil your own blood. I was involved with two of ’em—one in Tambov and one in Odessa—two tales of exuberant insanity. Forget her, forget her now and for all time, I’m telling you as a friend! Better we should have a few drinks today and, tomorrow, I’ll take you to the Ivashevs’. You haven’t visited them for, what, seven years? How foolish! Everything’s different there now, Nina Lvovna is in charge of everything and, because of that, they have literary salons on Thursday evenings with all that this, as it were, entails. It’s a decent group with some very clever people. Let’s go, we must go! You’ve got to air out your brains, oh mama. You mustn’t rot alive at the age of forty. Come on, brother, drink up! To your health, then to mine, then to ours. (He raises his glass, but quickly puts it back on the table.) Oh, mein Gott! I’m an ass. You’re sulking like this because of the house, right? Because of the house! And I’m such a ninny that it slipped my mind! Well, by mama, you have only yourself to blame. Why have you clung to this house like Plyushkin? All the estates in the province are getting mortgaged, mortgaged, and remortgaged these days! Can you think of any landowners who have money to spare? Maybe Ryazhsky, but he’s a gigolo, every dog knows that. To speak truly, in Russia today you can’t have anything in perpetuity. I’ve been living in other people’s apartments for my whole life, but I’m happier than you—omnia mea mecum porto! This ancestral home is like a yoke round your neck, isn’t it? Get rid of it, let it go, I’m begging you. And now, let’s you and I drink to happiness. (He drinks, throws the glass at the floor.) That’s it!

(Polozov drinks, puts his empty glass on the table. Schtange grabs it and throws it at the floor.)

SCHTANGE: Let’s kiss, brother! (He kisses Polozov, then begins to pace excitedly around the sitting room.) Sell everything, sell it all! And as soon as possible! All this junk, all this decay, all this graveside garbage. A Chinese vase, a stuffed shark, these crystal goblets, what the devil are they to you?! (He walks over to a collection of weapons hanging on the wall.) You might keep these, though. (He touches one of them.) A machete, a navaja, a Damascus dagger . . . and what’s this? (He takes down a knife with a short metal handle in the shape of a cross.)

POLOZOV: A Mexican throwing knife.

SCHTANGE: So, one’s meant to throw it? If you’ll allow, brother, I’ll throw it.

POLOZOV: Throw it. (He drinks.)

SCHTANGE: Into what shall I throw it?

POLOZOV: Into anything you’d like.

(Schtange throws the knife at the door, but unsuccessfully—it falls to the floor.)

SCHTANGE: I’d be better off with a rifle. When shall we go out on a tyaga?2

POLOZOV: Someday. (He picks up the knife from the floor and looks it over.)

SCHTANGE: Oh yes. The tyaga. Nothing but the tyaga. The clearing isn’t yet overgrown, thank God. (He sits down at the piano, plays a few chords.) Sell the piano too . . . I know I’m too late for the black grouse. Have you already gone without me?

POLOZOV: I have.

SCHTANGE: How many did you bag?

POLOZOV: Not one.

SCHTANGE: Oh mama, it’s all because you went without me! You know you shoot three times better than me! (He plays the piano.) The bass notes rattle like the inside of a barrel. Haven’t you had it tuned? But I guess you don’t play, do you, brother?

POLOZOV: I don’t play.

SCHTANGE (sings as he plays): I don’t pla-a-ay, don’t pla-a-ay, don’t pla-a-a-ay. Listen, I didn’t ask, how did your Attis perish?

(Polozov looks at Schtange, then suddenly throws the knife at him as hard as he can. The knife buries itself in Sergei Leonidovich’s left side, right up to the handle. Schtange freezes for a moment, as if he were eavesdropping on something, then slowly stands up, looks at Polozov, opens his mouth, and falls dead onto the carpet.)

ANTON (cautiously cracks the door): You called, old boy?

POLOZOV: No. Leave me.

(Anton closes the door. Polozov walks over to the deceased Schtange, sits down beside him on the carpet, then remains motionless for a long time, gazing at the corpse.)

POLOZOV: I want to tell you something. Actually, I haven’t ever told this to anyone. So it’s hard for me to say it. Terribly hard. It happened just recently. Very recently, even. Three or four minutes ago. Though I’ve been thinking about it for a long time—since I was sixteen. But it opened itself up to me today. Just now. At that very moment when you were standing in the middle of the sitting room and enumerating all the things in it. Not even enumerating them, but naming them: a Chinese vase, a stuffed shark, a cabinet of crystal, a collection of knives, a piano . . . You were standing freely, speaking in a somewhat mocking tone, rather frivolously, as you often ended up doing, but . . . (A pause.) You have no idea what a serious matter you were occupied with in that moment. You were uttering the names of things. And all these things corresponded to their names. And this shook me like a peal of thunder. Yes! All things correspond to their names. A Chinese vase was, is, and shall always be a Chinese vase. Crystal is crystal and shall be thus until the day the moon falls to the earth. You stood amidst these dead things—a living, warm-blooded man—and you alone did not correspond to your name. It wasn’t to do with the properties of your soul, not because of your decency or your wickedness, your honesty or your deceitfulness, not because of the good or the evil that was inside you. You simply did not have a name. As is so with all of us. A person has no name. Sergei Leonidovich Schtange, a doctor, a Homo sapiens, a thinking animal, the image and likeness of God—none of those are names. They’re mere titles. We have no name. And never shall. (He pauses. Polozov rises from the floor, sits down in the chair, sits there for a while.) Anton. Anton! Anton!! Anton!!!
(The curtain falls slowly.)



There’s something M-unpleasant in this script, rips dabian.

But I can’t figure out just what.

When I get back (forgive the hushuo badao), I’ll ask you more tenderly: “What is it that’s so M-unpleasant in Chekhov-3’s text, my little xiaotou?” And you, rips shagua, will answer my question with a question, as usual: “What is it that’s so L-pleasant in it?” And I, Boris, shall not give you an answer.
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Nabokov-7

This is the HIGHEST. And not just because of the high percentage of correspondence. Highest by definition. During the process, the object comported himself with monstrous aggression: he broke his table, chair, and bed into wood chips, devoured his stylus, tore his erregen-object to shreds (a mink coat covered in honey), and stuck those shreds to the walls (using his own feces as glue). You’ll ask: what, then, did this monster write with? With a sliver from the table that he dunked into his left hand as if it were an inkwell (ArcheoRuss). As such, the entire text is written in blood. Which, unfortunately, the original couldn’t quite manage.


NABOKOV-7

KORDOSO’S WAY

All happy families are uniquely unhappy, each unhappy family is happy in its own way. It all began with a quotidian pencil. A mauve pencil that had cost twenty pfennigs jabbed forth from Alexander’s hand, which was as dry as a Berlin postmaster’s speech; one end was sharpened, the other was mercilessly wrapped in a bandage, and Svetlana, having soaked it in cheap cognac, touched it to her nipples all night. She would begin to do this late in the evening and the procedure was drawn out and became a suspicious ritual. Svetlana would sit on the sill of a large, Dutch-framed window and look out at the nocturnal garden, holding the pencil, more often than not, to her left breast. Moonlight coruscated lucidly down her excessively sloped shoulders, slid down the overly thin nape of her neck, along her shamelessly straight back, and spared only the equivocal ovals of her suprasternal notches. Svetlana understood w h a t she was doing, but did not realize the full measure of responsibility she held for that which she had done. It was not without reason that, having woken Alexander with quick, almost hysterical kisses in the morning, she would show him her right palm, then, moving like a cat, pull out Steinmeyer’s silver ordnung-box, as flat as an elevator boy’s joke but as polished as a corporal’s buckle, from under the pink pillow. Stretching and musically crepitating his joints, Alexander would sit down on the warm bed, open the ordnung-box, and, carefully, so as not to spill the transformer oil, extract a strip of aluminum foil from it. Svetlana held a towel at the ready. Rapaciously wetting the foil, Alexander would press it to his wife’s pale forehead and, no less rapaciously, cover it over with a plush handkerchief. Svetlana would gaze up at the cracked ceiling and smile senselessly. At twenty-two years of age, she was already a wise woman, professing two ironclad principles in her relations with rotund men: to meet with them only after a preliminary sodictio and to, without fail, take their money before the pumping of the sick stonecutters. Alexander very nearly conformed to her ideal for a latent husband, though in their six months of coexistence, she could never get used to his ritual sacks, whose rusty spots gave her cause for barbs and reproaches, which would then call forth a lurid avalanche of hysteria in her. “I only eat white meat!” she would shout at him, bending forward until her back cracked and touching her narrow chin to the edge of the silver dish filled with the prostates of catamites baked in grated cheese and mercilessly drizzled with lemon juice. Alexander would cough disappointedly and hurriedly cover the dish with a briadlovic napkin. Most of their acquaintances openly condemned their procrustean union, considering it to be a misalliance, and only Luka Vadimovich, with his perpetual willingness to chop the heads off invisible Cossacks, blindly supported Svetlana’s choice. “Opristi prett, my darling!” he would repeat, squinting and sniffling. Svetlana loved to kiss his flaccid old hand, which reminded her of her own drowsy childhood spent in Torzhok, of curly-haired Nikolai, who having wimbled 126 holes into a wheelbarrow would burnish them each morning with earthworms, of leaps over the swaddled and plaintively wheezing Borlo, of shotgun-slug-stuffed birches, of the lunar blindage, and, needless to say—of her first encounter with Colombina. In giving her overripe body to Alexander, Svetlana would recall Colombina’s quick tongue, her delicate fingers, which would eventually be shattered by the gloomily obliging Commissioner Gerd, and a treacly wave of grebes would crash over Svetlana. “Why not do a side intercalation?” Alexander would ask, slipping a sandalwood cover over his cock. “For what reason have I been so lengthily deprived of the pleasure of contemplating Orolama?” Svetlana would then silently turn her ursine eyes away from him and walk into the White Hall, where Steinmeyer’s torso reposed atop a carved table-applicant. She would gaze absentmindedly at the spots of decay, scars, and traces of past beatings that covered the torso, walk up the jade steps, sit down, then, bowing her head, follow the progress of Alexander’s thick sperm leaving her vagina and falling succulently onto the torso’s chest. “Shall we launch mice or swallows into it?” she would think, fingering her suspiciously rounded knees with her nails. “Barn mice wouldn’t probably live too long in there and it would be troublesome to get the mother-of-pearl ones. I’d better start off with the swallows. The breadth of the thoracic cage should allow for it.” Alexander did not approve of her proclivity for stekora. “You give cause for gossip once again,” he would say. “Understand, my dear, we were born for mediated touchings. Our feelings are nothing more than basic geometric figures carved from the compressed bones of our ancestors and immersed in an aquarium filled with pink oil. And you must trust my sensory experience: only one living creature is capable of living in this aquarium—a cephalopod with a portable oxygen device who comprehended the difference between water and pink oil as an adequate necessity. He is doomed to spoor smooth circles around a ball, a cube, and a pyramid, blaziating and mimicking all the while. His scorched essence imitates those figures, just as we imitate his imitation.” “But why have we nothing to lose?” Svetlana would ask. “We have nothing to lose, my angel, because, for the duration of our entire conscious existence, we acquired not phenomena, but noumena” he would reply, and Svetlana would momentarily calm down. Their conjugal existence moved sinusoidally with just the occasional intrusive recurrence, which, however, only irritated the uninitiated. On Wednesdays and Saturdays, Alexander would go to the present institution. His service, like a well-dried butcher block, wasn’t overly much of a burden, but, being a man of principle, he gave himself to it entirely, forgetting not only Svetlana, but also Steinmeyer’s ordnung-box. “If I’m firmly convinced of anything, then bonro does not exist for me; for that reason, I can combine the incombinable,” he would say to Samson, who nodded uncomprehendingly. Alexander’s colleagues loved him for his candor and impartiality, though his state-of-the-art titanium prostheses and his diamond-pimpled armrest had provoked many a paroxysm of causeless fury in them. Sputtering and sobbing, they would pull at their hair gloves, stitched, oiled, and numbered by Ludwig Farkon, who had since been shot, tear the stoppers out of the sealed bath, rake up handfuls of liquid glass, and throw it with all their might at old Schwartz’s flabby haunches, though he’d had almost no time to bare himself. “I’ll take the whole!” Samson would squeak, having gone crimson. “On Valentine’s Day, we’ll pour mercury into thimbles!” Tiberius Ivanovich would threaten. “Twelve!” the tapir-like Gashek would growl. Schwartz never had any time to arm himself with the regulation scrapers. Alexander endured all of this calmly. “I am always on the side of the weak, gentlemen. Voilà le premier acte,” he would say, wiping rime from the golden bricks. Management was rather afraid of him, but also valued him. Calling Alexander into his office, Spiravlenko, a dropsical, oralamic roughneck decorated with medals and fistulas like a Christmas tree, would spend hours dawdling past stained glass windows, ringing the rails and thudding the counter-weights, before beginning to converse. Alexander would wait in silence, sticking his index fingers into the meat boxes. “You are not aware, Kordoso,” Spiravlenko would finally pronounce, then stop and rancify. “I am well aware, Gordon Zhakovich,” Alexander would reply with tooth-destroying firmness, then, having liberated his fingers, would show just how aware he was. Spiravlenko would puff, blush, go gray, ache, sweat, reek, eructate, but, soon enough, let him go in peace. While he was driving away from the office in his brand-new gobt, his colleagues would enviously proffer their powdered genitals. “How lucky you are, Kordoso!” Samson would wipe himself mournfully. “Strong men are always lucky!” Alexander would parry, fastening his birch corset and heading into the dining room. He would return home well past midnight, when inky adumbrations were already eating into the bones of the bodies of homeless cows dying in horrible agony. Svetlana would always be up waiting for him in their antechamber, having nepresnified herself and dunked her feet into a vase filled with ferret pâté. “Umorab has come!” he would shout to her from the corridor. “Izaberia awaits her Umorab!” Svetlana would sing, capsizing into Bulgarian giblets. Having changed into a man’s skin, freshly flayed by their servant Afanasy from yet another volunteer-donor, Alexander would worm his way into the antechamber. “What might our geobnorobdy Umorab desire?” Svetlana would ask, stroking the giblets with her knobbly fingers, humiliated with rings from Marseille for the warding-off of jellyfish. “Umorab thirsts for the heartrending!” Alexander would grit his teeth. Svetlana would begin to kiss her knees. After 28 seconds of this, Alexander would be fast asleep, his face buried in the ferret pâté. On Mondays and Fridays, they would go dine at a Belarusian restaurant called Sapphiria. The doorman and the waiters would welcome them like family: they immediately began to beat Alexander in the hallway, but allowed Svetlana to enter the main hall before they fell upon her. As he was a real man, they afforded him ponderous cuffs, while she was awarded with sonorous slaps, which made her face numb and her forearms ache for a long time. Sitting down at Table No. 18, Svetlana would immediately lay a banker’s lung to her face. “I must say, they’re in poor form today,” Alexander would groan disappointedly, clambering up into the birut and hysterically demanding a menu. The spouses never betrayed their gastronomic preferences, invariably ordering an 1889 Tokay, a swampgrass salad, the roots of elderly proletarians’ wisdom teeth, marengo made from bolonkas, parchation with toad caviar, and the menisci of third-league Belarusian soccer players under piles of vomit. For dessert, Svetlana would have rock crystal with whipped bull saliva or “Lair.” Having eaten their fill, they would move on to the jointer-inlaid tabernacle, wipe the prisms and trample the hamsters for forty minutes, then slide down the larded chute into the cloakroom. “A degree of destination!” Alexander would smile. “A spear! Yes, the sixty-second ones!” Svetlana would sob with pleasure. They’d return home just before morning. And everything in their shared existence would be in its right place, everything would continue stronnily and obronnily, and their married life would slide down that larded chute to the sound of cheerful chuckling and delicate squealing right up until the coffin machine—so long as Svetlana didn’t want a baby. At first, she talked about it gradually, casually, in passing, in a hurry, in a low voice, along the way, in stride, a half suggestion, half-joking, half-serious, half-gronzezily. But, with each passing day, these conversations took on a more menacing sense, accreting reality just as yellow skeletons grow stinking flesh, climbing out of the graves in an abandoned Gypsy cemetery at midnight, standing in a circle, then holding up a thousand-year-old marble torus overgrown with white moss and dotted with barely perceptible holes—so that the spring wind might squeeze forth from the torus’s marble throat with the sound of the eternal return. “It is as indispensable to us as air, as water, as a handful of your black powder,” Svetlana would repeat, dotting her husband’s shoulders with the lightning-fast pricks of a red-hot needle. “If we pearlaem now, the centiworld shall never forgive us!” Alexander would remain taciturn at first, brush it off, disavow, joke it away, let it in one ear and out the other, not take it to heart, not take it into account, pay no attention, ignore, pretend not to understand what, strictly speaking, this matter concerned. But his wife turned out to be persistent down to the twist of her bowels: only three weeks had passed, but the white rubber hose was already reposing in a pot filled with linden honey, at the same time as Alexander’s tweed dress was penetrated by hundreds of new thermometers. Alexander’s last bastion—the uritko—collapsed a week after Svetlana boiled her husband’s oak table in goats’ milk and filled his drawers with elephant dung. “All right. Do what you think is best,” Alexander smoothed his tendons. “But I warn you, I will take an active role in this, as the idea is not mine.” “Darling, I shall spare nothing in pursuit of juicy happiness!” his swollen wife assured him in moderation, tore the skin from her left temple, donned a first-rate frozen suit of gelatinous armor, then rushed off to MOOORZ. “We’re jebraifying, jebraifying, jebraifying . . .” she growled dreamily, rushing down the corpse-strewn street. Left alone for fourteen hours, Alexander gave himself over to reflection. “Certainly, I am obligated to understand and accept her impulse,” he thought, having set himself up with milk and worms in the dimmed, quiet throatcuttery. “She is a woman, she wants to be a mother, she wants to pluck and move, to count and print. She is impatient to experience that archaic feeling of motherhood that causes women to degrease their bones, take shots in the dark, cry onto telegraph poles, suck on sea pebbles, crush and stoma the brow. But shall I be capable of cutting the stone of her feelings in twain? Do I have enough strength, needle files, and birchbark suitcases? Shall I be able to cast reproachful glances at the second-floor window the whole night through? To press down on the rotten part of the eucalyptus tree with my boot? To pass electric current through a dog? To appear in the dreams of my mother-in-law, then those of the mother-in-law of my closest friend? To dig shallow pits? To humanely kill cockchafers? To pluck and move?” The more questions he put to himself, the finer and more raised became the platinum crust that covered the pink tuber of his confidence. Some time passed. The bread clock flattened 5:45 in the morning. The door to the throatcuttery opened silently, the carvers came in with their morning victim, bowed to Alexander, then got to work. One pressed the Japanese youth’s shaved head to the sacrificial washstand and the other tore open his throat with a curved knife from Turkmenistan. But if this ritual, sumptuously familiar to him since childhood, had always calmed Alexander before today, calling forth sleep and a calm mind, now the throatcutting had an unexpectedly rousing effect on him. When the carvers began to use their portly bodies to squeeze blood out of the Japanese man, who, vivisected, was dying in agony, Alexander leapt up, ran over, then kissed his own palm as hard as he could. The carvers squinted at him fearfully. Once they had gone, he lowered his hands into the warm blood. “I must,” he thought purposefully, “must as husband, must as a monad.” This ablution gave him strength. Leaping up, he smashed his head on a ceiling beam. Svetlana returned joyfully, with a bunch of funny mortells. “Today!” she shouted at Alexander’s unhirsute chest. “I’m ready, my undarling!” Alexander puffed up and gat ongry. The conception was held at noon. Svetlana cleaned their bedroom with bandages and hangnails. Her husband tormented her for a long time, attacking with bugle beads and retreating with homemade baked goods. “Houghmagandy! Houghmagandy! Houghmagandy!” she sang, actively interfering with his work. “Sislov! Sislov! Sislov!” Alexander roared, trying with all his might to sweat. Their servant Afanasy handily waved them on. After about eight hours, Alexander’s sperm exploded out onto the rubberized sheet. “Too kessy, too choorfolly . . .” Svetlana mumbled palely, pulling herself up on a palpatetic rope, her torso quivering. Afanasy skillfully stuffed her with Alexander’s sperm. “More evenly, you brutes!” she cried suddenly, unleashing an avalanche of slobbery kisses onto the servant’s dumbfounded face. “Nasal Ferdinand . . .” Alexander exhaled, plunging into a shallow sleep. Sealing her vagina with a walnut ligature, Svetlana rushed into the incubator. After nine months of woolly silence, a silence that recalled the profile of a young Roosevelt, they met in the nursery. Husband greeted wife with roses, honey groove, dried udder, a cleaver, a flower, and dandruff, all of which he presented with his characteristic vehemence. “I missed you monstrously, my undarling darling!” he burst into hysterical laughter and gritted his teeth enviously. “I worship you, you bastard!” Svetlana could hardly contain her indifference, sensing an approaching fit of vipr. “Don’t help me?” she asked. “I’ll talk back!” Alexander chuckled and wept. “Don’t help me?” she repeated, squeezing herself to him. “Fill it with milk!” he bent over. “Don’t help me!” Svetlana straightened up and gave birth at that very moment. Alexander was poured over by another life. “Twirl him, twirl!” squealed Svetlana, barely managing to contain her protruding guts. Afanasy began to twirl the infant around. “And the clock?” Alexander unsheathed his prostheses. “It’s lok once again!” Svetlana laughed, bouncing and fixanating. Afanasy whistled into the child’s navel with a Central Russian whistle, rubbed at his wrists, then blew onto his vertebra. The infant was growing before their very eyes. “He wants me!” Svetlana chuckled disappointedly, keeling over backwards. Alexander rushed over to help, not sparing his nails. Afanasy ran over for the cudgel. “Stars!” Svetlana squeaked, embracing her son with a crunch. Afanasy waved the cudgel. The palely flavid emerald of the riverbank, which hung over the greasy water like a giantess’s hunchback, cracked from the force of the blow and began to crumble downwards both slowly and terribly. Svetlana’s agile hands entered the child’s body. Afanasy laughed, meticulously winking at his shadow. The wind carried unbearably diaphanous bits of Alexander’s brain out over the crepuscular field.

•

			Rips, I wanna sleep.

It’s too bad there aren’t any hyperon pillows here.

Value what you have, my little boy, don’t be a kebide lianglianpai.

There shall come a time when no moshujia shall be able to save you from losses and disappointments. Remember what it says in the Tao-te Ching: “By moderation one can be generous.” I’m sure that the great Lao was writing about love, rips laowai.

In our doubtful age, it’s very easy to paint the rhinoceros. It is much more complicated to sculpt a little soldier out of prostate pus while still being an ethically conscientious being.

I wish you bright dreams, my babe of rare tenderness.

And quiet thoughts concerning my prostate.

I’m afraid.
Boris

P.S. A stunning dream! I haven’t LAUghed like that for a long time: I am in the plus-plus-direct, an ocean, a giant iceberg made of blue lard. Our seven objects are jumping around on top of it like fleas (ArcheoRuss). Long, protracted leaps with drawn-out hovering in the air. They are searching and searching for one another. (Are they blind?) Finally, they find each other. Everyone’s olo gets hard (except for Akhmatova-2). Nabokov penetrates Platonov, Platonov—Chekhov, Chekhov—Pasternak, Pasternak—Dostoevsky, Dostoevsky—Tolstoy, and Tolstoy, sobbing, penetrates Akhmatova, while she, L-positively laughing and dis-actively squealing, bares her wet vulva and pisses onto the iceberg’s blue skin. And her urine melts the blue lard. As if it were mere ice.

With what? Her 88% L-harmony.

•

			I’m going back to sleep!

18 JANUARY

Pasternak-1.

I’m sending this one without comment. You’ll soon understand why.

U n b e l i e v a b l e weather today, I’ve never seen anything like it in my life: a pale-blue, plus-direct distant sky with a barely noticeable shade of emerald in the west, a dazzlingly cold sun, stunning visibility.

And –32°C.

But. Despite the frost, it’s easy to breathe. I went out for a little while to shoot white grouse. Sergeant Prut showed me how to use a Cyclops-238 MC. A slaughtersome thing, I tell you; not only that, everything in its sight is as clear as the palm of your hand and, it turns out, you can even regulate the strength of the charge.

I started out with a normal mute bullet, but ended up . . . Those poor grouse and the age-old pine that was sheltering them.

I walked over—couldn’t believe it: wood chips and white feathers on the white snow. With a Cyclops, one could easily hew a clearing into our taiga all the way to the ocean. And, there, steal a reeking Chinese flier and fly all the way to your sharp shoulder blades.


PASTERNAK-1

PUSSY


The pussy of the fields arose,

The center of an open space—

The pussy of our guides there too,

The sadness of what never lasts.




Her peak up there so very high

Above the frozen ground below,

It calls around into the air,

Unearthly console shooting sound.




But, oh, the fearful hour when

The forest pussy hovers there

Like bomb when alder leaf is stained

With antimonial blood of owls.




The calm and then the quiet world

Met with the pussy of dark streams,

The pussy of mute cripples was

Deemed worthy to replace it so.




Leisurely shall she become

The pussy of untamèd dogs,

The toughened ovary of dreams

Be wounded by a solar ray.




In pussy of foregoing range,

A horrid movement came to life,

The valley’s vacant blind expanse

Marred there by an avalanche.




The pine trees wearied by the noise

Of bird-house pussy rotten through,

They hung aloft in forest there

Like knightly armor on redoubt.




The pussy of the houses grown,

With courtyards and dark alleyways,

The pussy of steel bridges too

And their booming viaducts.




The pussy of cracked shutters lost

Suddenly itself in thought,

Its pattern always ever was

So heavy and mellifluous.




Piano frozen over now

A pussy black as anthracite.

It glitters under twilit sky

Like a wayward altar high.




The fire of which pussy shall

Appear as fresh as bloody wound?

From star’s blade stubbornly it shall

Slip away without a sound.




The pussy of all paths shall rise,

Just as the buds shall blossom too,

There is no place for midnight guests,

Sleepless in the pussy’s bed.




The pussy of such painful winds,

Of fire-polished candle ends,

Of oaks so long ago cut down,

Of parks so covered pussy in.



P.S. You know I can’t stand Russcenities. Because of this, I offer no commentary. But it’s remarkable: Pasternak-1 is the only one of the seven objects who hasn’t changed in the slightest or done anything to either his room or his erregen-object.

His lemur’s body completed the script process with quiet rectitude, curled into a white ball, then fell into anabiosis. What can this mean, rips ni ma de dabian! I looked at the traces and the microfields twice: everything was clean. I don’t understand it yet. Which is why this text is especially dear to me.

I asked Cpl. Nedelin, who’s a bit drunk, to select the biggest clonepigeon. He’s already rattling the lock to the pigeonry and, in a few minutes, a feathery monster with this capsule in his stomach will be flying to you. Wish it a fair wind, rips ni hao.

Boris

20 JANUARY

Today, that r e d day, which I have tormentedly awaited since my very arrival, has come.

THE PROSTATE.

It flared up, da-byid lizard fat notwithstanding. The Five Good also notwithstanding. During the time of Ivan the Terrible, they didn’t just stake you on the fast one (greased with lamb lard), but also the slow one (dry aspen).

If, on my first night here, I was staked on the fast one, now the beautiful and indifferent Cosmos is staking me on the slow one.

Such pain that I (oh, horror of horrors!) have begun to think of the painkillers reposing in our warriors’ yellow first aid kits.

I am an old, weak baichi, a slave to my gangmen. My last hope is cauterization. I shall try it in a half hour.

The situation with the final object—Tolstoy-4—distracts me briefly from this accursed pain. I don’t know why, but, out of all seven cases, only this one calls forth from me a spasm of senseless laughter. I laugh and sit on my palms, palpating my r e d wangwei.

Tolstoy-4 wept through the whole process. He wrote and wept, wrote and wept. He didn’t touch his erregen-object in the slightest. But did chew up the glass of the two kerosene lamps, as a result of which they quickly burned out and were extinguished. However, the lack of lighting didn’t bother him in any way; he wrote in the darkness. His enormous eyelids turned lilac from the streaming tears, his violet nose now reminiscent of a sweet potato tuber. He fell into accumulative anabiosis as he stood in the corner and sobbed. In such a position, he froze as a monument to himself.

I’m expecting no less than 8 (!!!) kg. of blue lard from him.

TOLSTOY-4

12.

The heavy frosts, which had stood since Christmas, began to release the land from its shackles only toward February.

Having spent the whole winter in Pospelov, the old prince Mikhail Savvich found out about Boris’s duel too late, after his son’s wound had already closed up, and, along with it, so too had the whole business of his quarrel with Nesvitsky closed up and scabbed over. Old Man Arzamasov belonged to that rare and soon-to-disappear breed of high society lions who, after decades of senselessly squandering their spiritual fortitude, suddenly begin to think on their useless and empty lives as they reach the twilight of their years, not becoming any more honest with themselves because of this, but, on the contrary, falling into the self-deceptive trickery of those people who are, a s i t w e r e, awakened.

How does an awakened person differ from one who is awakened, a s i t w e r e? An awakened individual, that is to say, an individual who has been awakened by their conscience once and for all, has shaken off the evil of indifference to the lives of other people, as if it were a scab strongly and tightly clinging to the body, which, like a shell or a suit of armor, clings to the conscience of every contemporary person living in contemporary society, which is based on the lawful oppression of some people, the weak and the poor, by other people, the strong and the rich; this awakened individual will always evaluate all his deeds and misdeeds based on his new, young conscience, which has just awoken from its slumber. A person who is awakened, a s i t w e r e, shall continue to evaluate his deeds and misdeeds based not on his conscience, but on the shape of the scab of socially legitimized deception that clings to his conscience, continuing to flatter himself as before.

Obeying his own self-delusion, the old prince suppressed a rising wave of anger and decided to forgive his son.

“This shall be better for us and for his position in the world, and, on the other hand, it shall also be after the Christian fashion,” the prince concluded cleverly and, terribly pleased with himself, immediately sent off a letter to his son with an invitation to come to Pospelov for a bear hunt.

A week later, the young Arzamasov was already kissing his father’s sunken cheeks.

Although Boris returned to Pospelov with a feeling of guilt, his father’s letter had cheered him up, as it demanded no tokens of repentance.

“Can it truly be that I am guilty?” his quick black eyes and perpetually ruddy round face seemed to say.

Old Man Arzamasov did not stand to pester his son with interrogations, not even taking any interest in his wound, having decided to push this business into the most remote corner of his memory, just as one puts a disappointing book on the very highest, dustiest shelf in the library, among equally uninteresting and forgotten books.

“The hunt calms everything and reconciles everyone,” Mikhail Savvich thought.

It was decided that they go on the first Thursday of Maslenitsa.

That morning, sunny and frosty, soon came around. Boris, having woken up late as usual, gladly made out a narrow wedge of bright-blue sky in the gap between the dull curtains, then sweetly stretched out the whole of his young body. Having quickly gotten ready, he ran down from the porch, then hurried along the path, cleared of snow with ideal evenness, toward the barnyard.

The old prince was already there; donning a short fur coat with a knife under his belt and a fluffy wolf-fur shapka, he did not differ in any way from his two faithful hunters: his valet Stepan and the Pospelov muzhik Vanka Sivolay. They were both passionate bear hunters and the prince’s immutable hunting comrades, having felled sixty-two bears together with him. Stepan—stocky, with a narrow, wolfish face and hair-splitting eyes—was the first to notice the young prince and, removing his fox-fur shapka with earflaps, bowed in practiced fashion. Vanka, a tall, broad-shouldered bogatyr with an expression of dumb benevolence on his round, pumpkin-like face, awkwardly took off his tattered malahai and bent heavily at the waist. Standing off in the distance, six muzhiks with bear spears reluctantly took off their shapkas and also bowed.

“Ah, it’s you,” the old prince turned to Boris, dropping a torn bridle into the snow and offering his cheek to his son, “hello.”

Boris kissed his father.

“You bandit! With ammunition like this, they’ll run away from you and straight to the devil!” Quickly forgetting about his son, the old man spoke sternly but without anger.

Gavrila, the hunchbacked cattleman, stood guiltily in front of the prince, palpating his whip.

“What are you just standing there for, you bandit? Bring them out!” Arzamasov cried.

Gavrila creaked open the frozen gates, disappeared into the barn, then quickly brought out three crushers on chains: Kingpin, Sigeum, and Nostril. When they saw the hunters, the crushers howled in every direction and attempted to rush over to their masters.

Gavrila held them back ably and led them over to the old prince.

The crushers crawled over to him on all fours and began to lick at his tall boots, which were shiny with lard.

“You didn’t feed them!” the old man asked Gavrila affirmatively, smiling at the crushers.

“How would that be, m’lord?” Gavrila became offended. “Why on earth would I feed them before their baiting?”

“Well, what do you say?” the old prince looked at his son with a grin. “Are my crushers fine?”

“Very fine,” Boris replied, grabbing Sigeum by his tattered ear and pulling his tar-colored shaggy head toward him. “But where’s Fistula?”

“I sold Fistula to Semyon Vasilievich in the spring,” the old prince took his immutable silver flask with coriander-infused spirits out of his coat. “Oh, mon cher, first he offered to trade me Armature for Fistula, but what do I need Armature for? I sold him for a thousand. A troika has always been plenty for us and Fistula was always getting tangled up in our legs. Isn’t that right, Stepan?”

“Just so, Your Excellency!” Stepan agreed seriously, kicking away Kingpin as the crusher leapt at him. “A troika can crush most handily.”

“Fistula was the only one who could crush an insomniac bear,” Boris said to himself, immediately remembering Fistula’s red-haired, freckled body, a lover of beef bones and melancholy, wordless evening songs.

Having recognized Boris, Nostril rattled his gnawed-at chain, leapt onto Boris’s chest, grabbed at his shoulders with his gnarled black fingers, then, whining joyfully, proffered his cheeky, weathered snout to the prince’s ruddy face.

“Kapo!” Boris muttered, kneeing Nostril in the stomach. The crusher leapt back joyfully, mumbling his characteristic cry: “Fucky! Fucky!”

Nostril was a seasoned forty-year-old crusher who had crushed the ribs of more than a dozen bears and had been given his name based on his adolescent proclivity for licking greedily at the nostrils of both masters and servants in the morning. He stood out from the other crushers because of his disproportionately wide chest and his long, hairy, muscular arms, the restless fingers at the ends of which constantly fiddled with the stretched-out nipples hanging from his chest.

On every hunt, Nostril was invariably made to be the receiver, meaning he was the first crusher standing in the path of the beast bursting forth from its den.

“Gavrila! The saddle!” the old prince ordered, putting away his flask and hastily hiding his little hands in mittens.

All around him was a great fuss.

“There we are! It’s begun!” Boris thought cheerfully, girding himself with the brocaded girdle given to him by Stepan and sticking a curved scimitar under it.

Soon, the entire hunting party had left the barnyard in the direction of Old Pine Grove. Sonya Sonya Sonya get the hammer out out out of the cupboard.

13.

A half verst remained before the den when Prince Mikhail Savvich ordered everyone to dismount and tie their horses so as not to raise the beast too early.

The hunchback Gavrila, who was riding a little behind the hunting party on his light-chestnut-colored horse Nechava, jumped down into the snow nimbly and walked over to take the old prince’s bay Carbon and Boris’s calm, eternally indifferent red-brown piebald Sissy. The six muzhiks with bear spears slid down from their unsightly steeds and, following behind Vanka, walked through the deep snow, flattening out a path for their masters. Fomka brought up the rear with their pack of crushers.

“Vanka had already tracked him (the bear) down back around Christmas,” the prince said to his son as they followed Fomka. “He di’n’t start hibernating before the first snow, he also di’n’t deign to join his ’somniac fellas. He’s an old thing, ’bout five times older ’an any other bear I’ve ever seen, so he’s gotten real fussy!”

Smiling, Boris took note of his father’s age-old trait: always talking like a muzhik and putting on a little accent while hunting.

“An old bear, Your Excellency, ain’t that the case!” It was Stepan who spoke up, wandering after them with three bear spears, but the prince raised his hand, ordering him to be quiet.

Suddenly, the crusher Sigeum, kneading snow with the pack, leapt up, stood on his legs, pulled the fresh, frosty air into his nostrils, and let out a thin, protracted whistle.

The old prince stopped and the whole hunting party immediately stopped with him.

“I think he’s gettin’ distracted by small game, Your Excellency!” Stepan determined.

“Let ’im do his work!” the prince allowed.

Fomka unfastened the lead and showed Sigeum his finger. Sigeum got down on all fours, tilted his steep-foreheaded face to the ground, and then suddenly took four quick leaps away from the trail. Making a great din, several black grouse began to rise from the snow under which they had been slumbering. Sigeum rushed over and grabbed one of the blackish-blue, lyre-tailed birds. There was a flicker of white from the grouse’s underwings, then the crunch of its bones sounded out.

“Apporte!” the prince commanded.

Sigeum ran over and held out the bird. Mikhail Savvich took the still-trembling black creature by its legs and shook it. A black feather glowed in the playful sun, the bird’s brow went crimson, and delicate white down flickered beneath its wings. It was strange to see this beautiful, warm bird in the winter against the background of the snow-ossified forest.

“Throw him the guts! He’s earned it!” the prince ordered Stepan, handing over the bird.

With the tip of his enormous knife, Stepan instantaneously ripped open the black bird’s belly, pulled out its pinkish-pearly intestines, and tossed them to Sigeum. The crusher caught them in the air and, to the envy of Nostril and Kingpin, swallowed them in the blink of an eye.

“And now, everyone quiet!” the old prince ordered and Boris felt the blows of his heart grow.

“Please let my Kingpin crush!” he prayed silently and he patted Kingpin’s flat red head, the hair on which was tough as straw.

Kingpin smiled with the whole of his gap-toothed mouth and began to speak in a hoarse bass tone.

“Scrag, scrag, half-a-crag.”

They approached the den.

The bear had lain down in a lowland grown over with brambles and young spruces.

The old prince and Vanka arrayed the muzhik-besiegers and Stepan gave each of the masters a bear spear with a steel tip. The three muzhiks handed out crushers, or, as the hunters referred to them, “oaken mittens,” to the crushers—six oak stumps with grips hollowed out on their insides. The crushers put the oaken mittens onto their arms.

The old prince and Nostril stood directly in front of the den, Stepan and Sigeum to their left, and Boris and Kingpin on their right.

The muzhiks dressed in long homespun sheepskin coats like medieval warriors on the field of battle got into formation next to the pine trees to one side of the den and held their bear spears before them.

“Get ready!” the old prince winked at Boris, then nodded to Stepan. “God be with you!”

Stepan took a powder bomb rolled in dough out from the bosom of his coat, scraped it with a fire striker, set it alight, and hurled it almost precisely into the mouth of the den.

Everyone was frozen.

“Help me, oh Lord!” Boris managed to think as he unhooked Kingpin’s lead.

The bomb exploded without much strength, lifting clods of snow up into the air. A glaucous cloud of smoke rose up around the lair and the incomparable smell of burnt powder wafted into everyone’s nostrils. It momentarily seemed to Boris as if the bear’s snout was pushing through the smoke and moving toward him, but nothing stirred in the den.

“Can it be that Sivolay was mistaken?” Boris thought, when suddenly the snow, dark with powder, erupted into the air and an enormous, thin bear jumped nimbly out from the den and headed for the besiegers.

“Hold fast!” the old prince shouted at them in a high, feminine tone.

The sound of cracking bear spears resounded through the air, the bear lunged to the right, beating up a cloud of snow dust that sparkled in the sun. Sigeum, released by Stepan, jumped at the bear but missed; the beast had coiled up into a brown ball of fur, then, with a hasty jump, leapt over Sigeum, who was thrashing about in the snow, and landed between the old prince and Boris. In a state of self-oblivion, Boris let go of Kingpin’s collar, letting the crusher tear forwards, and, deafening himself, cried out, “Crush him!”

Kingpin jumped forwards and, in one fell swoop, instantly had both oaken mittens around the bear’s head. The bear shook with fury, stood up on its hind paws, and rushed at him. Kingpin swung back and struck the bear a frightful blow to the chest—a blow strong enough to break a bull’s spine. The bear grunted and hit his attacker with his paw. Kingpin flew backwards. But Nostril was already flying toward the beast from the left—an oaken mitten flashed through the air and the bear made a terrific sound as it smashed against a frozen tree, then, stunned, but not yet felled, the bear spun around in place, snarling and waving its paws. Having come to his senses, Kingpin rushed at the beast with a beastly expression upon his face.

Sigeum’s protracted cry rang through the air, “Ro-o-oi-i-ia-a-d-d-d!” and his oaken mittens cut into the bear’s back. The crushers stood in a triangle around the bear and kneaded at him indiscriminately. The beast finally fell back onto its thighs and furiously attempted to swat the crushers away, then clutched at its own short ears and bared its unbearishly long snout, so long that it seemed to have suddenly been tugged outwards.

“It’s sitting down!” the old prince cried out in the same broad-like falsetto, tearing forward with his spear outstretched, but—alas!—tripping on a bit of dead wood under the snow.

Stepan and Vanka rushed toward the bear, but, as in the nightmarish dream well known to every individual, Boris saw their legs begin to bend like bast and sink into the snow. Boris’s hair rustled beneath his astrakhan hat, the inexplicable horror of what was happening urged him forth, then, with his spear at the ready, he rushed to the site of the skirmish. The crushers’ bare backs flashed past Boris as they squealed, lamented, and screamed, m o u n d i n g around the bear, who was spinning about in a squat. Finding a gap between their backs with some difficulty, Boris cried out like a beast and thrust his spear into the shaggy, spinning body.

The bear roared and shuddered; in clutching the shaft, Boris’s hands instantly felt the beast’s inhuman strength—the oak spear arched, cracked, and broke like a matchstick. The bear waved its clawed paws, tossing Kingpin and Nostril off to the side, then turned its frightening and intelligent face with its teary old man’s eyes and its piglike black spot of a nose toward Boris. Its mouth soon began to expand and grow hastily, displacing everything around it—the snowy, sun-drenched forest, the high, blue sky, the resounding, pure, frosty air, the seething crushers with their oaken mittens and their voices—the thick smell of rotten earth emanated from the beast’s mouth, its wet, droopy lips parted, revealing tenderly pink gums covered in a whitish rash and crooked, yellow teeth, flashing like amber in the sun. Boris reached for his scimitar and barely managed to grab hold of the absolutely useless weapon’s little handle made of fake bone—as useless as a toy—but Vanka Sivolay was already behind the beast; the wide, forged blade of his spear went into the bear’s humpback and Boris heard vertebrae crack under a layer of fur and fat.

The bear growled desperately and tried to rush forwards, but, from its roar and its desperate movements, it became clear that this was the end. The crushers fell upon the bear with renewed strength. Boris pulled the scimitar out of its scabbard and stood with it in his hand, not knowing how to approach the beast.

“Sic him!” the old prince’s cry rang out and, breathing heavily like an old man, Mikhail Savvich stuck his spear into the bear’s neck, barely missing Kingpin’s curly head of hair. This blow turned out to be a fatal one; the bear collapsed and would no longer rise.

Stepan arrived at precisely the right moment, swung back a little late, but his narrow, almost Polovtsian spear entered the bear’s body as it was already giving forth a final shudder, then the bear breathed its last.

The besiegers in their homespun coats ran up to them, swaying from side to side, and Fomka and Stepan dragged away the frenzied crushers.

The old prince pulled his spear out of the bear’s body, tossed it into the snow, walked up to his son, embraced him, then kissed him, tickling his face with his thin, icy mustache.

“Bravo, mon cher ami! If it weren’t for you, the bandit would have gotten away! Très bien! Perforatio pectoris, ye boorish do-gooders! You’ll have the head as my gift! The head on your wall! Kingpin! Kingpin! Our hero of the crusades!”

Fomka released Kingpin’s collar and the crusher let forth a squeal and leapt over to the old man, then his naked body, which had turned pink in the cold, triumphantly rolled around at the prince’s feet. Blood was flowing abundantly from his torn shoulder.

“You held him back, you held him back, my darling! Oy, but that derelict really got your shoulder! Stepan! Hold him down!”

Stepan put his felt boot onto Kingpin’s back, pressing him down into the snow. The old prince pulled out his flask, bent down to Kingpin, then poured the coriander tincture onto his torn shoulder.

The crusher squealed. Mikhail Savvich pulled his lace-trimmed cambric handkerchief out from the sleeve of his fur coat, then ably tied it round the crusher’s wounded shoulder. The delicate cambric was immediately soaked through with blood. The prince looked around and called over to one of his muzhiks.

“Take off your coat!”

The muzhik took off his sheepskin coat and was left in a kosovorotka and a goat-wool vest.

“Now tear off the hem and use it to bandage his shoulder!” the old man ordered. “This isn’t chair à canon, you know . . . Boriska!” he spun his head around, then embraced his son. “How are we doing, hm? They got him, the hearth-headed do-gooders! Well, let’s go have a look!”

The hunters surrounded the fallen beast.

The bear was lying on its back, staring up at the sky with its little eyes wide open and its paws with their polished black claws, which had been so powerful just moments ago, spread wide, as if the bear were gathering the strength to stand up and rake the whole of this pure, frosty, bright world into its arms, not understanding why that world had disturbed its sleep, come down on it, and deprived it of its life.

“Hold on, just give me a moment, I’m going to stand, straighten myself up, regain my former strength as a wild, free beast, then hurl myself at all of you—deceitful, depraved, pampered beings living in their strange, incomprehensible world and killing us, the free and the strong, for the sake of their own amusement,” the appearance of this bear lying in the snow seemed to say.

A fragment of Boris’s bear spear protruded from the beast’s narrow, wedge-shaped chest; thick, cherry-colored blood oozed out from under the blade, shining in the sun, then soaking back into the bear’s fur.

Sonya, get the hammer out of the cupboard.

14.

After the hunt, the Arzamasovs, father and son, lunched with great appetite and drank a bottle of Bordeaux. The young prince then slipped away for a nap and the old prince went off to skin the bear with Stepan, to rub ointment into Kingpin’s wound, and, acting in the stead of the steward who was ill with fever, to deal with the ice sawyers as regarded the icebox, to tell the peasant women where to pour last year’s barley, to carve a new queen for his chess set with the carpenter, after the old one had been chewed up by his borzoi Sprinter—and so forth, until the evening.

They arranged to spend the evening in the banya.

As always, the old prince started by spending some time alone in the steam room. Boris soon came in to join him.

The banya on the Arzamasovs’ estate was, to put it in the mildest way possible, special. Twenty years ago, Mikhail Savvich’s deceased wife Maria Fyodorovna, having spent six years with her husband in Paris, where he was serving in the diplomatic corps, ordered that a Turkish bath be built in front of the pond immediately upon their return. Its construction—according to the designs of a Greek architect and by way of the Pospelov muzhiks’ combined efforts—lasted for almost a year and a half, then, when it was finally done, Maria Fyodorovna wasted no time in sending off to Paris for a Turkish bath attendant, who was destined by Allah to spend the rest of his bathy life in the Russian town of Pospelov, steaming and soaping the bodies of Mr. and Mrs. Arzamasov and all their visitors hundreds of times only so as to then perish so awkwardly, not by Russian frost, a stray bullet on a hunt, or the carelessness of a drunken coachman, but simply by drowning in the overgrown pond in the back garden.

Maria Fyodorovna did not survive the bath attendant overly much. After her decease, it quickly became clear that Mikhail Savvich was no great lover of Turkish baths.

The old prince then ordered that the stove in the bathhouse be broken and rebuilt after the Russian fashion. All that remained of the former exoticism was a mosaic and the bath itself, which the prince never made use of.

Accompanied by Vanka the lackey, Boris set off for the banya.

Despite the presence of the full moon in its smoky nimbus, it was dark and frosty outside. A dog whined in the village and they were surrounded by that dumb, impenetrable silence that descends on the Russian land only in winter.

In the dressing room, Vanka undressed the young prince, then led him into the steam room, where the bath attendant, Semyon, a baker-legged, black-bearded muzhik with a face disfigured by the blow of a horse’s hoof, which gave his face a permanently maudlin and threatening expression, bore the tools of his trade atop the Turkish-tiled floor. He was naked to the waist and wearing long johns soaked with steam and sweat.

“To y’r health, Y’rexcellency,” Semyon bowed, holding some bushy linden bast in his knobby hands.

“Hello, Semyon,” said Boris, sitting down on the lowest of the four shelves and inhaling the thick, potent steam with great pleasure.

“Wha’ kinda steam you want? Mint ’er kvass?”

“Let’s have the kvass.”

Semyon scooped up a ladle of kvass and began to splash it onto the red-hot stove. The stones hissed and Boris immediately smelled freshly baked rye bread.

“How would ye like to steam, Y’rexcellency? The simple way er with a moan?” Semyon asked from inside the cloud of steam.

“Let’s have it with a moan.”

Semyon stuck two wet fingers into his twisted mouth and whistled. The door to the larder opened and Akulya, a short sixteen-year-old girl with a beautiful, orderly face, big chestnut-colored eyes, thick, flowing, chestnut-colored hair, and wearing a panyova skirt came into the steam room. She bowed to the prince and stood motionless, looking at him with a very childish sullenness.

“Get undressed!” Semyon commanded.

The girl pulled off her skirt and her underclothes, rolled them up, and laid them on the windowsill. Despite her small stature, she was wonderfully shapely and had a large, well-developed bosom with pink spots around her brown nipples, at which several infants had already suckled.

The prince climbed up to the highest of the four shelves and lay down on the warmed, dry wood. Akulya made her way up the shelves and lay face down on top of the prince so that her belly pressed against his waist and her bosom pressed against his head and neck. Akulya’s head ended up next to the prince’s head and her thick, freshly washed hair covered Boris’s face. She then encircled his body with her short but strong legs and pressed herself to him even tighter. Her white skin contrasted strongly with the prince’s swarthy, muscular figure, and her small, round behind with the prince’s flat behind next to which it rested.

Semyon pulled a birch broom and a thick willow switch out of a wooden trough filled with water and shook the broom out over the stove, and another cloud of steam enveloped the couple lying there.

“I’m guilty, och, I’m guilty!” Akulya whimpered and, pressed down by her unheavy body, the prince smiled at the familiarity of this old, good custom of the Arzamasov household.

Semyon used the switch in his left hand to whip Akulya’s behind forcefully and continuously and the broom in his right hand to whip Boris’s behind.

“I’m guilty, och, I’m gu-u-u-ilty!” Akulya lamented with greater force and duration, her entire body shuddering.

Her feet rubbed against the prince’s thighs, her hands clasped at his shoulders, and her bosom pressed against his neck. Her hair covered the prince’s eyes and, in the narrow gaps between its thick, crisp strands, the shining musculature of Semyon’s arms flashed by. If the steam-breathing broom fell on Boris’s behind with a dull rustle, then the wetted switch whipped the girl’s flesh with a whistle.

Boris was frozen in inexplicable bliss, giving himself over entirely to this feeling. He found it unbelievably pleasant to lie in these billows of steam, pressed against the hot shelf by the girl’s young body, a body full of strength and the thirst for life, a body he was seeing for the first time and would probably never see or hear or feel ever again, never feel her defenseless body shudder and moan on top of his, never feel her twitch from the monstrous bath attendant’s every blow before accepting the blow being dealt to his own body, one unlike the blow she received—tender, intoxicating, carrying velvet heat straight to his bones.

The prince shut his eyes.

Three entirely different sounds rose up in the space of the steam room, alternating, intertwining, then merging into a complex chord of not-at-all-human, not-at-all-earthly music, dividing again and again, only to once more be united: the sharp snap of the switch, a moan, the rustle of the broom, the switch again, the broom, a moan, then a protracted scream, the switch, then the broom again.

“My God, my God! How wonderful all of this is,” thought Boris in almost complete forgetfulness. “Here, in this ridiculous banya, in the steam, separated and locked away from the entire world, from the winter and the icy trees, from the dull village and its drift-covered roads, from the muzhiks and their deep sleep, from the dogs, from the snowy valley, from distant people in distant cities, from dear ones and strangers, from the resounding, frosty air and the round, hazy moon hanging over the entire world—how miraculous it is that we, three warm, naked people, are doing that which so inexplicably intoxicates and stuns us.”

Semyon began to whip harder and Akulya was no longer shuddering, but jerking convulsively, writhing around Boris’s waist in terrible pain; her cries soon turned into one protracted moan.

“Gu-u-u-u-uilty! Oh Mommy, och, I’m gu-u-u-u-uilty!” her childish fingers clutched at Boris’s shoulders with deathly strength and her head banged against their shelf.

“Gu-u-u-u-uilty! Gu-u-u-u-uilty!” she screamed louder and louder, then suddenly fell silent, thrashing upon Boris’s back as if she were having a fit of falling sickness.

Semyon immediately tossed the broom and switch off to the side, grabbed a tub full of icy water with a chunk of snow floating in it, and upended the tub onto the couple lying there. The girl froze instantly, as if she’d fallen asleep. The icy water flowed down the steps noisily.

“You could probably die from this,” Boris thought, then opened his eyes.

The chunk of snow was lying on the shelf right next to his face. He grabbed it with his lips and took it into his mouth. His teeth immediately began to ache.

Akulya lay next to him without breathing, as if she were dead.

The water flowed down and dripped onto the tiles. Now crimson, Semyon sat down on the ground and breathed heavily. His face had grown more frightening because of the steam and the hard work.

The girl suddenly shuddered and came back to her senses. Her arms and legs relaxed and a moan of weakness escaped from her chest. She tossed and turned, straining to raise herself up, then froze once more and the prince felt a stream of her hot urine spray over his waist. The urine flowed all over his body, mixing with the icy water and dripping downwards.

Akulya raised herself up with some difficulty and slid down the shelf. Her behind glowed as a single spot of livid pink with purple bruises slanted across it. Limping and grimacing in pain, Akulya picked up her roll of clothing from the windowsill, then disappeared back into the larder.

“Well then, Y’rexcellency, did I steam you up all proper ’er not?” Semyon asked, preparing another tub for ablutions.

“You did,” Boris replied, also getting down from the shelf with some difficulty and feeling as if he were beginning to lose consciousness.

Semyon rushed over to help him.

Rainbow circles hovered before the prince’s eyes, he strode into the dressing room like an infant learning to walk for the first time, then, having lost all his strength, sank down onto the cold, salvific floor.

“Is it yer head that’s set to spinnin’?” Semyon bustled around him, lifting him up, sitting him down on a bench, and wrapping him up in a sheet. “Should I run out for some snow, Y’rexcellency?”

“No need,” the prince whispered, coming back to his senses.

Despite the fact that it was heated by the same stove as the steam room, the dressing room was cold. Three swollen candles in their flambeaux illuminated the rough stone walls, which were covered in cracked white clay, as was the Turkish fashion. Here, it smelled like dry brooms and an uninhabited stone house.

“Please let me bring in some snow, Y’rexcellency,” Semyon muttered. “You can press it to your head and the blood flows away awful fast.”

“There’s no need—leave me,” the prince reached for the jug of kvass, then suddenly winced from a sharp pain in his left side.

“The wound!” he thought and looked down underneath his left arm.

A small, scarlet spot appeared on the sheet stuck to his body.

“Sacré nom . . .” the prince muttered, wincing.

“Wa’s wrong?” Semyon turned back to him, already about to step over the threshold and into the hellish white air of the steam room.

Boris pulled back the sheet.

The wound, that he’d sustained during his duel with Nesvitsky and that had been lingering on his body for the last month in the form of a pink scar, was unexpectedly calling attention to itself; a thin crack had appeared in the scar and lymph oozed forth from it.

“Mother o’ God!” Semyon exclaimed with genuinely feigned peasant fright, as if he, and only he, had wounded the prince. “You get this on the hunt, Y’rexcellency?”

“No, brother, it isn’t from the hunt,” Boris reached for the jug, scooped kvass out of it with a ladle, then drained the ladle to its bottom with great pleasure.

“And how are ye feelin’ now?” Semyon scratched his flat stomach melancholically. “Should I go get a bandage?”

Boris looked at the oozing scar, not thinking about anything at all; his body was overwhelmed with that entirely incomparable light and wordless calm that comes to a person only after a Russian banya. He was entirely indifferent as to who he was, why he was there, or the fact that he had a wound in his side—he simply wanted to sit in the cool dressing room, drink kvass, and watch his blood oozing out, watch it until tears came to his eyes.

At that point, Semyon became serious and thought for a moment, his droopy lips twitching. Then it came to him:

“Devil take the cotton wool, Y’rexcellency! Let’s let Nostril ’ave a lick! Once I seen him lick Hizzexcellency’s blister so much, nary a trace of it was left after he was done!”

Boris managed to recall who Nostril was only with some difficulty, but he was still in a state of utter forgetfulness. All around him, people were bustling about, the sagging doors and frozen floorboards creaked, Nostril, having been brought in on a frosty chain, squealed with joy, then the people brought in more fire and began to ask cautiously about something important, but the prince did not reply. It was only once Nostril’s wide, wet, warm tongue had touched his wound and begun to thirstily slurp at his blood that Boris gave a start and came to his senses.

Nostril knelt before the prince, licking quickly, grunts of pleasure coming forth from his flattened, lilac nose; his eyes were half-closed and his face, overgrown with a wispish gray beard, expressed focus and the recent imprint of the highest grace, which had, for the umpteenth time, come down to him from God, who had deigned to illuminate this crusher’s harsh life with divine light. His tender but strong tongue seemed almost to sober up the prince and Boris remembered everything: his senselessly frightening meeting with Tatyana, Nesvitsky’s pale visage with its trembling lower jaw, two shots ringing out in Hewn Grove, Morozov’s quick hands with his sleek, feminine fingernails, and his own blood on a maple leaf.

“How quickly everything was resolved,” he thought, then put his hand to Nostril’s shaggy head.

Hammer get the cupboard from Sonya.
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			And that’s all the texts! What do you think? In my opinion—top-direct!

More interesting than the texts from the BL-1 project. There, as you’ll remember, there were only THREE reconstructs: Tsvetaeva-1, Marshak-4, and Bulgakov-2. Only six bendan shaguas from MINOBO, six chunrens from GENRUSS, twenty-three blue-uniformed pinfade laobaixing, and one moshujia who sends you rotten letters know what came out of that.

Now to be VERY serious: I love you unconditionally, just as I love my own spleen, but if you don’t take care of these scribblings, I will turn you inside out and, on each and every one of your internal organs, will write its Chinese name in Russian with black Japanese ink.

Think about that, rips hushuo badao.
Boris

P.S. It’s the last clone-pigeon from Cpl. Nedelin’s concrete pigeonry that will bring you this letter. A new brood of these beasts will hatch in a month—the incubator is already primed. A couple of months after that, they’ll be able to raise themselves up into the discolored sky. We’ll have some time to NOT think about each other.

8 APRIL

Hello, my sweet. Here I am.

AGAIN!

Ah, how top-directly began the day!

I got up late—at 11:40.

I did wave gymnastics and went to breakfast, where everyone was already gathered. A clamorous conversation, a businesslike proposition (Karpenkoff, of course) to immediately, there and then, throw a cocktail party.

I joined with neither fear nor reproach. To drink cocktails all day is sometimes necessary. Not, of course, for L-harmony, rips ni ma de, but JUST ’CAUSE. We moved to our modest solarium: me, Karpenkoff, the colonel, Avigdor, Bochvar, Witte, Andrei Romanovich, and Nataliya Bok.

Karpenkoff (oh, you convoluted woman) decided to immediately kill two clone-bears:

1. To imprison us in a frozen puddle of our cocktail lunacy and soar above us like a rotten butterfly.

2. To stuff herself like Zhu Be Ze and draw us into an orgy.

“Well, well, you equine O, let’s you and I go shtup the shakers,” I thought cheerfully.

She was first to go behind the bar, then she jumped up and sat down on it. Madame Karpenkoff was dressed in the following: perilously narrow ovERAlls of self-generating silk, crystal shoes, and a white necklace made of superconductors levitating around her youngish neck.

“Noble wangs!” she addressed herself to everyone. “This is a pure proposal. Now that the process has flowed top-directly into the accumulative phase, all of us, the arbiters of the BL-3 Project, have total L-rights to relax, not just concretely, but transparently. I declare today to be the FIRST DAY OF TRANSPARENT RELAXATION. Now, each of us shall make a cocktail. In order to? Yes! Drink it together with everyone else! And then, rips laowai? Receive the prize of SUPREME TRANSPARENCY for the best drink. You may ask what kind of prize this is. A fair question, rips. I’ll explain: SUPREME TRANSPARENCY is the fulfillment of the winner’s any desire. Only one, naturally. Do you agree?”

Everyone stirred in the affirmative.

“Then let’s begin, rips ni ma-de-fuck-er! You’ll be the first to shake, Colonel.”

“Me?” the colonel asked, undoing his not particularly clean collar.

“Yes, you. And don’t argue with an ex-Amazon.”

“No, no, I’m not arguing. I’m just not very fond of cocktails . . . I test pure products. In terms of cocktails, I only like the classics . . . and even then . . .” he scratched himself M-pathetically, “ . . . basically only single-mix drinks. As old as . . . as . . . I dunno what.”

“Start shaking and stop wasting time,” Karpenkoff spurred him on.

“C’mon, Serge, don’t be shy, rips baichi!” Bochvar yelled, already having managed to get drunk and, as I suspected, rub off with the colonel. “We all really wanna drink!”

“Well, I’m sure I’ll disappoint you,” the colonel laughed, then reached toward the bar. “What’s to be expected of us, the humble defenders of our long-suffering Motherland?”

“What’s to be expected?” Avigdor took interest as he lit up. “Perhaps some vodka with Russian blood?”

“If you mean with mine, then of course,” the colonel awkwardly opened the shaker.

“I suspect he’ll make a SHADY LADY,” Bok (a homely laobaixing with a non-Russian nose) remarked.

“I’ve heard they only drink ROB ROYs in the air force,” Romanovich (a V-balanced shagua) yawned.

“Everyone, please stop distracting me,” the colonel poured whiskey and lemon juice, added some gomme syrup, put the entire concoction into the multishaker, and eight glasses filled with yellow contents rose up through the bar.

“The WHISKEY SOUR, ladies and gentlemen!” he laughed. “Is this what you wanted from an old boot?”

“My grandpa loved this xiaoshi,” Avigdor took the first glass.

“Top-direct,” Karpenkoff took a sip. “A drink for lonely men who test AEROSEX once a month and prefer books to holo-bubbles. Prosit, Herr Witte!”

“What about the toast?” Witte asked. “You can’t drink just like that.”

“Correct!” Bochvar pulled at his nose and spat onto the floor. “We’re not Yakuts who drink in silence! A toast, Colonel!”

“Well,” the colonel, looking older, smirked, “let’s do this. Let’s drink to Eastern Siberia. They still speak Russian here. Even though the Chinese are already in Irkutsk and even Bodaybo. To the northern part of Eastern Siberia.”

“Fine by me,” Avigdor muttered. “Though I don’t understand what business you have with Bodaybo. Bodaybo this, Bodaybo that. I mean—devil take Bodaybo, what’s the difference?”

“I don’t give a damn that you don’t understand,” the colonel drank. “My children don’t know the word ‘sobaka.’”

“‘Sobaka’ isn’t a Russian word,” I interjected.

The colonel looked at me sideways with a sense of melancholy.

“‘Durak,’ on the other hand, is, you fool,” Karpenkoff remarked, walking over to Avigdor and pulling him into the field.

Right then, Avigdor wriggled away from her bluely and angrily.

“Well then, Mr. Most Highest Thermodynamicist!” she laughed, exuding yellow and orange rainbows. “We’re all friends here, so don’t be a fengcihua. It’s appropriate to spout hushuo badao only at work. We’re relaxing softly and transparently—nicht wahr, Witte?”

“I already finished my drink!” Witte laughed, showing everyone his empty glass. “I don’t understand—what are you arguing about?”

“We’re not arguing,” the colonel grinned. “We just drank to a Russian Siberia.”

“OK!” Bochvar leapt up. “Then I’m going to mix the next drink!”

“Fine by me,” Karpenkoff threw the ice out of her glass onto the floor and crushed it with her crystal heel.

“I’ll make such a drink that you’ll all burst out singing the hunch-back Hi’s aria from The Silk Road!”

“Blegh!” the colonel spit out a lemon seed. “Could we do without chinoiseries, just for today?”

“I’ll shut up, Serge, I’ll shut up,” Bochvar rattled his ice. “Anyways! I’ll say it out loud so that everyone knows and is able to test it until their coffin slams shut: one ounce of any vodka, one ounce of any gin, one ounce of any whiskey, one ounce of any cognac, one ounce of any tequila, one ounce of any grappa, one ounce of any . . . OK . . . we don’t have any calvados here. Oh well. Please!”

Glasses filled with liquid the color of yesterday’s tea rose up out of the bar.

“What about ice?” the naive Bok asked.

“Under no circumstances!” Bochvar gave her a glass. “Ice universalizes everything. Like your BIOS-120-K.”

“What are we drinking to?” Karpenkoff brought the glass up to her eyes.

“Hold on! He didn’t say what it’s called!” Romanovich bellowed, already drunk.

“I’d call it PUNCH TO THE LIVER NO. 1,” Avigdor suggested.

“Mr. Bochvar, please stop undermining our traditions and our L-harmony,” Karpenkoff warned. “Name it, name it, name it.”

“Well . . . the name . . .” Bochvar scratched at his brows. “Let’s call it. . . A LIQUID MONUMENT TO THE BL-3 PROJECT.”

“Entirely ling ren manyide,” I approved.

“And what will be the solid monument to the project?” Bok asked cautiously.

“A soldier’s excrement upon the white snow!” Bochvar chuckled.

“The solid monument to BL-3 will be the twenty kilos of blue lard, for the sake of which we came together here,” the colonel spoke up with dull earnestness. “Our exhausted country awaits those twenty kilos from us.”

“You’re never gonna get twenty kilos,” Avigdor remarked, playing with the fibers of the self-generating wallpaper with his free hand. “You’ll get sixteen at best.”

“Why ‘you’ and not ‘we’?” the colonel asked him dully.

“Stop it, rips pinfade tuding!” Karpenkoff leapt up, brushing the floating ceiling. “If anyone else talks about the project, I’ll give them a lesser tip-tirip on the trace! Let’s drink the LIQUID MONUMENT! By the way, where’s the music?”

“Yes, yes,” Witte remembered. “Where’s the music?”

“Where’s the music?” Bochvar roared.

“Music! Music!” demanded Romanovich.

“I want 45-MOOT! 45-MOOT!” Karpenkoff leapt up and down, splashing her MONUMENT everywhere.

“Please no HERO-TECHNO, Marta,” Bochvar squealed. “It was already chafing me back when I was ten.”

“BEATREX, then! And nothing else to start us off! Today, I’m sucking and directing, rips ni ma de!”

“The lady’s in charge! Benkhui!” the colonel interjected.

Bochvar spat juicily at the ceiling and, soon enough, we were rubbing backs and sipping at that monstrous MONUMENT to the accompaniment of “PUS AND SNOT.” Karpenkoff tried to wave the field, but didn’t manage to do so in the wave.

When, 19 minutes later, this squalor had come to an end, Bochvar shoved Witte to the bar. “Don’t build yourself into a Hitler-45, Günter! Machen das fertig!”

Witte thundered lengthily and prolixly through the bottles before offering us the multilayered dream of a midcentury Russia-German. CHI CHI:


1 measure of vodka

1 measure of blue curaçao

1 measure of birch juice

2 measures of coconut cream

1 measure of Kahlúa

1 spoonful of sheep’s cream

1 measure of Aventinus (a verrrrrrrry dark beer)

plus a violet (???) laser



We drank in silence and with great difficulty. Witte winked joyfully. The door flew open and Fan Fei walked in. He was welcomed with a squeal of relief.

“So! Everyone’s already drunk!” he remarked with Shanghaian straightforwardness.

“Your turn, Fan!” Karpenkoff kissed him on his bare shoulder.

He understood everything immediately and boldly took up the shaker:


5 measures of tomato juice

3 measures of spiritus vini

2 measures of red ants

1 measure of salty ice

1 pod of red pepper



Very strong, rips beicande! As strong as everything the Chinaman’s hand touches in our spastic era. Everything is working out for the Chinese now, just as it did for the Americans in the twentieth century, the French in the nineteenth, the English in the eighteenth, the Germans in the seventeenth, the Italians in the sixteenth, the Russians in the fifteenth, the Spaniards in the fourteenth, and the Jews in the first (I think). I’m speaking without a hint of envy. Though not without irritation.

Everyone liked the drink so much that they forgot to ask its name. I’d call it CHINA 21. Anything against that, you maggot?

“And now—45-MOOT! And Boris Gloger prepares!” Karpenkoff crunched into red ants. We’ll see about that, fengcihua.

“I’ll only shake after you, Marta.”

I won’t paint the rhinoceros. I’ll play into her desire, as easy as two times two. We were already a little bit in the suitcase and only had to take 2–3 more doses before we’d be in the stove. As an experienced apsara, Karpenkoff sensed the competitor in me, but didn’t put the pressure on—her beloved 45-MOOT barked away. She bent over and forced my hand between her thick, silky legs. Nothing to be done, I bent over responsively, and our hands met just beneath my prostate. We deMOOTed three circles together.

O Pure Cosmos, can it really be that our parents also danced like this?! It was frightening to watch Karpenkoff—after the third circle, her physiognomy resembled Tolstoy-4’s unhappy visage, only, instead of tears, solid drops of sweat were flying in every direction.

One of them flew into Avigdor’s (!) eye (!!). Swearing, he grabbed a pyramid of mineral water from the bar and poured it over his face.

“What a thing to so openly disdain my natural secretions!” Karpenkoff let go of my hand and lay down on the floor, gasping. “Oy! I’m gonna acquire!”

“You have caustic sweat, like a replicant’s urine,” Avigdor wiped his face off with a napkin. “Behave yourself, rips ni ma de.”

“Not on the nose, but in the eye. Isn’t there a Russian saying like that?” Romanovich asked.

“There was another one,” I remarked. “The world map won’t hide behind someone else’s sweat.”

“I don’t understand,” Fan Fei smiled. “Is that ArcheoRuss?”

“It is. And what does it mean, Gloger?” Bok asked.

“It means that Avigdor Khariton is shaking next.”

Everyone applauded. Avigdor got up from the bar menacingly. “Oh, I’ll shake for you now. And you’ll get more than you asked for.”

“Just no niao!” Karpenkoff warned. “And you’ll be the first to drink.”

Avigdor picked up a bottle of oak aquavit with his left hand, a cube of Katya Bobrinskaya with his right, then winked at me.

•

			The energy of a targeted blast suddenly tore away the half-ton door and burst into the bunker.

“Crush them, brothers!” Ivan shouted, pulling a sawed-off shotgun out from under his belt and leading the forward charge.

Six brave souls rushed after him.

It was smoky inside, but not dark; the blast hadn’t damaged the wiring. A corridor led off into the bunker’s depths from the vestibule. The security guards appeared at its end—three white tokens. Sergei, Mustafa, and Karpo hurled grenades at them.

“Get down!” Ivan commanded, and the brothers threw themselves to the ground.

Three blasts merged into one. Shrapnel dug into the concrete walls and bits of bodies flew down the corridor.

“Forward!” Ivan leapt up. “We shan’t relent!”

They ran down the corridor. In the depths of the bunker, an alarm began to ring. Soldiers poured out into the hallway from the cafeteria, where lunch had only just begun. The brothers greeted them with heavy fire from their sawed-off shotguns. Smoke from their homemade powder clouded the hallway.

Some soldiers fell and the living ones tried to disappear into the armory. But three more grenades were thrown and, five minutes later, all the white tokens in the squadron were done for. Mustafa and Nikolai used knives to finish off the living wounded, and Ivan wiped a drop of someone else’s blood from his weathered face: “Start searching!”

Seven of the brothers moved through the bunker, glancing into blocs and finishing off personnel. They stopped in front of an aquatic door. A yellow inscription glowed through a motionless layer of water: SOLARIUM.

“What’s that, Ivan?” Karpo asked confusedly.

“It’s all . . . whorish wool-pullings,” Ivan pushed the barrel of his gun through the door and the waters parted obediently. He stepped through the waters and found himself in a bar. The music roared deafeningly, the walls and the ceiling, shimmering with all the colors of the rainbow, were stirring as if they were alive, and a medium-sized group of brightly dressed people were dancing in the middle of the room. A thin man in a red suit was doing something behind the bar. Sergei and Kolya the Small came in behind Ivan.

“Oh! Rips! Our valiant shaonians are back from the hunt?” one of the dancers shouted. “What did you kill, rips pinfade?”

“A xiaozhu! They killed a xiaozhu!” a woman in an iridescent suit squealed, jumping up and down and making complex motions.

“Join us, sergeants!” shouted a man with a demi-metal face.

The man standing behind the bar stared silently at the people walking in. Suddenly, he made a gesture with his hand and the music went quiet.

“What the fuck?! I’ll ripsing kill you, Avigdor!” the woman squealed, grasping at the air with her fingers.

“You’re jeopardizing our L-harmony, Avigdor!” a man with a sweaty face and silver hair fell to the floor weakly.

“Who are you?” the man behind the bar asked.

The laughter and shouts went quiet and the dancers froze, staring intently at those who’d come in.

“Ach ye lesser whores!” Ivan said hatefully, then shot the man behind the bar.

Sergei and Kolya the Small opened fire. The shrieks and groans of the dying rang out.

“Not all of them! Not all of them!” Ivan shouted, reloading his shotgun.

The shooting ceased.

There was one rail-thin man lying amongst the dead and badly wounded, clutching at his bald head with his hands.

“Finish all of ’em off, but leave this one!” Ivan commanded, then walked through the burbling door and into the corridor.

Soon, there was not one living soul left in the bunker—except for the thin man.

“What is yer name?” Ivan asked the thin man.

“Boris Gloger,” the thin man replied.

His face was narrow, and swarthy skin clung to the bones of his skull. Metal plates in complicated shapes were visible beneath the skin of his temples.

“Where is that for which ye are here?” Ivan asked.

“In the incubator.”

“Where is the incubator?”

“In Bloc No. 9.”

“Where is Bloc No. 9?”

“Next to the instrument room.”

“And where is the instrument room, thou dried tripe?!” Ivan gritted his teeth.

“I’ll show you . . . I’ll show you everything,” the thin man shuddered, fluttering his green eyelashes.

They set off down the corridor and stopped before a white door emblazoned with the image of a sheep’s head.

“Wherefore the sheep?” Ivan asked. “What are they doing here? Raising sheep?”

“It’s RUSSGENENG’s logo.”

“Open it!”

The thin man stuck his finger through an opening. The door moved to the side and a light illuminated the bloc. The thin man walked over to the incubator and opened it. In the brightly lit, warm, and narrow space lay seven bodies in the fetal position.

“Them?” Ivan asked.

“Yes. Here lie all seven objects.”

Ivan looked at the bodies. They were of various sizes and shapes. All of them had yellow strips with their names protruding from their necks. Beneath each of their skins, deposits of blue lard were visible here and there. The lard glowed with a tender blue light, a light like no other.

“Fyodor!” Ivan called.

Fyodor walked over, unbuttoned his sheepskin coat, and pulled a canvas sack out from under his belt. Ivan pulled a Finnish knife with a decorated handle out of his felt boot, wiped it on his scarf, then stuck it into Dostoevsky-2’s back.

“Need help, Vanya?” Nikolai asked.

“Cut it from the others,” Ivan snuffled, extracting a piece of blue lard from Dostoevsky-2’s back.

Nikolai pulled out his knife and stuck it into Tolstoy-4’s waist. At the same time, Ivan was pulling a more substantial chunk out of Dostoevsky-2’s back and putting it into the sack.

“What’d yer mouths fall open for?” he glanced at the other brothers. “Cut! Cut!”

Nikolai cut off a piece and brought it up to his face. The lard illuminated his pimply, scarred physiognomy. “Lo and behold!” he smiled, baring his rotten teeth.

Kolya the Small walked over and sniffed at it. “Smells rather of mushroom. . .”

Nikolai sniffed too. “Nay. Not mushroom. Milk.”

“Like milk?” Kolya the Small laughed. “When did you last catch sight of milk?”

“Enough idleness!” Ivan put another chunk into the sack.

The brothers bent down to the bodies. For a little while, they worked in silence.

“And that’s well-nigh that . . .” Ivan put the last piece into his sack. “Ye shall carry it, Fyodor.”

The tall, broad-shouldered Fyodor slung the sack over his back. “’Tisn’t too heavy.”

“Go up top and await me,” ordered Ivan.

The brothers left.

Ivan saw them out with his steady gaze, then looked once more at the thin man in the corner. “Boris Gloger! Get thee hither!”

The thin man walked over. Ivan pulled a dictaphone hanging around his neck out from his bosom and pressed a button:

“What is blue lard?”

Gloger looked down at his delicate fingers:

“It’s . . . LW-type matter.”

“Speak Russian. What is LW-type?”

“It’s a superinsulator.”

“What is a superinsulator?”

“Matter the entropy of which is always equal to zero. Its temperature is always constant and equal to the body temperature of its donor.”

“Where is it used?”

“Nowhere yet.”

“Then for what was it deemed necessary?”

“It would be plus-posit difficult to substantiate . . .”

“Stop tugging my testicles! I don’t have much time! Speak Russian, speak quickly, and stay on topic!”

“Well, rips . . . Pure Cosmos . . . This matter was produced accidentally during a trial reconstruct of scripters . . . which is to say those who once recorded their fantasies on paper.”

“Writers, yes?”

“Yes . . . that’s what they used to be called.”

“And so?”

“And . . . this matter . . . which is to say . . . rips . . . the existence of superconductors gave rise to the fourth law of thermodynamics.”

“What is this fourth law?”

“In LW-type matter, the entropy is always constant and doesn’t reflect temperature changes in the surrounding atmosphere. And the formula . . . well . . . I’m not someone well versed in hard sciences . . . so I’m not plus-direct—”

“What is your profession?”

“Biophilologist. My specialty is logostimulation.”

“And where are your techies?”

“You killed them.”

“So you don’t know what blue lard is needed for?”

“There’s something called the MINOBO Project. I don’t know any details . . . but jiuwo kanlai . . . they’re building a reactor on the moon, a constant-energy reactor. It’s being built in the shape of a pyramid . . . a pyramid made of fifth-generation superconductors and blue lard . . . layers . . . layers and layers of it . . . and that allows them to plus-directly solve the problem of perpetual energy.”

“A reactor? That’s all?”

“What do you mean ‘all’?”

“Well, is this blue lard only to be used in that particular reactor?”

“So far—yes.”

“What about other uses? Military uses for example? Would it be possible to make weapons out of it? Bombs possibly?”

“I don’t know . . . I don’t think there were any discussions about that . . . they didn’t have plans to make weapons from it.”

“Some kind of poison maybe? Or weapons of mass destruction?”

“No. It’s not poisonous. It simply has a not entirely typical atomic structure.”

Ivan scratched gloomily at his gray temple.

“Does it at least burn?”

“No, no. You can cut it up or split it into molecules, but those molecules will always be incapable of participating in any sort of energy exchange.”

“Then why the fuck did I risk my life for it?” Ivan asked, turning off the dictaphone.

“I . . . don’t understand,” Gloger touched the tips of his fingers to his big, pink lips.

“I don’t understand either!” Ivan sighed bitterly. He pulled the sawed-off shotgun out from behind his back, took out a cartridge, and stuck it into the breechloader. “Tell me, oh skeleton, would ye send your brother to his death for the sake of this ill-comprehended blue lard?”

Gloger looked at the bloody bodies in the incubator. “No.”

“Nor I,” Ivan shot Gloger in the forehead.

Gloger’s brain sprayed back onto the placard with the safety instructions. His temporal plate rolled across the soft floor.

•

			They returned home under cover of darkness. Seven of them rode northeast on an antediluvian snowmobile built long ago, in the USSR, and masked from above with fir-tree branches. Karpo sat at the controls. Mustafa squeezed a salted reindeer ham between his knees, ably cutting long strips of dark meat from it, then handing them to the brothers sitting in the cramped cabin.

“When we return, I’ll summon Vanyuta for a discussion,” Ivan chewed the salted meat gloomily. “What are we to him—field mice?”

“Perhaps there’s something ye didn’t understand?” Nikolai suggested.

“I’ve read more books than all of ye combined. He sent us to acquire a new weapon, aye?”

“Aye.”

“Then what’s this?” Ivan kicked the canvas sack of blue lard with his felt boot.

“Perhaps it is a weapon?” Kolya the Small asked. “Lord, how it shines!”

“It’s fuel for some reactor on the moon,” Ivan muttered sullenly.

“And the unwhorish weapon?” Fyodor picked at his teeth. “Where is that?”

“In yer mother’s cunt,” Ivan pulled up the collar of his fur coat, lay back into the corner of the cabin, and immediately fell asleep.

“Yes,” Sergei scratched himself, “we should have taken the whorish weapons if the unwhorish weapon wasn’t there. Did ye behold their guns? The assault rifles were dubbed ‘Cyclopses.’”

“It’s frightening to hear ye, Brother Sergei,” Nikolai shook his head. “Did ye truly wish to thus muck it up? To take from whorish hands? To break the covenant?”

“I did not wish to thus muck it up, Brother Nikolai. This is our second winter subsisting on venison and cedar vodka. We used up all of our emergency reserves back there in the bunker. Now how are we to kill deer? With our bare hands? In any case, we won’t be able to dig up any saltpeter before May. Shall we eat worms, like last spring?”

“Don’t remind me of the worms, brother,” Fyodor snuffled. “It’s better to eat wild garlic than to swallow worms.”

“Ao-o-o!” Kolya the Small yawned. “I don’t understand how I stayed alive. Glory to the Earth, we were brought in at the right moment; the whores had sat down for chow. If they hadn’t, we would’ve been blown to bits by their Cyclopses. When we get back, I’m going to give Brother Vanyuta’s feet a licking.”

“It was Brother Alex’s suggestion, not Vanyuta’s.”

“Verily ’twas his?”

“Verily. Who else can see through the solid?”

“He has a bright head, may the Earth give him strength.”

“How far have we gone, Karpo?”

“Sleep, brother,” Karpo boomed from the front. “We’re beatin’ ’gainst the wind. Look how much powder’s fallen!”

“At least it shall blow away our tracks . . .”

•

			They arrived at the mountain as dawn came. The white northern sun showed itself briefly from behind the uneven white horizon. The mountain illuminated by the sun stood mightily over the low surrounding hills. Its wide base was overgrown with cedar and larch trees and its rounded peak gleamed with virgin snow.

As he drove into their lair, Karpo, tired and with a sunken face, turned off the engine. “We crawled back, glory to the Earth! Rise!”

The brothers sleeping in the cabin stirred. “Oy! Wet-Earth Mother, can it verily be we’re home?”

“Our soulful Karpo drove like he was rocking a cradle . . .”

“I dreamt of summer again, oh my brothers. We were gathering bearberries and Brother Marco was singing songs of praise . . .”

“We’re late to the refection, sure as sure can be . . .”

They all got out of the snowmobile. Fyodor grabbed the sack with the blue lard, which was shining through the canvas just as brightly in the sun as it had in the darkness. This unusual, unearthly light caused the brothers to fall silent.

“Yes . . .” Ivan blew his nose into the snow. “Perhaps it wasn’t in vain that we laid ourselves open. A miraculous thing. Shall it be needed?”

“Fall not to doubting, Brother Ivan,” Nikolai shivered. “You’ll thank yourself later.”

“How fine ’twould be!” Ivan grunted, then, creaking through the snow, he headed toward the mountain.

The brothers set off after him. The climb was long. The snow had piled up in the last day and entirely covered over the path in some spots. Ivan laid a path as he walked. When they reached the gate of the abandoned mine, he took off his ushanka and wiped at his reddened, sweaty face.

“Oof . . . let’s take a breather.”

Bits of rusted metal were sticking out from the snow around them—fragments of equipment, rails, crumpled mine carts . . . The brothers sat down in scattered fashion, staying quiet as they caught their breath. Their faces had become more serious and they didn’t look at one another. The low sun coldly illuminated their coarse features. They sat for a long time. Finally, Ivan took a deep breath and quietly pronounced: “Well, brothers, let us go inside.”

Everyone stood up and walked through the wide-open, half-rotten gate of the mine. It was gloomy inside; rusty, barely distinguishable rails led off into the darkness. The brothers walked alongside them and, two hundred paces later, found themselves before the elevators. Ivan fumbled through the darkness, pulled out a stick tied round with a rag soaked in diesel fuel, then struck his fire striker. The rag caught fire reluctantly. Ivan pulled the sliding door of one of the elevators off to the side.

“You first, Brother Fyodor.”

Fyodor stood on the threshold of the cab and looked down. The elevator didn’t have a floor. Instead, there were several ropes connected to girders along the shaft. Fyodor tossed the sack of blue lard down. It fell quickly. From above, they could see it stingily illuminating the widely constructed adit.

Fyodor grabbed hold of a rope and slid down. The others began to lower themselves down after him. Ivan bolted the elevator door shut and was the last to slide down. All seven of them froze for a moment next to the girder, then took off their shapkas, sank to their knees, and kissed the hard floor of the adit six times. Ivan picked up the sack, slung it over his shoulder, and started forwards—toward the weakly burning flames in the distance.

The adit was wide and bore traces of steel pegs upon its walls; fragments of cables and rusty junk reposed wherever one’s gaze was cast. The flames approached and were soon illuminating the adit’s end. Here, voices were audible and human figures were stirring.

“Glory to the Earth!” the brothers by the flames cried out.

“To the Earth glory!” Ivan responded for all seven of them.

The arriving brothers were silently surrounded by bearded men dressed in rags who, just as silently, began to kiss each of the arriving brothers three times.

“Is all well, Brother Ivan?” a red-bearded, broad-shouldered man asked.

“Glory to the Earth, Brother Marco, all is well,” Ivan replied, letting the sack of blue lard fall to the ground. “Here is that for which we were spilling guts.”

Everyone looked at the glowing sack.

“I cannot comprehend this. What is it?” Marco asked.

“Blue lard.”

“Allow us to look,” Marco requested.

“I’m afraid not, Brother Marco.”

“I understand, Brother Ivan,” Marco scratched his beard.

“Where is Brother Vanyuta?” Ivan asked.

“In the Lesser Cave.”

“Have ye refected?”

“Only just, Brother Ivan. There’s some left for ye.”

“Well, glory to the Earth!”

“And to the Earth glory.” Marco stepped off to the side, letting Ivan pass.

Ivan entered the narrow passage. The seven brothers with whom he’d arrived followed him.

“I’ll take it up myself,” he stopped them. “Refect.”

The brothers turned back reluctantly.

Ivan walked down the dark passageway for a little while—a strip of yellow light appeared on the right. Ivan reached out for the cracked-open door, then knocked.

“Come in, brother!” someone called out from behind the door.

Ivan entered a narrow cave. In the corners of the cave, wicks were burning in jars of diesel fuel. Vanyuta was lying on a heap of rags in the middle of the cave with his eyes closed; there was a large brazier filled with coal in front of him. Mitko and Nikola were sitting a little ways off sewing reindeer skins.

“Hello, Brother Vanyuta,” Ivan began. “Hello, Brother Mitko. Hello, Brother Nikola.”

Mitko and Nikola rose up and welcomed Ivan with kisses. Vanyuta was still lying there with eyes closed. Mitko and Nikola stared intently at the glowing sack.

Ivan sat down next to Vanyuta and kissed his dirty cheeks three times. Vanyuta opened his eyes.

“Yer alive, brother,” he said.

“Everyone’s alive, glory to the Earth,” Ivan said quietly.

Vanyuta looked at the sack and smiled.

“Their whorish god didn’t save them!”

“No, he didn’t.”

“And did our Wet-Earth Mother help us?”

“She did. She helped us, Brother Vanyuta. She helped us to smite the whorish. She helped us to take that which we needed.”

“Did ye speak with the whores?”

“I did, Brother Vanyuta.” Ivan took the dictaphone from around his neck and placed it on Vanyuta’s chest.

“And what information did ye glean from yon conversation?”

“I gleaned nothing from yon conversation, Brother Vanyuta.”

“How glorious, Brother Ivan. Ye can go now.”

Ivan paused for a moment, then pronounced: “Brother Vanyuta. Might ye tell me wherefore we have come to need this blue lard?”

“That, Brother Ivan, has not yet been given me to know, just as it has not been given to ye. Be patient. Grand mysteries shall be revealed. I thank ye for everything on behalf of the entire brotherhood. Now leave.”

Ivan left.

Vanyuta glanced into the sack, took out a piece of blue lard, brought it up to his face, and examined it for a long time. Having gone numb, Mitko and Nikola looked over at the lard.

“Glory be to ye, Warm Earth,” Vanyuta put the lard back into the sack, stood up, then commanded: “Open up.”

Mitko and Nikola pushed the heap of rags off to the side. There turned out to be a steel hatch beneath it. They opened the cover of the hatch.

A stream of electric light poured out from the opening of the hatch. A welded metal staircase led down into the earth.

Vanyuta picked up the sack with his left hand and began to walk down, clinging to the banister with his right. They immediately shut the trapdoor above his head.

Down here, it was warmer and brighter than it was upstairs. Dozens of electric lamps illuminated the open space of another widely constructed adit, the stone floor had been swept neatly, and there was neither trash nor the remains of mining equipment anywhere. Two electric heating systems fed warm air into the adit with a weak hum. Four passageways led from the adit into the depths of the mountain. They were just as well lit as the adit. Down each of the tunnels could be seen several embranchments. Here and there were also people in robes of brown sackcloth unhurriedly going about their business.

Vanyuta’s feet had barely touched the clean ground when two robed men with axes in their belts walked over to him.

“Glory to the Earth,” Vanyuta said.

“To the Earth glory,” the guardsmen replied.

“I’m here to speak with Father Zigon,” Vanyuta shifted the sack into a more comfortable position.

One of the guardsmen whistled weakly and haltingly. A robed man appeared out of the middle passageway and walked over.

“Take him to Father Zigon,” the guardsman ordered.

The man turned and strode off, then Vanyuta set off after him. The guide led him down a rapidly narrowing passageway. Soon, they had to shuffle sideways in order to make their way through a crooked slit in the stone. Finally, the slit opened up and Vanyuta and his guide found themselves in a large cave. There was a white door with a brass handle protruding from the stone wall. There was a very small panel in the door. The guide opened the panel, put his thin lips up to its opening, and quietly pronounced: “Brother Vanyuta.”

“Very good,” a calm voice resounded weakly behind the door. “Let him in.”

They unlocked the door from the inside and Vanyuta walked into a three-room apartment furnished with simple wooden furniture. The guide remained outside the door and Ashot, one of Father Zigon’s servants, stood before Vanyuta in the vestibule.

“Come. Come here,” someone said from the living room.

With sack in tow, Vanyuta walked into the living room—big and white with bookshelves along the walls, a crystal chandelier in a modern style, and deerskin cushions on the ground instead of chairs. In the middle of the room, there was a perfect cone of meticulously sifted earth atop the yellow pine floor. Father Zigon was kneeling before the cone, whispering something, and covering his eyes. Vanyuta immediately fell to his knees and bowed his head.

“Rise,” Father Zigon ordered, easily getting up himself. He was thin, of medium height, with an intelligent and lively face framed by a neatly trimmed beard. His brown three-piece suit fit him perfectly and a black silk tie was fastened to his high, white collar with a rock crystal.

Vanyuta hadn’t yet managed to get up from his knees when Father Zigon’s quick hands grabbed the sack of blue lard from him, then, a mere second later, Father Zigon was taking it out of the sack, examining it, and laying its radiant blue bits out on the floor.

“Extinguish the light,” he ordered his servant.

The living room was plunged into gloom. Having been removed from the sack and laid out on the floor side by side, the pieces of lard gradually illuminated the living room in blue. Once he was done laying out all the pieces, Father Zigon threw the sack off to the side and lay down atop his cushion next to the lard. There were twelve pieces in total. Vanyuta stood there, his arms folded across his stomach. Father Zigon stared at the blue lard for a long time, then laid his face into his palms with a heavy sigh, “When was the last time you wept?”

Vanyuta thought about it. “It was . . . in December, Father Zigon.”

“And why did you weep?”

“I dreamt of a forest, Father Zigon.”

“A forest? And why did that make you weep?”

“It was very beautiful.”

“And when was the last time you laughed? Laughed very hard?”

“When we buried Father Maron.”

“But we were all laughing then. A burial is a cheerful thing. What about on your own?”

“On my own, I . . . don’t laugh, Father Zigon.”

Father Zigon nodded understandingly, then fell silent for a long time, his face still hidden in his hands. A little more than an hour passed. Still standing, Vanyuta’s legs had fallen asleep and gone numb, his knees beginning to buckle.

Father Zigon suddenly raised his head.

“Come over here.”

Moving his legs with some difficulty, Vanyuta walked over. Father Zigon grabbed his legs and tore them toward himself. Vanyuta tumbled over backwards, smashing his head noisily against the parquetry. Father Zigon stood up, scooped a handful of earth from the cone, then threw it forcefully into Vanyuta’s eyes. Vanyuta pressed his hands to his face with a moan.

“There were two men,” Father Zigon began to speak quietly, but distinctly, putting his hands into his pockets and pacing through the living room. “Only two. One was slightly taller than average height. The other wasn’t short either—he always had to bow away from lintels. The first was named Compatriot and the second was named Sol. Compatriot had a heavy fate. Frightening, even. He was born into a wealthy intelligentsia family, finished high school, began his studies at a forestry institute, and was married in his fourth year of studies. And, in his fifth year, he taught Sol how to palpate others’ books. Not to read them, but precisely to palpate them. He would do everything he could to get into other people’s apartments and palpate, palpate, palpate their books. Compatriot said that this was a way of curing pulmonary tuberculosis. And Sol—a gullible and impressionable man—believed him. So he palpated others’ books for the whole of his long life—until he was seventy-eight. He always palpated them with his right hand. That is why, when he was being fingerprinted before his execution, they didn’t manage to take prints from his right hand; the skin had been worn clean off by books. But his left hand was entirely in order. This is why his left hand was first dried out in hot sand, then covered in boiled sugar. There it is. On the bookshelf. Between Babel and Borges. I already let you lick it, you bastard. Did you forget? No, you pig. One doesn’t forget such things . . .”

He fell silent, as if he were trying to hear Vanyuta’s faint moans, then nodded to Ashot, who was standing by the door. “Take this slug away from me.”

Ashot grabbed Vanyuta by the collar and dragged him over to the door.

“Father Zigon . . . There’s also a dictaphone . . .” Vanyuta moaned, fumbling at his chest.

The dictaphone fell to the floor. Ashot dragged Vanyuta out of the apartment and slammed the door behind them. The sound of Vanyuta being dragged across the stone floor of the passageway was then audible from inside the apartment.

Zigon picked up the dictaphone and put it into his jacket pocket.

“Shall I serve your afternoon tea, Father Zigon?” Ashot asked, as he came back into the apartment.

“What do we have today?” Zigon asked distractedly.

“Oat kissel with vegetable oil and cranberry mors.”

“No . . . later . . .” Zigon looked around, searching for something. “Where is the suitcase?”

“Which one?” Ashot asked cautiously.

“The one,” Zigon looked gloomily at Ashot.

Ashot left, then came back with a smallish old pigskin suitcase. Zigon opened the suitcase and laid the blue lard inside it. It soon grew dark in the living room. Zigon left the room with the suitcase, passed into his office, and locked the door behind him.

His office was smallish, but comfortable; the walls were covered in green fabric, the furniture was upholstered, and the desk was mahogany. Zigon walked over to the desk, inserted his key into a bronze clock with no hands, and turned it. A spring popped, a buzz sounded out, and the desk moved off to the side, revealing a passageway down through the floor. Zigon strode over to the passageway and began to descend a wooden spiral staircase. The descent was quick—the staircase led into a large, dusky hall with a marble floor and marble walls. In the hall, there were ten marble desks, at which bald men in black suits were sitting. Green lamps were burning atop their desks. On the wall, a sigil made of rock crystal, jasper, and granite was illuminated in green light: a man copulating with the earth.

“Ah! Mr. Zigon!” one of the seated men exclaimed. “I mean, finally! We’ve been waiting for you since morning! Gentlemen!”

The seated men stood, then bowed their heads restrainedly.

“How good that you’ve come! You can’t imagine just how good it is!” The man ran over to Zigon and shook his hand forcefully. “I’m Andreyev! Tell me right away—is everything under control or not? Just say yes or no! Two options!”

“Yes,” Zigon pronounced.

Andreyev closed his eyes in delight and shook his little head. “Exquisite . . . My God! My God! Everything worked out! We welcome the fearless and resolute Mr. Zigon!”

The bald men applauded. Andreyev pressed his foot down on a marble pedal and, by the front wall, just underneath the sigil, a marble dais emerged from the floor.

“Please, Mr. Zigon!”

Suitcase in hand, Zigon walked over to the podium, then got up onto it, hugging his burden to his chest. Silence reigned in the hall.

“It’s hard for me to speak, gentlemen,” Zigon began. “Hard to speak as a man, hard to speak as a member of our order . . . In this suitcase reposes that for the sake of which we . . . we . . . no . . .”

He fell silent, going pale. His head began to gently tremble, a shudder passed across his face, and his bloodless hands clutched at the suitcase. Zigon exhaled noisily, pulled air into his lungs, then suddenly began to sing with wonderful timbre in a low bass.

“Nooo! No! Nooooo! Nooo! Noooooooooo! No! No! Nooo! Nooooo! No! Nooooooooooooooooooooooo! No! No! No! No! Nooo! No! Nooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooo! No! No! Nooo! Nooo! Nooo! Noooooooooooo! No! No! No! Nooo! No! Nooo! No! No! Nooooo! Nooooooooooooooooo! Noooooo! No! No! No! Noooooooo! Noooooooooooo! No! No! Nooooooo! No! No! No! No! No! No! Nooooooo! No! No! Noooooooo! Nooooo! No! No!”

They listened to him with bated breath. Zigon’s face turned red from the strain and sweat began to dot his forehead, falling in fat drops onto the suitcase’s worn skin. He sang with great abandon, his rich bass filling the hall’s resonant space. An hour passed. Then another. Zigon’s face began to pale, the sweat that had fallen so fast had dried up, and his voice, on the verge of becoming a wheeze, had grown weak. Another hour passed. Zigon’s face had turned gray, blue circles had appeared underneath his eyes, and, when he opened his bloodless lips, he no longer produced a rolling bass, but a dully seething scream. Another hour passed, then another, then another. Zigon still stood at the podium, his grayish-green face now petrified; his eyes had rolled up into his head, and their whites glittered in the gloom. It was as if his mouth were opening of its own volition, without the help of his body, and strange, inhuman sounds came forth from it. The sounds rang out for a long time, for a very long time—the clock’s marble minute hand described three more circles around its face. Then, finally, Zigon’s gaping mouth ceased producing any sound at all. Andreyev walked, staggering, over to his desk, took out a golden pistol with a marble handle, aimed attentively, and fired.

The marble bullet entered Zigon’s mouth. His body jerked and, without closing his mouth, he collapsed.

“Sit down, gentlemen,” Andreyev lowered the pistol and everyone sat down on their marble chairs with their green velvet cushions with a great sense of relief.

Andreyev put the pistol away in the desk, walked over to the corpse, which was still clutching at the suitcase, pulled the dictaphone out of the dead man’s pocket, picked up the suitcase, then rushed over to the exit with an unsteady gait.

“What about the declaration, Arseny?” asked one of the seated men.

“Give me two minutes, gentlemen, then we’ll continue,” Andreyev said without stopping, then he turned the handle of the massive marble door and walked from the hall into the corridor. It was brighter out here, matte ceiling lights shining and a long green carpet runner atop the shiny lacquered floor. Andreyev set off down it, turned a corner, stopped in front of a carved oak door, and knocked.

A bald man in a black suit opened the door. “Welcome, Arseny. The magister awaits you.”

Arseny walked into the foyer of an office. The secretary held the door open and showed Arseny into the office. The magister was sitting behind an enormous, empty desk—a plump, broad-shouldered man in a white suit with a smoothly shaved head and face.

“Your Accordance,” Andreyev bowed his head.

“How much?” the magister asked.

“We haven’t weighed it out yet, Mr. Magister,” Andreyev answered hastily.

“There is reason to acquaint oneself with the hard sciences,” the magister stood up heavily and touched the inlay of the wooden wall panel. The panel moved off to the side and a passageway opened up.

“Follow me,” the magister stepped into the passageway.

Andreyev went in after him.

The passageway led to a laboratory. Seventeen people in red lab coats were working on the Machine, paying no attention to those who’d come in. The magister walked over to a scale, put on a pair of rubber gloves, removed the bell glass, then opened a box with a set of platinum weights.

“Open it,” he ordered Andreyev.

Andreyev opened the suitcase. The magister began to remove pieces of blue lard from the suitcase and carefully place them upon one of the scale’s platinum pans. Once all twelve pieces of lard had been piled up into a blue briquette on top of the pan, the magister chose a ten-kilogram platinum weight and put it on the second pan. The scale didn’t budge. He added another one-kilogram weight. The pans stirred and began to oscillate. The magister picked up a handful of small weights and added them to the second pan one by one until the scale was motionless.

“Eleven thousand two hundred and fifty-eight platinum grams,” the magister summed up, then loudly called out: “Borukh!”

One of the workers set aside his instruments and walked over to the magister.

“Prepare the mold,” the magister ordered.

The worker walked away.

“There’s also a dictaphone with a recording, Your Accordance,” Andreyev handed the magister the dictaphone.

“Did they speak Russian?” the magister asked.

“The whore was speaking NovoRuss. But it’s not hard to understand.”

“And it’s important?”

“Very, Your Accordance.”

The magister took the dictaphone, looked at it, walked over to a press, put it into the press-bed, then pressed a red button. The press lowered down to the bed and the dictaphone cracked. Once the press had risen back up, the magister picked up the pancake-flat dictaphone from the frame, walked over to a shredder, dropped the dictaphone into the intake valve, started the motor, and set the grinding speed to its slowest setting. The grinder started up with a deafening whine, and soon a pile of silver-gray dust had risen up beneath the hollow cylinder on the pallet.

“It’s not quite dust, of course. But almost,” the magister pronounced distractedly, as he looked around for something. “Hold on . . . where’s the sugar basin now?”

“Next to the boring machine, Mr. Magister,” one of the workers replied.

The magister walked over to the sugar bowl, scooped up a handful of sugar from the intake valve, dropped it onto the pallet of the grinder, and mixed it with the filings using his finger.

“Would you happen to have an ordinary spoon in your glorious laboratory?”

A worker gave him a glass spoon.

The magister wiped it on the edge of his white jacket, then handed it to Andreyev.

“Eat.”

Andreyev scooped up a spoonful from the pallet and began to chew.

A worker appeared with the mold—a flat golden box. The magister placed the pieces of blue lard into the mold, set it on the podium of the sugar basin, and jerked at a lever. The heater boomed, a smell of gumdrops wafted out into the air, and a viscous stream of molten sugar flowed into the box.

“Everyone is so certain that man is the Alpha and the Omega of all things!” the magister laughed, then glanced over at Andreyev.

Andreyev scooped up another spoonful from the pallet, chewed, and swallowed.

Liquid sugar filled the golden box. The pieces of blue lard glowed through the deep yellow of the viscous substance.

The magister waited until the sugar had cooled, then put the box into a black briefcase and walked out through the laboratory’s main entrance. A wide corridor led to an elevator. The magister walked over, unlocked the elevator, went inside, and pressed its only button. The elevator went up, then stopped almost immediately. The doors opened. The magister stepped out of the elevator into a cramped, irregularly shaped room with a dirty tiled floor completely filled up with racks bursting with medium-sized jars. The jars were filled with Russian earth. All the jars had detailed labels and were arranged alphabetically. The racks were covered by a thick layer of dust.

The magister set off down the winding aisle between the racks, his path scantily illuminated by the occasional lamp without a shade, and, after wandering for a long time, found himself in a little nook. Here, there was a foldable cot with torn sheets and a grotty pillow, a gray bedside table, an electric stove with a dark-green kettle, and a gateleg table covered with a worn and colorful oilcloth. A little man with a long white beard and wearing glasses with one broken arm was sitting behind the table in a metal chair. He was drinking strongly brewed tea from an aluminum mug. On the table, there was a piece of boiled sausage wrapped in brown paper, a roll of white bread with a bite out of it, and four cubes of refined white sugar.

“Hello, Savely,” the magister spoke up.

“And from us to you,” Savely nodded, taking a noisy sip from his mug.

The magister stayed standing, briefcase in hand, gazing silently at the seated man.

“Well . . . did you bring it?” Savely asked.

“Yes.”

“How much?”

“Eleven thousand two hundred and fifty-eight platinum grams.”

Savely grinned. “You should have measured the milligrams too! How many pieces are there?”

“Twelve.”

“Normal . . .” Savely finished his tea and began to wrap the bread, sausage, and sugar back up in the brown paper. “And your eagles said seven. Seven! Enough to make a cat laugh . . .”

He put the bundle of food away into his gateleg table, wiped off his foggy glasses, then looked at the magister. “Sit down, old boy. There’s no truth in standing.”

The magister looked around for a place to sit. Savely pointed him over to the cot. The magister sat down and the cot creaked beneath him. He put the briefcase down on his lap and sighed heavily.

“Why is it that you’re snuffling like a cow with calf, old boy? Has something happened?”

“No, no. Everything’s in order.”

“That so? But things are never in order with you! Spiders in a jar shouldn’t have everything under control.”

“I’d like to partake of your counsel, Savely.”

“At your service.”

“You see . . .” the magister sighed. “I don’t know where to start. It’s a terrible tangle . . .”

“Start from the beginning.”

“Have you seen Sol’s candied hand? On the eighth level?”

“I haven’t just seen it, old boy, I licked it two hundred and fifty times when I was serving as a receiver. I’d lick it every morning after communal prayer. We prayed to the Warm Earth, kissed it, then—to work! Those were fine days.”

“You see . . . for the last eight days, something strange has been happening to me. Here are my hands—have a look,” the magister turned his broad white palms with their puffy fingers to himself. “And every time I look at them, right here, at my wrists, I see a child’s hand. But a golden one. Which is to say, every time I look at my wrist, I see a child’s tiny golden hand.”

“Golden?” Savely asked.

“As if it were living gold. Not like metal. They’re mobile like a normal child’s hands, but golden, with a kind of reddish tint. And these little hands have their own language. It’s not sign language, which is based on the shapes of the fingers, but a language based on the way the hands turn. They rotate around their own wrists: right– left, left–right. Full rotations, incomplete rotations, half rotations, quarter rotations—that’s their language. It’s not complicated. I comprehended it immediately.”

“Immediately?”

“Oh yes. Two clockwise rotations means the letter A, two counterclockwise rotations—E, a clockwise half rotation—O, a counterclockwise half rotation—M, and so on . . . It’s a very, very simple language.”

“And what do these little golden hands communicate to you?”

“Many different things. Sometimes, it’s just short messages, but at other times, it’s very, very long texts.”

“What sorts of messages?”

“Well, for example: ‘Know about Mark’s second perforation.’ Or: ‘Half the spheres force you to sample meat buckshot.’”

“And the longer texts?”

“They’re the most . . . unusual. I don’t know what they are at all.”

“What sort of texts are they, then?”

The magister took several sheets of paper out from the inner pocket of his jacket and unfolded them. “I began to write them down yesterday. This is the shortest one. Have a listen . . .”

“Give it to me so I can read it myself,” Savely took the sheets of paper from the magister, spread them out onto the table, and began to read.

THE SWIM

“Quotation number twenty-six, await my command!” The stubby marshal of the River agitation forces hoarsely pulled night air into his lungs, then cried out, “Light the torches!”

Rising up out of the City’s waterfront, a long column of muscular, naked people swayed and came to life with a barely noticeable movement: a thousand hands darted to a thousand shaved temples, snatched a thousand matches from behind a thousand ears, and struck them against a thousand naked hips.

A thousand minuscule flames rose up instantaneously and, a moment later, the marshal squinted convulsively, his eyes having grown used to the darkness; the torches flared and tongues of flame darted up into the dark-violet sky.

The marshal groped meticulously at the rows of naked bodies with his eyes, then opened his mouth again. “Without changing position and keeping your distances, en-ter the water!”

The peculiarly ordered shape of the column began to move, then, with silently shuffling bare feet, to descend the granite steps of the embankment toward the still black water of the River. The water parted to allow the entire regiment into its depths. The soldiers cautiously submerged themselves in the chill September water, pushing up off the stone riverbed and swimming in the same formation they’d been in on land, holding the brightly burning torches above their shaved heads. A minute later, the column swam into the middle of the River, where the fast current picked it up and carried it away.

•

			For Ivan, the most difficult requirement of the agitation-force swims was the prohibition on changing the position of one’s arms.

He could swim in icy water for a long time, but to hold a six-kilogram torch in his hyper-extended arm for five endless hours was truly heavy. And no matter how he prepared himself for the swim, no matter what exercise equipment he used to train his right arm—no matter what, he was still overcome by a gentle tremble toward dawn and would have no strength to curb the damned thing. Neither injections, nor injunctions, nor electromagnetic therapy helped at all.

Even so, Ivan considered himself to be the best swimmer in his regiment and had been entrusted with the places in the quotations demanding the most responsibility for six years.

Today, he was swimming as a comma—the only comma in a long quotation of the highest degree of complexity from the Book of Equality: ONE OF THE MOST IMPORTANT QUESTIONS IN THE CURRENT TARGETED CONSTRUCTION OF BORO HAS BEEN, IS AND SHALL BE THE QUESTION OF TIMELY ENHANCED CONTRAST

They didn’t put a period at the end of the quotation and didn’t believe in commas before “and”—not even in chains of verbs—so the only punctuation mark was the one comma, born out of the flame of Ivan’s six-kilogram cone-shaped torch.

Synchronized swimming had always been easy for Ivan; ever since his childhood growing up by the sea, he had recognized water as his secondary element and, after four years of MWAT (Military Water Agitation Training), he really couldn’t imagine his life without these long nights that smelled of the River, without the black water that divided the tongues of flame, without the leaden pain that gradually overtook his torch arm, or without the breakfast they shared before dawn in the clean regimental dining room.

Like the River, military service had carried Ivan quickly and smoothly. At first, he was given a beginner’s position in the middle of large, simple letters like I, K, and M; then, convinced of the precision of his swimming, they moved him out toward their edges. Two years later, they began to let him swim as the bottom of a Y or as the tail of a Q with Eldar, a pockmarked Tatar.

One year later, Ivan was assigned to swim in a dash and in an exclamation mark, but only after the inscription of the honorary tattoo—SWIMMER-AGITATOR OF THE HIGHEST CATEGORY—was he entrusted with commas.

After seven years of service, Ivan had earned the rank of junior sergeant, a State Swimmer medal, a great deal of oral praise in front of the regiment in formation, and a Certificate of Honor “for exemplary service during the aquatic transport of the sixth chapter of Adelaide Svet’s book New People” (the chapter was transported over the course of four months and Ivan swam as a comma every night).

•

			He pulled more air into his lungs, then slowly exhaled it into the silt-smelling water. The torch tilted over, but his fingers straightened it adeptly, tightly squeezing its metal shaft.

His body had already managed to warm up, the shiver had left his chin, and his legs sheared the water in obedient kicks. Up ahead, ten shaved heads radiated whiteness into the diagonal bar of the N and, behind them, the fiery mass of the column’s torches trembled and swayed.

Ivan knew his precise place—six meters from the head farthest to the left—and swam with calm evenness as he held his breath. He could deviate neither to the right nor to the left, could not rush, and could not stop without the comma gluing to the I behind him.

His torch burned bright, its flames tearing off to the side, pulled toward the heavily roiling water, then dancing above its surface before once again leveling off.

During these swims, Ivan loved to look at the stars. Right then, they were hanging especially low in the sky, flickering like cold needles.

He turned onto his back, felt the water burn the shaved nape of his neck, and smiled. The stars were immobile in the sky.

He knew how dangerous it was to look at the stars for too long—you might not notice the straight leg of the I coming up from behind, then, horrified, the shaved heads of his comrades might slam into his tardy comma. Ivan peeked back. His comrades swam behind him as the straight line and horizontal bars of the I: Murtazov, Kholmogorov, Petrov, Doronin, Sheinblat, Popovich, Kim, Borisov, and Gerasimenko. Their faces were calm and focused. Ivan understood that, with his comma, he divided this long sentence that was so necessary to the people, and that, without his torch, it would lose its grand meaning. Pride and responsibility always helped him in his struggle against the cold. He easily overcame it now too, the autumn water coming to seem almost warm.

He looked at the stars again. His favorite constellation of all was the one that looked like the ladle the regimental cook used to gently pour delicious turnip soup into the soldiers’ bowls or plop out rich barley porridge with margarine. And, though he had known since he was a child that this constellation bore the name “The Seventh Way” and that the prickly star at the end of the constellation was called “The Great Transformer of Human Nature Andreas Kapidich,” it wasn’t the golden obelisks of the Temple of Overcoming or Kapidich’s twisted horns that would come to life in Ivan’s memory, but a capacious, shining ladle.

He turned and began to swim on his right side. He could already feel the beginnings of exhaustion in his right arm. And it was no wonder: six liters of combustible fluid had been poured into the torch’s tin shaft. Not very many people would be capable of swimming in cold water for five hours while holding a torch above their head. Ivan had understood this since the very beginning of his service at MWA. In seven years, his right arm had grown to be almost twice as thick as his left, as was the case with all the soldiers in the regiment. As its muscles swelled, its ligaments warmed up, and its skin turned lilac, so too, in equal measure, did a proud self-confidence grow in Ivan and reinforce his feeling of superiority over civilians who didn’t have such right arms. From early spring until late fall, he wore short-sleeved shirts that showed off his powerful arm. It was very nice.

•

			Soon, the River’s monolithic granite embankments narrowed, the quotation swam under the First Bridge, and the swimmers could hear the weak whisper of invisible spectators. After the Bridge, the embankments shot up and began to gradually enshadow the thin stripe of the River.

Ivan clutched the torch more tightly and held it higher. He had swum through this place 1,018 times, through this solemn, threatening bottleneck, but each time he couldn’t repress a tremor of awe; after the Bridge began the City, and the River became the Canal of Renewed Flesh crossing through the City, the Canal on the banks of which the most worthy representatives of the City had gathered today, just as they’d gathered thousands and thousands of times before.

•

			An hour later, the growing whisper intensified decisively, hanging over the Canal like the continuous buzzing of bees. The granite embankments narrowed the River so much that Ivan could see the heads of the residents of the City looking down as he swam on his back. Here, down below, there was no wind at all, the water was as still as a black mirror, and the flames of the torches calmly cut through the damp air.

Ivan’s right arm made itself known: pain cautiously stirred in his shoulder and moved in a sluggish spiral toward his fingers, which had gone white from exertion. Eventually the pain would reach his fingers and the tin shaft would come to feel like cardboard, ice, grease, fire, velvet, rubber, then his fingers would take hold of the void in a deathly squeeze and Ivan would lose his right arm until the very end of the swim. And this end would be, as it always was, familiar down to its last detail: in the dim, predawn air, two drowsy instructors would bend down toward Ivan and unclench his white fingers, which would be overcome with spasms and trying desperately not to lose hold of the extinguished torch. And Ivan would help them with his left hand. . .

He rolled over and exhaled several times into the water.

The din up above was intensifying, flaring into applause in some places, and the twenty-meter-high granite embankments brought it back down to them in multiplied echoes.

“It’ll be even better when we enter the Main Districts!” Ivan thought triumphantly, remembering the thunder of endless applause that always made his heart skip a beat. Yes, mere workers don’t know how to applaud like that . . . 

He squinted at his arm. The pain had already taken control of his forearm and it was impossible to stop its progress. True, there remained one final possibility—the illusion of a struggle, a naive palliative that helped for just a moment: if he squeezed his fingers around the shaft violently and tightened all the muscles in his arm, the pain would evaporate. For a split second.

Ivan gritted his teeth and squeezed the shaft of the torch with all his might. There was a crack, as if someone had split an egg, and an oily fluid ran down his arm.

Ivan glanced at his arm and nearly passed out from shock: a barely perceptible seam had opened up in the shaft of the torch and combustible fluid was flowing out of it. He snatched his left hand out of the water and pressed his palm to the crack in the torch, the torch keeled over, and an orange blossom gently washed over Ivan’s face. He recoiled from it, fell back into the water, emerged, then found himself in the middle of a swirling flame. Greedy yellow tongues burst forth from his body and a burning stain suddenly surrounded him. The hastily growing heat forced a protracted scream forth from Ivan’s mouth. He dove down, then emerged into the middle of the I, again burst into flames, cried out, grabbed at his comrades and at the surface of the water until the mildewed granite had split open his flaming head.

When the comma surrounded by the peaky N and the straight I flared up brightly, the spectators on the embankments realized that this was the Third Hint of which the winged Gorgas had spoken at the last Congress of the Up-to-Date. Mighty applause shot up over the Canal—and would remain there for a long time.

Meanwhile, the comma had disappeared, floated back up, then dissolved the I into yellow dots. Having destroyed the I, the comma ended up in the upper part of the S behind it and the letter submissively went jagged; the A came up behind the jagged S and, catching on the comma, buckled and disintegrated.

The applause continued as the ensuing events of this fatal night continued to unhurriedly unfold atop the black mirror of the river.

ND SH, in the very thick of a forest of fiery dots, began to fold up like an accordion, turning into a complex shape recalling the grid structure of an unusual window; as it self-destructed, ALL BE THE crawled forward and replenished the swarm of torches; the more cautious QUESTION attempted to circumnavigate the danger zone but smashed into one of the granite embankments; the lengthy OF TIMELY turned out to be stronger than the previous words and most of its letters perished after having struggled to survive until the last, thrashing like a caterpillar on an anthill; the remaining words at the end of the sentence were exterminated in quick succession.

By some miracle, the ME from TIMELY managed to swim through the crucible of flame and safely catch up with ONE OF THE MOST IMPORTANT QUESTIONS IN THE CURRENT TARGETED CONSTRUCTION OF BORO HAS BEEN . . .

•

			During all this rack and ruin, the ovation thundered out over the river without cease. Only once the last words had broken up did the people on the shore slowly quiet down. The crowd of nocturnal spectators froze and, with bated breath, looked down.

The water was still filled with feverish movement: flames were darting, swarming, trying to reformulate the second half of the quotation, but the skeletal beams of the words immediately disassociated into yellow beads.

•

			Once ONE OF THE MOST IMPORTANT QUESTIONS IN THE CURRENT TARGETED CONSTRUCTION OF BORO HAS BEEN ME had successfully swum through the Second Bridge, the cast-iron body of which represented a clear division between the two estates, the Main masses met the fiery words with such thunderous applause that the flames of their torches flickered and threatened to go out.

•

			When the sky in the east had turned pink and the mouth of the Lock yawned forth before what remained of the quotation, the applause went quiet. The people on the embankments sank to their knees. Beyond the Lock began the Special Space with its bronze shores, golden palaces, and invisible temples. There were far fewer spectators there. Only 513. But each one of them was worth as much as billions of mere mortals and each one of them knew why a seam had been intentionally weakened on the soldier Ivan Monakhov’s torch that night.

•

			Savely folded up the sheets of paper and handed them back to the magister. The magister glanced at them and put them away in his pocket.

“You know,” Savely took off his glasses, breathed onto their lenses, and wiped them off on the hem of his long, dirty smock, “I have 12,690,505 samples of Russian earth in storage. Plus-minus two.”

“But why do you need . . . samples?” the magister asked.

“I’ll tell you why, old boy,” Savely looked at him sternly. “Do you know what ‘plus-minus two’ is?”

“No.”

“It’s two jars of earth that arise out of nothing. Then disappear once more. Two bits of ephemera generated by the general mass of earth stored here. You’re already familiar with the scope of our repository. We even have earth from beneath the paving stones of Red Square. From the bottom of Lake Baikal. From the place where the blood of the murdered Czarevitch Dmitry was spilled.”

“I know about all of this. Why waste your breath?!” the magister exclaimed tetchily.

“I’m wasting my breath like this, old boy, so that you might understand the metaphysics of these two jars. I must bear them in mind. Though I’ve never held them in my hands. For no one has ever held them and no one knows what kind of earth is inside them. And do you know wherefore they moved me, a master earth-eater with twenty years of experience, from the sixth floor and into this repository? In order to someday pour the earth from these two plus-minus jars into the palms of my hands. To pour it out, devour it, and die.”

“I understand,” the magister exhaled impatiently. “But what does this have to do with my problem?”

“What exactly is your problem?” Savely asked.

“I don’t want to and don’t wish to see others’ hands on my hands!” the magister screamed.

“Then lay your head down on the table!” Savely screamed back at him.

The magister sank to his knees and laid his massive head on the edge of the table. Savely moved along the shelves, looking at the labels on the jars, then disappeared around a corner. He was gone for a long time. The magister remained on his knees, pressing his cheek to the worn oilcloth, the whole time Savely was gone. There were tears in his eyes.

“Here we are . . .” Savely reappeared with a jar in his hand. “What’s needed.”

“What is it?” the magister asked.

“Earth from the village of Polushkino in the Kostroma region.”

“What’s there?”

“A woman lived there in the middle of last century. Her last name was Nadelina. She had a cellar underneath her cabin. A clean and tidy cellar in which she kept absolutely nothing. This Nadelina gave birth to a child from a different father each year. Then immediately killed it. Nadelina gave birth to twenty-six children in total. And not one of them survived. However, she’d go down into her cellar every morning and water the earth with her milk.”

“Do you believe in this earth?” the magister asked.

“Of course,” Savely opened the jar, scooped out the earth with a golden spoon, spat into the spoon, then molded the resulting gruel over the magister’s ear. The magister turned his head in the other direction. Savely sealed his other ear, then set off to put the jar back in its place.

The magister got up off his knees, shook the crumbs of earth from his jacket, and laid the briefcase down on the table.

Savely returned.

“When am I to remove it?” the magister asked much too loudly.

“In three days,” Savely said to him. “And don’t wash it away with water.”

“What?”

“You’re not to wash it away with water, I said! Pick it out with your fingers! Or get your lackeys to do it for you!” Savely screamed in his face.

The magister nodded and set off for the elevator.

Savely picked up the briefcase, took a ring of keys out of his pocket, unlocked a narrow door in the wall next to the refrigerator, and turned on a light. He was standing in a cube-shaped space filled up with boxes of empty jars. There was a round hatch with a screw lock protruding from the floor. Savely turned the wheel, unlocking the hatch, then tugged at the brace. The thick steel door slid smoothly off to the side. Savely put his glasses into his pocket, squeezed the briefcase to his chest, and jumped into the round hole.

A smooth plastic slide carried him downwards, twisting around in a spiral, then suddenly becoming a sheer vertical drop; squealing, Savely sheared into warm, pellucid water and took a long time to emerge, kicking his heavy boots and blowing bubbles.

“Oh you . . . you’re so fuckin’ funny!” someone said next to him in the water. “The cat dragged you in after all!”

Savely opened his eyes and greedily breathed in the warm air of the baths, saturated with the finest of aromas. He had fallen from the center of a pink, hemispherical dome that stretched out over them. Artificial waves splashed around them. The three babes swam over to Savely: the gold-bearded Tit, the bald and donkey-eared Vil, and the hairy and broad-faced Kir.

Pressing the briefcase to his chest, Savely kneaded the water with his legs, staying afloat with great difficulty.

“Have you forgotten how to swim, you shatterhand?” Vil laughed, baring his golden teeth, also inlaid with diamonds and sapphires.

“Did you bring your ass with you?” Tit pinched Savely. “Or do you keep that in a jar too?”

“And your beard! What a beard!” Kir grabbed Savely’s beard with his hairy little mitts. “When was the last time you checked it for lice? After the Autumn Fuckathon, I’d guess? Have a sip! Have a sip of water—don’t be afraid!”

Kir tugged Savely’s beard downwards and Savely disappeared underneath the water.

“Enough mischief, babe!” Vil slapped Kir on the brow. “Who else shall store the soil?”

Kir jerked Savely out of the water and lifted him up into the air. Savely screamed like a wounded hare—thin and shrill.

“Why’d ya come down here, sweetie?” Kir brought Savely back down to his face and kissed him juicily on the forehead.

“Enough, babe,” Tit smacked his hands against the water. “Let’s see what he’s got—if it isn’t just a bunch of dried dicks . . .”

He dove down, raising up a two-meter wave, then ascended the gilded steps out of the bath. Kir and Vil followed him out and Savely found his own way to the steps a moment later, dripping wet and still clutching the briefcase to his chest.

Vil clapped his plump hands together and six naked little boys with powdered curls of hair and silk chitons appeared. They immediately covered the three babes and brought strangely shaped chairs made of gilded wood over to them. The babes sat down. Savely took his glasses out from his pocket, wiped them off, and put them on.

“It’s true—why has your beard gotten so long?” Kir asked, raking a bunch of grapes from a silver plate with his big mitt. “What—are you not gonna cut it at some point?”

“Pre, prio, predo,” Savely replied anxiously.

“He’s forgotten his mother tongue,” Tit bit off half an apple.

“He’s probably sucked up too many of his own farts!” Vil grinned and the other babes chuckled loudly.

The little boys then brought the babes golden goblets filled with nectar. The babes drained them in a single gulp and hurled the goblets into the bath. Three boys threw themselves into the water, then surfaced with the heavy goblets.

“This team is more nimble than the a.m. team,” Tit shoved a handful of feijoas into his mouth, chewed them, then spat out the seeds noisily. “So, why have you come to see us, oh you storekeeper of dicks?”

Savely opened the briefcase, took out the golden box filled with sugar-encrusted blue lard, and handed it to the babes.

Kir took the box, looked at it, and palpated it.

“Is it candy?”

“Pre, prio, predo,” Savely nodded.

Kir exchanged a look with Vil.

“Do you think they’ll accept it in the form of candy?”

Vil nodded and scratched at his chest. Kir licked the box and handed it to Tit. Tit licked the box and handed it to Vil. Vil ran his big, long tongue along the petrified sugar:

“Quite something.”

“Put it back how it was,” Tit hurled the box to Savely, who was barely able to catch it before putting it away in the briefcase. “So, my babes, will we make it to the exam on time?”

“We have thirteen minutes,” Vil glanced at his ruby watch.

“Dry him off,” Kir ordered the little boys.

The little boys began to undress Savely. He was wearing navy breeches and a blue undershirt beneath his wet smock and canvas pants. The boys took all these off and threw a chiton onto him in their place.

“Show us your nuts a little,” Vil burped.

Savely pulled up the chiton. The babes looked disapprovingly at his small genitals. Vil palpated his scrotum with two of his enormous fingers:

“None too thick. Show us your ass.”

Savely turned his buttocks toward them.

“But the ass is rather decent!” Tit exclaimed.

The babes silently palpated Savely’s buttocks.

“It’s strange, isn’t it?” Kir turned to Vil. “He’s spent his whole life sitting in chairs. But his ass is beautiful.”

“It happens,” Vil nodded seriously, then snapped his fingers at the little boys. “Feed him and send him upstairs.”

“And dress us! Dress us!” Tit clapped.

Two of the boys led Savely over to the exit and the four others ran into the dressing room.

“And leave the briefcase here, fuckwit!” Kir laughed.

Savely fearfully put the briefcase down on the floor, then disappeared through an amber door with the naked boys.

Six servants in tight suits shimmering with sequins ran out of the dressing room. They had spray bottles in their hands and brought in small, low strollers made of pure gold behind them. Three little boys ran in after the servants and took the chitons off the babes. The babes rose from their intricate chairs. Their enormous genitals tumbled down to the floor. Vil reached out and picked up the briefcase left behind by Savely, with some difficulty. The servants deftly maneuvered the strollers beneath the babes’ genitals and the babes set off for the dressing room, pushing the strollers in front of them and displaying their genitals, red and swollen from their bathing. As the babes walked, the servants began to perfume their genitals with the spray bottles.

“Quick, quick, quick!” Tit urged the servants on.

In the dressing room, the babes were wiped down until they were dry, then dressed in dark blue frock coats with long tails. Enormous codpieces the same color as the frock coats were fitted over their genitals. Their hair was combed and shaped with pomade and makeup was applied to their faces. Golden staffs with handles in the shape of mammoths’ heads were put into the babes’ hands. The master of ceremonies threw open the doors and the babes walked out into the corridor. The strollers’ golden wheels rolled down the polished granite. The babes entered the territory of the boarding school and found themselves outside a lecture hall. There were guards at the doors with spiked steel cudgels. The doors opened and the babes walked into the lecture hall. The enormous hall, built according to the principles of an ancient Greek theater, was almost completely empty. Twenty-eight young people in brown chitons were sitting on the marble tiers—all pupils of the boarding school.

The babes walked onto the stage, sat down on three massive thrones, and knocked their staffs against the marble floor three times.

A pupil then stood up from the sixth tier, got up onto the stage, and stood facing the audience. All the pupils stood up.

“Blessed be our Siberian Earth, always, now, and forever!” the pupil proclaimed loudly.

The pupils touched their left hands to their foreheads, chests, genitals, then to the floor. The babes pressed the handles of their staffs to their enormous codpieces.

“Sit down, brothers!” Vil commanded. “The topic of today’s exam is ‘The Great Face-Off of September Seventh, 2026.’ Who would like to begin?”

Several hands went up. Vil pointed his staff at one of the pupils. The pupil stood up:

“Brother Sergei Panitkov. By 2026, serious, fundamental differences in orthodoxy among the highest hierarchs of the Order of the Earth-Fuckers of Russia had become clear. As everyone knows, after the historic disengagement at Cathedral V and the Shameful Schism that followed on its heels, the order split up into Northern and Southern Earth-Fuckers. The Southern Earth-Fuckers settled upon the warm chernozem steppes of the Volga region near Uryupinsk, whereas the Northern Earth-Fuckers settled in Eastern Siberia, in the harsh taiga between Podkamennaya and the Lower Tunguska. The Southerners were led by the Sochnik Vasil Bitko and the Northerners were led by Father Geophagus Andrei Utesov. By September 2026, there were three thousand one hundred and fifteen Southern Earth-Fuckers and five hundred and sixty Northern Earth-Fuckers. The division of the order’s assets enacted at Cathedral V was done to the benefit of the Southerners—they received almost seventy percent of it. Beyond that, three of the four Main Shrines of the order ended up in the hands of the Southerners. The despicable and double-dealing—”

“Which shrines?” Tit interrupted.

“The Earth Repository, the Minor Fucktastic Stupa, and the Most Holy and Most Cherished Relics of the First Fucker of Russian Earth Pyotr Avdeyev.”

“Correct. Continue catechizing,” Tit nodded.

“The despicable and double-dealing policy enacted by Vasil Bitko was always directed toward the Shameful Schism and the destruction of the Northern Wing of the Order. Spiritually degraded and weakened by carnal excess, Vasil Bitko dreamt of only one thing—the diamond nozzle and the bearskin garment of the Grand Magister. The last Grand Magister before the Shameful Schism had been His Highest Equilibrium Mitrofan the Swampish, who was murdered on the twentieth of November, 2025, leading to—”

“Incorrect!” Vit interrupted him.

The pupil hesitated before continuing. “His Highest Equilibrium the Grand Magister of the Order of the Earth-Fuckers of Russia Mitrofan the Swampish was murdered on the twentieth of November, 2025.”

“Incorrect. Stop and think, Brother Sergei Panitkov.”

The pupil thought for a moment, then opened his mouth again: “His Highest Equilibrium was murdered on the twentieth of November, 2025, in the town of Bobrov in the region of Voronezh during the Autumn Fuckathon of Russian Earth—”

“Incorrect! Incorrect!” Vil shouted and the pupil was silent.

“Who shall speak correctly?” Vil addressed the audience.

Several pupils raised their hands. Vil pointed his staff at one of the pupils who wished to speak.

“Brother Anatole Bolshakov,” a young but already graying pupil stood up. “On the twentieth of November, 2025, His Highest Equilibrium the Grand Magister of the Order of the Earth-Fuckers of Russia Mitrofan the Swampish was Vilely and Treacherously murdered.”

“Correct, Brother Anatole Bolshakov. Sit down. Sit down. Now, you continue, Brother Sergei Panitkov.”

The examinee continued: “This Vile and Treacherous murder also led to the Shameful Schism of the Grand Brotherhood of the Earth-Fuckers of Russia. In order to crush the Northern Wing of the Order with one blow, Vasil Bitko sends an envoy to deepest Siberia, the so-called Rotten Trinity: three Schismatic Ideologues who were also his coconspirators in Accursed Fornication. They were Magister Auroch, Babe Kir, and Brother Afanasy Petrovy. In disguise as peace-loving guests from the Southern Brothers, they arrived at the Northern Brothers’ cave on the fourth of September, 2026, bringing with them ‘as a gift’ the Minor Fucktastic Stupa, six cubic meters of Volga chernozem, and four tons of dried pork. Father Andrei Utesov met them with a cordial and welcoming veneer, but, with his inner sight, he had immediately comprehended the true goal of the Rotten Trinity. ‘They are three arrows, filled with the pus of Schism and sent by Vasil the Double-Dealer to crush us like an empty vessel,’ Andrei declaimed to the highest hierarchs of the North at a secret vigil during the night between the fourth and the fifth of September. ‘Let us fill the Vessel of Our Brotherhood with the Lead of Our Unity so as to snap these hostile arrows.’ The Rotten Trinity had come with a proposal to call forth a General Assembly on the seventh of September and, in the course of that Assembly, to discuss both the Mysterious and the Manifest. Father Andrei agreed. And thus began the morning of the Great Face-Off. As soon as the sun had gilded the crowns of the age-old cedars, all five hundred and sixty brothers left the cave together with the Rotten Trinity and ascended the Giving Hill, the Blessed Earth of which the brotherhood had oft irrigated with its seed. It was here that the Rotten Trinity demanded to pour forth the Volga chernozem that they had brought. In accordance with ritual, Father Andrei gave his guests the first chance to speak. The Rotten Trinity sank to their knees and began to speak in one voice—”

“About what?” the babe Kir unexpectedly pointed his staff at a flaxen-haired pupil.

The pupil stood up. “Brother Matvei Sorochan. The Rotten Trinity spoke firstmost of Tradition and Heritage. And—of course—of the Beginnings of Russian Earth-Fuckery. This, erm, they focused on the fact that the First Fucker of Russian Earth Pyotr Avdeyev firstmost fucked Russian Earth near Chernigov before moving North, to the lands of Pskov and Novgorod. And, again, the Shameful Whorish Rotten Trinity discussed his Diary, more specifically the entry from . . . I think . . . July of 2009. . . yes . . . the month of July. . . and, in that entry, the First Fucker of Russian Earth wrote—”

“What did he write?” the babe Tit’s staff stopped at a pupil with an Asian-looking face.

“Brother Tolpan Markhid!” the pupil leapt up. “In his Diary, the Great Fucker of Russian Earth wrote that ‘nowhere have I fucked anything sweeter than the chernozem of Chernigov and the clay of Polessky. Six times a day, I spilled my sperms into them with tears of grace and inconsolable hoots, then, standing up, kissed the sites of my copulation with weeping heart, for yon earth was so sweet—fuckable well past the point of spiritual indigestion.’”

“And what next came to pass during the Great Face-Off?”

“The Shameful Rotten Trinity raised its three distinct hands and pointed their index fingers at the Volga chernozem they had brought and proclaimed, ‘Behold, you Northern Brothers, earth that is truly worthy of the Great Heritage, for the dicks of the Earth-Fuckers of Russia slide into it like a knife through a cow’s butter. The PodVolga earth is warm, malleable, and blessèd, it gives to all who thirst for it and comforts all those who mourn. It awaits you, the misguided who abide in the frigid North, refecting on roots and berries and breaking your dicks against rocky fells for the sake of your own stubbornness. Come to us, to our warm and spacious caves, to the Place of Sowing near Uryupinsk, plunge your corned dicks into the Warm Earth of Our Unity, accept the authority of the Sochnik Geophile Vasil Bitko, lay the diamond nozzle onto his dick, touch ruby spheres to his testicles, wrap the bearskin garment around his shoulders, and let us all embrace in the shadow of the rod of the Grand Magister.’ To which Father Andrei Utesov replied—”

“How did Father Geophagus Andrei Utesov reply to the Rotten Trinity?” Vil asked.

All the pupils raised their hands. The babes smiled.

“Brother Sergei Panitkov!” Vil ordered.

“In response to this, Father Andrei Utesov ungirded his ten-vershoklong dick, lay down on the Giving Hill and fucked his native Siberian soil three times in a row, hooting and hollering the whole time. Then he stood up and proclaimed, ‘Brothers! Before your very eyes, I have just expelled my seed into the Earth of Eastern Siberia three times, into the Earth on the body of which we live, sleep, breathe, eat, shit, and piss. Our Earth is neither soft nor friable—it is harsh, cold, and stony and lets not every dick inside it. Thus are there so few of us left; thus did the weak-dickèd run off to warm earth penetrable by all. Our Earth may be stony, yes, but it is also rich in love; he whose dick has gained entrance to it shall be filled with its love forever and ever; our Earth shall never forget him, shall never let him pull out. Thus do I say to all of you who so desire: go forth to warm earth, for I am not holding anyone here, as we are brothers and not indentured laborers. ’Tis simply that I need no other earth—here have I fucked, here do I fuck, and here shall I fuck until my wormy grave.’”

“Then what happened?” Vil asked contentedly. “Respond in unison, brothers.”

The pupils stood up and began to speak in one voice: “Thus was the Shameful Rotten Trinity humiliated, the Double-Dealer and Traitor Vasil Bitko along with them; Bitko was strangled by his brother-fuckers on the twelfth of October, 2026, in Videlicet Cave.”

“Everyone sit down!” Vil ordered.

The pupils sat. The babes conferred in low voices, then Tit announced, “We are satisfied. However, Brother Sergei Panitkov shall be buried for two days because of his serious mistake in discussing the Sacred History of Russian Earth-Fuckery.”

The pupils stood up and bowed. Three servants in silver suits appeared, then, with a bow, unbuttoned the babes’ dark-blue codpieces. The babes were left sitting upon their thrones with exposed genitals. Each of the pupils walked over to them, bestowed a devoted kiss unto the heads of their penises, then quietly bowed and left the hall.

When everything had ended and the servants had buttoned up their codpieces, the babes stood up and set off for the refectory.

Here, a table in the shape of a triangle was already set, waiters removed the silver hemispheres from the dishes upon their entrance, a Russian folk song began to sound, and the aroma of wildflowers streamed through the air. The waiters rushed over to bind starched napkins to the babes.

“I have no time, my babes,” Vil looked down at his ruby watch. “Refect without me.”

“Babe Vil,” Tit sat down in his spot, “how long are we to linger in ignorance?”

“I know as much as you know, Babe Tit.”

“Might I then go with you, Babe Vil?” Kir asked, tearing a stuffed wood grouse in half and handing half of it to Tit.

“There exists ritual both written and unwritten, Babe Kir.” Holding the briefcase of blue lard in one hand, Vil raised up another silver cube filled with thick lingonberry juice, drained it in a single gulp, then put it back down on the table. “There are compromises, then there are compromises.”

“There’s also the general strategy of the order to consider,” Kir cracked into the grouse’s bones.

“Of late, we’ve only been losing ground,” Tit tore the head off a roasted wild boar and smashed it against the edge of the table with a practiced motion, breaking its skull. “We’ll soon have to move our testicles from golden strollers into wooden ones.”

“Siberia’s not been impoverished in terms of gold, Babe Tit. Do you not trust me?” Vil looked into Tit’s yellow eyes.

“Whom would I trust if not you, Babe Vil?” Tit sighed, before noisily sucking the brain from the boar’s skull.

“And you, Babe Kir?” Vil touched Kir’s head with the tips of his fingers as the latter chewed.

“As I trust my own prick!” Kir snarled.

“Then rely on me.” Vil turned around slowly, the wheels of his stroller squeaking, and left the room, briefcase in hand.

They had been waiting for Vil for a long time in the transport apparatus. Eight workers stood before the Big Basket, already prepared for its descent.

“Descent!” Vil ordered as he walked.

The workers grabbed him by his arms, carried him into the basket, and pushed the floor underneath it off to the side—the basket, swinging from four thick cables connected to squeaking reels, began its slow descent. It moved down a dark, humid shaft for a long time; swaying back and forth, Vil stared at the stone walls oozing water and loudly spat at them every now and again. It grew even darker.

Finally, the basket touched bottom. Vil got out of it with some difficulty and moved through the darkness by touch alone, drawn to glimmers of flame off in the distance. His stroller bounced along the uneven stone floor, shaking his genitals. An emerald-green light up ahead was getting brighter. Vil reached a stone arch and found himself in a hall, the walls of which emitted the same restrained, greenish light.

“Welcome, my babe!” a voice rang out. “Get undressed and come to me!”

Dwarves in green clothing appeared. They undressed Vil, removed his watch, took the stroller out from under his genitals, and invited him to sit down on the carpet. Holding the suitcase and dragging his genitals along the ground with even more difficulty, Vil reached the carpet, then sat down. The dwarves dragged the carpet along the ground quickly. Vil stayed seated, glancing drowsily at the interiors of the spaces swimming past; they were all decorated in shades of green.

The dwarves pulling the carpet stopped in front of a dark-green door.

Two gatekeepers with assault rifles undid the wings of the door, Vil raised himself up, then he strode forwards, breathing heavily and pushing his own genitals with his knees.

The grand magister was sitting on a felt mat on the floor of a small and entirely empty room, the walls, floor, and ceiling of which were made of jasper. The grand magister was only slightly bigger than the dwarves who served him; his little bald head was buried in a green, roughly woven hooded robe; his yellowish face with its tiny, inexpressive features smiled welcomingly at Vil.

Vil sank heavily to his knees and, maneuvering around his creased testicles, touched his forehead to the cool jasmine floor seven times.

“Sit down, babe,” the grand magister began in a quiet voice.

Vil sat down on the ground and placed the briefcase over his genitals.

“Is everything a success upstairs?” the grand magister asked.

“All is calm, oh my father, Glory to the Earth,” Vil replied, breathing heavily.

“You neglected your refection for the sake of visiting me.”

“It is not on the gifts of the Earth alone that the Russian Earth-Fucker lives, but also through his love for the Wet-Earth Mother.”

“That’s correct, babe. But in order to love and fuck the Warm-Earth Mama, one needs energy. I beg of you with the heart of a loving father: share with me my humble refection.”

“With earthly pleasure, oh my father.”

The grand magister pressed his heel into the floor; a jasper panel in the wall slid down with the gentle ringing of little bells, and a passageway appeared from which dwarves began to emerge, setting agate chalices filled with food and drink down on the floor.

“Are you well, babe?” the grand magister asked.

“I am well, oh my father, Glory to the Earth.”

“Are you ready for the Spring Fuckathon?”

“I’m ready, oh my father.”

“Does your cock get hard, babe?”

“It does, oh my father.”

“Show me, babe.”

Vil removed the briefcase from his genitals and set it down on the ground, then raised himself up, grabbed his cock with both hands, lifted it up off the ground, threw it over his shoulder, and began to masturbate forcefully. Vil’s powerful, muscular arms manipulated the thick white skin of his cock, sliding it up, then rolling it down and exposing the pink glans reposing upon his shoulder.

Meanwhile, the dwarves left and closed the passageway behind them.

The grand magister clasped his small hands together and watched Vil’s toiling.

Veins began to appear through the creased skin of his penis, delivering blood into his increasingly red glans; his penis grew, the glans shooting out of the foreskin and reaching up toward the ceiling. Vil was masturbating with all his might. His scrotum gathered itself up from the floor and tightened around the base of his penis; his two enormous testicles turned violet as the skin shrank around them and became glossy. His crimson glans finally touched the ceiling.

“I believe you,” the grand magister pronounced. “Sit down, babe.”

Vil sat down, the motion of which knocked his cock back and made a deafening knock against the door. The door opened momentarily and the gatekeepers trained their machine guns on Vil.

“Obor,” the grand magister commanded quietly and the doors were shut.

He scooped a handful of white, rice-like ant eggs from a chalice and handed them to Vil. Vil looked out from behind his cock and hastily held out his hands. The grand magister filled his palms with eggs. “Tell me what you’ve brought.”

Holding the ant eggs in the palms of his hands and looking out from behind the venous flesh of his cock, the babe began to speak:

“Oh my father, I have brought you the substance produced by the whorish in their secret place. Twice their whorish state has attempted to produce this substance and twice their attempts have failed. But this third time, the whorish have succeeded. This substance has a different structure from all else on earth. It can neither be heated nor cooled and is always just as warm as our blood. You can cut it and it shall be cut up; you can tear it and it shall be torn. But if you put it into a red-hot oven, it shall neither burn nor heat up; if you cast it into a hole in the ice of a river, it shall not cool down. It is eternal. And shall forever be exactly as warm as the blood of man. It can be fragmented and cast to the four winds, but its particles shall still remain within the world; even if our world is turned into a slab of ice or a blazing sun, blue lard shall abide.”

The grand magister thoughtfully chewed at his ant eggs. Vil’s cock began to gradually go soft.

“And how did the whorish manage to produce this substance?”

“By accident, oh my father. They were doing whorish experiments restoring and regrowing people from the memories in their bones. These were people of various professions. But only those people who had at some point written down their fantasies on paper turned out to be capable of producing blue lard.”

The magister took a lump of peat roasted in cedar oil from a chalice and put it into his mouth.

Taking advantage of this pause, Vil began to move his mouth toward the ant eggs in his palms, but his diminished cock fell from his shoulder and he caught it with both hands, causing ant eggs to scatter across the floor.

“For the sake of Mother Earth, forgive me, oh my father,” Vil muttered, lowering his cock to the chill floor.

“Show me the blue lard,” the grand magister said.

Vil opened the briefcase.

“Yes. Light such as this does not exist in nature,” the grand magister pronounced after a long pause. “Close it.”

Vil closed it.

“Have you heard of the funnel of time?” the grand magister asked.

“Yes. Like any initiate, oh my father.”

“Do you know how many times we’ve made use of it?”

“I do not, oh my father.”

“And it isn’t for you to know. Are you prepared to move through time for the sake of Lofty Ends?”

“I am prepared, oh my father.”

“You will go to the middle of last century, hand off the blue lard, then return here, bringing back with you that for which your brothers have now been yearning for forty-two years.”

The magister pressed his heel down into one of the floor’s indistinguishable panels. The panel descended. An invisible sound system sounded out in the room.

“Listen carefully,” the grand magister said. “This shall aid you.”

Radio call signs were read out from the invisible speakers, then, not long after, harmonious symphonic music began to play, over which a woman’s voice spoke suavely. “Writers at the Mic.”

The symphonic music began to play louder, before it went quiet and gave way to a man’s voice:

“Hello, dear comrades! Today our guest is the Moscow writer and Stalin Prize winner Nikolai Buryak. His new book of short stories, The Freshet, has just been published by Goslitizdat. Included in this book are short stories written by the author over the last three years, stories he wrote during his many travels through the Land of the Soviets, as well as to foreign countries and continents. This very famous writer, whose prose is so beloved by our people, traveled through the Far East and into the Baltic regions, from Central Asia to Ceylon, visited New York, Berlin, the Cape of Good Hope, and Komodo Island, met with the fishermen of Kamchatka, the polar explorers of the North, South African billionaires, and the intrepid officers of the Luftwaffe . . . Now, you shall hear a new story from Nikolai Buryak’s The Freshet. The author will read.”

A man’s voice, calm and slightly hoarse, began to read:



THE INDIGO PILL

When, at the hour of deepening winter twilight, I feel senseless anger growing in me and a tingling in my fingertips, when my wife informs me in a false tone that she has to go to Leningrad again for a consultation “on women’s issues” with Professor Lebedev, when the secretary of the Writers’ Union invites me to his dacha in Peredelkino and, while wandering between drearily creaking pine trees, suggests I take up the most important and necessary subject, “which, unfortunately, has been plowed none too deeply by our Fatherland’s prose,” when I find a torn condom in my son’s school trousers, when there are no olives or chicken cutlets de volaille at the Central House of Writers, when both of my typewriters break down simultaneously, when the housekeeper I’m pressing against the wall mutters “it’s that time of month,” when a drunk and weeping fellow scribe barges in to see me at night in order to first inform me about his “definitive bust-up with Sonya,” then, just before dawn, say that “he’s done writing about love triangles,” when, finally, I’m fatally lacking vitamin B-12, I understand that I’m ready to take the lid off my iron box—it once contained “Freshness” tooth powder.

I usually open it late in the evening when I’m locked away in my study.

This box is filled with pills of various colors: yellow and pink, indigo and green, orange and red. I am to choose just one of them.

I lift up my head and, gazing at a portrait of Turgenev, pick out one of the pills without looking at it. It’s an indigo pill. I haven’t tried this one yet.

I lie down on my leather divan, cover myself with a blanket, then put the pill beneath my tongue. My lower jaw immediately goes numb and a metallic, minty flavor fills my mouth. I breathe in deeply. There’s a gentle pressure behind my ears, my hands quickly become heavy, a pleasantly juicy crackling resounds at the base of my neck, and I lose my old body.

•

			Winter. Evening. Moscow. The backseat of a car. A triangular window with frost on the glass.

Heavy flakes of snow are falling. I’m inside a taxi decorated with a black-and-white checkered pattern. It rolls up to the Bolshoi Theater. I pay the homely driver and get out of the car, slamming the door.

I am wearing a lightweight ultramarine diving suit. The mask is shifted back onto my head. Freshly fallen snow crunches beneath my lead soles.

Our country’s main theater is brightly illuminated. All around it are people in diving suits of every possible color and shape. I ascend the steps, stand to the left of the second and third columns, and look at my waterproof watch. 7:22. No Masha. People squeak and scurry around me: ruffled suits, skintight suits, suits with an overlap at the waist, “skin-like” suits, “fish-scale” suits, lead shoes with high heels, platform heels, “toy boat” heels, “goat” heels, “duck foot” heels, “little ship” heels, “shell” heels, “flamenco” heels . . . 

“Any extra tickets?” a fat man bedangled in crystal asks.

I shake my head. White rubber palms are laid over my eyes. I put my palms over theirs:

“Masha!”

“Stop! Don’t move!” she laughs.

I kiss the corner of her silver-pink lips.

“Have you been waiting long?”

“Very long.”

“You poor thing! Did you catch a chill? Hopefully it’ll be a fatal one!”

She’s wearing a charming white skintight suit, white Cossack boots made of lead, and a white mask depicting a frenzied piranha, which is shifted back onto her head.

“You’re frighteningly beautiful,” I admit.

“You like me?”

“Not the word I’d use.”

“Then let’s go!” her pitch-black eyes glisten and she drags me by the arm.

We walk into the vestibule, I present the ticket taker with two tin plates, and she cuts through them with a pair of tongs. We head to the cloakroom for the liquid-oxygen apparati. Total pandemonium in there.

“Over here!” Masha pulls me forward and we slide to the front of the line.

Masha is a remarkable girl, but I haven’t yet slept with her.

We get two apparati, fasten them to our backs, and move over toward the air locks.

“Did you call me at work today?” Masha asks.

“No. I only call you at home—as we agreed.”

“Can you imagine . . . someone called twice. A soft masculine voice, I was told. And our secretary picked up both times and, that horsey idiot . . . Look! Look! It’s Maretskaya!”

We look at a lady with a boa wrapped around a silver suit.

“My God, how she’s aged!” Masha puts her rubber palm to her lips and turns to me. “Will we also age like that?”

“Never!” I assure her and we walk into the air lock.

It resembles an enormous elevator. The steel door closes behind us. There are fifty people in the air lock. We lower our masks, put our mouthpieces in place, and turn on the air supply. A warning sign lights up: ATTENTION! THE AIRLOCK IS FILLING UP!

A murky liquid at room temperature begins to flow violently in from below. Masha gestures in the direction of a man wearing a salamander suit. Beneath the fanciful mask, I can just make out the unmistakable features of Filippov. The air lock is filled up to the ceiling and a door opens on the opposite side from where we entered. And immediately—a surge from the mass of incoming water, a drop in pressure, and the bubbles of our air.

We leave the air lock and head out into the hall, pierced by the light of hundreds of spotlights.

The hall of the Bolshoi Theater constitutes the primary sump of the Moscow sewage system. Those who are superficially familiar with fecal culture suppose the contents of a sewer system to be a thick, impenetrable mass of excrement. This is not even remotely the case. Excrement makes up only twenty percent of its contents. The rest is liquid. Though this liquid is murky, it is still possible to survey the entire hall with strong enough lighting—from the floor spread with carpets to the ceiling with its famous chandelier.

The space of the hall gives off an indigo glow and is riddled with a great multitude of rising bubbles. At the top of the hall, turbulent streams disperse accumulations of excrement so that they’re evenly distributed throughout the whole hall, thus allowing spectators to see from the nosebleed seats.

I glance at our heavy tickets: row 7, seats 15 and 16. Ideal.

We take our seats and connect our air vents; during the performance, bubbles are considered to be a disturbance. The third bell sounds. The audience gradually calms. Above us, we see excrement and the occasional bubbles of latecomers. The chandelier is extinguished. The conductor appears in the orchestra pit and waves his steel baton.

The overture to P. I. Tchaikovsky’s opera Eugene Onegin begins. Our sensitive membranes capture the sounds of violins, cellos, French horns, and oboes. Underwater, wind instruments sound more extravagant than strings. The orchestra plays with great spirit and the piece comes off perfectly. Great “freedom of breath,” as Stokowski would say.

The lead-weighted curtain opens and the opera begins.

To sing in such conditions is the lot of genuine virtuosos and true fanatics of the operatic art. In terms of complexity, it surpasses the three-tone throat singing of Buryat shamanism and, in terms of risk, ski jumping. In the words of Maria Callas, only “people with steel lungs, a Russian soul, and a Soviet heart” are capable of singing beneath twenty meters of water without hitting a false note or choking out “I love you, Olga” with the compressed air that accumulates inside their noses.

They’re singing wonderfully. Finally, fresh voices are ringing out in the Bolshoi and we don’t have to blush on behalf of our country’s main theater in front of foreigners. And, praise be to God, it’s young people singing . . . 

Not so long ago, a show trial put the former leadership of the Bolshoi—disgusting ghouls of Melpomene sullied with debauchery, anti-Sovietism, and corruption, responsible for the destruction of many young talents—out of action. Seven pricks and two bitches briefly jerked around in soaped nooses hanging over Red Square to the fierce applause of lookers-on; their dying farts sounded out a funeral march for mediocrity and a clarion call for the shifting of milestones; now, a pleiad of young talents has risen up over the quadriga of our main theater.

The charming Tatyana sits at her desk in a peignoir wrapped round a diving suit with a quill in her hand, as if she’d only just come forth from the pages of Pushkin’s immortal epic. The words “I write to you—what would one more? / What else is there that I could say?”3 move through tons of thick, murky liquid and the hall explodes into rubbery applause.

Masha gives me a thumbs-up. Wonderful!

At intermission, we head for the buffet. Here, there are no turbulent streams and an undispersed mass of grayish-brown excrement bobs beneath the ceiling. When it’s our turn in line, I show the saleswoman a three, then a two with my fingers: “Champagne, two bottles.” We receive two two-hundred-ounce bottles, attach the complex corks to our mouthpieces, and the excellent Pommery flows into our esophagi.

Embracing each other, we stroll through the hall. Beneath their masks, I see the excited, joyful faces of the famous and the unknown: women in fur coats, gentlemen in tuxedos, fine-looking elderly theatergoers, motley young people . . . People recognize me and bow. Masha likes this; she playfully jabs me in my ultramarine side.

I buy a program. It turns out that the collection from today’s premiere is going toward the restoration of the Sukharev Tower.

Stalin arrives for the second act. We welcome the leader lengthily. He smiles reproachfully and gestures for everyone to sit down.

The opera flies forward, flies forward breathlessly; everything—the performers, orchestra, decorations, lights—is conjugated into a singular harmony, which charms and intoxicates with uncommon strength. We forget ourselves in our applause, like schoolchildren, and the heavy German word “Gesamtkunstwerk” comes to life in my memory.

Two acts rush past accompanied by near-continuous applause, then it’s already time for Gremin’s aria. The pride of Russia, our glorious bass, an ironshod nail beaten into the multilayered kulebyaka of revolutionary, prewar, wartime, and postwar tribulations—a point of light penetrating our fatty fifties.


To love all ages owe submission;

To youthful hearts its tempests bring . . . 



He sings like a sculptor. I feel the powerful vibrations of the watery mass. Enormous bubbles of air emanating from his sensual mouth flash forth, expand, then hurry upwards, dispersing fearfully tossing swarms of excrement. The very elements are singing. “And then things smack of soil and fate.”4


And to a youth in the prime of his years,

Barely having seen the world,

And to a warrior with gray hair

Tempered by fate . . . 



The hall is once more incapable of restraining itself. An ovation. Such a one that the sediment of excrement flattened and crushed by enthusiastic palms clouds everything. Stalin stands up. And we all stand with him. Tears come to my eyes. And still, Russia has held out through this merciless twentieth century. Our people has not perished—and nor has our art.

Masha leaps up and, hovering in the turbulent space, gives me two thumbs-up. She is enchanting.

Despite the additional lighting, it is difficult to make out the finale. The applause just won’t cease. The stage is flooded with leaded flowers. The air vents are disconnected; the hall seethes with bubbles. The actors applaud Stalin and he applauds them. Masha squeezes my wrist. I embrace her, feeling the rubber-sheathed, elastic breasts of a woman who’s not yet given birth.

The crowd leads us out of the hall: air lock, shower, sanitation, dressing room, then, having taken off our masks, we kiss, leaning against one of the Bolshoi’s columns. Masha reaches out for me and stumbles. The fresh snow crunches beneath her boot.

“Thank you!” she whispers.

Her lips always smell of apples. We link hands, then start off toward the metro. Masha leaps up onto my back.

“Let’s drink some more champagne!”

I buy a bottle of Abrau-Durso at a roadside stall. We drink sitting on the back of a snow-covered bench.

“I’m dying to see Swan Lake,” Masha says, lighting a cigarette. “You know, opera is so . . . delightful. It’s stronger than cocaine. I want to go every week.”

“And so we shell!” I say in our leader’s Georgian accent.

Masha takes a drink from the bottle and moves toward me with a full mouth. I press my aging lips to hers and, a moment later, Abrau-Durso hisses down my throat. I begin to swallow . . . but something stops me. My throat is bubbling, something’s pupating in it, it grows hard, hairy, icy, tears through my throat, Masha curls up, her lovely legs twisting into a spiral and entering into the asphalt. The Bolshoi falls open as a fat book, letters running and jumping, then I swallow my own head and wake up.

•

			Night.

Must go piss blood. Then make myself a coffee. And disdainfully recall my own ordinary life.

•

			The voice ceased. Silence reigned in the room.

“Did you understand everything, babe?” the grand magister asked.

“Not everything, oh my father.”

“That’s good. This shall truly help you. For your mission, partial knowledge is more important than total. Did you understand to what year and wither we’re sending you?”

“Moscow. The Bolshoi Theater. Nineteen fifty-four.”

“Good, babe. Gather up what you brought and follow me.”

The grand magister stood up and approached the door. It opened immediately. The grand magister moved down the corridor. Vil staggered after him, pushing his genitals along with his bare feet. The path was not a long one—the grand magister soon stopped in front of an enormous, archaic iron gate. Two guards before the gate with machine guns—they paid no attention whatsoever to the two people approaching. The grand magister inserted his lips into the gate’s enormous keyhole and pronounced distinctly:


“Yi-ma-he xshat-re aur-wa-he

Noid ao-tem aon-ha noid hare-meme

Noid zaurva-tem aon-ha noid meret-yush

Noid a-ras-ko dae-vo da-to.”



Several minutes passed. Then the ancient locks began to stir, rusty metal whined, and the two halves of the gate slowly shifted apart.

The grand magister and Vil passed through the gate and found themselves in total darkness. The gate shut behind them just as slowly as it’d opened. The grand magister felt around in the darkness for a torch lying on the ground and lit it. Its flame illuminated an enormous cave. An unusual structure made of stones and wooden struts towered up at the center of the cave. Next to it were two piles of blackened stones and charred exhausted firebrands. The structure propped up a massive cone hewn from granite and turned upside down. There came a rustling. Vil looked around and saw small windows in the walls by the gate. Shaggy human faces could be seen in the windows, fearfully recoiling from the flame.

“Atrex!” Vil snarled.

“Don’t be afraid, babe. Those are the keepers of the lock,” the grand magister explained. “They live in the stone and wait to be unlocked themselves. The last time that happened was sixteen years ago. Follow me.”

They approached the construction.

“Climb up into the funnel. Once you’re inside, sit down and shout,” the grand magister ordered.

Vil took the handle of the briefcase between his teeth and began to clamber up the interlocking wooden struts. His genitals hung down and swung heavily, knocking against the struts. Finally, he reached the top, climbed into the hollow cone, pressed the briefcase to his chest, and shouted loudly.

The grand magister touched the torch to the thick, tarred plait at the base of the construction. The plait flared up and crackled.

The grand magister dropped the torch to the ground and ran to the gate. Once he had reached it, he put both his palms on its rough surface and loudly pronounced: “Avesta!”

The keepers of the lock stirred in the walls and the gate opened. The grand magister quickly left the cave. The gate closed. The flame hurried up the plait, scattering green sparks. Once the flame had disappeared into the core of the construction, a loud but slowed-down explosion resounded, seamlessly becoming a blinding flash of white light. When it was all over, there was a third pile of broken stones and burning wood smoldering on the cave floor. A round, dark stain appeared on the ceiling just above it. There were two more identical stains next to it, just above the two old piles.

•

			The celebratory concert dedicated to the opening of the All-Russian House of Free Love held on the first of March, 1954, in Moscow at the Bolshoi Theater of the USSR was in full swing.

The theater, recently renovated and still smelling slightly of varnish, whitewash, and wood, was unable to accommodate all comers; a large crowd stood around it stirring cautiously, crunching the thin March ice, and listening to the black sockets of the loudspeakers, which broke the short-lived silence of the Moscow night with the loud, friably iridescent sounds of the concert.

It was hot inside, stuffy even, as a function of the steam-powered radiators painted ruby just like the walls, but also matching the color of the six thousand human bodies overheated by the excitement of the occasion and spellbound by the events onstage. Ural Cossacks had just completed a lengthy but feverish dance, inciting explosions of applause and cries of approval; the curtain of crimson velvet came down and Alexander Pervach appeared on the proscenium—the immutable host of such festive concerts, a rosy-cheeked, quick-eyed jester beloved by the public, a man who had managed to stay balanced atop the insidious wire of his profession without tumbling down, as many entertainers do, into a quagmire of routine and vulgarity. Making a sign for the applause to cease, he stepped forward quickly and, bending over with his ample but still quite mobile body, began to speak loudly, resoundingly, and playfully, with inconceivable speed and genuine virtuosity:

“And so, my dear comrades, ladies, gentlemen, pals, friends, close acquaintances and acquaintances, as it were, unknown, Party members and unaffiliated persons, millionaires and civil servants, soldiers and civilians, those with families and those without, atheists and believers, hetero- and homosexuals, devotees of free love and adherents to good ol’ tradition, Muscovites and guests of the capital, I ask you: What could bring all of us together in this wonderful hall? Us—such diverse and unique people, so joyful and full blooded.”

“Free love! The Party! Friendship! Celebration!” voices rang out in the hall.

“A celebration!” Pervach jerked his thickly brilliantined, oval-shaped head. “How delightful! A celebration, of course! And what do we do, my Soviet friends, at celebrations?”

“We drink!” someone in the hall shouted and the audience exploded with laughter.

“And what else?” Pervach winked, clasping his small, sleek hands together and bringing them to his chest.

“We sing! We sing songs!” more voices rang out.

“We sing songs!” Pervach exclaimed. “We sing songs, my friends, because only songs are capable of truly uniting us!”

He held a pause, stretched out his arms along his body, then bent his chest forwards slightly.

“Now, we’re going to hear a performance from the People’s Artist of the USSR, Stalin Prize winner, and Hero of Socialist Labor Alexander. . .”

The hall was still.

“Pyatoy!!!”

The hall burst into applause and all the spectators stood up from their seats. The curtain soared up and a stream of tender-pink and golden-honey light poured forth from the stage onto the audience. Everyone immediately shut up and sat down, and thirty seconds later absolute silence reigned in the theater.

On the stage scattered with fresh flowers was a bathtub carved by Ural stonecutters from a single block of pink granite. In this massive bathtub filled with a translucent jellylike substance lay the great Russian bard, Alexander Panteleymonovich Pyatoy, a living legend, a singing prodigy who had shaken his glory down from the great Chaliapin’s tree. Born in a remote White Sea village and stricken with a terribly rare disease as a child—the pathological softening of bone matter—Pyatoy received the invaluable gift of his bayan—a bayan that had been thrilling Russians for a quarter of a century already—from the harsh northern edge of the country.

He lay in the bathtub covering his eyes and taking measured breaths into his incredibly thin but still broad chest.

Several long minutes passed. The faint cracks of new chairs beneath the bodies of utterly motionless people made themselves audible.

Slowly raising his head and shoulders, Pyatoy sat up in the tub. His big, wide face, the color of potatoes baked in coals, was covered with the deepest of wrinkles, as if it’d been cut up with a thin, sharp knife; his pale, thin skin clung mercilessly to the broad shoulders of a born Pomor; his big grayish-blue eyes looked calmly out onto the hall. He opened his dry, thin-lipped mouth slightly and began to sing. His strong, soft, and penetrating voice flowed forth as if it were coming from nowhere—as if it were pure light. But Pyatoy hadn’t managed to finish singing his first phrase when a strange sound came from out in the audience, as if a reel of film had come undone at precisely the frame containing the explosion of the heaviest of bombs. Something flashed quickly in the aisle between the stage and the orchestra seats, the parquetry cracked, the velvet-covered boards of the stage crunched, and a cloud of stone dust settled onto the front rows.

The hall gasped in disbelief. The people stood up from their seats.

A semitransparent funnel about the size of a person was sticking out of the parquetry between the stage and the first rows of the orchestra and touching the edge of the stage. Something very pink could be seen in the funnel.

Pyatoy stopped singing.

The lights flashed on in the hall. People began to gather around the strange funnel. The din intensified.

“Comrades! I ask you not to give in to panic!” a stentorian voice rang out from the government box.

The noise began to subside and everyone turned to the box. There, Vyacheslav Molotov, a tall, broad-shouldered man with a thick, pitch-black beard, a broad, intelligent forehead, and a handsome, decisive face, leaned against the velvet railing of the parapet. His wife, Princess Vorontsova, was sitting next to him—a delicate woman with painfully thin facial features. In the box were also other members of the government and members of their families.

“What is it, Vyacheslav Mikhailovich?” Ryabushinsky, the producer of gold, cried out from the orchestra. “A provocation by the Socialist Revolutionary Party?”

“A gift to all ladies just before International Women’s Day!” Koltsov, the editor in chief of Pravda, joked nervously.

“Comrades! It’s ice!” a girl with a red kerchief on her head proclaimed.

“And what if it’s a bomb, gentlemen?” exclaimed Count Sumarokov-Elston.

“I ask for a moment of silence!” Molotov raised his hand and the voices died out. “And for everyone to take their seats!”

The members of the public who had run up to the stage left the orchestra section. Once total silence reigned in the hall, Molotov began to speak in a raised tone:

“I ask everyone to calm down. That which has just come to pass was not the provocation of Socialist Revolutionaries, not a terrorist act, and not a joke. It is a unique phenomenon that is extremely important to our Soviet state. Your government has no secrets from its people. Tomorrow, you will all find out what happened in the newspapers, but right now it is indispensable to remove this object from the hall and get it into a freezer as soon as possible. You have already noticed that it is ice. Well, this ice can in no case be allowed to melt. I ask any strong men sitting in the orchestra to help carry this out of the hall.”

There was a pause. A group of guard soldiers appeared. A few men stood up in the first few rows and cautiously approached the funnel.

“Comrades! You have nothing to fear!” Molotov reassured them. “It’s only ice. But very important ice.”

The soldiers and the male volunteers grabbed hold of the icy funnel, slowly pulled it out of the smashed parquetry, picked it up, and carried it over to the exit.

“Comrade Molotov! Couldn’t you possibly tell us what it is?” a female voice rang out from the neighboring box.

“You don’t want to be patient until tomorrow?” Molotov smiled.

“No! We don’t! Tell us now!” several other voices spoke up from around the hall.

Molotov surveyed the audience with his black eyes. “In that case, I’ll give the floor over to a specialist. Explain to our comrades what happened, Lavrenty Pavlovich.”

Beria got up from his seat just to the left of Molotov, took off his pince-nez, and wiped it off unhurriedly with a suede cloth. Beria was a tall, thin man with a large, egg-shaped, nearly hairless head, narrowly sloping shoulders, and long arms at the end of which were thin, expressive fingers; his face, narrow and stretching down toward the floor, always bore an expression of distracted immersion in himself, an expression more common to practitioners of the arts than politicians. His smallish green eyes squinted half-blindly and his full lips shone with a tastefully chosen red lipstick. Beria was wearing a gorgeous dark-blue frock coat with an Order of the Red Banner set into a diamond crown. A very tall standing collar beautifully highlighted the Minister of State Security’s fine, narrow cheekbones.

Beria put the pince-nez back on his thin, little nose and began to speak in a low, clear tone:

“This is the so-called ice cone sent to us from the not-too-distant future by the Order of the Earth-Fuckers of Russia. The order will be formed from numerous smaller sects of Earth-Fuckers in 2012. In 2028, some members of the order will settle in Eastern Siberia, on Bald Mountain, in dungeons in which there are some remains of the settlements of Siberian Zoroastrians, descendants of a small sect that . . . it seems . . . fled north from the great Achaemenid Empire at the end of the sixth century BC. They slowly made their way to the taiga, between the two Tunguskas, then on to Bald Mountain, into the granite of which they successfully burrowed over the course of four centuries. Why? They were searching for the so-called Underground Sun, the rays of which, according to their belief system, would destroy the difference between good and evil and return the human race to a heavenly state. The Siberian Zoroastrians invented a time machine capable of sending small objects into the past. One of those objects is what you see here.”

Beria fell silent, though his lips still moved, and surveyed the hall.

“Comrade Beria!” Aleksei Stakhanov stood up from his seat. “Tell it to us straight: Is this good or bad?”

“Good, of course,” Beria smiled reluctantly. “It’s a unique phenomenon.”

“And is it often that they, these . . . er . . . E-a-a-arth-Fuck-ers are going to hurl such blocks at us?” Olga Chekhova asked, cooling herself with a black Chinese fan.

“There could have been casualties, ladies and gentlemen!” Mika Morozov raised his ten-pood body from his seat. “Imagine if this thing hadn’t popped out in the aisle, but right here among us?! Or in the gallery?! And, as such, toppled over onto all our heads?! This is . . . catastrophic!”

“How can you be talking like that, Mika Savvovich? You, who wrote that you were so used to looking danger in the face?” asked Frinovsky, the colonel general of the MGB,5 and the whole hall laughed.

This laughter eased the tension in the room. The block was successfully squeezed through the door and carried out.

“Lavrenty Pavlovich, what’s inside this pyramide glaciale de Chéops? Some sort of peace offering to us? Or a declaration of war?” asked Princess Urusova.

“An ultimatum?” her husband, wearing a navy uniform, stood up only partially as he gazed at Beria.

“Why is it that all our most blue-blooded citizens have constant visions of war?!” the People’s Artist of the USSR Andreyev smacked his plump knee. “No way! We’ve beaten them back twice already, thanks be to God! Yes, hold your horses, all you hussars!”

Everyone laughed once again.

“On the subject of the ultimatum, I’m not sure,” continued Beria. “We’ll find out, I suppose. Read the newspapers, comrades.”

“Then tell us where we might await their next icy greeting from the future?” the writer Pavlenko grinned.

“In all probability, there won’t be a next one,” Beria replied. “The Zoroastrians left only three devices in their caves. The first ice cone was discovered in the summer of 1908 near Torzhok. Inside it was a book bound in buckskin describing the history and structure of the order. Nikolai II’s talentless government considered it to be a prank. Only some sections of that book survived. The second cone destroyed a train going from Moscow to Vladivostok on July twenty-ninth, 1937. Nobody was paying any attention to the ice at that time. But that bastard Yezhov didn’t fail to take advantage of the crash, as a result of which the fabricated Railway Workers’ Affair came about, an intrigue that claimed three times more lives than the crash itself. And right here, today, is their final attempt.”

“What was in the second cone?” Olga Chekhova asked.

“In it was the body of a half-human, half-animal being. A six-year-old boy with horns, hooves, and a tail. There was a tattoo on his forehead that said: ‘A Babe of the Whorish World.’ The corpse was badly damaged in the crash, but, fortunately, it was saved by an intelligent and honest employee of the NKVD. Risking his own life, he pickled and hid away the body.”

“Mr. Beria!” Alekhine, the world champion of chess, got up. “What was the explanation for this phenomenon given by our scientists?”

Molotov stood up decisively and shook his curly-haired head. “Have patience, my dear comrades! Lavrenty Pavlovich has already told you enough.”

“And where is Comrade Stalin?” a young voice cried out from the gallery.

“Yes! Where is Stalin?” Pavlenko stood up, as if he’d just come to his senses.

“Where is Stalin? Stalin! Why isn’t he with us?” voices rang out.

In the government box, the imposing figure of Mikoyan showed itself, rising from its seat. Broad-shouldered, portly, and slightly taller than the average person, he moved out of the rows of seats, then leaned against the parapet. Mikoyan smiled and looked around the hall with his small but incredibly lively young eyes; his entirely bald head and his smooth, very yellow face shone cheerfully, and his gray jacket, decorated with two Orders of the Red Banner, hugged his solidly formed figure snugly.

“You want to know why Comrade Stalin isn’t rejoicing in this wonderful concert together with us?” he spoke quickly and with a slight Caucasian accent. “I’ll tell you: after the opening ceremony for the All-Russian House of Free Love, Stalin was a little tired and wanted to rest. Us Bolsheviks, though we’re made of rare stuff, can still sometimes get headaches.”

The audience laughed and applauded. Mikoyan raised his hands soothingly: “You need not applaud me, my friends, but this grand singer whom we’ve all been actively preventing from doing his work,” he glanced at his pocket watch, “for almost ten minutes now.”

The spectators all turned, as if on cue, to look at the stage. During all this time, Alexander Pyatoy had been sitting in the bathtub watching the events unfold. Noticing that everyone was now looking at him, he pulled his hand, powerless and resembling an octopus taken from the sea, out of the jelly and shook it.

“Turn off the lights!” Molotov ordered.

The hall was plunged into darkness. Having waited for a little while, Pyatoy closed his eyes slightly and began to sing:


“Ah, ’twas a winter morning, must’ve been January,

When they came and knocked on my steel door,

I lay there, half-dead, half-alive, and didn’t reply,

But my wife, oh my Marusya, she calls back,

Answers with a question through the steel door:

‘Who out there is knocking? Who is smashing down our door?’

And three young voices speak up from behind the frame:

‘Open up and open down if you people are kind,

And I swear, we won’t do nothing lean or mean.’

My Marusya, she opens up the heavy, heavy door,

And three sisters of mercy stand there on the threshold,

All in white robes with crosses round their necks,

All in rubber gloves with boots upon their feet.

And one of them is tall with ink-black eyes,

And one of them is round round the waist with red, red hair,

And the third one, she’s so thoughtful, she’s practic’lly transparent.

Now the three sisters of mercy they walk in

And stand round my sarcophagus of painful passion,

Take its measure and grab hold of its handles,

Carry me, sickly ol’ me, out into the courtyard,

The courtyard is crackling with a cold Epiphany frost,

And a pockmarked driver is warming up the car.

At once, they open the doors of the white car,

And shove my sarcophagus inside the car,

Then the three sisters of mercy sit down next to me.

The tall, ink-eyed sister sits by my head,

The chubby redhead along the middle of me,

And the third, the thoughtful, transparent one,

Perches next to my diseased feet.

So the car sets off along the avenue,

Heading straight-the-hell-out the capital,

Along Smolenskaya, that wide ol’ road.

Once the car had gone ten versts,

It went to the right off the road,

Turned off, yeah, swung off into the shaggy forest,

And set off through a narrow little ol’ glade.

Once we have made it four more versts,

The driver extinguishes the burning engine of the car.

The three sisters of mercy grab onto the sarcophagus,

And drag my painful-passionate home out of the car,

Yeah, they drag me through the glade, the snowy ol’ glade,

Into our forest slumb’ring outside the capital.

Into a clearing, not the biggest of clearings,

They take my sarcophagus and drop it in the snow,

They drag out an intricate case,

Open it up, and pull out three syringes.”



The spectators began to accompany Pyatoy quietly. He paused, took a deep breath into his chest, and began to sing more loudly, drawing out each note.


One was made of red gold and rock crystal,

With a new needle, a sharp needle,

A golden needle.

Another was made of white silver, from lavish glass,

With a new needle, a sharp needle,

A silver needle.

And the third was made of black iron and cheap glass,

With an old needle, a rusty needle,

A blunt needle.



Agitation swept through the hall. The spectators began to sing along loudly and sway to the music. Pyatoy continued. His voice gained more and more strength and cut through the voices of the singing masses like an icebreaker boat:


“Then the inky-eyed sister of mercy

Took the thin and thirsty red-gold syringe

And stuck its needle into my popliteal vein,

Drew out a full syringe of my blood,

And ’gan to wander through the woods round the clearing,

Tumbling into deep snow straight up to her knee,

Sliding up to sweetly slumbering trees,

Yeah, she stuck her syringe into their frozen bark,

Yeah, she injected my warm blood into the trees.




Into each and every trunk of spruce,

Into each and every trunk of pine,

Into each and every trunk of aspen,

Oh yeah, each and every trunk of oak.




My sick ol’ blood,

My rotten, rotten blood,

My crimson blood,

Yeah, my thick, thick blood.




Then the chubby, red-haired sister of mercy

Took the thin and thirsty white-silver syringe

And stuck its needle into my backbone,

Drew out a full syringe of my bone marrow,

And ’gan to wander through the woods round the clearing,




Tumbling into deep snow straight up to her thigh,

Sliding up to sweetly slumbering trees,

Yeah, she stuck her syringe into their frozen bark,

Yeah, she injected my bone marrow into the trees.




Into each and every trunk of spruce,

Into each and every trunk of pine,

Into each and every trunk of aspen,

Oh yeah, each and every trunk of oak.




My intraosseous marrow,

My black, black marrow,

My tainted marrow,

Yeah, my rotten marrow.




Then the thoughtful, transparent sister of mercy

Took the thin and thirsty black-iron syringe

And stuck its needle into my prostate,

Drew out a full syringe of my prostate pus,

And ’gan to wander through the woods round the clearing,

Tumbling into the deep snow straight up to her breast,

Sliding up to sweetly slumbering trees,

Yeah, she stuck her syringe into their frozen bark,

Yeah, she injected my pus into the trees.




Into each and every trunk of spruce,

Into each and every trunk of pine,

Into each and every trunk of aspen,

Oh yeah, each and every trunk of oak.




My prostate pus,

My overripe pus,

My fermented pus,

Yeah, my old, old pus.”



The hall sang and swayed. But even six thousand voices weren’t strong enough to drown out the voice of a folk bard:


“And the three sisters of mercy bent over me

And began to speak, looking me straight in the eye:

‘When the beautsome spring comes, the earth shall grow warm,

Dead trees will wake up, yeah, they’ll come to life,

The life-giving juices inside of them will stir,

Their cramped buds will open up,

Their young leaves will ’gin to din.

And those trees into whose trunks

We stuck and thrust our needles

Will turn into young, handsome lads,

With faces much like your own,

And characters like what was in the syringes.

Those made from blood will be full-blooded,

Quick to work and fast to feats of strength,

Those made from marrow will be pithy and clever,

Will ’gin to plunder, mooch, and play at being bosses,

Those made from prostate pus will be

As lustful as wild boars—oh how they’ll fuck!

They’ll make the greater part of Russia pregnant . . .’

Hearing this, I gathered my strength and my thoughts,

And rose up onto half-rotten elbows,

‘Oh,’ I asked the sisters of mercy, so quiet and calm:

‘What shall I call you, sisters of mercy?’

And the black-eyed sister replied: ‘I’m Belief.’

And the chubby redhead replied: ‘Call me Hope.’

And the third, so thoughtful and transparent,

She answered me meekly: ‘I’m called Love.’”



Pyatoy fell silent and collapsed backwards into the tub in exhaustion.

The crowd went wild; everyone stood up and their applause shook the theater. Flowers flew onto the stage.

“Pyat-oy! Pyat-oy! Pyat-oy!” the gallery chanted.

The members of the government also stood up.

“That’s how one should sing, Klim!” the gray-bearded Malenkov elbowed Voroshilov, a short man who was clapping thoughtfully.

“Our songs are more complicated,” Voroshilov smiled; his intelligent, heavily sculpted face with its decisive chin, stubborn lips, and thin strip of mustache just below a crooked nose seemed entirely impenetrable and indifferent to popular rejoicing; but unfeigned joy shone forth in his narrowed eyes.

“We must immediately go to Stalin,” Beria told Molotov.

“Yes, yes. Of course . . .” Molotov looked around. “Anastas, Klim, let’s go to Stalin.”

Kaganovich, Malenkov and Bulganin looked at Molotov expectantly.

“Comrades, I’m going to ask you to stay. The concert isn’t over and it won’t be good if we all leave at once.”

“Will all of this last until morning, my dear?” Molotov’s wife asked.

“Probably, my sweet.” He kissed her hand quickly, then smiled warmly at Beria’s wife, a large woman with an inexpressive but always welcoming face, who was sitting next to his own wife.

The four men said goodbye to the others, put on their jackets, and left the box. The guards, junior State Security officers, followed right behind them, then scattered down the empty corridor.

“Thank God there were no casualties,” Molotov crossed himself as he walked.

“Since this morning, I had a feeling that something would happen,” Beria buttoned up his beautiful white raincoat. “It’s a blessing there are such wide aisles in the Bolshoi.”

“Catherine the Great didn’t skimp on dimensions!” Molotov grinned.

“Is that directed at me, Slava? And where’s that damned block now?” Mikoyan asked, pulling on his gray suede gloves.

“At the Kremlin,” Beria replied.

“Hold on. Can it really be Stalin isn’t at his Near Dacha at this hour?” Voroshilov squinted.

“He’s at the Kremlin, Klim,” Molotov answered.

They left through the service exit and got into four armored black ZIMs. The guards’ GAZ-M1s set off both in front of and behind the ZIMs. The cars moved cautiously past the crowd that had accumulated in front of the theater, drove along Karl Marx Street to Manezhnaya Square, turned left, then drove onto Red Square.

The black March sky with its barely discernible scattering of stars hung heavily over the Kremlin’s spotlight-illuminated facade. A red flag fluttered over the government headquarters and ruby pentacles glowed menacingly on the towers. An enormous portrait of Stalin hung in front of the Museum of the History of the USSR and the pediment of GUM was decorated with an enormous red-and-white inscription: THE PARTY IS THE IMMORTALITY OF OUR CAUSE.

The automobile detail moved through the Spassky Gate, drove into the courtyard of the government headquarters, and stopped. In the middle of the courtyard, not far from a monument to Lenin, the ice cone was lying on the open bed of a truck, covered by a tarp. There were six soldiers with machine guns and two MGB officers standing next to it.

“Ah, it’s already here . . .” Voroshilov muttered, getting out of the car nimbly and approaching the truck. “Are you not at all afraid, Lavrenty? Couldn’t there be poison in the ice? Maybe these Earth-Fuckers have only one goal: to poison the Soviet leadership and radically alter the course of world history.”

“Toward what purpose?” Beria asked, walking over to him and pulling out his cigarette case. “The double helix of time doesn’t exist. But the triple does.”

“And what if they don’t know that?” Voroshilov shivered.

“Judging from the leather book—they know.”

“Well, look . . . You know best.”

“Certainly,” Beria grinned and lit a cigarette.

“Isn’t it melting?” Mikoyan asked.

“God bless your simple soul. It’s frosty outside . . . the ground is crunchy with ice . . .” Molotov stepped on a puddle with a crunch.

Voroshilov squinted up at the illuminated windows of Stalin’s apartment. “Seems he hasn’t gone to bed yet.”

“Let’s go, comrades.” Beria turned and headed for the residential building.

Molotov, Voroshilov, and Mikoyan set off after him. They entered the building and walked up the stairs to the second floor. There were two senior lieutenants from the Ministry of State Security standing before the doors of Stalin’s apartment. A colonel sat in a niche carved into the wall behind a nightstand with a phone on it. The officers saluted the members of the government. Beria nodded to the colonel. The colonel picked up the phone: “Comrade Major General, Comrades Beria, Molotov, Mikoyan, and Voroshilov are here.”

“Give the phone to Comrade Beria,” the voice of Vlasik, the head of Stalin’s security, resounded in the phone.

“For you, Comrade Beria,” the colonel handed him the phone.

“Yes, hello,” Beria took the phone and blew cigarette smoke through his thin nostrils.

“This is Vlasik, Comrade Beria,” the receiver boomed. “We have something of a state of emergency. With the children.”

“What’s happening?”

“It’s the dresses again. And Comrade Stalin is . . . figuring things out.”

“Report to him that it’s very urgent.”

“I’ll tell him, Comrade Beria, but his Ethiopian won’t let you through.”

“That’s our concern,” Beria put the receiver back into its cradle.

“What’s going on, Lavrenty?” Mikoyan asked. “Is it Nadya?”

“It’s the children,” Beria stuck his cigarette butt into the ashtray set out by the colonel.

The door was unlocked, then opened from the inside. The four members of the government walked into a small entryway. The walls and ceiling were painted a restrained navy blue. In here were: Vlasik, a simple Soviet table, a nightstand with a phone on it, and a barrel of pickles. Vlasik saluted the arriving men and opened a door cut from frosted glass leading into a second entryway. The interior in the second entryway was entirely different: a white ceiling, black panels of ebony, gilded hooks for outerwear, and Chinese porcelain lamps shaped like snakes in every corner. Two Uzbek governesses in silk Uzbek dresses, bloomers, and tubeteikas quickly took off the four men’s jackets and invited them into the sitting room. In here, the walls were covered with silk the color of ivory; the not-too-high ceiling and pink marble eaves curved and converged toward a wonderful silver chandelier in the shape of a blossoming orange tree; divans of white leather surrounded a low glass table, the thick, optimally transparent plane of which was supported by a base shaped like a massive wave; on the table was a gold Scythian dish filled with grapes, a crystal ashtray, a crystal candlestick with a lighted pink candle, and the next day’s issue of Pravda; a blackish-grayish-pink Egyptian carpet spread through the entire sitting room; three paintings by Filonov hung on the walls and Konenkov’s sculpture Lenin Laughing stood slightly off in the distance. An Italian greyhound was sleeping curled up on a pink velvet pillow on the corner of the divan.

Sisul, a negro and the leader’s personal servant, was sleeping on a carpet in front of the door to Stalin’s private sitting room. Raised voices could be heard behind the door.

The guests began to walk toward this door.

“You no go in!” Sisul said with a strong accent and without opening his eyes.

“It’s an urgent matter,” Beria looked at him hatefully.

“Our leader no accept today.”

“What do you mean ‘no accept’? We’re already here!” Beria raised his voice, but Molotov took him by the arm, pushed him off to the side, then squatted next to Sisul.

“It really is very important, Sisul.”

“Comrade Stalin deals with family business. You no go in.”

Molotov ran his hand over his broad face in exhaustion. “You don’t get it, Sisul. It really is very important. Very important.”

The negro was silent.

“Oh, goddamn you . . .” losing patience, Beria paced around the living room with his long hands on his narrow hips.

“Come now, my dear, what precisely is this?” Mikoyan said. “Are you a man of state or not?”

“We told you it was very important!” Voroshilov kicked the servant.

“No need for that, Klim,” Molotov grabbed Voroshilov’s leg, moved his face closer to the blue-black of Sisul’s, and continued speaking. “The health of our entire country depends on this matter. Mine and yours. And Comrade Stalin’s too. If we’re delayed, we’ll all be very sick. Very sick.”

Sisul opened his big, beautiful eyes and stood up quickly, as if he hadn’t just been sleeping. Wearing traditional Abyssinian dress embroidered with gold and silver thread, he was tall and stately. Two dagger handles protruded from his green belt. Surveying the visitors with his dark, expressive eyes, Sisul pulled a key from his sleeve, unlocked the door, and walked through it, firmly closing it behind him. His muffled speech sounded out in the room through the door.

“Ah, terrific!” they heard Stalin’s loud, clear voice. “It’s very good that they’re here! Let’s have them get a look at you! Bring them in!”

Sisul walked away from Stalin, opened the door, and greeted the visitors with a bow and a ceremonial phrase uttered in irreproachable Russian: “Comrade Stalin cordially asks that you come in to see him.”

Molotov, Mikoyan, Beria, and Voroshilov walked into their leader’s private sitting room. Sisul closed and locked the door behind them.

Stalin’s private sitting room was three times smaller than the main one. The interior was dominated by pink wood and ebony; the soft furniture upholstered with scarlet silk reposed atop a warm-toned Chinese rug; there were large Chinese vases in every corner; two paintings hung on the walls of deep gray: Kustodiev’s Stalin and Lenin on a Dog Hunt and Brodsky’s portrait of Stalin in the Swiss Alps. The enormous matte glass dome of the ceiling illuminated the living room with dim, even light.

Stalin got up from his chair and, not looking at his guests, walked over to the window. The leader was tall and well built with an open, intelligent face that looked as if it’d been carved from ivory; his short-cropped black hair was streaked with gray, his tall forehead smoothly intersected with the beginnings of his baldness, and his beautiful black brows smoothly arched up over his lively, penetratingly brown eyes; a small hump on his nose couldn’t spoil the ensemble; his big, willful lips stuck out over his small but stubbornly cleft chin; his smooth cheeks were slightly sunken. Stalin looked to be about fifty years old. He was dressed in a kosovorotka of white silk with a silver belt and tight pants of white velvet tucked into patent leather white ankle boots with silver embroidery.

Stalin’s sons Yakov and Vasily were standing in the middle of the sitting room, but it was difficult to recognize them due to the dresses and wigs they were wearing. A long evening dress of black velvet hugged Yakov’s thin, muscular figure; it was fastened with a diamond scorpion and emblazoned with white spots upon its wearer’s miserly bosom; his curly, chestnut-colored wig drowned in the dark-blue boa around his naked shoulders; black mesh gloves, one of which was torn, reached from his thin, feminine hands to his forearms; three rings of white gold with sapphires and emeralds and two platinum bracelets with the tiniest of diamonds decorated his hands and wrists; his thin face, with his father’s distinctive features, was covered in a thick layer of powder, which couldn’t disguise the swelling of his bruised right cheekbone; his eyes, made up with blue eyeliner, were fixed on the floor; he held a thin snakeskin handbag underneath his armpit. Vasily, short and very portly, was dressed in a beige crepe-de-chine dress with a standing collar and high shoulders cascading down to the floor in tiny ruffles and embroidered with peach-colored roses upon the bosom; a large pearl dangled from his neck along a long, thin chain; his chubby hands were squeezed into white kid gloves soiled with filth from the street; though his blond wig had lost its initial shape, there was still a mother-of-pearl comb stuck into it; his chubby neck was covered with ribbons of black silk; his puffy, painted face, with an abrasion on its chin and features that very much recalled his mother’s, also looked down at the floor; a white patent leather bag on a massive golden chain dangled down from the leader’s youngest son’s shoulder.

“My friends, the mighty rulers of a mighty country,” Stalin spoke sensually, from the chest, “look at the children of the great Stalin. Take a close look.”

The members of the government examined the two travesties.

“With God and Russia as my witnesses, what have I done wrong to deserve such a punishment?” Stalin leaned against the marble windowsill and stood up on his toes. “Why is it that I of all people should be so humiliated by my children?”

“Father, I’m begging you . . .” Yakov raised his head.

“Be quiet, be quiet . . .” Stalin closed his eyes and pressed his wide forehead to the bulletproof window glass. “You’re not even worthy of blows from a switch, let alone words. You’re thirty-two. And, still, you’re nothing. A nasty, dirty, miserable nothing capable only of putrefying your brother and sister until they’re just as rotten and debauched as you are.”

“Father, I’m begging you not to continue this conversation in front of strangers,” Yakov spoke up.

“Strangers?” Stalin turned abruptly and walked over to Yakov with an agile, sweeping gait, moving his expressive features very close to his son’s unbeautiful white face. “There are no strangers here except for you! These are my friends, my comrades from the Party, comrades in our great cause; next to them, I see my youngest son, a fool, who fell under your beastly influence! None of them are strangers to me! You’re the only stranger here! Forever a stranger!”

“Dad, for the love of God, forgive us,” Vasily muttered in embarrassment. “I promise you, I swear that this won’t—”

“Don’t swear! Don’t swear, goddamn it!” Stalin winced, as if he had a toothache. “You don’t know what it is to swear! They!” He pointed his thin fingers at the members of the government. “They know what it is to swear! You don’t! They know what honor and conscience are! Faith and devotion! That which is highest! That which is highest and allows us to remain human! The highest! Truly and genuinely highest! And not this . . . not that . . . scum! scum! scum!” He grabbed the hems of his sons’ dresses with both hands and pulled them up, tearing them and revealing Yakov’s slender, well-built legs in black openwork stockings and Vasily’s fat, crooked legs in skin-tone nylon stockings.

Stalin shoved both his sons violently and they almost fell: one of Yakov’s high heels then got caught on a chair and he toppled over, smashing his head into a narrow bronze floor lamp; Vasily tried to back away, but tripped over backwards on a Chinese vase, crushing it like an egg.

Stalin sat down on the divan, opened a sandalwood box on the coffee table, took a none-too-thick cigar out of it, cut off its tip, lit it with one of the candles on the crystal candelabra, exhaled its bluish smoke in a wide billow, then rubbed the bridge of his nose, a motion that was painfully familiar to everyone. “What am I to do with them?”

The men standing there kept their silence. The only sounds were Yakov moaning and clutching at the back of his head and Vasily tossing and turning atop a bed of porcelain shards.

“Here, listen to this,” Stalin picked up a sheet of paper with an MGB stamp from the coffee table. “The head of the external surveillance department of the MGB of the USSR Lieutenant General Ryumin reports: according to operational data, on the first of March, 1954, at 18:32, Vasily Iosifovich Stalin (to be referred to henceforth as V) arrived at the apartment of Yakov Iosifovich Stalin (to be referred to henceforth as Y). Y and V left the apartment through a back door at 20:45 wearing women’s clothing. Walking off Granovsky Street and onto Manezhnaya Square, they began to loudly discuss which restaurant they wanted to go to. V suggested the Berlin, ‘because there are so many German officers there’ and Y objected, saying that ‘after the Potsdam Conference, Germans get it up even worse than Cominterns after the expulsion of their Judas—Trotsky.’ Thus, Y convinced V to go to the Metropol. At the Metropol, Y and V took a table for four, ordered a 1948 bottle of Roederer champagne, a fish platter, two crab salads, two Kiev cutlets, ice cream, and coffee. Y was invited to a dance by a member of the Spanish Embassy, one Ramon Gomez. Soon, Gomez and his Muscovite pal V. G. Pozharsky, the owner of Atrium, an antiques store, joined Y and V at their table. Gomez ordered three more bottles of champagne. Y took cocaine out of his bag and offered it to the newcomers. V refused the cocaine. Gomez suggested they go to his home, but V said that he wouldn’t go with Pozharsky because ‘I don’t give it up to beardies on principle.’ Y tried to convince V to go, telling him to ‘shove your principles just a little deeper up your cunt.’ To which V called Y a ‘Spassky Gate’ and offered himself to Gomez. Y spat champagne into V’s face. V stood up to try to fight Y, but Pozharsky held him back and said that he was willing to shave his beard. Then V called the waiter over and asked for a straight razor. The waiter refused. Then V pulled out one hundred rubles and gave them to the waiter. The waiter brought them the necessary shaving accessories and a safety razor. V said that ‘words are wind’ and demanded that Pozharsky shave right then at the table. Pozharsky replied that the joke had gone too far and said it was time for him to go. Then V said that he could cut off Pozharsky’s ears with the safety razor too. Y began to restrain V, but V threw ice cream into Y’s face. Pozharsky ran out of the restaurant. Y began to hit V. Gomez tried to separate them. The waiters called the police squad. Y, V, and Gomez were taken to Police Station No. 12. Gomez was almost immediately set free. V and Y behaved rudely with the officers on duty at the station, insulting both their honor and their dignity.”

Stalin dropped the sheet of paper back onto the table, tapped the ash from the end of his cigar into the crystal ashtray, then looked at his now silent sons. “Maybe I should put them in jail? For fifteen days? Let them learn to sweep? Right, Lavrenty?” He looked at Beria and the others. “Why are you still standing there like guests? Sit down, sit down.”

The members of the government sat down.

“Iosif,” Beria began, “that which we have been awaiting for sixteen years has finally come to pass. It’s difficult to overestimate the importance of this event. We must—”

At this moment, they heard cheerful female voices, as well as Sisul’s voice behind the door. The lock clicked, the door opened, and Stalin’s wife Nadezhda Yusupovna Alliluyeva and their daughter Vesta walked in. Both spouse and daughter were dressed in the traditional Russian style. Alliluyeva was wearing an evening dress of apricot-colored silk with a sable fringe and a pearl necklace infiltrated by a large ruby at its lowest extremity; her beautifully styled dark-chestnut hair was fitted into a samshara cap covered in pearls; hanging from her ears shone diamonds on ruby pendants and on her chubby hands gleamed a heavy bracelet and two enchanting diamond rings that once belonged to the Empress Maria Feodorovna. Stalin’s daughter’s slim figure was beautifully enveloped in a tight whitish-grayish-lilac sundress embroidered with gold, silver, and pearl; Vesta’s head was ornamented by a pearl- and diamond-covered kokoshnik and coral threads were woven into her long black braid; dangling from her ears blued earrings of turquoise and pearl and her fingers glittered with emeralds and diamonds.

“What a concert you missed, Iosif,” Alliluyeva began to speak in her mocking but still pleasant voice, paying no attention to Stalin’s sons sitting on the floor. “How wonderful it was today! How terrific Ruslanova was! Right, Klim Efremych? All of them were wonderful! Pyatoy, Massalsky, Bunchikov, and Nechayev . . . And that young satirist . . . Maikin . . . Baikin . . . what’s his name? What a talented fella! The part about the snotty meat? ‘Where can an elite blow his nose if not into an entrecôte?’ Zaikin?”

“Gaikin, I think,” her daughter interrupted, stepping over Yakov’s legs, walking over to her father, sitting down next to him, then kissing him. “We weren’t even sitting in the government box today, Dad. Really!”

“That so?” Stalin asked absentmindedly.

“We were sitting with the actors. In the MKhAT box. Yanshin is so funny! You know, it turns out that, on his windowsill, he has an actual—”

“Nadya,” Stalin suddenly interrupted his daughter, “I’ve now made my decision. I’m sending Vasily to boarding school. He will finish eleventh grade in a school for the maladjusted. That’s the first thing. The second thing is that if ever again I find out that you’re giving Yakov money, I’ll make you move in with him.”

Alliluyeva looked at Yakov, looked into Stalin’s eyes, walked over to the white phone, then picked it up. “A car, please.”

Having hung up, she walked over to the door leading into the children’s half of the apartment and opened it. “Vesta, Vasily, go to bed.”

Vesta left. Vasily got up, crunching through shards of porcelain, and followed his sister out.

Alliluyeva shut the door behind them, walked over to Yakov, and helped him to stand. “Wait for me in the car.”

Staggering and clutching at the back of his head, Yakov walked over to the door and knocked three times. Sisul opened it and let Yakov through.

Alliluyeva took a golden cigarette case from her bag and pulled out a cigarette. Beria lit it with his lighter. Alliluyeva took a drag, then exhaustedly blew smoke toward Stalin.

“There’s no need to disguise your obtuse, bourgeois jealousy by feigning concern about the upbringing of your children. Your hands were forged for the masses, not for children. So leave my offspring in peace.”

She left.

Stalin smoked, looking out the window. The clock on Spasskaya Tower struck the hour.

Molotov looked at his Breguet watch.

“Ooh! Midnight . . .”

“Iosif, the Earth-Fuckers have sent us a third cone,” Beria spoke up. “It’s here, in the courtyard. We have to make a decision.”

“Let her live with him,” Stalin pronounced. “What do you think, Anastas?”

“I think, Iosif, that it’s time to move on from family matters to affairs of state,” Mikoyan replied.

Stalin looked at him as if he were seeing this portly, serious individual for the very first time.

“Don’t you understand what’s happened?” Beria asked.

“What?” asked Stalin, shifting his heavy gaze onto Beria.

“The Earth-Fuckers have sent us a third cone.”

Stalin narrowed his eyes, pursed his lips, then carefully put his unfinished cigar down into the basin of the ashtray. He then turned his head slowly to the right and looked at a piece of a Doric column standing next to the sofa, worn down by time and about a half meter tall. Atop the yellowed marble of the column, there was a thin, golden pencil case. Stalin picked it up, opened it, and took out a small golden syringe and a small ampoule. With a deft and laconic motion, he broke the ampoule, filled the syringe with the transparent liquid from the ampoule, opened his mouth, stuck the syringe under his tongue, and made an injection. He then put the syringe and the empty ampoule back into the pencil case and onto the column. This entire procedure, which had long been part of the leader’s life, described and elaborated thousands of times in dozens of world languages, captured by hundreds of film cameras, embodied in bronze and granite, painted with oil and watercolor, woven into carpets and tapestries, carved into ivory and onto the surface of a single grain of rice, glorified by poets, artists, scientists, and writers, sung in simple drinking songs by workers and peasants, was done by Stalin with such striking ease that all those present froze and lowered their eyes, as they had often done in the past.

“Say it again, Lavrenty,” Stalin pronounced, picking up his cigar.

“The Earth-Fuckers have sent us a third cone. It’s here, right outside the window. Make a decision.”

Stalin reflected. His cheeks slowly went pink and there was a soft sparkle in his eye.

“Is it those same Siberian Earth-Fuckers who derailed a train in ’37?” he asked.

“The very same,” Beria nodded as he lit up.

“So their time machine isn’t just nonsense cooked up by our academicians.”

“It isn’t nonsense.”

“And what . . . is it this time? Ice again?”

“Yes. A big piece of ice.”

“And where did they crash it down? Were there any casualties?”

“No casualties, thank God. It appeared in the Bolshoi Theater during a concert.”

“That so?” Stalin grinned. “It’s too bad I didn’t go. Well, how about it . . . this ice?”

“There’s something inside it. Just like last time.”

“Is it a boy with horns again?” Stalin stood up, stretched out, and paced around the sitting room.

“We don’t know what it is. But there’s definitely something there. They wouldn’t have sent us mere ice. We have to make a decision.”

“Well, how about it . . . this decision. Call in the experts. This is your department. Why do you have need of Comrade Stalin?”

“You mean to say this is of no interest to you?”

“It’s of great interest to me. But what do you concretely want from me? Should I pick up the phone and call the Academy of Sciences?”

Beria exchanged a look with Molotov.

“Iosif, this is a matter of national importance,” Molotov began. “We had supposed that, now, after their third transmission, you might be more attentive to this phenomenon.”

“And fully come to terms with your mistake in ’37, when Yezhov managed to convince you that the story of the time machine was a lie thought up by seditious railwaymen to explain away a crash,” Beria stood up.

“My mistake, Comrade Beria,” Stalin walked over to him, “lies in the fact that I believed. But not Yezhov in ’37. The problem was believing the Great Lenin in ’32 when he offered Yezhov the position of People’s Commissar of Internal Affairs, then personally sponsored him. Unfortunately, the Great Lenin himself paid for my mistake. With his life. When Yezhov, his minion, sent killers to his doorstep. That’s how Comrade Stalin once paid for his blind belief in the leaders of our country. Do you want him to pay again?”

“That’s not the point, Iosif,” Voroshilov stood up. “It just seems to us that you’re not fully aware of the importance of what happened today.”

“In 2068, a sect of people who ran away from civilization in order to fuck Siberian earth have sent those of us living in 1954 a piece of ice. It’s difficult for Comrade Stalin, a man who is far from scientific, to truly conceive of this phenomenon. He only studied at two universities and didn’t complete the Military Academy of the General Staff, as Comrade Voroshilov did.”

“What is this ridiculousness, Iosif?” Voroshilov furrowed his brow.

“All the druggists in the world say, ‘What is this ridiculousness, Iosif?’ Are you with them?”

Silence reigned in the sitting room.

A dog whined behind the door. Sisul opened it and let in Entente, who had woken up and started to miss his master. The Italian greyhound bolted hastily into the sitting room and, without slowing down, jumped up onto Stalin’s chest.

“Hey, hey! I’m here! I’m here . . .” Stalin picked the dog up and moved his hand holding the cigar off to the side. “Did my beauty get some sleep?”

The dog enthusiastically licked the leader’s face.

“Go pee in the bath,” he cracked open the door leading to his half of the apartment.

The dog slipped through the crack.

Stalin knocked ash from his cigar into a Chinese vase and turned to his seated guests. “What are you waiting for, comrades?”

The men exchanged glances with the gloomily silent Voroshilov.

“Who studies the question of soft time?” Stalin asked.

“Landau, Sakharov, and Vernadsky,” Beria replied.

“Well, then call Landau, Sakharov, and Vernadsky. Have them draw their conclusions.”

Beria walked over to the phone. “Perhaps we should only call Landau and Sakharov?”

“Why?”

“Vernadsky is an old and not terribly healthy individual. I don’t want to bother him in the middle of the night.”

“All right, just call the two of them.” Stalin looked down from the window at the truck in the courtyard. “And take this thing somewhere else. Is there really no other place than the Kremlin?”

•

			Nadezhda Alliluyeva and Yakov Stalin were lying on a bulky double bed with a mahogany frame and smoking. Yakov’s immense eight-room apartment was immersed in total darkness. In his terribly cluttered bedroom, on his bedside table, shone a blue night-light next to a silver bucket with a bottle of champagne in it.

“For some reason, your bedroom always smells of vanilla,” Nadezhda pronounced as she examined Yakov’s profile. “Why?”

“Because of the vacuum?”

“What do you mean?”

“Yavdokha vacuums the carpet every day. I forbade her from touching or tidying up anything in the apartment. She’s only permitted to wash the floors and to vacuum. So she does her best. And for some reason, the vacuum cleaner emits a sweet smell.”

“Imagine that! And I thought you were lying in bed all day eating cakes.”

“I pretty much don’t eat sweets anymore.”

“And why’s that?” she ran her finger over his nose, lips, and forehead. “You’re as skinny as a splinter.”

“Is that bad?”

“I like it. I love kissing you between your ribs,” she began to slowly kiss his chest, moving down toward his rib cage.

“Do you also love kissing him between his ribs?”

“I’m gonna bite you,” Nadezhda threatened.

“Just not my balls,” Yakov yawned, then dropped his cigarette butt into the champagne bucket. The butt hissed in the ice.

“I’m going to Venice,” Yakov turned to her. “Spring is so nasty in Moscow.”

“Venice isn’t any better right now. It’d be better to go to Spain. Everything blooms there in the middle of March. And the count and I will pay you a visit.”

“You know I don’t like threesomes.”

“Then I’ll come alone.”

“Don’t be ridiculous,” he touched his swollen cheek. “Connard de merde!”

“Mon chat . . . t’es fatigué?”

“Mais non, putain de merde . . . Vaska’s become entirely unbearable. He gets drunk from a single drink and behaves like a pig. Today he . . . came at me with his fists because of some asshole Spaniard. Ehrenburg isn’t enough for him. That’s it. I swear I’m not gonna take him out anymore,” Yakov crossed himself.

“Don’t swear,” Nadezhda pulled the sheet from his body, which shone whitish-blue in the glow from the nightlight, then carefully took his cock into her hand. “You must forgive those whose blood you share—forgive them for everything.”

“We only share half our blood. And he’s half-crazy.”

“He came out of here,” Nadezhda took Yakov’s sluggish hand and pressed it to her shaved genitals, “that means family.”

She squeezed Yakov’s limp hand between her thighs and took his cock into her own hand once more. “It’s too bad I didn’t give birth to you.”

“You should try it on with Vasya. He’s got a fat dick. Like our father. Not like mine. Do you want to?”

“Not yet,” rhythmically squeezing his hand between her thighs, Nadezhda was stroking his cock. “Don’t you want me today?”

“With my fucked-up face, somehow . . . not really.”

“Your lovers hit you all the time.”

“Who told you that?”

“It’s not important. They beat you up, then they shtup you. They shtup Yashenka in his ass. And Yashenka cries and moans, cries and moans, cries and moans . . .”

Having raised his head, Yakov looked at her, lay back onto the pillow, and laughed. “Idiot! You’re such an idiot!”

His cock stiffened as Nadezhda’s hand skillfully caressed it.

“Is it the KGB that’s been throwing dust into your eyes?” Yakov poured himself a glass of champagne and took a drink. “The last person who hit me was you. Six months ago. Because of a joke.”

“Ah, yes. On the Apple Feast of the Savior? When you scared me in such beastly fashion? I should have broken one of your bones. So that you wouldn’t forget.”

“Are you afraid of the dead?”

“Now, I’m gonna tear off your scepter.”

“Tell me, are you actually afraid of the dead or are you afraid of death in general?”

“Stuff it, piggy . . . not like that . . . like this . . .” she squeezed his cock forcefully; the glans swelled up and went crimson.

Yakov winced.

“Oof . . . You have such strong hands . . . Oy-y . . . listen, why did our father twice marry left-handed women? Now, there’s a mystery for his biographers . . .”

“We’re gonna choke him . . . we’re gonna choke your little beast . . . like that cur Tito . . . with a bass string from a piano . . .”

“Listen, are you maybe just lying to me?”

“Aah . . . mon petit néoglobaliste . . . voilà, et ici . . .” she continued, looking down at his swelling cock and absorbed in her work.

“Maybe, he just stopped screwing you? And Pasternak isn’t giving it up anymore?”

“What?” Nadezhda asked, not letting go of his cock.

“I’m saying that maybe it’s already been a long time since he—” Yakov said, smiling and raising his head, but when he saw the warning look in Nadezhda’s green eyes, he stopped himself.

Looking at him like the corpse of someone who’d once been dear to her, but whom she’d forgotten long ago, she stood up and left the bedroom. Yakov could hear how long it took her bare feet to walk through the whole apartment—to the second phone in the entryway.

“Nadine!” Yakov shouted reluctantly, looking down at his violet penis. “It was a very stupid joke . . . pardonne–moi!”

Nadezhda picked up the phone.

“The car please,” her weak voice made its way to Yakov.

“Shit, connard de merde . . .” with a sigh, he fell back onto the pillow smeared with his lipstick and mascara. “If there’s shit in the morning, then there’ll also be shit in the afternoon. Total shit.”

•

			By half past one, the academicians Landau and Sakharov had been delivered to the Kremlin. The lump of ice was illuminated, after which it became clear that it contained a monster with a small suitcase in its lap. Samples of the ice were promptly taken. No poison or radiation was found in the samples. It was decided that the lump of ice be moved to a warm place, then that they wait for it to melt naturally so as to examine the frozen monster. Stalin suggested they conduct this operation while also eating dinner. The ice cone was brought into the Faceted Chamber and placed on a large copper pallet brought in from the Moscow Mint. Four guards with machine guns were made to watch the lump. The two professors sat down in chairs next to the lump: the microbiologist and the relativist physicist.

In addition to Molotov, Voroshilov, Beria, Mikoyan, Landau, and Sakharov, Stalin had invited Bulganin, Kaganovich, Malenkov, Prince Vasily, the sugar producer Gurinovich, the writers Tolstoy and Pavlenko, the composer Shostakovich, the painter Gerasimov, and the film director Eisenstein to dinner. Beria informed the guests of the situation at hand.

Once everyone had sat down at the long, exquisitely set table, Stalin stood up with a glass of champagne in his hand. He was wearing a bottle-green suit ideally suited to the shapeliness of his figure; his pomaded hair had been combed back smoothly and the broad band of a diamond necklace with the famous thirty-karat emerald gifted to the leader by the Shah of Iran at its center wrapped round his high, snow-white collar; his thoroughbred, chiseled face shone with joyful attention to the events around him.

“Comrades,” Stalin began, “we have gathered here because of a unique and exceptional phenomenon. The surrounding world rarely spoils us with such gifts. Russians of the third millennium have tried to make contact with us twice before. And twice before they were prevented. The giftless czarist government interfered in 1908 and the criminal and enemy of the people Yezhov interfered in 1937. It’d seem that today is the first time that the people of the future have truly managed to reach us. They sent their message to us, the citizens of the Soviet Union, in a chunk of ice and on the day of the opening of the All-Russian House of Free Love, which is symbolic in and of itself. We were building this magnificent palace of love, a place freed from age-old prejudice, for almost six years. The day of the opening of its golden gates is now a general holiday representing the triumph of freedom and of a new Soviet morality. And it is on this glorious day that we receive a third message from the future. I don’t know what our great-great-grandchildren have sent to us, but my inner voice, to which I’ve listened for my entire conscious life, tells me that this message is connected with our difficult, unprecedented work to liberate Man and with the great path that our people is walking. Therefore, I propose we drink to Russia. To the Russia of the past, present, and future.”

Everyone stood up. Stalin held out his drink and began to clink glasses with everyone sitting around him. The clinking of crystal swam up and filled the space under the painted vaults of the Faceted Chamber. Everyone drank, then sat down.

The table was gorgeous; Alexander I’s gold and silver tableware was laid out on a whitish-blue tablecloth, homespun in the Russian style; the abundant Russian appetizers were provocative in their variety: there was smoked eel and jellied sturgeon, venison pâté and stuffed grouse, simple sauerkraut, calf tongue and calf brain, salted mushrooms and jellied suckling pig with horseradish; a golden bear towered up in the middle of the table with a yoke over its shoulders, from which were hanging two silver buckets filled with the oily gleam of black beluga caviar and small, grayish sterlet caviar.

Fellas in carmine shirts brought in a wooden board covered with hot, fresh kalachs from Filippov’s bakery and began to serve the guests, giving everyone their preferred caviar and spreading the kalachs with Vologda butter.

“The interval between the first and the second toasts ought to be short!” Kaganovich remarked loudly, standing up with his glass of vodka.

His sly face, half-hidden by a smooth gray beard, was pliable and flat, like a Mongol’s; his smallish sparkly eyes glittered merrily; in his light-gray three-piece suit with a bluish-green tie and a white carnation in the lapel, Kaganovich looked like the best man at a merchant’s wedding.

“I, as the most frivolous person present here tonight and, consequently, the one least burdened by what the great poet called ‘the cast-iron power of the state,’ but also foreseeing the constant growth of your total attention to the melting process of this ominous iceberg after the draining of each upended cup, would still like to remind you of what else happened today, of its imperishable values and its main event. Today, after the opening ceremony of the All-Russian House of Free Love, I immediately visited it. My dear comrades! It’s been a long time since I’ve fucked with such self-abandon! I let free my sperm three times and wept three times, understanding what a grand thing we had done under the leadership of Stalin. But I’m not proposing a toast to us or to Comrade Stalin. Instead, I say we drink to those nameless men, women, and children spreading their lovely legs submissively and with great delight at the All-Russian Temple of Free Love! Comrades: to those men, women, and children!”

Everyone drank.

“A dolt of rare idiocy,” the chubby and phlegmatic Shostakovich whispered into the ear of the thin, always morbidly bilious Gerasimov.

“Is our metro really named after this nincompoop?” Eisenstein, the albino dandy sitting next to them, muttered.

“It’s because he was Vladimir Ilyich’s minion,” Gerasimov reached out for the suckling pig. “They say he sucked out two of Lenin’s hemorrhoidal masses by natural means. At our age, something like that’s hard to forget.”

“Ilyich knew how to say thank you. Unlike our current leader . . .” Shostakovich crunched into a pickled mushroom.

“Comrade Tolstoy, why aren’t you eating?” Stalin asked, directing a substantial portion of sterlet caviar into his own mouth. “The scientists warned us we’d have to wait a long time.”

Narrow-faced, quiet, and modestly dressed, Tolstoy turned his lorgnette upon the melting lump and shook his head. “The food’s sticking in my throat, Comrade Stalin. It’s somehow frightening . . . to be next to this thing . . .”

“Don’t be afraid. If Comrade Beria is here with us, everything will be fine. Try the whitefish from our northern climes. I know the frutti di mare probably set your teeth on edge.”

“No, I don’t believe that this is ice from the future!” the heavyset, loud-voiced Gurinovich exclaimed. “Do whatever you want with me, gentlemen, you can even, pardonnez-moi, hang me by my balls, but I still won’t believe it!”

“If we do that, you’ll believe us,” Beria remarked, slicing through aspic with surgical indifference.

“Some transatlantic bastard is taking you for fools!” Gurinovich’s jowls trembled. “The plutocrats have been straining for our markets for half a century now and they’re ready to use any means necessary!”

“And what does the ice have to do with that?” Malenkov asked.

“It’s ’cause their yids are smarter than ours! Over there,” Gurinovich pointed his fork at the ice, “that bastard has a suitcase on his knees! And what’s in it? Promissory notes with interest on the czar’s debts! And the papers have the year two thousand and whatever on them with all the necessary seals and signatures! While they sleep, they’re making sure we extend the treaty in accordance with the Marshall Plan! Promissory notes are like an ace of spades from the future and a steel noose from Uncle Sam in the present! Don’t you get it?! You don’t? When your lapdogs are chowing down on Cuban sugar cubes instead of mine, then you’ll see! Then we’ll all dance the Yankee Doodle Dandy! We’ll be shoving American dollars into hookers’ bras!” Gurinovich hot-bloodedly smashed his fist against the table.

“Comrade Gurinovich is clearly getting ahead of himself,” Molotov smiled. “The contents of the suitcase are an important topic of discussion, but also a pointless one.”

“And why is that?” Gurinovich frowned.

“Because, in five hours, we’re going to open the suitcase together.” Beria wiped at his full, sensual lips with a lace napkin. “So, there’s no need to break any chairs before it becomes absolutely necessary.”

“And yet, some enormous doubts remain, comrades,” Shostakovich remarked, glancing at Stalin. “Who can guarantee that this was really sent from the future? And not by the CIA?”

“Are you talking to me?” Stalin smirked. “There are two scientists among us.”

“Three!” Gerasimov laughed, raising his glass of vodka and toasting his own nose.

“Painting is not a hard science, Comrade Gerasimov,” Stalin parried. “Which is why I’m not including you in the count. Comrade Landau, dispel their doubts.”

“Gentlemen,” the chubby, curly-haired, and round-faced Landau hastily finished chewing his boiled pork, “this cone was sent to us from 2068. And that is a scientifically confirmed fact.”

“If I may ask . . . how has it been confirmed?” Prince Vasily stuck a cigarette into his pearl cigarette holder.

“Just explain it without formulas, for the love of God!” Gurinovich begged.

“The body of the transported section of the Siberian Zoroastrians’ time machine is hewn from granite. When it’s transported through soft time, it turns into dust. There are particles of granite dust on the surface of the ice. We checked their age using isotopes. It turned out that this granite is ageless. Which is impossible. Granite is always hundreds of millions of years old.”

A pause arose around the table.

“Yes, but didn’t the granite that these very same misérables Zoroastrians were hewing have an age?” Prince Vasily asked.

“It had one in the future, of course,” Landau broke into a broad, childish smile. “But when it passes through soft time, the leptons of the antiatoms annihilate the free electrons of the granite molecules, creating antineutrons, which are turned into antiprotons and positrons in eight hundred ninety-six seconds. The positrons temporarily deform the fields of the original electrons by pivoting their spin by one hundred eighty degrees, which, accordingly, causes the isotopes in the granite to stop decaying. And, during the process of reverse beta-conversion, the antiprotons absorb energy and freeze the air vapor. It’s all terribly simple.”

“Well, I don’t understand it,” Gurinovich mumbled offendedly, tore off the bread handle from a kalach, dipped it into his glass of vodka, then into the horseradish, and put it into his mouth.

“And when did you manage to check this dust for isotopes?” Prince Vasily asked. “Just now? Earlier tonight?”

“Comrade Landau checked it back in ’37,” Molotov explained. “When the Earth-Fuckers sent the second cone.”

“For which Yezhov imprisoned him as an enemy of the people for two years,” Mikoyan added, eating the grouse stuffed with goose pâté with great appetite.

“But Comrade Sakharov has another supposition,” Beria remarked.

“Is that so? How interesting,” Stalin looked at Sakharov, who was drinking kvass from a silver goblet.

Broad-shouldered and handsome, Sakharov stood up and, with a practiced motion of his big, swarthy hand, began to stroke at his rakish red goatee. “Lev Davidovich and I have a fundamental disagreement on this issue. I’ll try to be simple. In contemporary relativist physics, there are three conceptions of soft time: Landau’s and Heisenberg’s, neither of which holds water after what happened today and in ’37, then, finally, mine. Landau’s ideas are founded on the assertion that soft time is a mobile lacuna in a rigidly structured time stream. Simply put, it’s like the undercurrent in a river; for as long as the swimmer swims on the surface of the river, he moves along with the river, but as soon as he dives down he begins to move against the current. Am I doing a good job of explaining, comrades?”

“Very much so,” Stalin nodded. “And what doesn’t suit you in Landau’s theory?”

“Principally, the conception of time as a linear stream doesn’t suit me. Time is not a river.”

“What is it, then? A swamp?” Kaganovich asked.

“In my opinion, time is an enormous, endless head of cabbage and all its leaves are the years, hours, and microseconds in which we live. Each event in our world is connected to a concrete leaf in this head of cabbage and subsists on that leaf like, let’s say, an aphid. Soft time, on the other hand, is like a worm that’s able to eat a passage through the head of cabbage, thereby moving freely through it.”

“And carrying aphids along on its fat back?” Stalin asked.

“Just so, Comrade Stalin!” Sakharov laughed and pointed at the block of ice. “And that is one of those same aphids. Bitte, meine Herrschaften!”

Everyone laughed.

A chunk of ice broke off the block and fell onto the pallet. The pallet boomed.

Everyone fell silent.

“It’s offended that we called it an aphid,” Stalin remarked and everyone laughed again.

Stalin raised his glass, intending to stand up, but Beria, sitting next to him, warningly took hold of his hand. “Allow me, Iosif.”

“I defer to the power of the secret police,” Stalin smiled.

Beria stood up with a glass of sherry, the drink he preferred to all others.

“My friends. I would like to say a few warm words about our wonderful Soviet scientists, two of whom are here with us. Thanks to our scientific prowess, the Land of the Soviets went from being a backwards agrarian empire to an industrial giant. Thanks to our scientific prowess, our people are protected by nuclear weapons capable of destroying any aggressor. Now, our scientists have come close to solving the problem of time. Can you imagine what it is that awaits all of us when the Soviet people has the ability to manipulate time? I myself am a cold-blooded person who doesn’t often give in to his emotions. But nevertheless, comrades, when I think about this, it takes my breath away. Let us drink to the health of our scientists!”

Everyone stood up and drank.

“Yes. And this means that the truth will be born from the argument between Comrades Landau and Sakharov. Right, Sakharov?” Stalin sat down, served himself a piece of whitefish, then scooped up some horseradish with a golden spoon.

“Ganz genau, Genosse Stalin!” Sakharov crunched into a pickled cucumber.

“OK, Genosse Sakharov,” Stalin covered his whitefish with an even layer of horseradish, cut off a piece, then put it into his mouth. “On the one hand, the truth shall be born. But, on the other hand, one of you two will be forced to admit that ‘Ich habe meine Sache auf Nichts gestellt.’”

“That’s how science works, Comrade Stalin!” Landau nodded animatedly. “A fundamental discovery is preceded by many mistakes. Fortunately, in Soviet physics, we have plenty of people to correct them.”

“Thanks be to God, Comrade Landau. Unfortunately, us Soviet politicians can only envy you Soviet physicists.”

“I don’t understand you, Comrade Stalin,” Landau smiled round-facedly. “What do you have to be envious of?”

“Your methods of correcting mistakes, Comrade Landau. Let’s say that Comrade Stalin made a mistake in resolving the peasant question or the national question. How can Comrade Stalin be corrected?”

Everyone stared at him silently.

Stalin looked over the guests with his lively chestnut eyes, which were now shining more brightly than usual. “How can he be corrected? Why aren’t you answering?”

“Well,” Tolstoy shuffled hesitantly, “in order to correct you, it’s probably indispensable to advise . . . to criticize you.”

“Criticize?” Stalin raised his beautiful eyebrows, then immediately lowered his head, preparing himself to burst out with his notorious Stalinist laugh.

This laugh was special, unlike any other laugh. A spasm passed across Stalin’s shoulders, his beautiful head jerked, he abruptly leaned backwards onto the back of his chair, sucked in air through his clenched teeth with a hiss, and then, just as quickly, shot back forwards with an incredible sound reminiscent of a fur seal’s roar; he then rocked back again, sucked in more air, and roared a second time; his rocking began to speed up, as each roar became shorter and more staccato, more like a grunt; Stalin’s body began to beat back and forth between table and back of chair and his grunting became an intolerable, heart-stopping shriek, before Stalin seemed to be paralyzed in the middle of a particularly strong convulsion; his entire body trembled with the finest of vibrations, his head gradually fell backwards, his very pale face with its bulging eyes became fixated on the low vaulted ceiling, and an inhuman cry tore itself from the leader’s gaping mouth:

“Yasauuuukh pashooooo!!!”

Everyone immediately burst into relieved laughter.

Stalin removed a scarlet-colored silk handkerchief from his pocket, wiped at his face, then blew his nose loudly.

“No, Comrade Tolstoy,” Stalin continued, much calmer now. “You can criticize one another’s mistakes at the plenary of the Writers’ Union. With politicians, things are done differently. If Comrade Stalin makes a mistake, he should not be criticized. He must be declared an enemy of the people, flogged with a bullwhip on Lobnoye Mesto, and hanged from the walls of the Kremlin so that Moscow pigeons might peck at his worthless body.”

The hall was dead silent.

“Why are you frightening us like this, Comrade Stalin?” Eisenstein said with some difficulty.

“This is how heart attacks happen!” Gurinovich shook his jowls.

“Comrades, I have a toast about mistakes that is very apropos,” Mikoyan began to stand up from his chair, but Stalin raised his hand.

“Just a moment, my dear Anastas. I’ve got the need.”

Mikoyan nodded understandingly and sat back down.

Stalin picked up the bell sitting next to him on the table and rang it. Four junior MGB officers immediately appeared; three of them were pushing a cart with the same piece of marble column that had been in Stalin’s apartment and one of them was carrying the golden pencil case with the syringe. They set the piece of the column down next to Stalin, laid the pencil case on it, and left, pushing the cart out with them.

Stalin picked up the pencil case, took out the syringe and the ampoule, and, as he always did, gracefully injected himself at the base of his tongue. His guests lowered their eyes.

“Please, Anastas.” Stalin placed the case with the syringe back on top of the column.

Mikoyan stood up with a glass of red wine. “My friends, though I am Oriental by blood, I have never been any good at giving toasts. From that, one might draw the conclusion that I am not Oriental, but a typical unromantic Muscovite and the First Deputy Chairman of the USSR Council of Ministers on top of that.”

Everyone laughed.

“Thus has this Muscovite with Oriental blood been paying attention to one curious fact for a long while,” Mikoyan looked at his seated comrades with a sly smile. “Each time that Comrade Stalin speaks about—”

Suddenly, a solid chunk of ice broke off the block and fell onto the pallet with a crash. The pallet began to buzz and its buzz filled the hall.

Everyone went quiet. Mikoyan stood there, glass in hand.

“As if it were a veche bell . . . Excuse me, gentlemen,” Gerasimov crossed himself.

“Comrade Beria!” the microbiologist cried out.

Beria stood up, walked over to the block, and examined it. A piece of a frozen leg was visible where the chunk had fallen off.

“What can you see, Lavrenty?” Stalin asked.

“We can see the bastard’s knee now,” Beria leaned in closer.

“It’s better not to touch it with your hands, Comrade Beria,” the microbiologist warned.

“Is it worth a look?” Stalin asked, stretching his body voluptuously.

“Nothing interesting yet,” Beria straightened up and turned his clever face to the microbiologist. “How much longer do we have to wait?”

“The ice is already mushy, Comrade Beria. In two hours, it should be gone.”

“Two hours?” Stalin confirmed.

“Two hours, Comrade Stalin,” the microbiologist straightened his glasses.

“Well then,” Stalin rubbed at his cheeks, which were quickly becoming more and more pink. “It would seem now’s the time to serve the hot food, fellas.”

The servants in carmine shirts standing motionlessly by the walls broke away from their places and disappeared through the doors.

“May I take a glance, Comrade Stalin?” Tolstoy stood up.

“We’ll all have a look, Comrade Tolstoy. When there’s actually something to look at. Sit down, please. I’m sorry that we’ve interrupted you again, Anastas. Now, we’re listening, mon ami.”

“I’m afraid it seems my toast . . . has lost its spark!” Mikoyan laughed.

“We understand you, my dear. It’s terribly unpleasant to be interrupted,” Stalin shook his head. “My deceased father never forgave anyone who interrupted him. Just tell us simply—to what shall we drink?”

“To the truth.”

“A spectacular toast!” Stalin exclaimed with unexpected volume, then leapt up from his chair and walked over to Mikoyan. “To the truth! How wonderful, Anastas! How simply wonderful! To the truth! Wonderful!”

He kissed Mikoyan three times on his smooth, yellow cheeks, then snapped his fingers. “Champagne! We must have champagne! To the truth! Let’s drink to the truth! Oh, Lord!” Stalin pressed his palms to his fiery cheeks. “For many years, for decades even, I’ve been tormentedly waiting for one of you to pronounce this toast, which is as simple as a child’s tears. Even one of you! Even once! Just one simple time!”

He went quiet, then walked quickly along the table. Everyone was looking at him. The servants walking toward silver buckets containing bottles of champagne froze. It was clearly audible how the stone floor was rustling beneath the soles of the leader’s narrow-tipped boots and how frequently melted ice was dripping down onto the pallet.

“Truth . . . truth . . . nothing but the truth . . .” Stalin pronounced thoughtfully. “How many people have sat at this table. And not simple people either. The Soviet elite. The cream of the crop. And not one of them has ever once thought of raising a toast to the truth.”

“Better late than never,” Mikoyan smiled.

“Be quiet!” Stalin scolded him sharply, walked over to the table, and looked at the men sitting there as if he were seeing them for the first time.

His gaze reached Tolstoy.

“So, what happened, gentlemen?” Stalin asked, looking him in the eyes.

Tolstoy stood up slowly. His stooped, skinny torso in an old-fashioned steel-toned suit with a double-breasted, gold-buttoned jacket decorated with two-headed eagles loomed over the table glittering with gold and crystal. His narrow, flour-white face looked at Stalin uncomprehendingly, his terribly white eyes bulging out.

“You’re a master of words, isn’t that so?” Stalin asked.

“I’m . . . a member of the Writers’ Union, Comrade Stalin,” Tolstoy pronounced dully.

Stalin looked intently into his eyes, took a step back, wound up, then punched Tolstoy in the face. Tolstoy fell sweepingly over onto the table and his narrow, bald head smashed into the golden bear, knocking it over. What remained of the caviar flew out of the silver buckets and onto Kaganovich’s, Malenkov’s, and Bulganin’s suits. Stalin grabbed a golden bowl full of reindeer pâté, smashed it onto Tolstoy’s head as the writer writhed around on the table, then grabbed the writer by his big-boned arm and pulled him to his feet. “Stand up!”

Crushing through crystal, Tolstoy slid off the table and staggered up. The golden bowl shone on his head, the pâté having been pressed out and fallen onto the writer’s chest and shoulders, and blood flowed from his busted lips.

“Unfortunately, this is what contemporary Soviet literature looks like,” Stalin pointed at Tolstoy, walked back over to his chair, then sat down. “Go, Comrade Tolstoy, put yourself in order, then come back and join us.”

Tolstoy staggered out.

Kaganovich, Malenkov, and Bulganin began to clean the caviar from their suits with napkins.

“I haven’t read any thick contemporary journals for a long time,” Bulganin grinned. “You open, let’s say, Novy Mir, you read one page, a second, a third . . . and, by the twentieth, you understand that this isn’t a novy mir, a new world, at all. But a very, very old one.”

“Truer words were never spoken, Nikolai,” Stalin nodded and looked closely at Malenkov. “And you, mon petit chat, if you’re still going to continue, then one day, under these very vaults and in this very same company, I’m going to cut off one of your testicles with this very knife, salt it, pepper it, and make you eat it. And if you so much as wince, salaud, I’ll order you to be roasted like Bukharin. Not at the stake, but over hot coals. Then I’ll invite your apparatchiks here, I’ll sit them down at this table, and I’ll make those bastards eat their boss with a red sauce. Then Manizer will cast your monument. From the shit your employees so gracefully digested out of you. Understood?”

“Understood,” Malenkov moved his narrow Buryat eyes off to the side.

Molotov sighed impatiently.

“What’s the matter with you?” Stalin looked at him sullenly.

“You’re insulting us, Iosif.”

“Why’s that, Vyacheslav?”

“Because all you ever say is ‘me, me, me.’ ‘I’ll order,’ ‘I’ll cut off.’ Most of the comrades present here would be delighted to cut off every part of Malenkov, whether or not we were ordered to. And I would personally,” Molotov glared at Malenkov’s very pale, wide-eyed face, “I would personally roast him over hot coals. A slow roast.”

“Perhaps I should leave?” Malenkov stood up.

“Sit down!” Stalin ordered in English and Malenkov sat down.

Stalin bowed his head. “My highly respected comrades, members of the Politburo, I offer you my sincerest apologies. And to you, Comrade Molotov, I offer an individual apology. A heartfelt apology. With my whole heart . . .”

He was quiet, sitting still with his head bowed, then he suddenly straightened up and clapped his hands loudly.

“Change the tablecloths!”

Seven servants immediately walked over to the table, took the tablecloth, lifted it up above the heads of the guests along with all the dishes, utensils, and appetizers, then carried it out in an instant, leaving behind an empty mahogany table.

Soon, another tablecloth appeared—a red-and-white one covered with Soviet symbols; the servants’ nimble hands soon placed new dishes of Dulevo porcelain painted by Malevich onto this tablecloth. In the middle of the table arose an enormous steel dish containing a whole roasted pig; the pig’s face had been prepared in a special way: a large fake pince-nez protruded from the bridge of its nose, its snout had been flattened out, its purblind eyes squinted cunningly, and its yellow teeth protruded spitefully from beneath its contemptuously curved lips.

Everyone immediately recognized the pig as the Judas Trotsky.

“It’s about time he was served on a platter like this!” Bulganin exclaimed.

“Not all our enemies are better off dead,” Stalin remarked, degusting the glass of wine that’d been served to him. “I recommend this 1945 Kindzmarauli to everyone.”

The servants plunged a dozen forks and knives into the pig’s back, then retreated toward the wall.

“Please, comrades,” Stalin invited everyone. “You may serve yourselves. Any piece can be yours. Roasted pork with potatoes is proper Soviet food.”

Everyone stood up and reached out for the pig.

Tolstoy came back in. His narrow, pale face was calm; his lower lip was very swollen and there were still traces of pâté and blood on his jacket.

“Sit down, Comrade Tolstoy,” Stalin nodded to him.

Tolstoy walked over to his chair.

Molotov flopped an enormous piece of pork down onto the leader’s plate.

“That’s for you, Vyacheslav,” Stalin pushed the plate over to him. “I’ll only be eating Trotsky’s ears.”

The members of the Politburo began to fuss with the pig and soon two dark-brown pig ears appeared on the leader’s plate.

“We still haven’t drunk to the truth,” Voroshilov remarked, lifting his glass of Kindzmarauli.

“Yes, yes!” Molotov moved in for the toast. “You forgot about the most important toast, Iosif.”

“What?” Stalin narrowed his eyes distractedly.

“To the truth. Anastas’s toast to the truth,” Molotov reminded him.

Stalin looked at him attentively. “And what is truth?”

“Truth?” Molotov laughed, baring his big, white teeth. “Truth is truth!”

“And what does that mean?” Stalin looked him in the eye.

“Truth . . . is what the world is built on,” Molotov replied seriously.

Stalin sighed disgustedly and turned to the guests. “Can someone here give a precise definition of truth?”

Everyone was silent.

Stalin waited for a minute, then raised his glass. “It’s not worth drinking to that which is undefinable.”

“Then to what shall we drink?” Prince Vasily asked cautiously.

“We’ve had enough toasts,” Stalin said and drank silently.

Everyone followed his example.

“Fantastic wine!” Shostakovich smacked with pleasure. “I just can’t understand it, I’ve been to the West a great many times and I’ve never once seen a bottle of our Georgian wine in their wineshops. Never! Why don’t their plutocrats sell Georgian wine?”

“The bourgeoisie loves French wine,” Mikoyan remarked, putting a juicy piece of pork into his mouth.

“Or Italian and Spanish wines in a pinch,” Eisenstein nodded.

“The plutocrats had their taste spoiled by Catholics. During their communions, they only drink dry wines. And we drink sweet Cahors wine!” Kaganovich chimed in.

“That’s why they can’t stand semisweet champagne,” Beria muttered.

“Still, comrades, it’s strange,” Shostakovich raised his empty glass and a fella in a red shirt immediately filled it. “Wine such as this exists and they don’t drink it?”

“It’s all to do with sugar. Sugar and only sugar. Georgian grapes are too sweet for plutocrats,” Kaganovich chewed. “They all have diabetes!”

The guests laughed.

“It’s got nothing to do with sugar,” Stalin spoke up, cutting into the pig’s ear.

“Why is it then, Comrade Stalin?” Shostakovich asked.

“In ’46, I treated de Gaulle to an excellent bottle of Akhasheni. We drank that bottle, then opened another. Why not, fuck you slowly? Finally, we finish the second bottle. They bring in a third. And de Gaulle asks, ‘What kind of wine is this, Iosif?’ I say, ‘Akhasheni. You don’t like it?’ ‘No, no,’ he says, ‘I somehow like it very much. But the French would never like it.’ ‘Why?’ I ask. ‘Because it has a bloody aftertaste.’ And, on that note, we parted. That couillon de couillons said nothing about sugar. I send him a box of Akhasheni every Christmas. And he sends me a box of his favorite chardonnay from Burgundy.”

“What else can be expected from those frogs?” Kaganovich waved his knife.

“More than we expect from sheenies?” Stalin asked and crunched into the pig’s ear.

“It might be a good time to mention that I’m a Jew, Iosif,” Kaganovich smiled awkwardly.

“So am I,” Stalin replied. “But only half. What’s with our steel, Malenkov?”

“In what sense, Comrade Stalin?”

“In this sense,” Stalin picked up the half-eaten pig’s ear from his plate and showed it to Malenkov.

Everyone fell silent. Only Tolstoy, paying no attention to anyone around him, frantically hacked at his pork, shoveled it into his mouth, and chewed greedily, smacking and mumbling something inaudible.

Malenkov wiped at his lips with a napkin and stood up. “In the first quarter, our blast furnaces will produce no less than two million tons of steel, Comrade Stalin.”

Stalin silently examined the pig’s ear.

“Interesting,” he began after a protracted pause. “This is a roasted pig’s ear. If it’s examined from a normal distance. But if you bring it right up to your eye”—he brought the ear right up to his intently shining eyes—“a person might not realize that it’s no more than a roasted pig’s ear . . . From this perspective, a truly stunning landscape opens up . . . some mountains perhaps . . . flat mountains . . . almost as if someone had flattened them out . . . perhaps a hydrogen bomb went off here?” He lifted his head. “Sakharov! Didn’t you work on the hydrogen bomb?”

“Yes, Comrade Stalin,” Sakharov nodded. “Kurchatov and I did.”

“And where is Kurchatov? Did he die?”

“He’s still . . . alive, Comrade Stalin.”

“Why?”

“What? I . . . don’t understand . . .” Sakharov blinked.

Stalin looked attentively at Sakharov and held out the ear to him. “Take it.”

Beria handed the ear to Mikoyan, Mikoyan to Voroshilov, Voroshilov to Kaganovich, Kaganovich to Landau, then, finally, Landau handed it to Sakharov. Sakharov took the ear.

“Take a look . . . at what’s there . . .” Stalin sighed heavily and rubbed at his pink cheeks.

“Well . . . it’s . . . a pig’s ear, Comrade Stalin . . .” Sakharov examined it.

“Look closer . . . closer . . . closer . . .”

Sakharov looked at Stalin uncomprehendingly.

“Get it right up to your eyes, Comrade Sakharov,” Mikoyan suggested.

Sakharov brought the ear up to his eyes.

“Well . . . Speak! Speak!” Stalin furrowed his brow impatiently. “What was there, who blew it up, why that in particular . . . why those orange waves . . . could it be it was a sea . . . a sea turned to stone . . . and where have the people gone . . . the peacefully laboring people . . .”

Sakharov examined the ear carefully. His broad forehead was dotted with perspiration.

Losing his patience, Stalin exchanged a look with Beria.

“Comrade Sakharov, tell us simply and coherently what it is that you concretely see,” Beria advised.

“I see . . . a roasted pig’s skin,” Sakharov pronounced, raising his head.

Stalin nodded sullenly. His face seemed to suddenly age. He rubbed at the bridge of his nose and stared at a steel candleholder shaped like a hammer and sickle. The flame of its thick red candle was reflected in his eyes, gleaming off the endless surfaces of his diamond necklace and dancing in the light-green depths of the emerald.

Stalin’s eyes filled with tears. Everyone sat motionlessly. Even Tolstoy stopped smacking and, sticking out his busted lower lip, stared blankly at Malenkov, who was standing as still as a tree trunk.

A tear rolled forth from Stalin’s eye and fell onto his hand. Stalin looked at his hand, brought it to his mouth, and licked up the tear.

“The salt of the earth . . .” he said quietly.

His thin nostrils quivered and tears rolled down his cheeks. He lowered his face into his palms and began to weep silently. Several guests stood up from their seats dumbfoundedly, but Beria raised his hand in warning.

“Stay calm.”

Stalin was sobbing: his shoulders shuddering helplessly, his head quaking, and tears oozing through his thin, pale fingers.

Beria stood up. “Comrades, I’m going to have to ask you to leave.”

The members of the Politburo and the other guests moved cautiously toward the exit. Having decided to stay, Molotov made a hand signal to Beria, but the Minister of State Security shook his head unyieldingly. Molotov reluctantly turned and followed the others out. Beria nodded at the servants frozen in front of the painted wall and they ran out inaudibly.

Only Stalin, Beria, and the six men next to the block of ice were left in the hall with the vaulted ceiling.

Beria sat down next to Stalin, took out his cigarette case, and lit up.

Stalin sobbed for a long time. The spasms rolled over him like waves, forcing his bent torso to occasionally jerk violently or emit the finest of shudders.

Beria smoked, examining the bright mural on the ceiling.

Several chunks of ice fell off the block all at once. Stalin shuddered, then fell silent. Beria placed his long-fingered white hand on the nape of Stalin’s neck. Stalin pulled out a handkerchief and pressed it to his flushed face:

“Don’t look at me . . .”

Beria stood up, walked over to the block of ice, and looked into it. The block was cracked and ready to split into two pieces.

“We’re reaching the finale here, Iosif,” Beria palpated the crack.

Without removing the handkerchief from his face, Stalin felt around for the bell lying on the table, then rang it. Two servants ran in.

“Makeup,” Stalin ordered in English.

A very plump woman in the uniform of an MGB major carrying a small case appeared in the room, sat down next to Stalin, and began to put his face back in order.

“I must say, Malenkov is just such a nit,” Beria spoke as he paced around the block. “Every time I see him, I lose my composure. How can you tolerate him?”

“He’s a good technical fella. He really knows production . . .” Stalin replied dully.

“But he’s a monstrous schemer. Think of how many people’s blood he spoiled. Kuybyshev, Postyshev, and Kosior weren’t enough for him. Now he’s moved on to Kosygin. The piece of shit . . .” he said this last thing in English.

“He has tremendous experience.”

“Kosygin knows heavy industry no worse than he does. The entire evacuation of the factories depended on him. A practical guy and a dandy from a family of iron magnates. Lively, gregarious. He plays golf brilliantly.”

“Is that important to the Deputy Chairman of the Council of Ministers?”

“Yes!” Beria became more lively. “I used to think like Mayakovsky: ‘For me it’s billiards, say, to whet the sight; for him it’s chess—more useful for a leader.’6 Chess is a wonderful thing for rulers. It teaches them strategic thought. But golf teaches them tactical thought. During Lenin’s time and in the ’30s, everything was determined by strategy. Now, at the beginning of the ’50s, tactical thinking has taken precedence. Kosygin’s a fella with prospects.”

“I don’t know . . . I’ll have to think. Malenkov’s done so much for the country. Though he is a terrible bastard . . .” Stalin stood up, looked into a round hand mirror, and touched his brow. The woman also stood up.

“Yes . . . and what’s going on with the Bankers’ Affair?” Stalin asked.

“I gave you my report this morning.”

“Today?” Stalin gave the mirror to the woman.

“Yes.”

“And what . . .” Stalin accompanied the woman out with his gaze, “what’s going on with that rascal Shipov?”

“We’re working on him. He’s staying silent for now.”

“You’re working on him and he’s keeping quiet?”

“All people are different, Iosif. Not everyone is as spineless as Bukharin.”

“You mean . . . Shipov is a courageous man?”

“Just a stubborn one.”

“That’s strange. I wouldn’t have guessed.”

“We hung him up yesterday. I think tomorrow . . . I mean today, he’ll start talking.”

Stalin walked over to the block of ice atop the pallet.

“It cracked, you see,” Beria showed him.

“What are we waiting for? If you hammer a wedge in there, it’ll fall apart right away,” Stalin felt at the crack.

“That would be dangerous, Comrade Stalin,” the microbiologist sat up from his chair. “You might harm the object.”

“Let’s get some wedges,” Stalin muttered without looking at the microbiologist. “I’m not gonna hang around here until morning.”

They brought in an ax and a log from which the guards hewed four wedges, which they then stuck into the crack and began to strike at with the ax. The block cracked more.

“You should move farther away, Comrade Stalin,” the physicist advised.

“Come on, come on,” Stalin stared sullenly at the crack.

They struck the wedges once. Twice. After the third blow, the block cracked loudly and fell apart. A frozen giant with monstrous genitals and a small suitcase in his lap was left sitting atop the pallet in the melted water and surrounded by chunks of ice.

“Who is this?” Stalin asked after a protracted pause, then looked at the microbiologist.

“We don’t yet know, Comrade Stalin.”

“What’s with his balls?”

“It looks like elephantiasis, Comrade Stalin. Or, perhaps, the result of radiation,” the microbiologist squinted shortsightedly.

“If this is an Earth-Fucker,” Beria began, “that means they must all have phalluses like this. It’s probably not a coincidence.”

“You mean to say their phalluses are so big because they copulate with the earth?” Stalin asked.

“Exactly.”

“And they don’t live with women anymore?”

“With such proportions . . . that’s absolutely out of the question . . . A pecker like that wouldn’t even fit into a cow,” Beria yawned and glanced at his watch.

“Yes . . .” Stalin nodded thoughtfully. “How they must love their native soil. But perhaps they have women with enormous vaginas?”

“In their first message, they wrote that not a single woman lived in their community.”

“There you go . . .” Stalin walked around the pallet and examined the frozen giant. “An enormous fellow. Such big feet . . . How tall is he?”

“Just eyeing it . . . I’d say at least two meters twenty,” Beria concluded.

“The one who came in ’37 had horns. This one has balls that weigh two poods . . . Is it really possible that this is the future that awaits our country?” Stalin touched the giant’s bald head disgustedly.

“We should see what’s in the suitcase,” Beria nodded to the guards. “Remove it. But be careful.”

The guards began to extract the suitcase from the ice with their axes. Once they’d gotten it free, Stalin walked over to the table with the remains of the refection, grabbed the edge of the tablecloth, and gave it a violent tug. Everything came off the table and fell noisily to the floor. The pince-nez leapt off the pig’s nose and rolled over to the wall; a guard picked it up.

Beria put the suitcase down on the table.

“Should we call the minesweepers?” Stalin asked.

“I don’t feel there’s a snake in the grass here,” Beria gestured for Stalin to open the suitcase. “But you’re the head of state.”

After a short pause, Stalin walked over and cautiously opened the suitcase. A restrained blue light radiated forth from it, illuminating the leader’s face. Stalin and Beria examined the contents: twelve pieces of blue lard drowned in sugar.

“Come here, Comrade Scientists,” Stalin invited them.

The physicist and the microbiologist walked over.

“What is this?” Stalin asked.

“It’s hard to immediately say, Comrade Stalin,” the microbiologist replied.

“A detailed analysis will be necessary,” the physicist frowned.

“You’re free to go,” Stalin declared, staring fixedly at the suitcase.

The scientists left.

“It’s some kind of phosphorous, maybe,” Beria palpated the hardened sugar covering the blue lard. “This is an unusual light, isn’t it?”

“Very much so,” Stalin continued to stare at it fixedly.

“I’ll take it with me, then send it for testing in the morning.”

“Hold on,” Stalin pronounced.

“What?” Beria didn’t understand.

“Let me hold on to it. For now.”

“But . . . don’t we need to find out exactly what it is?”

“We’ll have plenty of time for that later. But right now . . . this light makes me feel good.”

Beria looked silently at the leader’s face, bathed in blue light.

“You want—” he started to say.

“Yes, yes,” Stalin interrupted him. “I want to take it with me.”

“OK,” Beria nodded. “Shall we have some cognac?”

“I’m going to bed,” Stalin closed the suitcase and picked it up by the handle. “It’s still cold.”

“What?”

“I’m saying the suitcase is still cold. It hasn’t warmed up yet,” said Stalin, looking into Beria’s eyes.

“Why not?” Beria asked in English and smiled tiredly.

“Have a nice morning, Lavrenty,” Stalin turned and left with the suitcase in hand. “Get me a car!”

A guard disappeared through a low arched door.

Beria dropped his unfinished cigarette on the ground and stepped on it with his beautiful English boot.

•

			Once Stalin’s silvery-black Rolls-Royce had gone through the Spassky Gate, accompanied by two ZIMs for security, a fat woman dressed in rags hurled herself toward the motorcade with a mad cry. The guards in the ZIMs took out their weapons.

“Don’t shoot!” Stalin ordered. “It’s Triple-A! Stop!”

The motorcade stopped.

“Crush me! Trample me! Wrap my guts around your tires! Spill my rotten blood into your radiator! Then your steel horse shall carry you more smoothly!” the fat woman howled, falling to her knees.

Her wide, round face with its broken nose was flat and her small eyes shone with madness; tiny rotten teeth stuck out from beneath her formless wet lips; her unbelievably tattered rags adorned a squat body that widened freakishly as it went down; her dirty gray hair stuck out from beneath a ragged woolen kerchief; her bare feet were black with filth.

Stalin got out of the car with a cigar between his teeth.

Seeing him, AAA let forth a long, hoarse cry and smashed her red face against the frozen paving stones of Red Square.

“Hello, AAA,” Stalin began, shivering in the frigid March wind.

“Hello, dear Father! Hello, not-evening light! Hello, our savior!” AAA wailed.

One of the guards threw a long coat of dark-green cashmere over Stalin’s shoulders.

“Why were you trying to throw yourself beneath our wheels?” Stalin asked.

“For all brains! For all veins! Crush me, crush me, crush me!”

“And why should I crush you?”

“For all that was, for all that is, and for all that shall be, dear Father!”

“Why don’t you pick up your award? Your medal has been sitting on Molotov’s table for a long time. Or do you disdain our acclaim?”

“Tear up my snot-cunt with steel clasps, lock my lips shut with steel grasp, spear me on a copper stake, make me gobble down the rattlesnake, burn me with coals, beat me full of holes, force a bee into my nose, go down and the devil depose, hang me up by sweaty tits, knead me with sweat-sour mitts, shave every hair from my ass, pour me a cup of henbane fast, tie me round with a thread, ax me in twain on the scaffold dead, boil me in resin black, but don’t give me a single snack!”

Stalin grinned. “To whom shall I give a snack, if not you?”

“Shitloads of people deserve one more than me, dear Father! I won’t stop pissing and shitting beneath myself! I wasn’t raised on that kind of yeast!”

“Did you know that Kharms feeds canaries with his worms?” Stalin passed his gaze around the deserted Red Square.

“How could I not know that SHIT?” AAA snarled joyfully.

“What’s to be done with him?”

“Send him to the deepest north! There, his worms’ll chill right out!”

“Stand up, AAA. What are you wallowing about on your knees for? These aren’t the old days, you know.”

“Those days aren’t old and our business is dungy, dear Father!” she twisted around on the paving stones.

“I have an active dislike for Fadeyev’s Young Guard,” Stalin shook the ash from his cigar.

“And who could possibly like it, dear Father?”

“I really, really don’t like it . . . On the other hand, he’s a man who served. He doesn’t make you want to tear apart your nostrils.”

“Then don’t, dear Father!” AAA crawled over to him. “Much honor for the shatterhand! Give him your gilded Browning with a single bullet.”

“Not a bad idea,” Stalin reflected.

“And he’s not the only one who comes out with the pus! You could dig out half a thousand parasites snorting free cocaine! Getting fat on prewar wheat—the monsters—and when the time comes to plow a new furrow, their grub won’t cut it! Why should you need people like that?”

“I’m thinking, AAA.”

“You’ve been thinking for a long time, Father! If the snow isn’t cleared on time, it turns into ice! And ice can only be cleared away with heavy crowbars!”

She crawled over to the leader’s feet. The thick smell of long-unwashed excrement overwhelmed Stalin. He turned his face away and looked up at the sparse stars.

“Please!” AAA rasped demandingly from the ground.

Without looking at her, Stalin raised his right foot. AAA began to greedily lick the sole of his narrow-tipped boot. Stalin looked at the illuminated Kremlin. The clock on Spasskaya Tower struck a quarter past four. Stalin raised his left foot. AAA began to lick his left sole.

“I’ve crawled to you with good tidings.” She hiccuped and wiped at her lips with her dirty hand. “I’m going to give birth soon.”

“Why didn’t you say anything?”

“What’s the use of flapping one’s jaw?” she laughed.

“What do you need from me?” Stalin asked seriously.

“I need you to live, dear Father.”

“I’ll try.”

Stalin dropped his cigar, stared intently at AAA, turned, then walked toward the car.

“Did you know that Boris isn’t trampling your broad anymore?”

“I know,” Stalin replied as he got into the limousine.

The guard closed the door behind him and ran over to one of the ZIMs. The cars rumbled and the motorcade set off briskly, navigating around Saint Basil’s Cathedral and disappearing.

“I will raise the throne of the new truth from your shits such that celestial urine shall never wash it away!” AAA bowed down, greedily sucking in the exhaust from the departed motorcade through her wide nostrils.

•

			“To Arkhangelskoye,” Stalin ordered the driver as the three cars drove out onto the Kremlin Embankment.

“Ooh, I thought I was taking you to your Near Dacha, Comrade Stalin!” affectedly exclaimed the beautiful young driver in a white leather jacket with a dandyish lilac-yellow scarf around his delicate neck.

Stalin looked at the back of his head, which was shining with pomade. “Why do Muscovites buy Bugattis more than Horchs, Seryozha?”

“Now, there’s a mystery, Comrade Stalin!” the chauffeur became serious. “Everyone’s gone crazy for those Bugattis! But there have always been problems with their suspension and, as for the new motor, no one knows how it’ll handle our potholes. Still, everyone’s gone crazy: Bugatti this, Bugatti that! A beautiful car, they say! In my opinion, the prewar two-seater Mercedes is the best of them all!”

“Better than a new Horch?”

“Don’t be offended, Comrade Stalin, but it’s better! In that thing, the motor,” the chauffeur screwed up his eyes with pleasure, “is like a woman! As soon as I have my tea in the morning, Comrade Stalin, I go out to the garage, open the hood of my car, and just look at it! Now that’s beauty . . . never mind Rembrandt! My deceased father bought it in ’42 from Mikhoels, a man of the arts, and you know what that means; he’d driven thirty-two thousand kilometers without once opening the hood! The ignition was totally battered and the valves had started to knock around. We cleaned the carburetor, switched out the chain, and the whole time my father kept grumbling, ‘You almost killed the car, you stupid yid.’ And now, Comrade Stalin, twelve years have gone past and there’s not a single speck on its ass! Now, that’s a car! Like an ax! Let’s see how their Bugattis are doing in another twelve years!”

They drove out onto Gorky Street.

“Comrade Stalin, might I ask permission to address you?” said the navigator, a broad-shouldered MGB colonel with a peasant’s face sitting next to the chauffeur.

“Ye-a-ap,” Stalin rested his head back against the kidskin headrest with great pleasure.

“I have a Ford Universal, Comrade Stalin, the ’51 model. This summer, my wife and I went to France with it and, near Marseille, we crashed into that very Horch sports car. Not a head-on collision, thank God. Almost nothing happened to our car, but their whole cabin crumpled. The driver of the other car, a Frenchman, was spitting up blood. Now, that’s a Horch for you!”

“You should have crashed into him with a GAZ-M20 Pobeda, motherfucker!” the driver exclaimed. “It’s like comparing an ass with a finger! A fuckin’ Ford! You should be picking up potatoes and cafeteria ladies with a car like that! If I were you, Comrade Stalin, I’d totally ban the importation of American cars! They don’t have a single decent one! Better to drive one of our Pobedas!”

They drove onto Leningrad Highway. Single-story village houses flashed by. Only the occasional car’s headlights cut through the raw darkness.

As always, the motorcade rushed along at top speed. They turned onto Volokolamsk Highway. Once they were through Pavshino, Stalin reached out. “Stop. I’ve got the need.”

The motorcade stopped. The guards jumped out of the ZIMs and surrounded Stalin’s limousine.

Stalin got out, cracking his knuckles. “Over in the fresh air.”

They hauled the piece of the column along with the golden pencil case out of one of the ZIMs with great difficulty.

Stalin looked to the sides. Roadside bushes spattered with frozen mud protruded all around; off in the distance, the edge of a sleeping village shaded into hilly fields dotted with copses. The hazy moon weakly illuminated the dull Podmoskovye landscape. An occasional bit of sleet fell from the black sky.

Stalin, taking the syringe out of the pencil case, broke the ampoule, invisible in the darkness, sucked up the liquid, opened his mouth, and made a quick injection.

Two trucks and a motorcycle drove by.

Stalin’s whole body shuddered, he glanced at the dimly sparkling syringe, then put it back into the pencil case. The guards dragged the column back to the trunk of one of the ZIMs.

Stalin looked at his palm. Two bits of sleet had fallen into it. He licked them up with his tongue, exhaled loudly and cheerfully, then held his hand out toward the Rolls-Royce. “Get me the comms.”

The navigator flipped open the lid of the phone set and handed the black phone on its thick rubber cord through the window. “Yessir, Comrade Stalin.”

“Beria,” Stalin said into the phone, leaning his back against the limousine and looking up at a broken birch.

“Beria here,” Beria’s sleepy voice came through the phone.

“It’s really not good that our scientists don’t yet have a single theory of time, Lavrenty.”

“You think so?” Beria asked.

“Time isn’t linguistics. It isn’t even genetics.”

“I agree. It’s because no one had begun to work on time before these three transmissions came from the future. To put it simply—there were no stimuli!” Beria chuckled.

“What about the theory of relativity?”

“After today, it can be archived for good.”

“What a pity. Einstein is a nice guy. Real smart. He doesn’t just know how to talk, but how to listen. Eats and drinks with taste.”

“Yeah, and he doesn’t fuck like he grew up on the streets,” Beria yawned. “You know, I have to admit, this situation doesn’t suit me either: water or a head of cabbage? Sounds like someone’s daily allowance of shchi . . .”

“What’d you say?” Stalin asked cautiously.

“I said it sounds like someone’s daily allowance of shchi and not a theory of time.”

Stalin dropped the phone from his hand and began to walk across the dirty snow toward the broken birch. The guards rushed after him. He reached the tree, grabbed onto its rough, icy trunk with his warm hands, then froze. The guards around him also froze.

“Iosif? Iosif?” Beria’s voice rustled inside the phone swinging from its cord.

Stalin bent his knees, stooped over, and pressed his forehead to the birch. His shoulders jerked and a hoarse growl flew from his mouth. An incredibly strong three-minute-long fit of laughter shuddered across the leader’s body.

“Yasauuuukh pashooooo!!!” Stalin screamed so loudly that two crows drowsing in thickets of hawthorn flew up into the air and, with sleepy caws, set off for Moscow.

Having said goodbye to Stalin, AAA began to wander home.

A heavy, predawn silence reigned in Moscow. Even the janitors hadn’t yet awoken. Only occasionally would a single gloomy car pass by.

Humming and muttering something under her breath, AAA slapped her coarse soles against the asphalt powdered with sleet. Once she’d reached Dzerzhinsky Square, she bowed to the black monument, walked around the right side of the magnificent MGB building’s magnificent facade, turned the corner, then set off for Varsonofyevsky Lane.

Suddenly, in the huge gates of the MGB’s internal prison, the locks squealed, a narrow iron door opened, and a tall, firmly built man in a long, carelessly unbuttoned gabardine coat the color of egg yolk and cream strode through the black passageway and out into freedom. A top hat of that same shade sat crookedly atop his small head connected to a long, thick neck surrounded by a dirty white collar, around which a crumbled orange tie had been carelessly knotted. The man was carrying a mesh bag filled with dirty underclothes.

“Hot damn! Small world!” the man cried out joyfully in a voice known to every Soviet admirer of true poetry, then dropped the bag of underwear and, swinging his leg back, kicked it like a soccer ball with his sturdy German boot.

The bag flew across the narrow square and got hung up on a sign advertising Prodmag No. 40.

“Osip . . .” AAA sighed hoarsely and threw up her corned hands. “Let me choke on my dry cunt! Let me give my guts a punt!”

Now free, he looked at her with his hazy grayish-blue eyes, slowly crouching down on his strong legs and spreading out his long, grasping hands: “AAA . . . AAA? AAA!”

“Oska!!!” she squealed, then flew into his arms—a shaggy lump.

“AAA! AAA! AAA!” Osip tightly squeezed her doughy body.

“Thus did the Lord Almighty not fuck you up too terribly?!” AAA squealed, clinging on to him and staining his light jacket.

“And nor shall he fuck me up, so long as we don’t betray him!” Osip chuckled, swinging her around.

“You stunner! You golden-curled Priapus! You’ve maintained your purulent distance!”

“I’ve maintained it, my unwomanly!” he delightedly sucked in the stench coming from her through his nose. “Everything is as it was before! Do you not allow the flowing elements to touch you, my marble dough?”

“What will happen to the salt, should we wash it?” AAA snarled.

“In Moscow!” Osip walked forward with her in his arms. “I’m in Moscow again, you fucking bastards! O thou rough city! I’ve penetrated into the peristalt of thy moody streets like a meandering parasite! How scorching, how acidly merciless are thy gastric juices, but how womanly and sweet thy blood is! How devastatingly nice it is to suck it up! It’s not at all like Petersburg’s corpsey blood! This is the blood of a young, free city! Oh, how I love thee, Moscow!”

Noticing an enormous portrait of Stalin injecting himself under his tongue on the side of a Detskiy Mir store, Osip spread out his arms and ran over to it. AAA fell to the asphalt and hooted triumphantly, marveling at how professional and sprinterly Osip’s aspect was in his flapping coat.

Once he’d reached it, Osip tumbled to his knees and stared up at the portrait, which, not entirely stuck to the gray building, was fluttering slightly. “My words are unseemly, like farts at a burial, but sincere, like screams at interrogation adversarial . . .” He began to fumble agitatedly at his chest with his thick, strong fingers and their bitten fingernails. “To you who tramples the sleepy dust of Earth, to you who has sunk the ships of old myths, to you who has torn apart the Cunt of Common Sense, to you who has woken up and put a halter on the Russian Bear, to you who has spat in the mug of the Rotten West, to you who exchanges winks with the stars, to you who fucks our Great People, to you who has dappled the clitori of multilayered Soviet women with your spit, to you who has wreaked havoc on the anuses of Soviet men, to you—the Giant of our New Era—there is no equal on our Earth!”

Osip leaned forward and kissed the portrait’s rough canvas.

AAA came up from behind him.

Osip leapt up from his knees lightly, ran his hands over his elongated, unshaven, coarsely modeled face with its unrefined, barbarically direct features, then, leaning back suddenly, began to laugh. His top hat flew off his shaggy head and a light-orange dot rolled across Dzerzhinsky Square.

“I squealed on everyone again!” he laughed, reeling with delight. “I squealed on everyone, everyone, everyone, everyone!”

AAA pressed herself to his back, feeling the trembling of his strong, muscular body with great pleasure.

“I even squealed on you! Even on you!”

“It took that long?!” she grunted offendedly. “You boiled condom! You still haven’t guessed yet? I’ve been informed on over and over again . . . even by myself! I have the mark of Earthly Shame shining forth from all of me, down to the tips of my hair! Shear ’em off and it’ll be back within a minute!”

“Oh how pleasant it is to squeal on friends and relatives!” Osip swayed back and forth while half covering his eyes. “Such virginal sweetness! Such unbearable pleasure! How much there is in it that’s genuine and elevated!”

“To squeal is to wake up from the dream of life! To fuck oneself to the point of heartburn! To squeal on one’s friends is to forget oneself! And to squeal on one’s enemies is to forget God!” AAA wheezed.

“And I squealed on her too! Her, a porcelain pigeon, the master of the gazes of the guilty, the keeper of the cold sweat of rejection! She refused me, yes, but she shall not refuse the Lubyanka torturers! She will palpitate in their hands like a plucked white-bodied swan! Oh, still the sun won’t have risen as your bones crack upon the rack, my Side-Gazing Love! You shall scream a white scream and pour forth urine onto the concrete floor! I would give my skin for a Spanish boot to pull over your pale foot!”

Osip grabbed onto his chest and began to tear. His dirty Dutch shirt tore apart and the fresh, still bleeding tattoo on his chest flashed in the light of the moon and the scarce streetlights. It was of a girl being torn apart by chains with an inscription below it that read

MEA CULPA

“I thi-i-i-irst!” Osip’s wild cry swept through slumbering Moscow.

“All the blood of the Motherland into a glass of the Fury of your Impatience! Mix it with the tears of those Squealed on by you and the sperm of those you’ve Ravaged! And wash away the undried ink of your Rough Drafts with the Urine of my Highest Service; for you were not born to write with inks, you Dandy of Unearthly Bounds!” AAA snarled, lifting her ragged skirt and revealing her large, pendulous, shaggy, dirty genitals and her prolapsed, ulcerated scarlet labia.

Osip gave them a frenzied glance and gritted his teeth. “Gimme some money, marble dough!”

“Lord! Am I to hear such a thing from you, O Smasher of Walls?!” AAA threw up her hands. “Money! Leaves from the sawed-down oak trees of Zarathustra! The balls of the bone-eater Hamlet! Faustian dust!”

“Gimme some money, sister! I gotta get going!” Osip snapped.

“Take it all, take it, take it, take it!” she began to take bundles of money out from her rags and throw them to him.

Osip greedily caught them in his wide, strong palms, then shoved them into his pockets:

“Get going! Get going! I thirst for that which is High!”

“It’s all yours! Everything on our earth is yours! Take it and don’t look back!”

“You and I are used to not looking back, marble dough! The Almighty has kneaded us from the highest clay, not with frail potter’s muck, but with Pillars of Steel propping up His starry sky! We have no one to look back on but Him!”

Shoving the last bundle into his pocket, Osip looked around furiously.

“Where shall you now hurl your highest body?”

“To the Berlin! To get smeared across the roulette table! Then to the whores at the Plucked Peacock! I’ll fuck till I vomit! Then, after that, to Strelna with a whole company of thieves where we’ll stay till dawn! We’ll read round in a circle! And in the morning, we’ll go smash Tolstoy’s face in! Une partie de plaisir, you fucking relics!”

“Haven’t you done enough with him, Oska?! Better to go beat Borka! He’s not fucking the queen anymore!”

“Is that true?” Osip grinned. “Motu proprio?”

“I don’t think so.”

“Ah, you Peredelkino seal! You can’t bleat into all the highest pussies!”

“Beat him! You must beat him! He deprives us of the golden hook!”

“Borka doesn’t need to be beaten, but to be fucked! He goes all funny from his constipation . . . Taxi! Taxi!” he roared, noticing a Pobeda emblazoned with a white-and-gray checkered pattern.

The car drove in a circle around the monument to Dzerzhinsky, then stopped in front of them.

“Do me a favor, man—help me out!” Osip grabbed at his heart and fell to his knees. “I’m dyin’!”

The sleepy, elderly driver slunk out of the car. “What’s goin’ on, mister?”

“Here’s what’s going on!” Osip knocked the driver off his feet with a sharp blow.

“Oska . . . that’s just . . . un mauvais ton!” AAA chuckled.

Osip grabbed the old man by his gray hair and began to blood-thirstily beat his head against the pavement. “Ad patres! Ad patres! Ad patres!”

The taxi driver’s face quickly turned into a bloody kasha. Osip dropped him, then got into his car. “Finita! It’s been half a year since I really beat someone’s face in! I love coarse aesthetics! Fucking people up furiosamente! Let’s go to the three stations, my spiritual louse!”

“I’m giving birth today, Oska.”

“Let’s go, marble dough! You can give birth later!”

“I can’t, mon cher, my heirs are waiting for me! And why do you need to go to the three stations anyway? I thought you were going to the casino?”

Osip’s unshaven face beamed lustily and mysterious flames flashed forth in his hazy eyes. “Do you know what muzhik dick from the three stations is like in the morning?”

“I know, my boundless dandy!”

“If you know, then why are you asking stupid questions?”

He slammed the door shut and looked out of the window. “Come to Strelna this evening! I’m going to read jail stuff! A new book, AAA! That’s why I went to jail, mouthfucker!”

“And may the Lord strengthen the refined sugar of your brain!” she crossed him.

Osip breathed in deeply through his nose with a growl, then spat juicily through the car window. His thick spit slapped down onto the cold asphalt resoundingly.

“Bonjour, AAA!”

He swung the car around feverishly and took off down Kirov Street.

•

			Having stepped over the taxi driver’s bloody corpse, AAA got down on her knees in front of Osip’s spit, the light-green color of which stood out from the black asphalt:

“We shall heal the squalor of the world with your celestial loogie . . .”

She carefully raked up the spit into her hand, stood up, and began to walk through Moscow as the city woke up. Janitors’ brooms rustling across the frozen pavement could already be heard in building courtyards. Policemen wearing felt boots with galoshes and black fur coats reported to their posts. Grayish-blue cars filled with hot bread drove to bakeries. Reddish-green vans carried newspapers that smelled of lead. The first trams and buses had begun to crawl down the streets.

AAA passed by the Ministry of the Maritime Fleet, turned onto Neglinnaya Street, reached Stoleshnikov Lane, walked down it, then ended up on Gorky Street. The morning’s first pedestrians gazed at her drowsily. Some of them got down on their knees and kissed the pavement over which her bare feet had shuffled. On Pushkin Square, a young lady in an astrakhan coat and a fur hat with an arctic fox fringe ran after her. “Bless me, oh unimplicated one!”

AAA spat in her face seriously.

“I can’t fall asleep without reading your ‘Requiem,’” the lady joyfully rubbed the spit across her face.

Near Minsk Casino, two pale dandies tore several shreds from her tattered clothes.

“Where y’headed, whore?” a squint-eyed janitor with a clean apron over his vatnik grinned, staring at her as he walked out through the arch of his courtyard with a bucket of sand.

“Get lost, you Tatar mug!” a thin cadet wearing a pince-nez smacked the janitor in his high-cheekboned face, then ran after AAA. “Bless me, great one! Bless me, oh one and only!”

“Suck a dick!” AAA beelined it straight across Gorky Street.

A black NKVD car braked sharply in front of her; a rosy-cheeked cop in a fur hat stuck his head out of the car, put a shiny whistle into his mouth, and began to whistle with wild modulations.

“I’ll show you what it means to whistle, you scoundrel!” Mitrofan Vladimirovich Purishkevich shook his white-gloved fist threateningly at the duty cop from his sled. He was on his way from the Yar to Sretenka Street to see his mistress Tselikovskaya.

AAA turned onto Tverskoy Boulevard. There was no one here except for two shaggy homeless dogs trying to catch sleepy pigeons. AAA reached the Church of the Great Ascension, in which Pushkin had been married, touched its steps, then put her hand to her nostrils. “The scent of your lust is still here, you thin-leggèd blackamoor!”

On Herzen Street, a sharp contraction caused her to keel over. “Not here, Proserpina . . .” she moaned, getting down on all fours.

“Hey, kneading trough, what d’you think yer doing?” a kalach vendor kicked her.

AAA got up with a groan and, clutching at her stomach, wandered up Herzen to the Garden Ring. Now in front of the Central House of Writers, she bared her hefty, unclean buttocks, stuck her index finger into her anus, which was covered in feces and overgrown with polyps, pulled it out, then clumsily wrote on the building’s pale-yellow facade:


DO UT DES

She walked through several courtyards onto Vorovsky Street, then padded out fifty more steps and found herself in front of her luxurious grayish-beige villa, constructed in the art nouveau style and with a garden and an observatory on its roof. Staggering and groaning in pain, AAA approached the openwork lattice of the gate and pressed down on the bell button with her fist. The glazed walnut door swung open and a fat doorman wearing violet livery rushed down the front staircase, opened the gate, and took AAA under his arm.

“Oh mama . . . oh mama . . .”

“Ooh! I barely made it . . .” she leaned her weighty body against him.

There were two ladies at the threshold. One was small and homely in a dull gray dress. The other was very tall, thin as a rod, and had a pale, bony face and a long nose that resembled a raven’s beak. She was wearing a skintight black leotard and thick glasses.

“My God! We’re already . . . My God!” The little lady ran down the stairs nimbly and grabbed AAA with her small, nimble hands. “I’m afraid to even think . . . ! My God! What on earth’s happening?”

The tall lady got down on all fours and, moving her long arms and legs deftly, like a dog, rushed down the stairs and began to twirl around AAA’s legs, barking and whining.

They brought AAA up the staircase and into the house. The enormous entrance hall, faced with walnut, pink marble, and copper, was full of adolescents. The boys and girls were lying on the floor and seated along the walls. When they saw AAA, they stirred and stood up.

“How many?” AAA asked the little lady, frowning from the pain in her stomach.

“Thirty-eight, oh incandescent one,” she reported. “Two left. One had a fit of falling sickness and I kicked the other out.”

AAA passed her gloomy gaze over the adolescents. They looked at her with suppressed delight, which soon turned to fear.

“Osip got let out!” AAA announced.

Sighs and moans of delight burst forth from the assembled company.

“He tore my heart in two, the sweet torturer!” the little lady crossed herself and covered her weeping eyes with wizened palms.

The tall lady squealed, wriggled, then jumped high up into the air, trying to bite the chandelier. AAA kicked her and opened her filthy fist filled with Osip’s spit. “Come receive the communion of the sublime loogie!”

The adolescents reached out for her palm with their young tongues, and half a minute later her coarse, dark palm was empty.

“Water, water, water!” AAA cried out in a loud, chesty voice, tearing at the rags on her plump bosom.

The doorman and the little lady took her under their arms and led her upstairs to her bedchamber.

“I shall give birth before midday, my heart senses it!” AAA moaned.

“Give birth, great one, give birth, oh unimplicated one . . .” the little lady murmured.

“Shall it be worthy? Shall it be found?” AAA shook her heavy head.

“It shall be found, my queen, it shall be found, oh Virgin of Light . . .” the lady calmed her.

The tall lady leapt up the stairs, overtaking the others and squealing enthusiastically.

The bedchamber was cramped but cozy; on the walls upholstered in blue silk hung portraits of Pushkin, Dante, Gumilev, and Stalin. Next to the wide bed with its velvet canopy was a folding military iconostasis, given to the mistress of the house by the commander of the Leningrad Military District. By the window, there was a smallish desk of mahogany covered over in books and manuscripts; in the corner of the room towered a marble bath with golden legs in the shape of wingèd angels. The bath was full of water.

They brought AAA over to the bath and she got down on her knees and swiftly jammed her head in, submerging it. Some of the water overflowed onto the floor. The tall lady leapt over to AAA, then, bending over, began to lick at her black heel.

The little lady kicked her thin ribs. “Back off, Lidka!”

The tall lady ran into the corner with a howl and lay down on her fur mat.

“Wa-a-anderful!” AAA raised her head.

The little lady wrapped a preprepared towel around her and began to dry her off gently.

“To bed, to bed . . .” AAA moaned, “it’s already coming . . .”

The doorman and the lady helped her up and brought her to bed, and AAA keeled over backwards.

“Should I fall into forgetfulness, burn my hand with a candle,” AAA muttered, closing her eyes. “I want to gaze my heir in the eye. And, only then, go to the Lord with his sweaty armpits . . .”

The little lady made a sign to the doorman. He left.

The lady sat down on the edge of the bed, took AAA’s limp, heavy hand into her little hands, and, bending down, kissed it.

“Light-Bear-er!” AAA pronounced, minutely articulating each syllable, then she cried out with the frightening and visceral voice of a woman in labor, her whole bulky body shuddering.

•

			Stalin’s motorcade drove up to Arkhangelskoye. Here, in a magnificent palace built during the reign of Catherine II, lived the count and previous member of the Politburo and of the Central Committee of the CPSU Nikita Aristarkhovich Khrushchev, who had been removed from his state duties by the October Plenum of the Central Committee.

The enormous territory of the palace was surrounded by a stone fence with cast-iron latticework done in the classical style, each link of which was decorated with the Khrushchev family coat of arms: a pentacle, a compass, and three lilies.

Even at a distance, from the Ilyinsky Highway, Stalin noticed a light hanging over the black nocturnal forest; today, the palace was illuminated because the fifty-two-year-old count was celebrating his name day.

The motorcade drove up to the gates, behind which was located the checkpoint of Khrushchev’s personal guard, which watched the count around the clock. This unit, numbering nearly six hundred men, was made up of White Army officers fully devoted to Khrushchev, graduates of the Great East Sabotage School, and Circassians from the famed “savage” division. They were provided for by the count, were quartered on the territory of his estate, and answered exclusively to him.

General Vlasik and two guards climbed out of a ZIM, walked over to the gates, and made a sign to the three Circassians on watch. The bearded, dark-faced men dressed in long-skirted felt cloaks and shaggy Cossack hats with green ribbons looked distrustfully at the approaching motorcade, then at the general. One of the Circassians went into the depot. A captain in a dark White Army uniform walked out, approached the gates, spoke briefly with Vlasik, then went back into the depot—to report to the count.

“What a bunch of cutthroats!” Stalin’s driver grinned, looking at the Circassians. “What they got up to in Berlin . . . my brother told me, Comrade Stalin. They have a form of torture where they stake a man on a snake. And, in Berlin, as soon as they took the zoo, the place was just crawling with snakes. So, he says, we’re driving with the commander and, look at that, a German colonel is rolling around on the ground and the Circassians from the savage division are standing around him in a circle and laughing. And it turns out they’d put one up his ass and—”

“Shut it,” Stalin interrupted him.

The gates opened and the captain walked out of the depot and touched his hand to his visor. The Circassians reluctantly touched their dark hands to their cossack hats.

The motorcade drove onto the territory of the estate. Two pillboxes with machine guns could be seen stationed immediately after the checkpoint in the spruce forest. Hidden observation posts and firing points could be made out indistinctly in the tall pine trees.

The motorcade followed the smoothly curving road to the beautifully illuminated palace and stopped in front of its tall porte cochere, which was built like a Greek portico with four columns and gates with elegant latticework. Four Great Easterners wearing camo winter overalls were standing in front of the gates holding machine guns. The gates began to slowly move apart and the motorcade drove into the inner courtyard of Khrushchev’s palace, surrounded by a semicircular colonnade and illuminated from below.

The Rolls-Royce rolled over to the low marble porch and Stalin got out of the car with the suitcase in hand and a cigar between his teeth.

“Greetings, Comrade Stalin!” a tall, handsome lieutenant wearing aiguillettes ran out onto the porch and clicked his heels. “Come in, sir!”

He flung open the door for Stalin. Stalin walked into the enormous entrance hall, sparkling with pink-and-white marble, gold, and crystal.

“And may I ask, gentlemen, that you give up your weapons before making yourselves at home in the guest wing,” the lieutenant addressed Stalin’s guards, who lagged behind the leader.

The count’s valet, Alex, a short, incredibly agile man with a memorable horsey face and wearing a white frock coat to celebrate the occasion, was waiting for Stalin in the entrance hall.

“Hello, Comrade Stalin,” he nodded quickly. “The count is extremely happy you’ve come. He’s waiting for you in the basement, sir. Might I take your bag?”

“That stays with me.” Stalin confidently walked over to the basement stairs. “What’s he doing? Torturing people again?”

“Just so, sir. Torturing, sir,” Alex hurried after Stalin. “Please sir, I’ll escort you down.”

“So he abandoned his guests?”

“The guests left a long time ago.”

“That can’t be!”

“The count was already joking about this, sir,” chattered Alex, as his short legs pattered along. “Before, he says, people were afraid of keeping him, but now they’re afraid of being kept by him.”

“I don’t get it,” Stalin yawned.

The marble staircase leading to the basement stopped at a small platform with a steel door in front of which were standing two Circassians. They gave Stalin a silent military salute and pulled at the thick door handle. The thirty-centimeter-thick door began to silently swing open and heartrending screams immediately filtered into the dimly lit passageway.

Stalin strode forward, Alex stayed behind, and the Circassians shut the door behind the leader.

The basement prison with its torture chamber had been dug by Khrushchev’s great-great-grandfather, had gone to total ruin in the nineteenth century, then was rebuilt and reequipped by the young count just after the end of the Civil War. The basement was an enfilade containing three round spaces faced with coarse, simple stone. The guards were in the first space, thirty-six solitary cells with prisoners were in the second, and the torture chamber was in the third.

Stalin walked past the guard post and down the narrow corridor, following a silent Great Easterner in a black ninja suit. The screams rang out more and more loudly. It was only one person screaming; sometimes the scream was piercing, approaching the sound of a monkey’s shriek, and sometimes it was the visceral roar of a wild boar, quickly decaying into mere gurgling and squawking.

Stalin entered the brightly illuminated round stone hall with its vaulted ceiling. Bolted to the rough floor were an iron bed, a press, an iron chair, and an iron “mare,” to which a naked young man, red and sweaty from the screams and pain, was bound by his arms and legs. Count Khrushchev was hunched over his well-illuminated back. Next to him was an instrument table on wheels. There was no executioner or torturer with the count; he always tortured in solitude.

“Hello, mon cher!” Stalin pronounced loudly, grimacing at a scream.

The count turned around reluctantly. “Iosif . . .”

Then he hunched back over the youth’s muscular back.

Stalin stood next to him, put the suitcase down on the ground, and crossed his arms across his chest.

Khrushchev was a great master of torture, a mastery which allowed him to entirely avoid the spilling of blood, the mere sight of which he could not stand. He hung people on the rack, breaking their shoulders, stretched them out across the “Swedish ladder” until they went mad from the pain, burned them with hot coals and blowtorches, crushed them with the press, suffocated them slowly, broke their bones, and poured molten lead down their throats. But today, the count was focusing on his favorite torture: the corkscrew. A dozen of the most varied steel corkscrews of his own construction lay on the table. Some of them were long and some very short, some were double-helical spirals and some triple-helical spirals; some even had complex handles with springs, self-screwing mechanisms, and deferred action. The count introduced them into the bodies of his victims so ably that not one drop of blood would ever beetle out onto the surface of their bodies.

Two steel handles were already protruding from the unhappy youth’s back: one corkscrew had been twisted into his shoulder and the other into his shoulder blade. With his hands in rubber gloves, the count slowly turned the handles, pushing the merciless metal deeper into the youth’s body.

Stalin looked at him crookedly.

Count Khrushchev was hunchbacked, which made him short; he had a heavy, elongated face that coalesced into a massive nose, reminiscent of a marabou stork’s beak. His intelligent, penetrating eyes moved moistly beneath his bushy, slightly gray brows. His long gray hair was perfectly cut. He had a sparkling diamond permanently affixed to one of his big ears. His strong, grasping hands reached all the way to his knees. Khrushchev was wearing a canvas apron out from under which peeked a snow-white shirt with long cuffs that enveloped his wrists, sealed with enchanting cuff links shaped like scarab beetles that had been made by Fabergé with gold, sapphires, diamonds, and emeralds.

The count turned both corkscrews with unexpected speed. The youth shrieked and lost consciousness.

“The limits . . . the limits . . .” the count muttered intently and cast a quick glance at Stalin. “Why are you so late?”

“Forgive me, mon cher—things came up. Happy name day.”

“Is that a gift?” the count looked at the suitcase.

“Your gift is here, mon cher,” Stalin placed his hand on the left side of his own chest with a smile.

“In your heart?”

“In my pocket. But I’m not going to give it to you here.”

“Aber natürlich, mein König,” the count brought a bottle of ammonia up to the youth’s nostrils.

The youth lay motionless.

“The limits . . .” the count began to pour the ammonia into the youth’s ear. “In principle, everything is determined only by its limits. Everything and in every way.”

“Who’s this fella?” Stalin asked, relighting his extinguished cigar.

“An actor from my troupe.”

“A bad one?”

“A spectacular one. The best Hamlet and the best Prince Myshkin in Moscow. I’ve never laughed or cried so much . . . Meyerhold kept trying to get him over to his troupe.”

“And what did you do?”

“I gave him a salary that no Meyerhold would ever be able to give him.”

“And . . . why are you doing this to him?”

“In what sense?”

“Well, why are you torturing him?” Stalin exhaled the smoke from his cigar with great pleasure.

“I never torture for something, Iosif. I’ve told you that. And more than once.”

The whole of the youth’s beautiful body jerked.

“How glorious,” the count stroked his cheek, wet with sweat and tears, then took a large corkscrew with a thick complex spiral from the table.

“By the time I was fifty, I’d understood that the most important organ in the body is the liver,” the count spoke as he took aim upon the youth’s body. “Clean blood, now that’s completely necessary for good health. The majority of illnesses result from impaired function of the liver, which loses the ability to filter the blood. Then the rubbish in our blood doesn’t settle in the liver, but simmers away rottenly in our dirty veins. And the blood,” he deftly stuck the corkscrew into the youth’s liver, “as Hippocrates said, ‘The blood is the beginning of all beginnings.’”

The youth let out a wild scream.

“It’s not even painful yet, what are you howling for?” with a focused expression, the count pressed down on the handle of the corkscrew.

The wide, multilayered screw slowly entered the quivering body. Stalin’s ears began to itch from the intensity of the screams. He stepped away, glancing at the instruments of torture.

“The limit . . . the limit . . . like a turn of the screw . . .” Khrushchev muttered.

Stalin touched the rack’s steel chains, then walked over to the iron chair with a brazier mounted underneath it for the roasting of victims and sat down, crossing his legs.

Agony took over the youth’s body. He was no longer screaming, but only twitching convulsively; his eyes rolled up into his head and saliva dripped from his beautiful, sensuous mouth.

“You would have gotten Shipov to start talking ages ago,” Stalin pronounced. “He’s kept silent with Beria for a week.”

“Shipov? Sergei Venediktovich?” Listening intently, the count turned the corkscrew just as a piano tuner turns the pin of a piano. “In my house, no one would lay a hand on that worthy gentleman. Really, Iosif, I must say that your Bankers’ Affair is a colossus with feet of clay. The Central Bank has been out of the party’s grasp for a long time; I’ve said this repeatedly and continued to fight with its monetarism with all the means at my disposal. But what you and Lavrenty are doing isn’t only incorrect, it’s also strategically dangerous. The authority of the Party is so undermined by that business with Bukharin, and you . . .” Khrushchev suddenly went quiet and touched the youth’s carotid artery. “That’s all, my rigorous young man.”

He began to loudly tear the rubber gloves off his big hands.

“And we . . .” Stalin reminded him.

“And you are undermining and destabilizing the Party even further. You’re not just scaring off aristocrats, but the bourgeoisie as well. Let’s go upstairs . . . there’s fondue.”

Khrushchev took off his frock coat and walked over to the exit with the wide gait of an orangutan.

“That’s the blue blood in you talking.” Stalin followed him out with the cigar between his straight teeth and carrying the suitcase.

“And that’s always what’s been talking. When I joined the RSDLP as a seventeen-year-old. And when, near Tsaritsyn, I mowed down Mamontov’s cavalry charge with a machine gun. And when you and I fought back against Trotsky and his gang. And when I was freezing to death in a besieged Leningrad. And when I signed a peace treaty with Hitler. And when I saw a mushroom cloud rise up over London. And when I strangled that scoundrel Tito with a bass string. And when I drowned the fat Zhdanov in a bathtub at your dacha. And when,” he turned sharply and stopped, “when I flew from Foros to your October Plenum.”

Stalin walked over to him. They silently looked each other in the eye.

“Mon ami, the Party is not a spot on the Mausoleum podium,” Stalin spoke up.

“It’s also not a mass grave in Butovo,” Khrushchev replied. “You know the strawberries that grow there? Wow!”

He brought his bony, hairy fist up to Stalin’s sleek face.

“The Party has punished, punishes, and shall continue to punish,” Stalin continued speaking calmly, without looking at the fist. “In large peasant countries, the likelihood of entropy is inversely proportional to the number of people killed. The Great Mao understands this. I do too.”

“It’s far from necessary to extend this principle to the bankers. There are a hundred times fewer of them than there are peasants.”

“Mon ami, we can open five thousand more opiopharmacies and ten thousand more cocaifés, but this won’t make an iota of difference in guaranteeing our security. Our country is seething with enemies. And bass strings don’t care whom they’re used to strangle.”

“Iosif!” the count sighed disappointedly and moved up the staircase. “I’ve always known that you’re a wonderful empiricist of the masses, but not a very farsighted strategist.”

“I won’t shoot you in the back of the head for what you’re saying,” Stalin said from behind him.

“You just try it!” Khrushchev laughed. “I have thirty-eight machine-gun nests around the palace. And flamethrowers on the roof.”

“The machine gun is not the weightiest argument in contemporary war,” Stalin grinned. “And the flamethrower is basically a decorative weapon . . .”

From the guest hall, they climbed up to the mezzanine, passed through another enfilade of spacious halls furnished in a lavish but strictly classical style, then entered the main dining room. It was an enormous hall decorated in brown tones, with windows onto the terrace, and furnished with a restrained number of Chinese vases, antique sculptures, and pieces of walnut furniture. The main wall of the dining room was decorated with two paintings by Tiepolo: The Meeting of Antony and Cleopatra and The Banquet of Cleopatra. The long sixty-person table was richly and tastefully set. There were only light appetizers, fruits, cheeses, and two plates with utensils at opposite ends of the table. Khrushchev’s eternal bodyguard, Ajooba the Mongol, appeared suddenly, as if through the surface of the earth, with his impenetrable face, his cast-iron muscles, and two revolvers on his narrow, leather-clad hips. He stood at the count’s back, crossing his heavy arms across his chest.

“Voilà!” the count gestured to Stalin invitingly. “It wasn’t a lot of fun here today. I hope that at least you’ll be able to entertain this recluse.”

Stalin took out an enchanting barrette in the shape of copulating elves from his inner pocket and handed it to the count. “Allow me, mon cher ami, to gift you this modest piece of dead matter on your glorious name day.”

“I thank you, Iosif.”

They kissed three times in the Russian fashion.

The servants brought in four silver pots with burners for fondue, white wine, finely cut Swiss cheese, golden needles, garlic, and olive oil.

“Lovely,” Khrushchev quickly examined the barrette and carelessly fastened it to the collar of his shirt. “Let’s drink.”

Stalin filled two glasses with champagne.

“To you, mon cher,” Stalin raised his glass.

“No, no,” the count shook his head. “My name day is over. It’s morning. For which reason, I want to drink to one of your most surprising qualities, one which I have always envied.”

“Can it really be that I have something able to provoke envy in you?” Stalin smiled.

“You do, Iosif. Your ability to live in the present.”

“This is the first I’m hearing of it!”

“Yes, yes. Nikolai II knew how to live in the past, and Lenin in the future. But you live in the present. You live your life to the fullest. And the Soviet people are living in the present together with you.”

Stalin looked seriously into Khrushchev’s moist, deep-set eyes. They clinked glasses and drank.

During this time, the servants were nimbly preparing the fondue: melting down the cheese in the boiling wine and quickly stirring the mixture with special spoons.

Two guards from the underground prison brought in the mutilated torso of the recently deceased youth on a marble board. Steaming blood was oozing from the torso. A chef leaned over the torso with a knife and a two-pronged fork and looked inquiringly at the count.

“Tenderloin. From around the kidneys,” Khrushchev ordered.

The chef began to cut two narrow strips from the torso.

“Cela valait le coup d’aller à Arkhangelskoye pour goûter une vraie fondue!” Stalin laughed, sitting down at the table. “I must admit, I only just dined.”

“I’ll eat my fondue at any time of day,” the count sat down at the opposite end of the table. “You won’t get anything like this in your Kremlin . . . You had pork again, I suppose? Or that foolish grouse in sour cream?”

“You’re cultivating your bile, mon cher.”

“I’m cultivating my gastronomic flair. You don’t have a single good chef left. Yezhov and Beria put all of them in jail.”

“Come visit on the eighth of March. We’ll have a wonderful French meal. And a bunch of ladies you really don’t like will be there.”

“You can’t step in the Kremlin river twice . . . Tell me about this amnesty instead.”

“About the Leningrad Affair?”

“Yes. What’s all this fuss about? Do you really suppose that offering those dismal fairs as an alternative to Soviet grocery stores like Zhdanov did wasn’t a mistake? And that Voznesensky wasn’t engaged in industrial sabotage?”

Stalin carefully shook the ash from his cigar into an amethyst ashtray. “Voznesensky was indeed a saboteur working for the English. And the Politburo’s opinion on popular fairs has changed.”

“Is that so?” the count raised an eyebrow affectedly. “Which means that Zhdanov’s fairs aren’t the restoration of a bast-built Rus?”

“There certainly was a lot of bast at his fairs, a lot of archaic things . . . those show executions on Sennaya Square, the quarterings, the beatings with batogs . . . mass copulation on ice . . . But. The idea itself of organizing winter fairs wasn’t anti-Soviet.”

“Ingenious!” Khrushchev smacked his bony palms against the long ebony table and it buzzed menacingly in the chill, echoey space of the hall. “Lenin and Stalin liberated the downtrodden Russian man and made him internally and externally free! However, his happiness will not be ensured by the medical developments of our chemists, but by collective dances, the depraved self-flagellation of Khlysts, and the adulation of Perun on Senate Square! ‘Let us fall back to our roots and get drunk on the ancient joy of our ancestors!’ Zhdanov and Postyshev tried to jam this Bukharinian sedition through before. Who’s next? Malenkov?”

“Malenkov has nothing to do with this.”

“And whose idea was it to grant amnesty to the Leningraders?”

“Mine.”

Khrushchev looked at him heavily. Stalin responded with a calm, unblinking look. Khrushchev moved his gaze over to the cook and the servants. “So?”

“Everything is ready, Your Excellency,” the shaven-headed cook straightened up.

“Serve us.”

In an instant, there were pots of boiling olive oil and reluctantly gurgling melted cheese and plates of spices and finely sliced human flesh before Stalin and Khrushchev.

Khrushchev stuck a needle into a bloody piece of meat, quickly fried it in the oil, then sprinkled it over with freshly ground pepper, dipped it into the cheese, put it into his mouth, and immediately washed it down with a generous, icy gulp of Château Rieussec. Stalin chose a small piece of human tenderloin, fried it in the oil, dappled it with lemon, plunged it into the viscous cheese deliberately and for a long time, took it out, twirled the needle around in the air so that it would cool, then, with equal patience, brought it to his lips and tasted it. “M-m-m . . . Incroyable.”

For a while, they ate and drank in silence.

“Does this mean that Zhdanov shall also be rehabilitated?” Khrushchev asked.

“Perhaps . . .” Stalin was entranced by the meat, the color of which rapidly changed in the boiling olive oil. “Listen, mon ami, I’ve wanted to ask you for a long time: Why don’t you have any dogs?”

“I don’t like animals,” Khrushchev responded drily.

“Strange. Such a hedonist and he doesn’t like animals.”

“I’m not a hedonist,” the count looked at Stalin angrily.

“That’s news to me! What are you then, mon cher?”

“A slave to Stalin,” the count muttered sullenly, then opened his mouth, stuck out his meaty white-and-yellow-coated tongue, and, rolling his eyes, made it vibrate, emitting a low, guttural sound.

Stalin froze with the golden needle in his hand. His thin fingers unclenched, the needle spearing a piece of human meat beaded with cheese fell onto his lap, slipped down to the floor, and rolled across the parquetry. The leader’s head jerked back, his fingers clutched at the table, and after a long fit of chuckles, his hoarse, shrill cry resounded through the empty halls of the palace:

“Yasauuuukh pashooooo!”

•

			By eight in the morning, AAA had given birth. She was lying on her bulky bed with its canopy reaching up to the ceiling, drenched in blood and looking at the fetus with teary eyes; a matte-black egg, slightly smaller than a chicken’s, reposed in the little lady’s palms as she kneeled. The tall lady was chained up by the bath; sensing something ill, she struggled against the chain and howled herself hoarse. Giving birth had been fatal to AAA. She didn’t have long left to live. Blood oozed out from her ruined uterus and there was no power on earth capable of stopping it. The doorman, also kneeling, wept silently.

“Call . . . let them try . . .” AAA croaked.

The doorman rose from his knees awkwardly and walked out to the assembled teenagers. “Go in . . .”

The adolescents began to climb the stairs shyly.

“Just one at a time . . . one at a time . . .” AAA wheezed.

“One at a time,” the doorman blew his nose into his fist and stood by the bedroom doors like a gloomy Cerberus.

The first one to go in was a fat, freckled boy.

“What’s your name?” AAA asked.

“Robert . . .” the boy pronounced and, seeing the black egg, froze with horror.

“Come now, Robert. It’s always easiest for the first . . .” her eyelids fluttered shut.

But the boy was pressed back against the wall in horror. His plump face had gone white and his lips had turned gray. His bulging eyes were fixated on the egg. A dark spot appeared on his green pants and a growing puddle spread beneath his painstakingly polished boots.

“What on earth . . . what on earth have you . . .” AAA whispered.

“He’s wet himself,” the little lady replied for him.

AAA opened her eyes.

“I-I-I . . . I di-di-di . . .” Robert said, shaking his head.

“Get out,” AAA said.

“But I’m re-re-re . . . I’m re-re-re—”

“Get out!” AAA croaked.

He backed out of the room.

The next one to come in was a shaggy, pockmarked fella in a worn velvet jacket with a Ready for Labor and Defense of the USSR badge. He stepped forward toward AAA with a decisive expression, but, seeing the egg, he cried out and covered his face with his hands.

“Out!” AAA sighed.

The third was a girl in a school uniform with a starched, snow-white apron and a Komsomol badge. Seeing the egg, her whole body shuddered and, pressing her fingers and their bitten nails to her cracked lips, as if to dissuade herself, she said simply: “No.”

The little lady proffered the egg to her.

“I said no!” the girl laughed and backed away, like a walking doll.

“Out!” AAA ordered.

The doorman dragged the girl out the door with his able hand. Her loud sobbing was audible.

The fourth adolescent vomited onto the Turkic carpet. The fifth keeled over backwards, smashing his head resoundingly on the edge of the tub. The sixth went into hysterics, but the doorman calmed him with his fists. The seventh defecated into her woolen leggings. The eighth and ninth vomited thunderously. The doorman also had to beat the eleventh.

“I can’t see! I don’t see anyone, whorish mother!” AAA wheezed, leaning back onto her pillow, wet with mortal sweat. “Can it really be the living root shall wither?!”

Finally, the last three entered the vomit-covered room, which smelled of blood and urine: two boys leading in a gaunt girl with polio-disfigured legs jammed into hideous, creaking boots, supporting her under her arms.

“Who?” AAA asked.

“Bella,” the pale girl replied.

“Zhenya,” the flaxen-haired, hook-nosed boy mumbled.

“Andryukha . . .” the third one unglued his thin little lips with some difficulty.

“Why are you together?”

“Might we three be together, oh unimplicated one?” the girl pressed her anemic hands to her bosom and, choking with fear, continued to mumble: “Only one must accept the great legacy, of course . . . it’s holy . . . but a friend . . . a friend by their side . . . a friend and a bastard, a friend and a bastard . . . because my friends . . . my friends . . . are leaving . . . and with a friend by my side . . . a friend . . . he won’t leave . . . you might see my keenness of mind . . . if . . . if . . . if . . .”

“What are you wearing on your legs?” AAA asked.

“Those . . . are buskins,” the girl smiled with a female monkey’s crooked, persecuted smile.

“Red Skorokhod doesn’t make buskins, you idiot,” AAA looked at her gloomily. “What are you just standing there for? Well?!”

“Zhenka . . . Zhenka . . . Zhenka . . .” the girl pushed off from the boys and, her boots creaking, made a step toward the egg. Then a second.

After the third step, horror bent her in twain and she collapsed onto the vomit-covered rug.

The hook-nosed boy pressed his hands against his thin sides and thrust himself toward the egg with all his might. His legs propelled his trembling body forwards with incredible effort, as if they’d been stricken with paralysis, and he advanced half a meter, but then Zhenka’s head began to tilt backwards, saliva flowed from his mouth, and he keeled over backwards, smashing onto the floor.

The remaining boy with the round face and the delicate lips stood still, pressing himself against the wall and closing his eyes.

“No . . . I can’t see. I don’t see anyone. O whorish mothers and vile fathers!” AAA moaned in anguish.

It was as if her moan pushed Andryukha forwards. Like a sleepwalker, he came toward her with closed eyes, reached the proffered hands of the kneeling lady, which hands pressed into his stomach, then he stopped. The little lady looked at him imploringly and began to slowly raise the egg reposing in her palms. But as they approached Andryukha’s round face, a very fine tremble began to overwhelm his entire body, as if an electric current were being passed through it. The boy clenched his teeth together tight as could be, blood dripped from his nose, and sweat appeared on his pale cheeks. He sobbed, waved his arms awkwardly, clutched at his head with crooked fingers, then passed gas noisily.

“Out! Out! Everyone out!” AAA sobbed. “Borya’s right! Borya’s right, you pigs!”

The doorman began to drag the adolescents out.

“Nobody! Not a single godchild in the whole empire!”

“Oh Lord, what’s going to happen!” the little lady moaned.

“The golden chain shall break,” AAA looked powerlessly up at the ceiling. “You’re going to leap around on the surface of the earth like fleas without knowing what stars are . . .”

The tall lady thrashed and barked, biting at her long legs.

The door creaked and a little fat boy crawled into the bedroom.

“What?” AAA opened her eyes.

“He was hiding in a bundle of rags,” the doorman explained after a beat.

The boy stood up. He had red hair and a disgusting red face; his large watery eyes were set right next to his thick, fleshy nose; jagged teeth protruded from his saggy wet lips.

“Who are you, soap-cake remnant?” AAA asked.

“Iosif,” the boy replied in an unpleasant falsetto.

“Where are you from?”

“From Petersburg.”

“What are you here for?”

The boy looked at the egg with no outward signs of fear, then sniffed. “I want it.”

AAA and the little lady exchanged a look. The tall lady stopped whining and froze. The doorman looked intently through the chink in the door.

The egg blackened dully against the woman’s tiny palms.

The little boy walked over and got down on his knees. His monstrous face hovered over her palms. He opened his mouth wide like a chick and swallowed the egg.

“It’s finished!” AAA pronounced with a voice as buttery as a Filippov roll, then stretched back out onto the wet, bloody bed with relief. “Come over here.”

The boy crawled over to the bed on his knees.

AAA placed her dirty, heavy hand on his red-haired head.

“Those who tried today shall simply make rhymes. But you shall be a grand poet. Go forth.”

The boy got up and left the bedroom.

“Time for me to go home,” AAA pronounced, then closed her eyes forevermore.

•

			Bella, Zhenya, and Andryukha were standing not far from AAA’s mansion in a state of stupefaction when little chubby Iosif walked out through its gates. They looked at him and immediately knew what had happened from how much more red and restlessly unsettled his face had grown. With his bulging eyes fixed on the ground, he walked carefully around them, then began to run away on his short legs.

“Everything . . .” Bella lowered her thin hands powerlessly. “Iosif devoured everything . . .”

“Fuck! How lucky can that redhead get,” Zhenya bit his lip.

“Don’t envy your friend his good fortune . . .” Andryukha mumbled in a fallen voice, seeing Iosif off with his melancholy gaze.

“My God, why should I . . . what did I do to deserve this . . .” Bella began to limp away.

“Let’s go to mine and drink some port,” Zhenya set off after her.

“I couldn’t . . . all of this . . . all of this . . . no! My God! None of this has anything to do with me!” Bella clasped her face in her hands. “It must be a dream! None of this is happening to me! I’m sleeping!”

“Calm down! What’s with you . . .” Zhenya took her by the elbow.

“Maybe this . . . is actually unimportant . . .” Andryukha muttered as he walked after them, his face pale. “You have to . . . believe in yourself . . . start from zero . . .”

“We’re strong, Bella,” Zhenya embraced her, “we can do it ourselves.”

“God, what a bunch of assholes you are!” she broke free from his embrace and began to limp faster. “Themselves! They themselves! You don’t understand! You don’t understand what happened today! You don’t even understand what you don’t understand! And you never will!”

Tears gushed from her eyes. Sobbing, she walked down Vorovsky Street, her orthopedic boots squeaking loudly. The infrequent pedestrians stared at her.

“Bella, listen . . .” Zhenya rushed after her, but Andryukha stopped him.

“Leave her be. Let’s go get a drink . . .”

They walked to the Garden Ring. A whistle rang out behind them. A very tall fella in a fashionable athletic jacket embossed with the word ATLANTA and with a Portuguese cigarillo between his beautiful, impudent lips approached them. He was carrying a shabby, deflated rugby ball attached to a thick rubber band. He lazily but skillfully kicked the ball with his Chinese-sneaker-clad feet and the ball flew around on the band in every direction, frightening passersby.

“Hey there, fellas!” the guy grinned with the corner of his mouth.

“Hey, Vaska,” Andryukha sighed ruefully.

“Gimme a smoke,” Zhenya furrowed his brow.

“This is the last one,” Vaska threw the ball behind his back. “Well, how’d it go?”

“Iosif gobbled it up,” Andryukha exhaled.

“What the fuck!” Vaska froze. “Who’d’ve thought? And what about Bob?”

“Your Bob shat himself,” Zhenya spat, then rubbed at his forehead exhaustedly. “My bitch-ass head hurts.”

“Hold on, hold on, hold on,” Andryukha suddenly muttered. “Perhaps we can still . . . we can still . . .”

“What?” Zhenya asked sleepily.

“Rob and kill.”

Zhenya and Vaska exchanged a look. Andryukha maintained a tense silence, looking down at his feet. Tears appeared in his eyes, flowed down his gray cheeks, then dripped onto the pavement.

“Well then, fellas . . .” Vaska shrugged his athletic shoulders. “I’ve been tellin’ youse for a long time: you gotta play jazz. Everything else will follow.”

“Shove your sax up your ass, dickhead!” Andryukha shouted and, now sobbing, walked away.

•

			Zhenka only managed to catch up with him outside the Tishinsky Market.

“Andryukh . . .” he hung on to his shoulder. “You really made a run for it. Just like Skoblikova . . . Just stop already!”

“What’s it to you?” Andryukha turned his teary face toward him.

Zhenka had never seen Andryukha cry and he hurried to avert his quick eyes.

“Come on . . . this . . . let’s go get sloshed on beer! It’s on me!”

Andryukha blew his nose onto the sidewalk, wiped at his face with his sleeve, then glanced gloomily at the peeling market gates. “Where’s there beer in here?”

“The Bavarians sell it around the corner—next to Scrap Materials,” Zhenka perked up and grabbed him by the hand. “Let’s go!”

They entered the market.

Despite the early hour, there were already crowds of people hawking whatever they could: worn clothes, pets, trophy weapons, children, impure cocaine, bananas, and radio components.

“And in my warm sperm, I shall bury the grape se-e-e-ed!” a bald, legless soldier sang, accompanying himself on the mandolin.

There was a voluminous cistern filled with Hacker-Pschorr beer across from the reeking Scrap Materials pavilion. A fat German was filling liter mugs and two others were frying pork sausages on an electric stove.

Zhenka gave the Bavarian a tenner, took two wet, foamy mugs, and held one out to Andryukha. “Here you go. Let’s go look at the pigeons.”

Andryukha took the mug distractedly and stared at it as if he’d never drunk beer before.

“What is it?” Zhenka stuck out his lip uncomprehendingly. “You don’t like Bavarian beer?”

Andryukha shuddered, then fell thirstily upon the mug. Having drunk half of the beer, he exhaled noisily, spoke up with a sense of relief. “Not bad!”

Zhenka winked at him and grinned. “There you go. Everything’s on track, old boy. There’re a lot more fish in the sea than just AAA. That’s right, Andryukha—we’ll put pressure on from the other side. And still make ’em piss boiling water. Huh?”

Andryukha turned his swollen face to him, lost himself in thought, then smiled crookedly. “Sure we will.”

Zhenka grabbed him cheerfully by the arm and led him through the passageway between the pavilions. “Now, let’s go take a peek at the Malakhova boiler pigeons. You know, I can’t look at them with any kinda calm . . . somehow, I immediately . . . well, I don’t know . . . I don’t have the words to explain it . . . there’s a sort of brightness in my soul . . . a wave plows in . . . and rightly so . . .”

But they didn’t manage to get out of the spat-over passageway before three angular figures blocked their path.

“Did Mommy let you get a wittle beer to suck at, boys?” the figure in the middle snarled, and, from his icy eyes, steel crown, and broken nose, the friends, to their horror, recognized Nettle—the ringleader of the sinister Lianozovsky punks who terrorized Moscow dance floors and literary cafés.

“They probably didn’t even ask Mommy,” the shaven-headed Henry-Helicopter sadly remarked as he played with his brass knuckles. “Members of the Komsomol aren’t supposed to behave like that, guys.”

“Henry!” the broad-shouldered Kholya spat reproachfully. “They’re still just Pioneers! And, according to their charter, Pioneers are permitted to drink beer. So that they can learn how to piss according to the bisector line.”

Zhenka and Andryukha backed away.

“Give me a smoke, you venal beast!” someone gently poked at Zhenka’s buttocks from behind with a Finnish knife.

He turned around. Sevka-Mumbler and Oscar-Icon-Painter were standing behind them.

“What are you doing out here in nature, guys . . .” Zhenka started to mumble, but Oscar’s tattooed hands had already slid into his pockets, felt around, and pulled out a twenty, AAA’s latest collection of poetry, and a half pack of Kazbeks.

“Nothing at all . . .” Oscar handed the money to Nettle, kept the cigarettes for himself, then hurled the book down onto the ground.

Sevka-Mumbler took Andryukha’s mug of beer from his hands and began to slowly pour it over his head with its neat haircut. “Beer, beer, beer, beer, beer, beer. The beer flowed. Who was the first person to write about antiworlds?”

“You,” Andryukha replied with a shiver.

“Correct,” Sevka stood the empty mug up on his head. “You’re not Goya. You’re something else.”

“Make us boot tops out of your own skin!” Kholya punched Zhenka in the gut gently with his brass knuckles.

Zhenka keeled over and fell to his knees.

“The Moonlight sonata! Performed on the balalaika!!!” Henry roared into his ear.

“Let’s go gut the Chinamen,” Nettle ordered, then the Lianozovites dissolved into the crowd.

•

			Khrushchev slowly undressed Stalin, who was lying on his gigantic unmade bed. The count’s bedroom was filled with light—the walls, upholstered with lilac-colored chiffon, were illuminated by three chandeliers and decorated with three large portraits in carved gilt frames. The central portrait was of Larissa Reissner sitting in a golden bath filled with milk, painted by Picasso in gray, pink, and blue tones; hanging symmetrically at its sides were portraits of Stalin and Lenin, classically depicted by Brodsky in red, brown, and blue tones. From the radio came the muffled broadcast of Ambroise Thomas’s opera Mignon. Birch logs crackled in the fireplace.

“The smell of your cologne”—Stalin stroked Khrushchev’s swarthy cheek—“still drives me mad.”

“I’m just happy when something’s capable of surprising you, my little boy,” Khrushchev finished unbuttoning Stalin’s shirt, parting the most tender of silk with his hairy, grasping hands, then pressed his lips to the leader’s hairless chest.

“My feelings for you aren’t like anything else, mon ami,” Stalin closed his eyes. “They . . . they’re like fear.”

“I understand, my little boy . . .” Khrushchev whispered to one of Stalin’s little nipples, before taking it between his big, sensual lips.

Stalin moaned.

Khrushchev cautiously undid the leader’s pants, pushing down his semitransparent black underwear, and freeing his swarthy, tumescent phallus. Having wet his fingers with saliva, the count began to use them to tenderly trifle with one of Stalin’s nipples, while also moving his lips down the leader’s body—all the way to that engorged phallus.

“Oh . . . how often I think of you . . .” Stalin murmured. “How much space you’ve come to take up in my boundless life . . .”

“Masculinum . . .” the count’s lips touched Stalin’s burgundy glans.

Stalin cried out and grabbed Khrushchev’s head with his hands. The count’s lips teased the leader’s glans—tenderly at first, then more and more carnivorously.

“A spiral . . . a spiral . . .” Stalin moaned, digging his fingers into the count’s long silver hair.

Khrushchev’s strong tongue began to move in a spiral around Stalin’s glans.

“You know . . . my dear . . . no . . . sacré . . . I . . . but no . . . the tip! the tip! the tip!” Stalin thrashed around on the down pillows.

The count’s tongue cautiously touched the tip of the glans and began to force the urethra open.

“But . . . no . . . don’t give it up! Don’t give it to me!” Stalin’s eyes rolled up into his head.

Khrushchev squeezed the leader’s testicles forcefully as they crept upwards.

“Give me an order . . . o-o-o . . . so that it doesn’t gush! Just like you used to! But tenderly! So tenderly!”

“Give me your ass, my sweet little boy,” Khrushchev demanded gently, tightly clinging on to Stalin’s balls.

Sobbing, Stalin turned over onto his stomach. “The little boy is afraid . . . kiss his back . . .”

“Oh, we’ll kiss the little boy’s back . . .” Khrushchev pulled the shirt off Stalin’s shoulders and began to cover them with slow kisses.

Stalin moaned into the pillow.

Khrushchev French-kissed him between his shoulder blades, then, moving his lips up to Stalin’s ear, whispered, “What is the little boy afraid of?”

“The fat worm . . .” Stalin sobbed.

“Where does the fat worm live?”

“In the nice man’s pants.”

“What does the worm want?”

“To break free.”

“To break free and go where?”

“Into the little boy’s ass.”

Khrushchev unbuttoned his pants, pulled out his long, curved cock with its tuberous glans, on the shiny skin of which there was a tattoo of a pentacle. The count spat into his hand, rubbed the spit into Stalin’s anus, then, leaning back, began to insert his trembling cock into the leader with tiny thrusts.

“You’re already . . . please, sir . . . no! tenderly! tenderly!” Stalin muttered.

“My sweet little tin soldier . . .” Khrushchev whispered into his hair.

“Why . . . torment . . . o-o-o . . . why do people need this. . .” Stalin bit his lips.

“To forget . . . to forget everything, my little boy . . .”

The count’s cock had entirely entered into Stalin’s anus. Squeezing the leader’s testicles with his left hand, the count grabbed his cock with his right and began to masturbate him slowly.

“You . . . this . . . you . . .” Stalin lowed. “What is the nice man doing to the little boy?”

“The nice man’s fucking the little boy in the ass,” Khrushchev whispered hotly.

“How? How? How?”

“Sweetly. . .”

“Was it an order? Because, if it was an order . . . a clear order . . .”

“It was a clear order.”

“The nice man gave an order?” Stalin sobbed.

“He gave an order. A clear order . . .”

“And will he give more orders?”

“He’ll give more orders . . . The nice man will give the little boy hundreds of millions more orders . . .”

“What? What? What?”

“He’ll order . . . but not right away . . .”

“How? How? How?”

“Gradually . . . gradually . . . gradually . . .”

“But . . . but . . . the little boy already . . . the little boy already . . .”

“What, little boy?”

“The little boy is ready . . . he already . . . already . . .”

“There shall be an order . . . there shall be an order . . .”

“The little boy is already . . . the little boy is already . . . bring it in! Bring it in, you saboteur!”

Embracing Stalin from behind, Khrushchev knocked them over onto their flanks upon the edge of the bed.

“Ajooba!” the count called out, his voice breaking.

Ajooba appeared with a golden chalice decorated with six sizable sapphires. Getting down on his knees next to the bed, he put the chalice beneath Stalin’s crimson cock.

“I order the little boy to come!” Khrushchev growled.

They came simultaneously—with shouts and moans.

Ajooba caught a viscous portion of Stalin’s sperm in the chalice.

“Don’t pull out! Don’t pull out!” Stalin cried in a high-pitched voice.

“Yes! Yes! Yes!” the count roared, thrusting with his entire body and driving his cock deeper into Stalin’s trembling anus.

Once the agony of orgasm had been put to rest, the lovers froze in a semi-swoon.

Ajooba continued to hold the chalice in position, attentively observing the last turbid drops coming from Stalin’s shrinking, descending cock.

“The eternal return . . . symbiosis . . .” Stalin muttered, then laughed.

“I love you,” Khrushchev croaked wearily into the leader’s pomaded hair.

Stalin took his hand, brought it to his lips, and kissed it. Khrushchev began cautiously to remove his cock from the leader’s anus.

“Stay in there, I’m begging you,” Stalin kissed his bony fingers with their overly prominent nails. “Your sperm is hot. Like lava. It’s unbelievably pleasant to feel it inside me . . .”

Khrushchev froze.

Ajooba caught the last, most viscous drop with the edge of the chalice, placed it on the book-covered bedside table, then walked out.

“Do you read a lot?” Stalin’s gaze fell upon the books.

“What else can a hermit do?”

“I’ve forgotten what a book even is.”

“That’s forgivable for the leader.”

“Are there interesting writers?”

“There are. But no interesting books.”

“In what sense?”

“You see . . . something’s happening with Russian literature. But I still haven’t quite understood what.”

“Is it rotting?”

“Probably.”

“Well, we’re all rotting. As soon as a man stops growing, he starts rotting.”

“A book isn’t a man.”

“Do you mean to say that books don’t rot?”

“You’re a sophist, Iosif!” Khrushchev laughed and his shrinking penis tumbled out of Stalin’s anus.

“What’s this. . . One Day in the Life of Ivan Denísovich?” Stalin read the title of a manuscript lying on the floor next to the bed.

“Denisóvich,”7 Khrushchev corrected him, turning over onto his back exhaustedly. “The writer’s an odd fellow. He brought me his novella himself. He came on foot to Arkhangelskoye from the Crimean forced-labor camps—felt forced to by love.”

“He walked from the GULOVE?”

“Yes. He said he wore out four pairs of boots on the way. I immediately doubted he was telling the truth.”

“He did time there?” Stalin took a bunch of grapes from a golden dish, tore one off, and put it between Khrushchev’s lips.

“Yes, seven years, he says. Then he was in exile in Koktebel. And wrote his novella. About daily life in the GULOVE.”

“I’ve heard that many are rushing to write about that kind of thing right now. Fashionable rancor. How’s the novella?”

“It’s strange . . . It’s written vividly and authentically, but . . . there’s something immediately false about it.”

“Tell me,” Stalin ate the grapes with great delight.

“Well, what’s there to tell?” Khrushchev yawned. “Ivan Leopoldovich Denisovich,” the count put particular emphasis on the “O” as if to tease Stalin, “a true-blue Odessa kike, gets sentenced by the Special Council of the NKVD to ten years in the GULOVE for sexual perversions of the third degree. He’d been an accompanist in the Odessa Philharmonic Orchestra. And lured high school girls from the upper grades to his house—gave ’em liquor with tranquilizers. When they fell asleep, he’d shtup them in all their holes, stuff their vaginas with his own shit, then sew them shut with golden thread. Then he’d put them in wedding dresses, drive them to an amusement park, get them onto the carousel, then ride around until the schoolgirl woke up. What he liked most of all was the expressions on their faces when they opened their eyes. But, in the novella, he just describes one day in the camp. How he shtups and how they shtup him.”

“And what rings false in it, mon cher?” Stalin continued to feed Khrushchev.

“First of all, in a hundred pages of text, there’s not a single word of Italian. Nor is there any French whatsoever. There are some English phrases, but very few. Are we supposed to believe that the convicts speak Russian? What sort of arrogance is that?”

“That is strange,” Stalin was examining the count’s face.

“Secondly, all that’s described in the book is innocent, childlike shtupping. There’s no liver-fucking or shit-fucking or under-the-skin-fucking. And don’t even ask about the gulag classic of fucking an old man through his catheter!”

“Even my Vesta knows that one.”

“The third thing: the cuisine. This DenisOvich grumbles that he’s sick of asparagus soup and Hungarian-style chicken, which they get fed basically every day. Their brigadier (they do mandatory lace-knitting and beadwork) suffers from heartburn and gives his portion of ‘rancid, overcooked, and burnt all the way to the edge of unbearable bitterness’ truffles to another inmate who ‘venerates them joyfully.’ He says they only get Crimean wine and never a whiff of French. And that the cocaine in the cocaifé is diluted with sugar.”

“Hogwash. They get first-class Colombian cocaine in the GULOVE, the MGB controls its quality, and all the bartenders at the cocaifé are State Security officers—they’d never think of diluting their product. . .”

“All in all, this fellow’s descriptions of the camps are very suspicious . . . he rubbed me the wrong way immediately. Too cunning. A Russian writer should never be cunning. Rude, arrogant, furious, please. Just not cunning . . . A stoker named Varlam works for me. He boozed away half his life in that same Crimean GULOVE. A colorful character. He has a forked phallus for nostril-fucking. His arms are bent into the shape of human heads. He’s had tens of thousands of men in the nostrils. I gave him the novella to read. And he immediately told me, ‘I didn’t do time in this camp.’ So, the fourth thing—”

“The fourth thing is that I love you,” Stalin kissed him on his chewing lips.

Khrushchev responded with a long kiss. Then he stood up cheerfully, picked up the chalice, and drained it in a single gulp.

“Now I’m going to show you something, mon cher ami,” Stalin spoke up, looking at the suitcase by the door of the bedroom. “Something very important. You and I have been awaiting it for sixteen years.”

Khrushchev froze with the chalice in hand and slowly turned to Stalin.

•

			Iosif was running through the matinal streets of Moscow.

The March sun rose and illuminated the capital of the Soviet empire entirely too brightly for a spring morning. Silver dirigibles with portraits of members of the Politburo hovered in the cloudless sky. Cars and pedestrians hurried down the thawing streets. Icicles dripped and glistened in the sun. Glaucous pigeons, which looked like they’d been coated in wax, cooed atop warm tin roofs and slovenly sparrows twittered in the mud of Moscow courtyards. Trams rang and clanged. Street vendors hawked their wares invitingly.

Having rounded the immense mass of the Palace of the Soviets with its eighty-meter-tall statue of Lenin, Iosif ran onto the Frunzenskaya Embankment and, leaning against a granite parapet, tried to catch his breath.

The Moskva flowed slowly beneath him, carrying away the occasional block of ice or chunk of trash. The sun played on the surface of the grayish-green water.

Iosif spat into the water.

He still couldn’t believe what had happened to him; he was trying to convince himself that it had all been a burdensome dream and that, in this dream, he’d swallowed the legacy of the great AAA. But the heaviness in his stomach and the unusually sour, rotten taste in his mouth forced him harshly back to reality.

“A little boat of night . . .” he muttered, squinting at the water and spitting once more.

A truck drove right by him, dousing him with water from a puddle. Iosif looked distractedly at his wet pants, sniffed loudly, then set off aimlessly along the embankment.

The feeling of tension in his stomach grew, unsettling both his imagination and his memory. Iosif saw himself in Petersburg at his father’s photo-factory. His father shows him a new development workshop, his bald head shining bright, he pokes the gold tip of his white cane into the baths of reagents, digs through the tangles of film, taps at the new tables that smell of lacquer, at the brownish-yellow floor tiles, at the window frames that have only just been put in . . . 

“Everything will be left to you, my little suslik. Azohen vey! The rocks, the clubs, the scraps of news, Abraham rubbed over with garlic and salt, the smell of sacred soldiers, dried blood . . . Everything! Everything!” his father laughs loudly, hugging Iosif and leading him over to a perfectly white door decorated with the plastic emblem of a ham.

“What’s in here, Dad?” Iosif asks, touching his father’s fat ear, familiar enough to make him cry.

“The meat-development personnel,” his father turns the silver key in the lock. “Those bastards wanted to shoot six hundred eighteen million people, but the funding only allowed them to reach twenty-six percent of that! Vey iz mir! Do you understand, my little suslik?”

“I understand,” Iosif understands, stumbling into a cramped room with a monstrous stench.

It’s bursting with narrow iron boxes. Workers from his father’s factory are rotting alive in these boxes.

“Show me a woman, Dad!” Iosif whispers tremblingly into his father’s familiar ear, which smells of Citadel cologne.

“They’re all on the Moyka, all on the Moyka, all of them, all of them without exception on the Moika, on the Moika, my little suslik, I swear on my life, on the Moika, on the Moika, all of them, all of them, all of them!” his father hisses furiously, opening Box No. 153.

In the box stands a sixteen-year-old Jewish girl of unbelievable, blinding beauty. A monstrous stench emanates from her divine body. His father touches her belly button with the tip of his cane and the girl opens her mouth and mechanically repeats one phrase like a windup doll:

“Vervolan der ganze construction . . . Vervolan der ganze construction . . .”

“She’s no goyish shiksha, y’see,” Iosif’s father whispers to him and plucks at the nipples of the girl’s smallish breasts with the tip of his cane. “Drag her to the Schlafzimmer, my little suslik, and may I become a shicker and a gonif if you don’t start talking about sweatish things!”

Numb with horror, Iosif gives himself to the girl atop his parents’ bed.

“You’re already rushing, Iosya,” his rotund, white-faced mother smiles, pressing a handkerchief soaked in vodka to his forehead. “Only unintelligent people do Kindermachen like that.”

“Oh, Mom, I don’t know what . . . Oh, Mom, just let him be!” his sister screams hysterically, bringing two copper spheres from the bedposts toward her eyes and looking at her own reflection in them.

“Vervolan der ganze construction . . .” the girl repeats as she rapes Iosif.

Her steely arms squeeze at his torso and break his ribs.

“I haven’t shot you for a long time, my little suslik,” his father smiles sadly.

“Wake up a dinosaur . . .” Iosif mumbled and kicked a piece of ice.

The ice flew onto the road by the embankment. Iosif ran off.

“Wake up a dinosaur . . . Wake up a dinosaur . . .” he muttered and sniffed.

He wanted to urinate. He stopped, unbuttoned his coat and pants, and let forth a stream of warm piss onto the sidewalk with great pleasure.

“You should be ashamed of yourself!” said an old woman walking by.

“We’re all of us magi . . .” Iosif looked at his steamy urine until he had tears in his eyes.

A schoolboy with a big knapsack threw a snowball at his back.

Iosif ran away without buttoning his pants or coat. His square-toed boots splashed through the puddles. People, buildings, and streets flashed through his bulging eyes.

He stopped only once he’d reached the top of the Sparrow Hills. The enormous mass of Moscow State University towered behind him and Moscow stretched out before him.

“Where you drank wine . . .” he muttered to himself gaspingly, then pressed his burning cheek to the granite parapet of the observation deck.

The granite breathed slowly, like a stone elephant. Iosif wanted to become a granite tree and gnash his teeth with heavy words. The sun-penetrated air smelled of the copper spheres from his parents’ bed. The earth was flat and salty with human urine.

“A silted bed . . .” Iosif whispered to the granite and suddenly felt the black egg burst in his stomach.

He raised his head and looked out over Moscow. The city had been laid flat like a house of cards. Thousands of burning hands dug into Iosif’s body and pulled him in every direction. He stretched out over Russia like a rubber blanket. The divine void rang forth in his head.

“The vewwy finest of the shmine!” his father lisps, then melts away.

“Have you had your milk yet, Iosya?” his mother disintegrates into individual molecules.

•

			The hateful ringing of a small gold-plated alarm clock, the brass beating of the grandfather clock in the sitting room, then, suddenly, the distant, heavily pealing bells of Spasskaya Tower.

“It’s eight o’clock, Vesta Iosifovna.”

Vesta opened her eyes. Her well-built governess, doused with cologne and wearing a green dress and a white pelerine, was leaning over her and carefully pulling back the blanket.

“Wa-a-a-a-au!” Vesta stretched out, turning over onto her back. “Is Vaska up?”

“He’s already having his coffee,” the governess’s soft hands helped her to sit up, removed the finely manufactured nightgown from her warm, half-asleep body, then reappeared with an already warmed-up pink terry-cloth robe.

Naked, Vesta stood up, put her arms through the warm sleeves, yawned, then stepped barefoot onto the thick book that she’d been reading until two o’clock in the morning: Sade’s Justine, ou les Malheurs de la vertu.

“Boring,” Vesta kicked the book, then proffered her feet one at a time to her governess, who was down on her knees.

Narrow sport slippers slid pleasantly onto her feet. Vesta walked into the spacious bathroom without closing her bathrobe, glanced into the large mirror, ran her finger along her black eyebrows, touched her tongue, then dabbed at the mirror.

Her governess walked in and put a heated circle down on the toilet seat.

Vesta threw her robe onto the ground, then sat down on the toilet. Her governess stayed next to her. “What would you like to hear about today, Vesta Iosifovna?”

“Let’s hear”—Vesta yawned—“about the coal heap.”

The stream of her urine purred into the toilet bowl.

“Well, we lived in a four-story apartment building and, in the courtyard, the inner one, there was a big heap of coal. It seemed to me to be a kind of mountain. I used to walk out and look at it with my nanny and it scared me for some reason . . .”

“Why?” Vesta stroked and stared at her swarthy knees.

“Because it was big and black. And smelled like burnt cinder. A real sour smell. Well. There was a boy who lived on the second floor, four years older than me he was. Vityusha. Very plump, but tidy. His father served at Russia, a joint-stock company. And once, in the winter, it was already getting dark when me and Vityusha were coming back from school.”

“How old were you?”

“Eight years old. And he was twelve. And he says to me, ‘Let’s go into the courtyard, I’ll show you Mount Everest.’ We walk over. He takes me to the heap and shows me: ‘Here’s Mount Everest.’ And the heap really was like a mountain, all covered in snow. Then he shoves me in the chest, right over backwards! I fell onto the heap and he was right onto me. His hand slides under my fur coat, pulls my leggings off, and grabs me by the pussy . . .”

“And what do you do?” Vesta groaned softly, clutching at her knees with her fingers.

“I’m lying under him, not knowing what to do. And he’s squeezing my pussy. Squeezing and squeezing. Then he stands up and says, ‘Don’t tell anyone or you’ll get lice on your cunt.’”

“And what do you do?” Vesta passed gas.

“I started crying and set off home. And a year later, his father put up a Christmas tree and, well—”

“Shut up . . .” Vesta exhaled tensely and her feces began to drop into the water.

The governess went quiet, tore off a short strip of toilet paper from the roll, and folded it in half. Vesta passed gas again. A delicate, fecal smell emanated from her. She squeezed out the last of the excrement and stood up with a sigh of relief. The maid dexterously wiped her springy, protuberant buttocks, threw the paper into the toilet, closed the lid, then depressed the nickel-plated handle. Water seethed into the bowl and Vesta sat down on a bidet. The maid washed her, then helped her to brush her teeth and combed and braided her hair. Vesta never took showers in the morning. Having put on her brown school-uniform dress with a Komsomol badge pinned to a black pinafore, she walked into the dining room. Vasily was sitting at an oval table in his blue school uniform with its yellow brass buttons, drinking coffee and reading a pamphlet by Renaud de Jouvenel entitled “Tito: The Ringleader of the Traitors.”

“Salut, Vasily,” Vesta sat down across from him and took a peeled orange from a bowl. “Toujours en forme, hein?”

“Hey there,” Vasily mumbled without peeling his eyes from his book.

“Whatcha readin’?”

“Just some bullshit,” he finished his coffee and made a sign to the servant. “I have my political information class today.”

The servant filled his blue cup from the blue coffee pot, added cream, then dropped a sugar cube in with a silver pincette.

“You gave me an awful piece of shit to read last night too,” Vesta sank her teeth into the orange’s chill flesh and sucked at its juice with her lips.

“What?” he scowled at her. “You didn’t like it?”

“It was deathly boring. I thought it would be about love. And it was only cutting and burning, cutting and burning . . .”

“Then you should read Angélique,” he stood up, finished his coffee in three gulps, then, slapping the pamphlet against his thighs, left the dining room.

“Hold on, let’s leave together!” she suggested.

“I’m presenting!” he shouted back as he passed through the living room.

“What an idiot,” dropping her half-finished orange, Vesta tapped at a boiled egg in a ceramic holder with a golden spoon.

After breakfast, she walked into the entryway, chewing gum, then stretched her arms out behind her. The maid put a short blue fox-fur coat onto her and gave her a black briefcase. Sisul let her out into the first entryway and General Vlasik let her out onto the staircase. Two men in civilian clothes from the external guard were waiting for her there. Not paying any attention to them, Vesta sat on the polished railing and slid down.

It was nice and sunny outside.

One guard threw open the back door of a black armored ZIM and the other sat down behind the wheel. Without rushing, Vesta took a seat in the back and dropped the briefcase next to her on the seat. “Olé!”

The car began to move, went out through the Spassky Gate, then turned left. The replacement guard marched toward Lenin’s Mausoleum. Pigeons flew up from Red Square.

“Hold on, hold on . . .” Vesta froze, her mouth wide open.

The guard sitting next to the chauffeur turned to her.

“Hold on,” she spat out her chewing gum.

The car braked.

“Who are you?” Vesta asked the guard tensely.

“I’m Petrenko, Vesta Iosifovna,” he replied.

“What’s your first name?”

“Nikolai.”

“And . . . where’s Ivan?”

“Khobotov? He’s on sick leave, Vesta Iosifovna. He has tonsillitis.”

She looked attentively at Nikolai, then out the window. “And what exactly is that?”

“It’s the Museum of the Revolution.”

“What’s . . . that?”

“I don’t understand, Vesta Iosifovna.”

She looked suspiciously at the museum. “Well . . . there’s lots of . . . stuff there, right?”

“There’s an . . . exhibition,” Nikolai shrugged uncomprehendingly.

The chauffeur peeked at Vesta in his mirror.

“You know . . . that . . . this . . .” she muttered, her eyes fixed on one point in space.

The guard waited, still turned toward Vesta. She was silent.

“Let me out! Let me out!” she suddenly exclaimed.

The guard leapt out of the car and opened the door.

Vesta got out, looked around, and took him by the hand:

“Let’s go.”

He followed her silently.

She walked into the only just opened Museum of the Revolution and began to climb the stairs.

“Your tickets, young people,” a thin woman stood up from her chair.

Nikolai showed her his ID and she sat back down.

Holding Nikolai by the hand, Vesta led him aimlessly up the stairs and muttered something. Thus did they make it to the very top floor—where the staircase ended.

“And what’s this?” Vesta looked gloomily at the open doors of the final hall.

“This is the hall where gifts to Comrade Stalin are kept,” Nikolai replied.

“Gifts from whom?” she growled sullenly.

“From”—Nikolai hesitated—“everyone who loves our leader.”

Letting go of the guard’s hand, Vesta walked incredulously into the hall. Nikolai followed her.

“Can it really be you’ve never been here before?” he asked, somewhat emboldened.

“Me?” she was walking as if in a swoon. “No . . . I’ve been here . . .”

In the large, well-lit hall were dozens of the most distinct articles that had ever been given to the leader by heads of state, monarchs, billionaires, artists, warlords, male and female lovers, aristocrats and border guards, diplomats and actors, collective farmers and the crews of ships, workers’ collectives and ordinary citizens . . . 

At the center of the hall, on an enormous plinth of bluish-black labradorite, towered a statue of Stalin carved by Ural stonecutters from a slab of gold-streaked pink rhodonite. The leader was trampling Trotsky’s book The Permanent Revolution and throwing his head back, preparing to burst out into triumphant laughter at the impotent sophistry of that goat-bearded Judas. YASAUKH PASHO! was carved into the plinth.

Next to the statue glittered a marvelous diamond syringe, a gift from Fabergé. A little farther off towered Stalin’s book Inner and Outer Freedom, weighing several poods and made by Kuban livestock breeders from the skins of sixty-nine breeding bulls and written in the blood of Komsomol members. A pair of lace men’s underwear embroidered by the Countess Sheremetyeva reposed under glass. A walrus-bone panel painting presented by the leader of the Yakuts depicted a sizzling bout of intercourse between the leader and the ballerina Pavlova. Another panel painting—this one made from amber—was entitled Lenin and Stalin Boil Poppy Stems in Razliv and was a gift from the jewelers of Riga. On the handle of a white ax compressed by Colombian communists from the purest of cocaine, stout letters spelled out NO MERCY FOR SABOTEURS! The Great Mao had presented the leader with a diorama on a grain of rice entitled The Execution of Bukharin on Red Square in Moscow. The billionaire Rockefeller had presented him with a golden overcoat on which the Father of All Nations defended Moscow from Hitler’s beastly hordes. Aleksei Stakhanov had given him his own jackhammer, Dolores Ibárruri her own left breast, and the saboteur Yagoda his own heart.

“Hold on . . .” Vesta walked up to her rhodonite father and absent-mindedly put her hand on his cold boot. “And where’s . . . that . . .”

“What, Vesta Iosifovna?” Nikolai approached her.

“Well . . .” she made an undefinable gesture with her hand, “this . . . very . . . big . . .”

“Big?” Nikolai tried to clarify.

“Crimson . . . crimson . . .” she wrinkled her brow, searching something out with her eyes. “Come on, then, you . . . take off . . . take off . . .”

“What?” Nikolai didn’t understand.

“Take it off! Well, take it off!” she tugged at his pants.

Nikolai hesitated, but when he met with her threatening gaze, he unbuttoned his well-ironed gray pants.

“And your underwear too, idiot!” she shouted at him.

Nikolai obeyed. She sat down and looked attentively at his genitals. A shadow of disappointment flashed across her young, beautiful face.

“No,” she stood up, “it’s not crimson.”

She set off offendedly across the thickly lacquered floor of the hall with her Italian suede shoes, then began to clomp down the staircase.

“Sale pute!” she sobbed, beginning to run, then suddenly burst into tears all too girlishly—loudly and helplessly. “Sale-e-e pute-e-e! Merde! Me-e-e-erde!”

Nikolai pulled up his fallen pants and rushed to catch up with her.

•

			Khrushchev opened the suitcase and looked at the blue lard. “Why’d you keep silent all evening?”

“All morning more like,” Stalin smiled, coming up from behind and embracing him. “If I’d shown you right away, you wouldn’t have wanted me anymore. You would only have wanted the blue lard.”

Khrushchev covered his face with his hands, opened them, then closed them again. “At moments like this, I truly understand that our world is a dream.”

“I understand that at every moment. I have since I was a child.”

Stalin kissed Khrushchev’s hump, walked away, and lit a cigar. He was wearing Khrushchev’s black Chinese bathrobe.

Naked, Khrushchev sat down on the edge of the bed, interlaced his fingers, and looked at them anxiously. “We’ve lost time. You should have come to me right away.”

“With the block of ice? So that Beria would immediately figure everything out?”

“I’m certain he knows everything already.”

“There’s no point in flattering Beria, mon cher. He’s not clairvoyant. I played everyone like fiddles.”

“We’ve lost . . . lost time . . . verflucht noch mal!” Khrushchev slapped his muscular knees, leapt up, and began to pace around the bedroom.

His long hands gripped at his hairy hips and his hump protruded menacingly from his bent back.

“Du calme, mon ami,” Stalin blew smoke into the open suitcase. “Time’s on our side.”

“They won’t let us leave! They’ll besiege us in Arkhangelskoye like bears . . . Beria’s already been snorting his nose off with Zhukov. They’ve got the whole Soviet army—plus Lubyanka to boot! That petit con Zhukov . . . The cunning little regimental whore! To think I saved that nit from Yezhov in ’37! They’re capable of anything, don’t you understand?!”

“Please, pull yourself together . . .” Stalin admired the cigar smoke turning blue as it swirled round in the open suitcase.

“Why haven’t you thought of anything?! Why didn’t you get in touch with me from the theater?! We should have arrested all of them right there! All of them! Immediately! My ninjas and Circassians would have done it in three minutes flat!”

“It wasn’t necessary.”

“With you here, they control the whole army! Don’t you get that?! The whole army, all Russia, and the whole MGB in Beria and Zhukov’s hands!”

“And we have the whole universe in our hands,” Stalin turned to him. “The entire universe is contained within this suitcase.”

“You won’t have time to make use of it!”

“Calm down; they didn’t and don’t know anything. And I know what I’m talking about.”

“Schweine . . . verdammte . . . Schweine!!!” Khrushchev shouted at the top of his lungs.

Stalin walked over and embraced him. “I’m begging you, mon ami. All will be well.”

“I don’t believe it . . . I can’t believe that nit Beria . . .”

“All will be well,” Stalin looked into the count’s bloodshot eyes. “This is Stalin speaking to you. Do you believe Stalin?”

Khrushchev responded to him with a sullen and incredulous look.

“Don’t you believe Stalin?” the leader asked again.

“I believe . . .” Khrushchev muttered reluctantly, averting his eyes.

Stalin grabbed him by his sharp chin and turned his face to him.

“Do you believe me?”

Khrushchev looked into the leader’s unblinking eyes, which were the color of strong Indian tea, for a long time, then went limp, took Stalin’s hand, and kissed it. “I believe, Iosif.”

“Bien. Then get ready.”

Stalin walked over to the phone and picked it up. “The Kremlin. Stalin’s apartment.”

Sisul came to the phone. “Hullo?”

“Sisul, where are our people?”

“Hullo, boss. The children is at school and Nadezhda sleeps at home.”

“Go get the children immediately.”

“Yes, boss.”

“Wake up Nadya and tell her ‘ram.’”

“What you mean ‘ram,’ boss? What ram?”

“Just say the word ‘ram.’ She knows which one. Have them ready by twelve.”

“Sir, yes sir.”

Stalin put down the phone, walked over to his clothes lying on the bed, took off his robe, and began to quickly get dressed.

“What an enchanting color . . .” Khrushchev leaned over the suitcase. “The color of the fourth principle of thermodynamics . . .”

“You’re not a romantic. It’s the color of the other.”

“For me that which is other is new.”

“That which is new is new. And that which is other, mon cher, is other.”

Stalin buttoned up his shirt and began to pull on his long black-and-red socks.

“Sixteen years . . .” Khrushchev walked over to the extinguished fireplace and hugged himself around his shoulders as if he were chilled.

“You mean it took that long to come to us?”

“Yes. Father Time’s postal service is probably the slowest. And the most costly . . .”

“Do you remember when you and I were reading their leather book?”

“At your dacha? In the banya? In the bathing chamber?”

“You suggested we go under a blanket and read with a flashlight. A grand conspirator!”

“I also strangled the guard . . .”

“The one who came in at the wrong moment?” Stalin stood up, pulling on his tight pants.

“I can still remember his young Adam’s apple . . .” Khrushchev ran his hand over his face exhaustedly. “You know . . . I’ll tell you honestly. I never believed all that was true. I thought it was some kind of enormous fabrication . . . a trap. But I couldn’t understand its logic. And I also didn’t understand whom it would benefit. The Germans? The Americans? The Japanese?”

“I believed it from the very beginning. As soon as I saw the boy with horns,” Stalin put on his gilet, walked over to the dressing table with its oval mirror, picked up his emerald necklace, and began to put it round his neck.

“Allow me, my angel . . .” Khrushchev walked over to him, fastened the necklace, then straightened it around the collar of his shirt.

The faces of the two friends were reflected in the forty-two faces of the emerald.

“Tu ne peux pas imaginer combien tu m’es cher, mon ami,” Stalin spoke, looking into the mirror.

“Un ermite comme moi aime entendre des telles choses,” Khrushchev slowly kissed the leader’s silky white shoulder.

•

			During his time in power, Stalin had only used his secret airfield twice: on June 22, 1941, when he flew to Peking to ratify a military alliance against Germany, and on January 6, 1946, immediately after the joint Soviet-German atomic strike on England. On that frosty January morning, Stalin had flown over the incinerated ruins of London in order to see for himself the onset of the atomic age, as he hadn’t entirely believed in the power of their new weapon.

At his underground airfield in Ramenki, located not far from the Sparrow Hills, two of the leader’s planes were always kept at the ready—a main plane and a backup plane. The guards, the technical corps of the airfield, and the flight crew all deferred exclusively to Stalin’s orders.

At 13:20, on a glum and barren tract of land in the area of Michurinsky Prospect, the ground, dotted with frail trees and half-rotten barracks, parted, and a four-engine IL-18 flew out of an enormous concrete pharynx, setting its course west and following the secret “Ram” plan.

On board, in addition to the crew, Stalin, and Khrushchev were: Nadezhda Alliluyeva, Vesta, Vasily, Yakov, Sisul, Ajooba, and four of Khrushchev’s ninjas.

The main cabin, upholstered in creamy chevrette and edged with Karelian birch, was spacious and cozy. The sun shone brightly through the cabin windows on the left side, turning to fractals in the crystal decanters filled with beverages, illuminating the balls and gilded holes of the billiard table, as well as the women’s jewelry, then iridescently and solemnly scattering off the diamond-garnet brooch that adorned Khrushchev’s dark-blue velvet beret and the ruby handle of Stalin’s platinum cane.

Vasily and Yakov quickly fell into a slumber to the accompaniment of the monotonous hum of the engine. Khrushchev was drinking Chivas Regal and gazing out a window. Stalin was smoking his favorite brand of cigar—Havana. Nadezhda was reading an issue of Novy Mir. And Vesta was knitting a woolen “tube” for the Italian greyhound sleeping in her lap.

“The limits . . . the limits . . .” the count murmured, leaning back in his chair and palpating the ice in his glass of whiskey. “Our country is simply too big, Iosif.”

“That’s a virtue, not a flaw,” Stalin blew smoke up toward the semicircular ceiling.

“I’m none too sure of that . . .” the count sighed. “‘From thought to thought, th’are a thousand versts to gallop across.’ Vyazemsky was right.”

“Aviation didn’t exist in his time. Nor did the atomic bomb,” Stalin pressed a button on his armrest.

Sisul came in silently. Stalin pointed his cane at a decanter of apricot liqueur, and a narrow glass filled with thick, bright liquid appeared in the leader’s left hand.

“An excess of space generates problems,” Khrushchev yawned.

“Problems are generated by people, not by space. But people can solve them too,” Stalin took a drink from his glass.

“But this solving often drags on for decades.”

“Only under a weak central power, mon cher.”

“How strange . . .” Nadezhda sighed, interrupting her reading.

“What, my joy?” Stalin asked.

“Our literary journals are printing strange things these days.”

“You think so?”

“Here, for example, is a new play by Simonov. A very strange play. I wouldn’t go to a play like this.”

“Well . . . theater shouldn’t stand still. It’s a living genre,” Stalin remarked. “I, for example, don’t understand Ionesco. But millions of people love him. That must be taken into account. Simonov is also very popular.”

“I’ve probably become very stupid in the last few years. For my taste, there’s never anything better than Chekhov at the theater.”

“You’re smarter than all of us, Mommy,” said Vesta, not looking up from her knitting.

“I doubt it . . .” Nadezhda sighed with a smile. “The wife of the leader doesn’t understand contemporary dramaturgy. Quelle horreur. . .”

“What’s the deal with the play?” Khrushchev turned his heavy, nosy face to Nadezhda.

“It’s called A Glass of Russian Blood. Do you want me to read it to you?”

“Is it big?” Khrushchev stared at her beautiful hands.

“Four acts.”

“That’s too much . . .” Khrushchev said in English, then frowned.

“Don’t worry, Count, I won’t be able to read all of it,” Nadezhda grinned.

“Read us the first act, my joy,” Stalin requested thoughtfully.

“But with feeling, Mommy. Like Tarasova.”

“I don’t know how to do it with feeling, Vesta. So . . .”

She flipped through the pages of Novy Mir and began to read in her pleasant, lively voice.
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ACT 1



A large Moscow apartment with old-fashioned prewar furniture belonging to Rita Vareikis. Evening. Rita is playing a partita by Bach on her violin. Misha Bronshtein enters. His jacket is stained with lime and dirt; his checkered scarf protrudes from his collar.


RITA (stops playing and looks tensely at Misha): You?

MISHA (takes off his hat and throws it on the sofa): As you can see.

RITA: But . . . I thought you were in Vitebsk? My God!

MISHA: Don’t drop your violin. (He walks over, embraces Rita wearily, and kisses her.)

RITA: Can it really be?

MISHA: Yes! Yes! Yes!

(They stand still, embracing.)

RITA: I had a strange dream today. Strange and frightening. I was thinking about you all day . . . I couldn’t do anything . . . I was sawing away at my violin like a woodcutter . . . No! It can’t be!

MISHA: It can, my dear. (He takes the violin and the bow from her and lays them on the piano.) Squeeze me tighter. Then you’ll believe me right away.

RITA (squeezing herself to him, wrapping her arms around his neck): You’re . . . here?

MISHA: Tighter. Tighter!

RITA: Yes . . . here. I think I’m dying . . . 

MISHA: We’ll die together.

RITA (sticks her hand under his coat and touches him): Yes . . . yes . . . oh, this warmth . . . this . . . unbelievable warmth . . .

MISHA (squeezing her hand with his own): Now do you believe it?

ITA: I’m dying, my sweet . . . I’m dying, Mishenka . . . 

MISHA: I was counting seconds on the train . . . sitting and looking at my watch . . . (He laughs with a weary nervousness.) The other passengers were staring at me! They thought I was crazy.

RITA: My sun . . . I adore you. (She kisses him.)

MISHA ( frees himself, runs over to the window, and draws the curtain): From everyone! Shut off from everyone! My God . . . how tired I am. . .(He sits down on the ground.) I haven’t slept for days. Shut everything! Lock everything! I . . . don’t think I locked the door . . . 

RITA (runs off, then returns): Everything’s locked, my sweet. No one will disturb us.

MISHA: Where’s Ivan?

RITA: He’s on the night shift today.

MISHA: Thank God.

RITA: No. . .(She laughs.) No! No!

MISHA: What?

RITA: I can’t believe you’re here, that’s the first thing.

MISHA (touches her face with dirty hands): And what’s the second thing?

RITA: The second thing is I can’t believe you brought it.

MISHA (touches her face silently): I can’t believe it myself. Each and every time.

(Beat.)

RITA: Shall we begin?

MISHA: Hold on. I don’t want to rush. Afterwards, it always seems to me that we do everything in a slapdash way—that we hurry. . .

RITA: I . . . I’m already trembling all over. Can you see if my pupils are dilated?

MISHA: They are.

RITA: Yours too. They’re taking up your whole eyes . . . You have such frightening eyes when we do it. Shall we begin?

MISHA: A minute, another minute . . . a minute. Let’s stretch, let’s slow down just a bit . . . (He rubs his face with his hands tormentedly.) For our whole lives, we’re always rushing somewhere . . . we do our favorite things in such a slapdash way. As if there will be even better things in our future.

RITA: How my heart is beating . . . maybe I should . . . do you want some tea?

(Misha looks at her. They laugh.)

RITA: Forgive me, my sweet.

MISHA: Were you practicing for a long time today?

RITA: Not really. My hands have been heavy since the morning. My playing is off today. The partita isn’t too bad, but the concerto is awful. There’s only a week left and I’m really not ready.

MISHA: You’ll manage. You’re strong. Tell me, how’s Semyon? How’s his Brahms?

RITA: Well, Senya’s a perpetuum mobile. He doesn’t know what it is to fail. He works like clockwork at home. Gets up at eight. Plays for two hours, then takes a walk, then has lunch. Then another hour. Then goes to see Vera. And they make love. Then dine at the Three Crowns. But he always sleeps alone. He does almost no drugs. Smokes in moderation. Goes riding on Saturdays . . . A very proper lifestyle for a professional musician. Although, of late, I haven’t much liked his playing. It’s too rational, too academic. Especially his Brahms. It’s somehow . . . there’s no nerve, no . . . not a single flaw. The Romantics weren’t that academic. What works for Haydn isn’t at all appropriate for Brahms. And Brahms . . . (She stands up.) I can’t take it anymore! I can’t! I can’t take it!

MISHA: OK . . . calm down . . . OK. Let’s begin.

(They strip naked. Rita takes two glasses and a black tablecloth from the sideboard; she puts the tablecloth over the table and puts the two glasses onto the table along with a candle in a candlestick; Misha lights the candle, turns off the light; he takes a hot-water bottle with a tube attached to it out from a secret inner pocket of his jacket; there’s a syringe needle attached to the end of the tube. Rita and Misha sit down at the table across from each other.)

MISHA (lays the hot-water bottle down on the table): Here . . . still warm.

RITA (sticks out her hands and lays them on the hot-water bottle): Warm . . . still very much so . . . Were you holding it in your arms the whole way? From Vitebsk?

MISHA: Yes. I sat there holding it under my jacket . . . and the woman sitting next to me, an old woman, asks, “Does your stomach hurt, young man?”

RITA (laughs nervously): Your stomach hurts! Your stomach hurts! My God! Your stomach hurts . . . My sweet, may I . . . 

MISHA (interrupts her): No, don’t rush. Now. (He begins the count.) One, two, three . . . 

(He opens the hot-water bottle and carefully upends it over the glass; blood pours from the hot-water bottle into the glass; Misha pours all the blood neatly into two glasses and throws the hot-water bottle onto the ground.)

RITA (with pain in her voice): Less than a glass.

MISHA: There wasn’t quite enough . . . but it’s not a big deal.

RITA: That’s too bad . . . why wasn’t there enough?

MISHA: Because. (He looks at her angrily.) I thought we’d made a deal.

RITA (shakes her head, shuddering nervously and breathing frequently): No . . . I just . . . although . . . (She shouts.) Why?!

MISHA: I’ll kill you!

RITA (sobs): My sweet . . . no! What do we need it for?! No! No! No!

MISHA (trembling with rage): I’ll smash your head in, you rotter! Shut up!

RITA: You . . . you always! Always! I can’t!

MISHA (shouting): Shut up!!

(Rita falls silent and sits down, shuddering and clutching at the table. Misha waits, then sets the glass of blood before her. Rita enfolds the glass in her trembling palms and stares at it intently. Misha moves his glass closer to him. They sit in silence for a long time.)

MISHA: It’s necessary . . . so that . . .(he pauses) . . . everything goes . . . smoothly . . . smoothly . . . (He takes a drink from his glass.)

RITA (looks at him, lifts her glass, and drains it in a single gulp): Aah. . . on the left . . . everything on the left . . . oh mama . . . 

(Misha drinks his blood in little gulps. Rita stares at him thirstily. He leaves her a last sip and hands her his glass. She finishes it, holds the glass up high, throws her head back, and catches drops of blood between her lips).

MISHA: At home . . . (he smiles heavily) . . . at home . . .

RITA: It’s . . . not heavy . . . yeah . . . not at all. Right?

MISHA: No. And it never will be.

RITA: Are you . . . are you really?

MISHA: Very much so. I love you.

RITA (burps, laughs): Strange . . .

MISHA: What, my sweet?

RITA: Why only Russian blood?

MISHA: No one knows.

RITA: Only Russian! Not Tatar, not Kalmyk . . . 

MISHA: Not Georgian . . . not even Armenian . . . smooth . . . smooth . . . (he closes his eyes) . . . everything’s smooth. . . white . . .

RITA (takes his hand in her own): Tell me. Tell me. Tell me.

MISHA (not opening his eyes): He was hired recently. As a tamper. An ex-con. Did time for theft. Told me a fair bit about the Turukhansk region. How he lost his legs there.

RITA: He was legless?

MISHA: Ah . . . I didn’t tell you that already?

RITA: You didn’t tell me.

MISHA: Yes. Legless. Their camp was in Turukhansk. He worked at the sawmill. And some crooks there lost him playing cards.

RITA: What do you mean?

MISHA: Well, if there’s nothing left to play with, criminals play with people . . . white . . . white . . . with living, warm-blooded people . . .

RITA: And what does that have to do with his legs?

MISHA: They cut off his legs at the sawmill.

RITA: Why?

MISHA: Because they lost him at cards.

RITA: What does that have to do with his legs? They lost him. Not his legs.

MISHA (says nothing for a little while, his eyes still closed): They didn’t need his legs. They simply needed to cut them off.

RITA: And him? Did they need him?

MISHA: They . . . they . . . didn’t need him. I needed him.

RITA (laughs joyfully): I don’t understand a damn thing . . . ha-ha-ha! Oh, it’s been so long since I visited my mother.

MISHA (shakes his head): No . . . it’s not all so flat . . . not all so shiny. . .

RITA: Her ears are ringing again. They say it’s because of an acoustic trauma. But she doesn’t go out anymore. When could she have had an acoustic trauma?

MISHA: The radio. The radio. It’s developing now . . . with a savage and terrible pace. The radio can do anything. It . . . can even penetrate into the human body.

RITA: Even into the blood?

MISHA: Even into the blood.

RITA: How is that possible?

MISHA: Waves . . . radio waves . . . (He opens his eyes.) He would tamp the concrete beneath the foundation. Better than any machine could. He would slide into a fresh pour and the workers would hand him a stave. He would grab the stave with his hands, and with his torso he’d begin to . . . would just . . . vibrate quickly and heavily . . . shake so . . . quickly and heavily . . .

RITA: Like an epileptic? Or . . . like a scared . . . like a deathly scared individual? When they kicked out Pokryovskaya, she was shaking. Shaking so much, shaking so much . . . I’ve never . . . never . . . 

MISHA: He was shaking like . . . I don’t know . . . perhaps no one can explain it. . .

RITA: He was happy?

MISHA: No.

RITA: Why?

MISHA: I don’t know. He’d suffered a lot.

RITA: That’s really not important, you understand. A person can suffer a lot or have constant internal struggles, but at the same time as . . . well . . . as it happens, yes . . . at the same time be and remain . . . a happy-go-lucky fella. And a decent person. A very decent one.

MISHA: I dunno. I’m not sure. People are born decent. They don’t become decent. Like Uncle Motya.

RITA: Oh sure . . . Uncle Motya! How can you compare Uncle Motya to this . . . what . . . vibro . . . shaker . . .

MISHA: Tamp-er. Remember that word. (He looks her in the eye seriously.) It’s a very important profession. Not “to tamper,” but “a tamper.” Especially now . . . in our time . . . when we have to build . . . to raise up that which was destroyed . . . that which the war carried away . . . and we must build, build, build . . . build an awful lot. Across the whole country. And we have a big country.

RITA (screws up her eyes): An enormous country! It sometimes even frightens me! Can you imagine that when it’s morning in Moscow, it’s already midnight in Vladivostok? People are going to sleep, making their beds, tucking in their children?

MISHA: Tucking in old people too. Because old people are like children.

RITA: They’re helpless.

MISHA: Very. Sometimes . . . (He sighs.) Sometimes, it’s disgusting.

RITA: No!

MISHA: Very. Something . . . so frightening . . . 

RITA: Death?

MISHA: No, no. No. Death is . . . just death . . . 

RITA: And is he . . . Russian?

MISHA: What do you think?

RITA (looks at Misha, then at the glass, laughs, and shakes her head): I’m a fool . . . forgive me.

MISHA: Don’t worry.

RITA: Well—then what happened?

MISHA: When?

RITA: Well . . . he was tamping and tamping . . . this . . . vibro—

MISHA (waves his hand): Oh yes . . . I didn’t finish telling it . . . so he was working in the Durov Brigade and . . . 

RITA: Is he . . . related to Durov?

MISHA: Which Durov?

RITA: Well, the one with the wild animals . . . with all the different somersaults . . . the hare drumming . . . so funny . . . but I didn’t go a second time, I was sick with the mumps.

MISHA: No, no . . . This Durov . . . is just a simple muzhik . . . a hard worker, I mean to say. Dull, but . . . he knows his work. And, can you imagine, the other guy was working for him . . . and I . . . you know . . . I can always feel a potential donor. Always. It’s like . . . synesthesia . . . or . . . no, it’s like perfect pitch. Here, look (he clinks his empty glass against Rita’s) . . . What note?

RITA (squints): Well, F, F-sharp . . . but I don’t have perfect pitch. Zoika Mamedova has always had it. She has a phen-o-men-al memory too! Phen-o-men-al! Play something behind her back and she can put the whole thing down on paper in an instant. But she’s a mediocre violinist. One of life’s great mysteries!

MISHA: I spoke with him right away . . . and realized that I was gonna siphon him off. I wouldn’t siphon too much, just a half liter! One hundred percent!

RITA (crawls down from the chair onto the floor, sits down next to the hot-water bottle, then picks it up): And . . . that . . . was a half liter?

MISHA: Almost . . . almost . . . (he sniffs the glass) . . . almost a half liter . . . one hundred percent . . .

RITA (twirls the hot-water bottle around in her hands, pulls out the stopper, sticks her finger into the bottle, then licks it; repeats this procedure): And . . . why was it . . . only a half liter?

MISHA: We’ve talked about this before, Rit . . . and more than once . . . 

RITA: Why? Would you . . . feel bad siphoning off a bit more?

MISHA (shakes his head with a sigh): It’s always the same with you. Don’t you understand?

RITA: Why . . . you don’t think about me . . . 

MISHA: I took him into the storeroom . . . when we were breaking for lunch . . . and gave him port with barbital . . . he drank almost a whole bottle . . . 

RITA: You never . . . think about me . . . (she sways, pressing the hot-water bottle to her face) . . . never . . . 

MISHA: He fell asleep . . . fell asleep quickly . . . and I drained him from his inguinal vein . . . but draining more would have been dangerous! Why do you not understand elementary things? You’re a person with postgraduate degrees! You studied for eighteen years! Eighteen years! And you can’t understand!

RITA (looks at him in astonishment, then stands up, walks over to him with the hot-water bottle in her hands, and gets down on her knees in front of Misha): Mishenka . . . I want more.

MISHA: Rita . . . (he frowns, shaking his head) . . . Rita . . .

RITA: Mishenka . . . I’m begging you . . .

MISHA: Rita.

RITA: Mishenka . . . I won’t do this again . . . but . . . I’m begging you . . .

MISHA: Rita! Stop! Stop!

RITA: I really want . . . (she sobs) . . . really . . . really . . .

MISHA: You want to torment me?

RITA: I’m begging you! I’m begging you! (She grabs him by his legs.)

MISHA: Rita, I’m getting offended. I’m seriously . . . getting offended . . . 

RITA: My sweet! My darling! I’m begging! I’m begging!

MISHA: I’m . . . leaving now. Is that what you want?

RITA: I’m begging! And what if I beg you?! If I, I, I am begging you?! I’m begging you?!

MISHA (stands up and staggers over to the coatrack): Rita . . . I can’t understand such things . . . Basically, in that case . . . you need not do anything . . . or we don’t need to do anything together . . . 

RITA (crawls over to him): Well . . . why are my words . . . why am I . . . and all, all of my . . . nothing to you . . . really nothing? Just an empty space? I’m an empty space? I’m an empty space? (She sobs.)

MISHA (puts the jacket on over his naked body): You know . . . I’m a man of principle . . . I don’t know how to lie . . . and I don’t know how . . . to behave . . . like this . . . I don’t know how . . . and never did. . .

RITA (grabs him by the hem of his jacket): What . . . what am I . . . to you? Answer me! What am I to you?! (She sobs.) What am I to you?! What am I? And who am I? Am I a . . . sack . . . a burlap sack? Am I burlap? Yeah? Like that one time? On the Christmas tree at the Fyodorovs’?! Am I a piece of cotton?! Yes?! Yes?

MISHA: And I’ll . . . never understand such . . . people . . . for me there are . . . people . . . and there are not-people . . . there’re . . . rules for how to behave properly . . . but I’ll never understand this . . . never . . . 

(Misha takes hold of the door handle and turns the key; Rita grabs him by the legs and cries out hysterically, not letting him go. Suddenly, they hear a door slam in the hallway, and whistling. Rita and Misha freeze.)

RITA (whispering): It’s . . . Ivan.

MISHA (whispering): Why? Why?

IVAN (in the hallway behind the door): Hey! Rita! Are you home?

MISHA (whispering): Keep quiet!

RITA (looks at Misha and unexpectedly responds to Ivan): Yes!

IVAN: Hell yeah! I gotta chow down—I’m dyin’! Listen—we accidentally dug into the groundwater. Half the station is underwater! Oh baby, we’re off till Monday! Rit! Do you have any more bread?

RITA: Yes!

IVAN: Oh baby! (He gets undressed noisily, still whistling.)

MISHA (whispering furiously): You . . . want to ruin everything?! To ruin it?!

(Rita crawls over to the cupboard, opens it, pulls out an iron, and holds it out to Misha.)

MISHA (whispering): You’ve gone insane! You’ve gone insane!

RITA (whispering): He’s Russian. He’s Russian. He’s Russian.

IVAN: Listen, Ritka, have you got anything stiff to drink?

RITA: Yes!

IVAN: Now that’s what I call the intelligentsia! (He walks up to Rita’s door and knocks.) May I come in, madame?

RITA: Yes!

(She gets up from the ground and throws the iron to Misha; he catches it. Rita unlocks the door and flings it open. Ivan is standing at the threshold. Naked, Rita stares at him, backs away into the depths of the apartment. Standing behind the door, Misha raises the iron over his head.)

RITA: Yes! Yes! Yes!

(Ivan walks into the apartment.)



•

			“Enough, my joy,” Stalin pronounced with a sigh of disappointment.

“A strange play for Simonov, isn’t it?” Nadezhda closed the journal. “But I don’t know . . . maybe it turns into something else at the end . . . but the subject . . . the subject is . . . strange, isn’t it?”

“There’s nothing strange about it,” Khrushchev spoke up, gazing out the cabin window. “When a writer wins the Stalin Prize six times, he begins to be reborn, whether he wants to or not. And the subject is . . . well, that very same fashionable rancor. After the Doctors’ Affair, all Soviet writers seemed to lose their heads: Jews and blood, Jews and blood. Those certainly are two important themes, but to write such primitive and vulgar tracts . . .”

“It’s got nothing to do with his six Stalin Prizes,” Stalin put out his cigar. “Every writer has his ups and downs. Simonov was writing well for too long.”

“He’s so ugly,” Vesta spoke up as she knitted. “Small, big bellied, slanting eyes, and a burring voice. But he writes so well about love . . . ‘I love the whole of you together, but your hands and lips singly.’ Natalie Malinovskaya knows all of Simonov by heart. What happens next in this play? Do they kill this Russian Ivan?”

“I didn’t read to the end,” Nadezhda picked up her glass of apple juice and took a sip. “Still, Fadeyev is right that the image of the syringe has been, is, and always shall be central to Soviet literature. There’s nothing yet equal to it.”

“Unfortunately,” Stalin nodded, stood up, and stretched out. “Shall we have a snack? We’ll be flying for two more hours.”

“I wouldn’t mind,” Khrushchev touched his enormous nose.

“Where are we going, Daddy?” Vesta asked.

“What would you like to eat, my angel?” Stalin asked, placing his hand on her head.

“A unicorn, Daddy,” Vesta raised up her beautiful young face.

•

			Beria immediately received a report of Stalin’s departure to an unknown destination from his secret airfield. The Minister of State Security was surprised not by the fact of Stalin’s departure, but by the list of people traveling with him.

Every time Beria came across something inexplicable that didn’t fit within the logic of his reasoning, he fell into a strange paralysis, as if he’d been bitten by an invisible snake.

Sitting in his small office in the Lubyanka, tastefully decorated with amber and rosewood, he stared fixedly at the curt message regarding Stalin’s departure, reading its dry lines over and over again.

“Khrushchev and Stalin,” he thought aloud. “But what’s his family got to do with them? Stalin and his family. But what’s Khrushchev got to do with them?”

An extinguished cigarette lay on the edge of his amber ashtray. His amber clock showed the time as 14:10. The sun shone brightly through the bulletproof glass of the office.

Beria put the paper down on the desk and picked up one of his eight amber phones. “Send Abakumov and Merkulov to me.”

Soon, two of his closest and most capable assistants came into the office: the bald, well-built, smiling Prince Abakumov in an excellent dark-blue suit with a yellow-blue tie, his preferred tinted tortoiseshell glasses, and dark-blue gloves squeezing at a light cane, and the stocky, swarthy-faced athlete Merkulov in the uniform of a colonel general.

After a forty-minute conversation, it became definitively clear to Beria that the reason for Stalin’s entirely unexpected departure lay in the suitcase of blue matter.

“He knows something about it. More than we do,” Beria concluded. “It means that our information concerning this matter is incomplete.”

“But all of the informational materials are stored with us, patron,” Abakumov inserted a cigarette into his bone cigarette holder and lit up. “There was nothing said in the leather book about this blue matter.”

“Then the scientists must have said something to him,” Merkulov looked at Beria with a cold gaze that expressed nothing.

“After three in the morning and before he left? Unlikely,” Beria took off his pince-nez and wiped at it with a suede cloth. “He went to Khrushchev’s right after dinner. He had no communications with the scientists.”

“There’s one possibility, patron. The pages aren’t numbered. Before the Revolution, the book was stored in the Third Section of His Imperial Majesty’s Own Chancellery. It’s possible that some of the pages—”

“I thought about that,” Beria stood up and started to pace around his office. “I already thought about that . . . But, even so, if those pages had made their way to him, he would’ve gotten in touch with the experts.”

“He was never close with the physicists. Just with the chemists and the humanities scholars,” Merkulov remarked. “In the chemists’ world, there are no places too dark for the MGB to see. It’s more complicated with the physicists. They’re not as relevant to the country, so we’re less well informed.”

“Like all other scientists, physicists don’t live in total isolation. They exchange ideas. Remember the story of the atomic bomb; it was first put together and used by the Germans even though the Italians came up with it. I don’t believe that our physicists know nothing about this blue matter.”

“But, patron, perhaps this matter isn’t important to physicists and chemists, but only to, for example, biologists? Or cyberneticists?”

“It’s possible. But I know his logic. He’s a metaphysician. If he encounters something incomprehensible, the first thing he does is get in touch with practitioners of the fundamental sciences. For him, biology isn’t quite a fundamental science. And cybernetics certainly isn’t.”

“He dined with Lebedev twice,” Merkulov said.

“With which Lebedev?”

“The optics physicist.”

“He would never dine with a secret expert,” Beria walked over to the table and pressed a button on an amber fan; its yellow blades swam together into a distorted circle, dispersing the cigarette smoke. “He would have met with him, received his conclusions, then killed him.”

“Many famous physicists died during Yezhov’s time,” Merkulov pulled out a flat silver box filled with cocaine and took a sniff.

“This could have happened before Yezhov too,” Beria cracked the knuckles of his long fingers. What I need: first, the precise location of the plane’s landing. Second, immediate information about all practitioners of the fundamental sciences.”

“We’re following the plane, Comrade Beria,” Merkulov wiped at his nose with a handkerchief, “and as for the immediate information . . .”

He exchanged a look with Abakumov.

“Take care of Sakharov,” Beria took a new pack of Troika cigarettes out of a drawer and unwrapped it.

“But didn’t you say after the holidays, patron?” Abakumov straightened his glasses.

“It’ll be too late after the holidays, Prince,” Beria lit up, then put his face into the stream of air flowing from the fan with great pleasure.

•

			The academician Sakharov was arrested at Moscow State University at 13:22 after leading a stormy, “uncombed” (as Professor Migal would describe it) seminar on the subject of “rotten time-rings” for graduate students in the Department of Theoretical Physics, then walking swiftly out of the humid auditorium, the air of which was still imbued with the heat of the discussion, and, contentedly fidgeting with his long, thick, chalky fingers, heading for the bathroom.

An hour later, his muscular body, the body of a freestyle-wrestling master, was hanging from a rack in the concrete basement of the Lubyanka.

Sakharov was being interrogated by the famous Khvat—a living legend of the MGB who had twice been named a Hero of the Soviet Union and had been the lead investigator on the case of the sinister saboteur Vavilov who’d devoted his life to cultivating “quick ergot” and using it to infect Kuban wheat.

Small, dry, and agile, Khvat sat at his table, known to everyone who served in the MGB as the “truth-born-beneath-the-nails table,” smoked his pipe, and waited for the man suspended from the rack to stop screaming. On the brown-oilcloth-covered table lay numerous devices used for torturing people in the region of their nails. A pretty black-eyed stenographer was perched in the corner behind another small table.

Finally, the academician’s body, naked and soaked in sweat, ceased jerking around, then, instead of screams, saliva began to flow profusely from his crooked, trembling mouth.

“Well, how glorious . . .” Khvat knocked out his pipe, pulled on black leather gloves, stood up, then walked over to the suspended man. “You know, Sakharov, I love working with scientists. Not because you’re weaker than soldiers or aristocrats. But because I have a deep respect for your labor. That respect’s been with me since I was a child. I grew up in Taganrog. There were seven of us in my family and everyone had their place. My father was a hard worker who drank and my mother was a laundrywoman. We lived in an enormous communal building—a hundred rooms and one toilet. What didn’t I see there! Brawls and drunkenness and hard fucking, so hard you couldn’t figure out who was stickin’ it into whom. But there was one bright spot. One tenant. Right next to the toilet. One small room. Six meters squared. A four-eyes. A student. A mathematician. A homely guy. Pimply. Neatly dressed, but in castoffs. A weak voice from bad sinusitis. He used to walk into the kitchen: ‘Comrades, might I request a mug of boiling water?’ And all of our tattooed thugs, all of our unwashed whores, all of our creaky old ladies would suddenly go quiet. It’s not clear why. I used to walk out of the toilet as soon as I’d finished shitting, walk up to his door, put my nose to his keyhole, and sniff. A scent. An unusual scent. It smelled like a smart man. There was nothing more pleasant to me than this smell. I started working in the security organs with that scent in my nostrils. Even now, I can tell smart people by their scent. Take you, for example,” Khvat sniffed at the academician’s sweat-shining buttocks, “you’re smart too. And Vavilov was smart. And Vinogradov. And Vovsi. And Propp. Which is all the more offensive to me, Sakharov. All the more painful.”

He returned to the table, picked up the thin case folder, and opened it.” Look what you’ve thought yourself into. Time is a head of cabbage and all events are just aphids eating their way through it. Motherfucker! It’s like that Jewish joke: ‘You mean this putz is going to Berdichev with that act?’” Khvat exchanged a look with the grinning stenographer. “A head of cabbage! How much were you being paid by the university?”

“Six . . . thou . . . thousand,” Sakharov croaked.

“Six thousand,” Khvat nodded. “And five in an envelope because you’re an academician. Eleven thousand. Better than a dog’s dick. And how did the academician Sakharov pay back the Soviet people for such a fucking amazing salary? With the concept of time as a head of cabbage! Suck a fucking cock! That means the Revolution, the Civil War, Stalin’s first five-year plans, the Great Patriotic War, the incredible feats of Soviet soldiers, the heroic revival of our ruined national economy, Stalin’s pharmaceutical reforms, his immortal theory of Inner and Outer Freedom . . . All of this is just hordes of aphids on a rotten leaf of cabbage . . . pubic crabs . . . whores even!”

He threw the folder back onto the table and bent down to his “truth-birthing” instruments, choosing which of them to use.

“Vavilov was an awful nit. My hair went gray at thirty before I managed to make him crack. But he was an obvious saboteur. A saboteur by conviction. You’re a secret saboteur. Not by conviction, but because of your own rotten anti-Soviet nature. The Lord gave you a smart head and a healthy body. The Great Stalin gave you a goal in life. The Soviet people provided you with ideal conditions for your work. And you, you bunch of bitches’ guts, you simply shat on all of that. On God and on Stalin and on the people.”

“But . . . I . . . made . . . the . . . bomb . . .” Sakharov croaked.

“The bomb’s the bomb. And time’s, well . . . time’s time.”

Having chosen two nozzles that looked like thimbles, Khvat put springs into them, dripped nitric acid into them, then placed them over the academician’s two big toes. The nozzles whirred. The finest of needles went under Sakharov’s nails and injected acid into him. He swayed, his muscles as tense as those of a gymnast suspended on his rings, then let forth a protracted scream.

•

			Twenty-eight minutes later, Sakharov, spitting up pink foam, remembered how, in the summer of ’49 at the Red Pitsunda Sanatorium, Kurchatov had tipsily told him about the strange death of Professor Petrishchev, “a stunningly talented scientist who, even before the war, had gone crazy about some blue thing.” Petrishchev was one of the leading Russian thermodynamicists, his career had taken off quickly and brilliantly, he’d become a professor at twenty-five, written a textbook well known to every student of thermodynamics, then unexpectedly quit his job at Moscow State University, entirely breaking his ties with the scientific community, shutting himself up with his wife at his dacha in Peski, and living there right up until ’49. His wife, having gone to the store one morning, returned to find the professor lying face down in a small puddle on their property. Kurchatov considered the dead man to have been insane; however, he noted that the Petrishchevs had always lived very well, before and during their period of reclusion, despite the fact that they hadn’t inherited any money from their families.

“Well there, that’s already something,” Khvat contentedly removed the “thimbles” from the academician’s now blue feet. Khvat did not suspend the Petrishchev widow. The busty, corpulent lady was stripped and chained to a soft bed and given an injection of a lust-stimulator mixed with cocaine. Khvat replaced his leather gloves with rubber ones, rubbed them over with Vaseline, and, sitting down on the bed, began to massage the lady’s clitoris while also mashing at her loose, veiny bosom.

“Mommy . . . oh, Mommy . . .” the red-faced widow wept sweetly.

“We’ll make the good little girl feel good . . . and we’ll do it so sweetly . . .” Khvat whispered into her pink ear. “What a beautiful little girl, a tender little girl, an intelligent little girl . . . the little girl will tell us everything . . . the little girl will feel so good . . . so nice . . .”

He brought her almost to the point of orgasm, then suddenly stopped. Petrishcheva tried to make herself come by squeezing her fat thighs together, but Khvat grabbed them and spread them apart:

“You can’t, you can’t . . . the little girl hasn’t talked yet.”

He repeated this process three times. Petrishcheva thrashed on the bed like a seal, her face drenched in tears and mucus.

“The little girl will tell . . . and I’ll do it right away . . . then a groom will come to the little girl . . . a tall, well-built chekist . . . blue eyed . . . he’s waiting behind the door with a bouquet . . . tell us about the blue thing, my sweet . . .”

Blowing bubbles and choking back tears, Petrishcheva told him. From her confused speech, constantly interrupted by shouts and moans, it became clear that Stalin had summoned Professor Petrishchev to the Kremlin in ’35 and shown him nine pages from a certain book written in Russian with blood on deerskin. Those nine pages contained a description of a blue matter that would be sent from the future in order to change the world. Khvat’s Vaselined attempts to get further details were not crowned with success; the widow, a woman with an incomplete humanities education, was unable to squeeze forth anything intelligible, no matter how hard she tried.

“Please, keep going, that this . . . please, do it, that this . . .” she waved her hand, imitating what Khvat had been doing, “and . . . that the world will change . . . world will change . . . please, keep going, that this . . . and . . . won’t rot . . . won’t smolder . . . won’t heat up . . . please, keep going, that this . . . please, keep going . . . please, keep going . . . please keep go-o-o-oing!”

“Suck a dick,” Khvat stood up from the bed, pulled the greasy gloves off his hands, then pulled back the screen behind which his stenographer was working diligently. “Type everything up, then come straight to my office!”

“Please, keep going! Please, keep going!” Petrishcheva thrashed around.

Having grabbed the case file and his pipe, Khvat walked out into the hallway of the underground prison and rushed over to the elevator, his new boots squeaking. A snub-nosed petty officer with a machine gun at his chest opened the door of the elevator for him.

“Wait a minute!” Major Korolev ran over to the elevator with two enormous tomes on the Bankers’ Affair under his arm. “Greetings, Comrade Khvat!”

“Hey there, Petya,” Khvat extended his hand to the major.

The elevator began to rise.

“They’ve been saying in the department that you’re on leave!” the major smiled white-toothedly.

Khvat lit his pipe and looked exhaustedly at the major’s nose. “Interrogating broads is like making bullets out of shit. Got it?”

“I got it, Comrade Colonel!” the major began to smile even more white-toothedly.

•

			At 16:31, Stalin’s plane crossed the border of the USSR in the vicinity of Prague. Beria spread apart the dark-yellow silk curtains in front of his amber map of the world and looked at it. “Now it’s clear to whom he’s flying.”

He returned to his desk, picked up the transcripts of Khvat’s interrogations, tore them up, and threw them in the wastebasket.

“Shall we interrogate the chemists, patron?” Abakumov asked. “It can’t possibly be that such a unique substance hasn’t been . . .”

“Last year’s snow,” Beria cut him off.

“If I were you, I would gut Vlasik, Comrade Beria,” the broad-shouldered Merkulov began to get agitated. “He’s got feathers on his snout. After Kirov’s murder, he . . .”

“Last year’s snow,” Beria said, cracking his knuckles and opening the right drawer of his desk. In the drawer was an amber-encrusted pistol with a silencer.

“Who shoots at the woodcock that’s already flown past?” Beria asked, then shot Abakumov in the forehead.

The prince keeled over onto the orange and straw-yellow carpet. Merkulov froze, having gotten ready to take a sniff of cocaine, the box already open.

“Only a very stupid hunter,” Beria shot him in his right eye.

Merkulov fell face-first onto the desk. The silver box fell onto the case folder entitled “Flight” and cocaine spilled out of it.

Beria wet his finger with spit, dipped it into the powder, then thoughtfully ran it over his upper gum.

•

			Two agile flaxen-haired stewards were serving dessert—fruit in a tangerine jelly—when the flight commander walked into the cabin, put his hand to his bluish-white cap, and gave his report:

“Comrade Stalin, our plane has crossed the border of the USSR and entered into the airspace of the Third Reich.”

“Good,” Stalin nodded, then looked at his watch. “How much longer?”

“Forty minutes and we’ll be there, Comrade Stalin.”

Having taken a scoop of yellow jelly from the crystal rosette with his golden spoon, Khrushchev squinted out the cabin window. “Cloudy.”

“It’s raining in Prague, Comrade Khrushchev,” the flight commander noted.

“In which sector? East or West?” the count looked at him weightily.

“In . . . both, Comrade Khrushchev,” the pilot answered seriously.

“That can’t be. This is a provocation,” the count shook his head as he chewed.

The flight commander stood uncomprehendingly in the middle of the cabin.

“You’re free to go,” Stalin smiled.

The pilot and the stewards left.

“When did you build the wall in Prague, Dad?” Vasily asked.

“Right after the war, you cudgel,” Yakov stretched out languidly.

“Three days after the conclusion of the Potsdam Conference, the first two stones had already been laid,” Stalin replied.

“Why two?”

“Because the Prague Wall was built by the combined efforts of the two conquering world powers—Germany and the USSR. Von Ribbentrop laid one brick and Molotov laid the other.”

“And why was it necessary to divide Prague with this wall?” Vesta spoke, pulling the mohair tube over the Italian greyhound. “We could have put it a little farther away. Family and friends were living in different parts of Prague, then, suddenly, they were living in different cities. If they were to partition Moscow right through Red Square, that would mean I’d be in East Moscow and Mashka Zhukova and Natalie Malinovskaya would be in West Moscow. How horrible! Why did the wall have to be in the middle of Prague?”

“That’s where we stopped their army, stupid girl,” Yakov yawned.

“What’s your grade in Soviet history, Vasily?” Khrushchev asked.

“A B, Count. But . . . we’ve got a really weird teacher. An introvert.”

“Don’t slander Sergei Arnoldovich,” Alliluyeva retorted reproachfully. “He’s a wonderful pedagogue.”

“Our people already turned all the introverted teachers into camp dust a long time ago,” Stalin pronounced. “And you must know the history of your Motherland.”

Forty minutes later, the plane began its descent and, after a long glide over the Bavarian Alps, landed at Hitler’s personal airfield in the vicinity of Berchtesgaden.

This spacious, almost perpetually empty airfield had been built in the Alps after an underground atomic explosion had been set off here to raze the ancient mountains.

The long, unusually smooth tarmac of the airfield was reminiscent of a frozen mountain lake and ran up against a granite statue of Hitler’s head, carved from an entire mountain by the efforts of Arno Breker and six thousand French and British prisoners.

The intelligent and focused face with its high forehead, hooked Prussian nose, small stubborn chin, and beautiful, authoritative lips gazed at the buzzing white insect crawling toward it along the runway with the calm majesty of a giant.

The turbines stopped and a ramp pulled up.

“Grüß Gott, Deutschland,” Khrushchev stood up from his seat and cracked his knuckles.

“Oh, how capital it is here!” Vesta got up and looked out of the cabin windows. “I’m going to ski in the mountains.”

“Sled with Mommy more like . . .” Vasily muttered, picking up the candy that’d fallen out of its box and into his lap. “Gimme a smoke, Yash.”

“Suck a dick,” Yakov whispered, moving only his lips and putting on his jacket after a steward gave it to him.

“Deal with the crew,” Stalin nodded to Khrushchev and was the first to head for the exit.

A fresh mountain wind pleasantly cooled his face. Stalin walked out onto the rubber platform of the ramp and took a deep breath with great pleasure. Just below the leader of the Land of the Soviets were waiting the prim Martin Bormann, the plump and stocky von Ribbentrop, and Sepp Dietrich, the unremarkable commander of the Leibstandarte SS Adolf Hitler.

Nadezhda joined her spouse and the two of them began to unhurriedly descend the ramp.

“Guten Tag, Herrschaften!” Stalin loudly greeted their welcoming party as he confidently set foot on German soil.

“Herr Gensek! Ich darf Sie im Namen der Regierung des Dritten Reiches willkommen heißen!” the lilac-cheeked von Ribbentrop rasped, then the handshakes began.

Stalin’s children and Khrushchev joined the ceremony. A military orchestra played the anthem of the Soviet Union and everyone froze for a little while; then Stalin and Ribbentrop began to walk alongside the lengthy ranks of an SS honor guard.

Meanwhile, in the plane, Ajooba, Sisul, and the ninjas were quickly and professionally strangling the airplane’s crew.

Four dark-blue Horchs drove up to them. Stalin, his wife, and von Ribbentrop got into the first car, Khrushchev and Bormann got into the second, Stalin’s children and Sepp Dietrich got into the third, and the four ninjas, carrying the column with the golden syringe, Sisul, and Ajooba, who’d wounded his hand on a steward’s brooch as he was strangling him, got into the fourth. Two black Mercedes filled with guards moved out from underneath Hitler’s stone chin and the motorcade began to move.

The road to Obersalzberg serpentined around one mountain, then another, climbing higher and higher all the while. Up here, it was cloudy, foggy, and there was a clean layer of snow on the ground. A thick fir grove surrounded the serpentine road, occasionally giving way to grayish-yellow cliffs, portals to an abyss at the distant bottom of which flashed forth the bright and somber green of meadows and foothills.

Soon, the motorcade drove onto a spacious plateau, the greater part of which was occupied by the gloomy bulk of the Berghof, the castle of the Reichskanzler of the Third Reich, Adolf Hitler.

Built in a neo-Gothic style in accordance with Speer’s greater project, the castle was striking in its inhuman scale and unexpected design, as if enormous bees previously unknown to man had built a piece of monstrous honeycomb, then, not having filled it with their celestial honey, been frightened out of it for all time, passing it on to one of the grandest and most unusual people on earth.

The cars drove up to the gilded gates of the castle as they opened, circumnavigated an enormous fountain depicting the struggle between the titans and the gods, then stopped in front of the wide marble staircase of the main entrance. Black SS men opened the Gothic oak doors and Adolf Hitler descended the grayish-blue marble steps.

Tall and gaunt, his face resembled the granite statue of it in Berchtesgaden. The Reich Chancellor’s long, straight, ash-colored hair reached all the way down to his narrow shoulders. He was wearing a dark-blue jacket, which transitioned into narrow riding breeches and high boots.

“Mein herzlicher Freund!” Hitler pronounced in his soft, low voice and his large, nervily pale pianist’s hands closed around Stalin’s swarthy hand.

“Mein teurer Freund!” Stalin placed his left hand over Hitler’s.

They looked silently into each other’s eyes. Hitler had blue eyes. Here, in the highlands of the Alps, Stalin’s brown eyes had grown slightly lighter.

“Aych im very happy!” Hitler pronounced in broken Russian, then smiled his elusive, magical smile.

“Ich auch, mein Freund!” Stalin replied, smiling with soft sincerity.

A gust of mountain wind rustled Hitler’s ash-colored hair and shook the standing collar of Stalin’s cloak. Their fingers parted. Hitler kissed Nadezhda’s hand, greeted the others, then invited his guests inside with a smooth conductor’s gesture.

Everyone climbed up the stairs, crossed the castle’s forged threshold with the words BLUT UND BODEN stamped on it, and found themselves in the enormous guest hall, which was reminiscent of the interior of a Gothic cathedral. Octagonal columns of reddish-black obsidian held up the sharp arches of the terra-cotta ceiling, SS men in white uniforms stood in the corners, and, at the center of the hall, a nude New Germany carved from rock crystal with a sword in her right hand, an Awakening rune on her left hand, and a golden wreath on her head towered forth from the red floor.

After a brief exchange of ritualized phrases, Hitler invited his guests to the castle’s guest apartments so that they might “rest after their unnatural overcoming of earthly space.” He would await them for dinner at 23:00 in the Celestial Hall.

Stalin and Nadezhda were assigned an apartment of seventeen magnificent rooms, decorated in the classical Viennese Jugendstil and filled with fresh flowers from the Führer’s world-famous orangery.

Having reached the gilded-lilac guest room with its curved, upholstered furniture, four paintings by Gustav Klimt, and a cockatoo that greeted them, Nadezhda decided she wanted to drink green tea. Stalin kissed her and, suitcase in hand, continued walking through the charming enfilade of rooms until he’d reached the emerald-plush bedroom. Trusty ol’ Sisul shut the green doors behind him, then lay down on the ground before them. Stalin laid the suitcase in front of the fireplace, then, without getting undressed, threw himself onto the greenish-silver bed and fell into a leader’s shallow sleep.

•

			By eleven o’clock, Berghof’s Celestial Hall was ready for the reception.

Barely had Stalin’s family approached the hall’s mother-of-pearl entrance arch when the master of ceremonies, wearing a white SS uniform with aiguillettes, knocked a steel rod against the marble floor three times and cried out in a high, pure voice:

“Seine Exzellenz Josef Stalin und seine Familie!”

The chamber orchestra began to play the overture from Tristan und Isolde.

Stalin and Nadezhda entered the hall unhurriedly. Vasily, Vesta, and Yakov, who was carrying the suitcase, followed after their parents.

The circular Celestial Hall stretched around and above them in all its magnificence. The bluish-white marble of the floor smoothly transitioned into the blue jasper of the walls, which swept up into an ovular celestial cupola of dark-violet labradorite. The celestial sphere shone with diamond stars and the Milky Way shimmered its way across the cupola. A steel swastika held up by invisible magnets hovered just beneath the North Star, spinning slowly. The Alps, illuminated by the moon, could be seen through the hall’s enormous window. Real stars sparkled stingily above them.

Hitler and his wife Eva Braun, von Ribbentrop, Bormann, Göring and his wife Emmy, Hitler’s personal doctor Dr. Morell, the film director Leni Riefenstahl, and Count Khrushchev were already standing in the hall with glasses of champagne in hand.

Hitler put his unfinished glass down on a tray held up to him by an SS servant, then, opening his long arms in the narrow sleeves of a dark-blue frock coat, lace cuffs spilling out of them, walked over to Stalin, his high-heeled shoes with their golden spurs loudly knocking against the marble. Eva followed him, her thin body nestled snugly into a leopard dress.

Stalin and Nadezhda were wearing white.

“Nadia! Josef!” Hitler touched his authoritative lips to Nadezhda’s white glove, then shook Stalin’s hand. “Ich bin so glücklich, meine bezaubernden Freunde! Macht es Ihnen nichts aus, daß Sie hier in den Bergen für einen Augenblick den Boden unter den Füßen verlieren?”

Shaking Hitler’s hand back, Stalin smiled warmly and paused, preparing himself to dive into the gloomy whirlpool of the German language with great pleasure; it was a whirlpool well known to him since his childhood spent in Brest-Litovsk. Everyone in the leader’s family except for Vasily spoke German splendidly.

“On the contrary, Adolf. Here, one begins to involuntarily feel oneself to be exiled from Valhalla. And this is a very comforting feeling,” Stalin spoke up juicily—with a slight Berlin accent.

“Exiled? Not a denizen, but a mere exile?” Hitler laughed. “Eva, have you learned to appreciate this Bolshevik irony?”

“Very much so, darling. Here, I too feel like anything but a heavenly being . . . Nadine, my dear,” Eva touched her cheek to Nadezhda’s, “you’re enchanting!”

Both couples had been on good enough terms to use informal forms of address since the time of the Potsdam Conference, which had marked the beginning of the great Soviet-German friendship and a new world order.

“We haven’t seen each other for almost two years, my friend,” Hitler took Stalin by the elbow. “And that’s bad.”

“Very bad,” Stalin agreed, “and not just for us, but for our peoples too.”

“My God!” Hitler exclaimed, noticing Vesta. “Is this your daughter? The incomparable Vesta? May I be struck by lightning! I remember her when she was a baby!”

“Me too,” Stalin smiled.

“Vestochka is still a baby,” Nadezhda said.

Vesta curtsied.

“Russian beauty! Real Russian beauty!” Hitler kissed Vesta’s hand. “Unbelievable! If I had a daughter like this, I would forget all about politics! Vasily! Yakov!” he patted the boys on the shoulders. “God gave me no children, but instead granted me the ability to love my friends’ children as if they were my own. For as long as you’re here, you are all my children! Remember that!”

“We love you too, Mr. Reichskanzler,” Yakov replied.

“Champagne!” Hitler cried out and the servants began to fuss about, soon bringing over glasses of champagne on blue trays.

“To the great Stalin, my best friend and a constant ally in our heroic struggle to liberate Man!” Hitler proclaimed.

Everyone drank.

Stalin took another glass. “To a New Germany, awakened by the genius of Adolf Hitler!”

Everyone drank again.

Göring walked over to Stalin with his wife and Leni Riefenstahl.

“I am happy to welcome you, Mr. Secretary General,” the two-meter-tall Göring, thin as a string bean, bowed his narrow, thin-haired head.

“Hello, Göring,” Stalin shook his hand. “When will your gallant Luftwaffe at last shower Uncle Sam with atomic popcorn?”

“Don’t ask Hermann about that,” Hitler sighed, feigning a sense of suffering. “He’s more concerned with civil aviation right now.”

“Really?”

“Yes, yes. He’s designing a passenger plane for hunters. What does he need atomic popcorn for!”

Everyone laughed and Göring shook his narrow head.

“Leni!” Stalin proffered his hand to Riefenstahl.

“My dear, my darling Iosif Stalin!” Leni kissed him on both cheeks. “The Atlas holding up the Russian sky! The overlord of my favorite country!”

“Your favorite only after Germany, I’d hope?” Stalin looked over her swarthy little face and slanted Asiatic eyes with great pleasure.

“I’m afraid not, Iosif,” Hitler sighed. “Leni’s obsessed with Russia these days.”

“And she will be until she makes a film about it!” Stalin grinned.

“I’d do it now!” Riefenstahl exclaimed. “But where’s the idea? Where’s the impetus? I can’t just shoot Russia! Here’s what I always do,” she put her arm around Stalin and began to speak quickly: “I shoot what shakes me. In Triumph of the Will, it was Hitler, in Olympia, it was sport, in The Atomic Age, it was the mushroom cloud over London. But in Russia, everything stuns me! And I need a concrete impetus to work.”

“He’s standing right in front of you!” Hitler made a gesture toward Stalin with his glass.

“Stalin forbids anyone from filming him, you know that, Adolf,” Leni nervously shook her straight black hair.

“It’s true,” Stalin clinked glasses with her.

“Make a film about inner freedom in Russia,” Hitler began to speak seriously. “Which will also be the first documentary about Stalin.”

“Enough about leaders, let’s see something about our peoples,” Stalin took a glass from a tray and handed it to Leni. “In Triumph of the Will, you rattled the throne of the great Eisenstein. In no other film do the popular masses exude such deep love.”

“In Battleship Potemkin, they exude tremendous hatred!” Leni’s eyes flashed.

“For the people, there’s only a single step from love to hatred,” Dr. Morell remarked with an idiotic smile. “That’s why they’re both great films. They’re like . . . the two boots of some terrible Gulliver. Two boots! And it’s he who walks, who paces around in them! Eins, zwei! Eins, zwei!”

“I’m waiting for l’inspiration, Iosif,” Leni pronounced into her glass, paying no attention to Morell.

The orchestra was playing Mozart.

Suddenly, the Führer’s glass of champagne slipped from his hand and loudly shattered on the floor. Hitler looked toward the far end of the hall, knelt down, and slapped his palms against his knees. “Blondi! My boy!”

An enormous lemon-white mastiff rushed through the entire hall to his master. Two other dogs—a French bulldog named Negus and a pug named Stasi—dozed phlegmatically upon velvet cushions.

“I still haven’t touched you today,” Hitler got down onto his knees and made a sign to the orchestra.

The musicians ceased playing.

Having approached his kneeling owner, the mastiff licked him on his pale cheek. Hitler smoothly raised up the hands that had, up until this moment, been hanging limply by his sides.

The mastiff shuddered and went stiff.

Total silence reigned in the hall.

Hitler’s palms hovered over the mastiff’s head and his fingers spread out like outlandish tropical flowers opening up.

Before this moment, the Führer’s hands had been the hands of an ordinary human being, but, now, they’d transformed and become those very same Great Hands of Hitler that set the whole world to trembling.

The dog stood as still as a scarecrow in the shadow of those extraordinary hands. Unseen tension flowed forth from them and everyone in the hall remained frozen.

“I still haven’t touched you today,” Hitler pronounced once more.

A faint greenish glow appeared around his hands and blue sparks quivered at his fingertips. His fingers clenched, unclenched, then ossified in the canonical position of “Hitler’s Hands,” as if they were squeezing at two invisible spheres. Even more blue began to spark forth from his fingertips.

Stalin smiled.

These were Hitler’s hands, the hands of his friend, the hands with which he had divided the proverbial Old Woman of Postwar Europe. The hands whose strength held together the Third Reich.

The dog was still, not stirring at all. Illuminated by the bluish-green flashes, his lemon-white head seemed to be forged from unearthly glass. His moist black eyes glazed over.

“I need to learn from you, my friend,” Hitler pronounced in a colorless voice, his eyelids fluttering shut, “to learn an awful, awful lot.”

His hands shimmered with bluish-green flame.

The first sparks had flashed forth from his young, dirty, scratched-up hands in the trenches near Verdun in 1914 after a direct hit by a French projectile to the blindage in which Corporal Hitler’s depleted unit was sitting together with their young commanding officer. After a terrible crash and a blinding flash, Adolf came to at the center of a large earthen crater, at the edges of which were piled up congruently mutilated trees and soldiers’ corpses. Adolf squeezed his head between his hands with terrible force. At that moment, his own hands seemed to him to be the roots of two gigantic oak trees, the crowns of which disappeared into the celestial firmament. Their powerful roots dug into the hemispheres of Adolf’s brain with divine mercilessness, as if they were deflowering his consciousness. Screwing up his eyes, he screamed in horror.

And when he opened his eyes again, the world had become different. There was nothing frightening about it. The world had become as native to Adolf as his own body and as comprehensible as a multiplication table. Adolf let down his head and looked at his hands. They possessed such power that he wept with delight . . . 

And, after a few years had hastily flashed by, Adolf Hitler found himself standing atop a table in the overflowing Munich beer hall the Hofbräuhaus and preparing to make use of this miraculous power for the first time in his life.

The large, smoky hall was extremely crowded and reeked intolerably of beer, the taste of which Adolf hadn’t been able to stand since he was a child.

The communist Ernst Thälmann, a cheerful, flushed, black-bearded fat man gave his speech before Hitler, shaking the tacky chandeliers of Hofbräuhaus for more than an hour with his rumbling bass. He spoke brilliantly, driving the audience into a frenzy, and ended his speech by shouting, “Proletarians of all countries: unite!”, sticking two short, plump fingers into his mouth, and whistling both menacingly and iridescently, which called forth a squall of applause. The citizens of Munich picked him up in their arms and began to pass him around the room cautiously, as if he were the smoked ham of a sacred pig.

Hitler’s friends—the one-legged Rudolf Hess and the small, black-haired Alfred Rosenberg—pushed Adolf toward the table, but he instinctively recoiled.

“Adolf, you have to!” Rosenberg shouted into his ear.

“It’s now or never!” Hess wheezed.

They helped Hitler to clamber onto the table. He straightened up and looked around.

He was wearing a bluish-green uniform with a white swastika on its sleeve.

All around him were sitting and seething fat, sweaty Bavarians in leather pants, entirely hateful to him, as he was a Viennese aristocrat. They smelled so strongly of beer and urine that Adolf’s vision began to go dark. He realized that he was about to vomit voluminously onto the beer-covered oak table.

“Well, what do you have to say, you blue worm?” a mustached burgher in a tasseled hat shrieked and the audience laughed.

Suppressing a wave of nausea, Hitler swallowed, then began to speak in a hoarse, weak voice: “Good evening, fellow countrymen.”

A unanimous burst of laughter shook the beer hall.

“Now, there’s a Nazi!” someone rumbled from Thälmann’s “Red” corner and the chandeliers once more began to shake with laughter.

“Nazis are pigs! Nazis are pigs!” the red-cheeked Thälmann began to chant, knocking against the table with his half-empty mug of beer.

The hall submissively repeated Thälmann’s slogan: “Nazis are pigs! Nazis are pigs!”

A dozen strong arms grabbed hold of the orator’s table and began to shake it in time with their roar.

Hitler stumbled.

Hess and Rosenberg rushed over to help, but were immediately smashed over the heads with mugs and tumbled down to the wet floor.

Trying to keep his balance, Adolf spread out the fingers of his hands so that he might fall onto them. His fingers curled up and began to emit a green light.

The hall didn’t immediately notice this. But an invisible wave of energy came forth from Hitler’s hands, piercing and sobering the drunken burghers.

The table ceased shaking and, several minutes later, dead silence reigned in the hall. Their mouths wide open, the Bavarians stared at this gaunt fellow with his luminous hands. Someone passed gas loudly.

Sensing his own strength, Hitler turned his hands on the crowd. Blue sparks ran across the tips of his fingers, there was a crash, and ten bolts of blue lightning penetrated into the body of the masses like claws.

“Blood and soil,” Hitler pronounced.

“Blood and soil!” whispered hundreds of German lips.

An eternity seemed to pass.

Hitler lowered his hands. Their glow and the bolts of blue lightning were extinguished.

The crowd stared at him dumbfoundedly for a moment, then enthusiastic shouts rang out and a wave of popular delight swept Adolf off the table. German hands picked him up and began to toss him up toward the smoky ceiling of the beer hall:

“Blood and soil! Blood and soil! Blood and soil!”

Hess and Rosenberg writhed around on the floor, raised their busted heads, and, weeping, embraced: victory!

And those very same German hands dragged that furiously spitting fatty Thälmann to the exit—not like a smoked ham anymore, but like a bag of dried shit.

“Get outta here now, you Red pig!” a swarthy Bavarian snarled into his ear, then, with a solid kick, sent the leader of the German Communists out over the threshold of Hofbräuhaus for good.

Thus began the Great Awakening of the German People.

“To learn . . . to learn . . . we all need to learn from you . . .” Hitler muttered, stroking Blondi with sparks. “To learn love and loyalty.”

The Führer sighed heavily and gave his hands a shake.

Their glow was gone.

The dog shuddered, squealed, and peeled off to the side. Shaking itself off, as if it were covered with invisible water, it stretched out, yawned, then began to urinate plentifully onto the marble floor.

“Blondi! My boy!” Hitler laughed and clapped his hands.

Everyone applauded.

The servants rushed over to the dog with mops.

“You’re one of a kind, Adolf!” Stalin exclaimed sincerely, embracing Hitler. “Even when you touch dogs.”

“I learn a lot from animals,” Hitler noted sincerely, emptying a glass of champagne in a single gulp.

“Speaking of which, where’s our Entente?” Stalin asked Nadezhda.

“Probably with Sisul.”

“What . . . your dog isn’t with you?” Eva was surprised. “It’d seem you’re inattentive to man’s little sibling, my friends.”

“Bring in Entente! Bring him in immediately!” Hitler stamped his heel and shook his long hair.

Sisul appeared and let the Italian greyhound into the hall. Entente ran over, leapt up toward his master’s chest, and Stalin caught him. The Italian greyhound excitedly licked his cheek and dug its gentle but strong tongue into his nostril.

“What a delight!” Eva walked over.

“A miraculous dog,” Hitler stroked the Italian greyhound’s restless head. “It’s a descendant of the pharaohs’ dogs, isn’t that so?”

“Greyhounds?” Bormann asked uncertainly.

“Salukis,” Stalin clarified, letting Entente down onto the ground.

The Italian greyhound began to rush around the hall. The mastiff paid no attention to it, but Negus and Stasi got up from their cushions and exchanged sniffs with it enthusiastically.

“Dogs . . . dogs . . . you know, ladies and gentlemen, they’re like the little birds of God!” Dr. Morell suddenly began to thunder. “On the one hand, they’re bothersome and you want to grab on to their legs and smash them against a wall. So that their brains burst out. On the other hand, you grit your teeth, you pet your dog, you caress it, and, suddenly, your mind clears. Such clarity, ladies and gentlemen! Like . . . like . . . well . . . in Munich once the Föhn has passed and you can think productively once more.”

“What’s the Föhn?” Khrushchev asked.

“The Föhn! You don’t know what the Föhn is?” Morell perked up and walked right over to the count.

Khrushchev turned away just in time, barely avoiding having his enormous nose driven into the Leibarzt’s chubby cheek.

“The Föhn! It’s a wind from the Alps, a wind from the east!” Morell shouted into the count’s ear. “When it blows, everyone’s brains turn into Knödel!”

“What are Knödel?” Vesta asked.

“It’s the right time to be asking that question, my child!” Hitler raised his finger. “My friends, we have begun to converse. And conversation is, as the Romans testified, nothing more than seasoning for food. And not the other way around. Please!”

He made a sign to the conductor. The orchestra went silent.

“The table!” Hitler ordered.

The blue rectangle of the floor slowly descended, revealing an illuminated space beneath it. There was a rustling down below, invisible servants bustling about, and, soon, a marble slab rose up with a table on top of it, then locked into place.

The table was splendidly set and decorated in various tones of blue; on the light-blue tablecloth there were navy-blue plates, navy-blue glasses, and light-blue serving dishes filled with hors d’oeuvres; the flames of three dozen azure candles were refracted in the violet-blue glass of the decanters.

Hitler made a conductor’s gesture in order to invite his guests to the table, and everyone walked over.

The orchestra crashed into a piece by Strauss.

Khrushchev pulled out a handkerchief and wiped Morell’s spit off his ear.

Once everyone had taken the places indicated to them by navy-blue étiquettes, Hitler picked up a violet decanter filled with Moselle and began to fill Nadezhda’s, Eva’s, and Stalin’s glasses, as they were sitting next to him. He always did this himself and couldn’t stand it when servants poured the wine. Bormann and Göring filled the glasses of the other guests.

“My friends!” Hitler raised his navy-blue glass. “You know that I don’t like giving toasts and that, furthermore, I don’t know how to give them. But, today, I am thrilled to make the effort. Not so long ago, Parteigenosse Bormann and I were in Ireland. It’s a marvelous country. With a very clever people. Hospitable and direct. The English are madmen. They hated National Socialism and they hated communism. What exactly did they love? Their own island plutocracy. What did they cherish within themselves? Typically English schizophrenia. And what did they get from the outside world? An atomic bomb. And the wise Irish, whose simplicity and gullibility were mocked by the prim English, opened their borders to us. Long before the English-German crisis. What does England look like now? Like an incinerated hornets’ nest. And Ireland? Like a cherry orchard in bloom. So, there. In Dublin, a monument was unveiled during our visit. You think it was a monument to me? You’re mistaken, my friends! It was a monument to Iosif Stalin. On Dublin’s central square. A bronze statue of Stalin with his famous golden syringe.”

Hitler paused and looked intently at the evenly burning candles.

“I’ve always been ambitious, but never vain,” he continued. “Unlike Lenin, Gandhi, and Roosevelt, I am indifferent to my monuments. For that reason, I sincerely applauded the erection of a bronze Iosif in Dublin. And asked the mayor of Dublin just as sincerely: ‘On what grounds did you, a country entirely dependent on our Great Germany, erect a monument to Stalin?’ And here’s what that wise man said to me: ‘Mr. Reichskanzler, we love Germany as if she were our mother. There’s no reason to erect a monument to our mother—she’s always in our hearts, always with us. For us, Stalin is a symbol of human freedom. And it’s worth erecting a monument to freedom because it isn’t always with us. Freedom comes and goes.’ Isn’t that true, my friends? Wasn’t that gloriously put?”

The guests nodded approvingly.

“Iosif!” Hitler raised his glass even higher. “If I have awakened Germany, then you and Lenin have awakened all mankind. Freedom comes and goes. But leaders remain. To you, my invaluable friend!”

Everyone stood up.

Stalin walked over to Hitler, pressed his cheek to Hitler’s, and emptied his glass. Hitler drank, then threw his glass over his shoulder. Everyone followed his example and the incomparable music of smashing crystal bled into the openwork ligature of Strauss’s “Blue Danube.”

Hitler stretched his hands over the table and two short bolts of lightning flashed out, then were extinguished.

“Chow down, my friends!” he exclaimed, taking his seat.

The guests sat down.

The table was covered primarily in meat-based hors d’oeuvres, as the Führer couldn’t stand fruits and vegetables. He always ate a lot.

Picking up a serving bowl filled with game salad, Hitler plunked out about half of it onto his plate, poured thrush sauce onto the salad, peppered it, squeezed two lemons onto it, picked up a spoon, and began not to eat, but precisely to chow down on this appetizing pile of food.

Stalin served himself calf ’s head, an old Bavarian dish reminiscent of heated jelly.

Nadezhda picked up a stuffed potato with her fork. Vesta plopped down a layer of jellied trout onto her plate. Göring, who was sitting next to her, took a scoop of pig brains with a smile. Vasily picked at a blood-red Hungarian dish. Yakov gutted an enormous clam.

“Is this chicken, mein Führer?” Dr. Morell showed him a piece of white meat impaled on his fork.

Hitler continued eating without paying any attention to him.

“Just so,” Morell put the meat back onto the large serving dish. “And I thought that it was rabbit . . . You know, ladies and gentlemen, a strange thing happened to me this summer. Our Führer gave me a wonderful idea: to spend my summer vacation in Venice. I’d never been there before. You don’t believe me?” he looked offendedly at Khrushchev.

“Why wouldn’t I?” the count gloomily chewed his chicken giblets.

“I’d never ever been! And it’s so very close, at our fingertips, on the Adriatic! And so I went to Venice. By boat, to be precise. I ended up in the most expensive hotel. I seem to recall that it was called Venetian Glass. Yes. I wake up in the morning. Today, I think, I’m going to sail forth like Odysseus. And, if I set to sailing, boy, I’ll really set to sailing! This is Venice, after all. San Marco, the Doge’s Palace, underwater cemeteries . . . So. Then, erm, I washed up, brushed my teeth, took a poo in the toilet. Then I washed myself again . . . I always wash myself right away after I poo. So, erm, I’m already dressed. But, like any honest German, I want to eat. I think, maybe I’ll go downstairs and have breakfast? It was beastly! To see such a bunch of mugs in the morning—beastly! Beast-ly!” he screwed up his eyes and shook his head. “So, I decided to get room service. But this wasn’t a swinish breakfast of coffee and stinky cheese on a roll, it was what I would call lunch. I called and asked for the menu. I chose rabbit in white wine. And they brought me a rabbit in white wine. An entire rabbit. As soon as I laid eyes on that rabbit, ladies and gentlemen, I completely forgot who and where I was. It was lying there on a serving dish just like a Christmas goose. But it wasn’t a goose, it was a rabbit! That’s the joke! I picked it up with my hands and started to eat. I ate it with the bones and everything. I mean, I didn’t swallow them right away, of course. I chewed each bone separately, chewed them very carefully, chewed them and swallowed them once they’d gotten a bit softer. And that’s how I ate a whole rabbit. There. Then I ordered a second one. And the most amazing thing happened! They bring me precisely the same rabbit! The taste is exactly the same too! I picked it up in my hands and grease just flowed off it. Flowed off it. And so, ladies and gentlemen, I ate both hind legs, then went to work on the front legs. When, suddenly, I see a hole in one of the legs. And, right out of this hole—”

“Iosif, I’ve wanted to ask you for a long time,” Hitler interrupted Morell as he chewed, “why have there never been any world-class philosophers from Russia?”

Stalin shrugged. “I don’t know. I’ve never professionally studied philosophy. Ask my friend Count Khrushchev. He’s a professional philosopher.”

Hitler looked at the count.

“This is a serious question, Mr. Reichskanzler,” the count wiped at his carnivorous lips. “In Russia, there can be no philosophy by the country’s very definition.”

“Why?”

“In Russia, there’s no difference between the phenomenal and the noumenal. In such a situation, a philosopher can do nothing.”

“What remains for him to do if he was born a philosopher?” Hitler raised his eyebrows.

“To dream!” von Ribbentrop answered for Khrushchev. “Russian philosophers don’t philosophize, they dream. I tried to read Solovyov and Berdyaev, mein Führer. It was literature, not philosophy.”

“But Russians have such wonderful writers!” Riefenstahl exclaimed. “And their music! Their music! I adore Scriabin!”

“And I adore Rachmaninoff,” Eva crunched into a piece of dried duck. “His preludes are without equal.”

“It’s nevertheless strange that, in such a great country, there’s no philosophy,” Hitler thoughtfully tore the head from a jellied piglet, looked at it, then bit off the snout.

“What’s the use of philosophy!” Leni shrugged. “I’ve never opened a book by Kant in my life! But I’ve made three great films!”

“Oh, yes. That’s true,” Nadezhda nodded as she dug into the burbot in milk. “Leni, darling, I can’t forget this one scene from Triumph of the Will . . . when the Führer touches the storm troopers in the stadium. And the lightning comes forth from his hands like dragons! And thousands upon thousands of storm troopers just stand there motionless! It’s too bad color film didn’t exist back then.”

“I don’t like the use of color in cinema, Ms. Alliluyeva. Color kills the mystery.”

“Eisenstein says the same thing,” Yakov interjected.

“Eisenstein?” Göring asked. “Is he still alive?”

“Of course,” Nadezhda smiled. “Our great Eisenstein is alive, healthy, and full of new ideas. He wants to make a movie of Crime and Punishment.”

“How strange . . .” Göring exchanged a look with Hitler. “But I thought. . .”

“That he perished during last year’s Jewish pogrom?” Stalin washed down a piece of Rhine heron.

“I’d . . . heard something like that,” Göring nodded.

“That was a ‘duck’ launched by our enemies,” Stalin remarked.

“The puritans of the rest of the world are slandering you, Iosif,” Hitler replied. “The Jewish Question in Russia and your unconventional solution thereto make them uneasy.”

“The solution to the Jewish Question requires delicacy, Adolf. It should not be reduced to the mere extermination of Jews,” Stalin said.

“Tell that to Roosevelt, the butcher . . .” Hitler grinned.

Stalin looked at him attentively. “There will come a time when we shall say it to him together, my friend. But not with words. With hydrogen bombs.”

“That’s fine by me, Iosif. But we only have eight hydrogen bombs.”

“And we have four.”

“That’s still not quite enough, my friend. In order to teach a common-sense lesson to a country as self-obsessed as America, we must strike a massive blow.”

“How many then?”

“Twenty, Iosif,” Hitler said with conviction, then served himself half a turkey stuffed with cows’ liver and Madeira-soaked gingerbread crumbs.

“Twenty?” Stalin scrunched up his forehead, looking at the flame of the azure candle.

“Twenty, Iosif. I often dream of those twenty mushroom clouds blossoming above America.”

“I don’t know, Adolf,” Stalin leaned back in his chair. “It seems to me that twelve should be enough. Here’s my reasoning: if we strike the main cities of the United States, then, in principle, those cities will simply be . . .” he suddenly shuddered and, clenching his fists, exhaled with a loud hiss. “Forgive me. I’ve got the need.”

“Ah, of course, my friend,” Hitler made a sign to one of the servants.

Sisul and the four ninjas brought in the piece of the column and the syringe.

Everyone at the table went quiet.

Stalin injected himself underneath his tongue, paused for a minute, then ran his hand over his face as it turned pink.

“Forgive me, Adolf . . . What were we talking about?”

“First—about the Jewish Question. Then I—”

“There’s no need to create a cult around the Jewish Question!” Stalin interrupted him sharply. “The Americans killed six million Jews. What did this lead to? To the myth of the six million sacrificial lambs, which degrades every Jew. The Jews have never been such innocent lambs. They’re not Gypsies. And they’re not Australian Bushmen. They’re active transformers of our planet. Which is why I love them so much. They’re a very dynamic and talented ethnicity. Their contribution to the Russian Revolution was enormous. For which reason, we shoot no more than fifty thousand Jews each year. At the same time, we’re building new synagogues, Jewish schools, and boarding schools for orphans of the Holocaust. In principle, we have no anti-Semitism. But we’re flexible on the matter of the Jewish Question. For example, the trial of the so-called Anti-Fascist Committee recently came to an end. Many of our most famous Jews were on trial: writers, actors, and scientists. What did this committee do? They compiled a ‘Black Book’ about the victims of the Holocaust. After collecting and compiling the material, they sent it to France, where the book was published and became a best-seller.”

“My wife and I read it with great interest!” Dr. Morell exclaimed, sucking the brain out of a lobster’s head.

“What did the Soviet people do with this Anti-Fascist Committee?” Stalin asked those sitting at the table, then immediately responded himself. “They hanged them like lousy dogs, naturally.”

“Is the Anti-Fascist Committee . . . the same as the Doctors’ Affair?” Eva asked.

The Russians at the table began to stir in disbelief:

“How could you, Eva?”

“How could you compare them!”

“The Doctors’ Affair . . . shouldn’t be confused with anything . . .”

“The Doctors’ Affair!”

“Yes . . . the Doctors’ Affair . . .” Nadezhda shook her head. “Eva, my dear. You can’t imagine what we experienced during those fateful days. The Doctors’ Affair . . . I didn’t sleep for three whole nights. It was . . . simply unbelievable! A doctor who’d become like a member of the family a long time ago turns out to be a merciless, cold-blooded killer.”

Vesta sighed. “I still shudder when I hear those names: Vinogradov, Vovsi, and Zelenin.”

“Zelenin!” Yakov grinned bitterly. “He personally mixed strychnine into Shcherbakov’s cocaine drops. And mercury salts into Gorky’s opium cocktail. And the Kogan brothers! How they tortured Timashuk with an electrical soldering iron . . .”

“Frightening people,” Nadezhda sighed heavily.

“Whom did they manage to kill?” Eva asked.

“Gorky, Shcherbakov, and Zhdanov,” Stalin replied. “And two employees of the Central Committee apparatus who refused to work for them.”

“I can still remember the trial,” Hitler swallowed a handful of olives thoughtfully.

“That nurse Timashuk had such a heroic, sublime, and beautiful face,” Leni Riefenstahl exclaimed. “She wasn’t afraid of their threats, she endured all of their tortures . . . how I love such Russian women!”

“She’s Ukrainian,” Stalin remarked, then turned his gaze to the golden syringe. “Yes. Vinogradov had already prepared a duplicate. Of both the syringe and the column. All he had left to do was fill my syringe with the necessary contents.”

“They hanged all of them, isn’t that right?” Emmy Göring asked.

“Yes! On Red Square!” Leni nodded. “I saw the newsreel. It was stunning, even though I’m no lover of show executions. A dozen people jerking around on the gallows and a crowd of thousands dancing and singing. And laughing joyfully. Russians really know how to laugh.”

“And Jews know how to cry,” Stalin pronounced suddenly.

“The doctor-killers were working for Joint, the Zionist organization,” Khrushchev pronounced gloomily.

They fell silent.

“It seems to me that the Jews have one essential national weakness,” Hitler spoke, pouring himself a glass of wine. “They’re pathologically afraid of death. That’s why they submitted so easily during the Holocaust.”

“You consider this to be a flaw, my dear?” Eva asked.

“Certainly. It’s limiting.”

“Yes, yes!” Dr. Morell spat out a piece of a lobster’s claw he’d sucked dry. “Do you know what this Jewish national trait looks like, mein Führer? I have three baths at home. And one of them—it was my grandfather’s—has a strange property! When I sit in it and press my back against its side, it gets stuck! Yes! Sucked at as if by an enormous suction cup! When you’re just sitting there, you know, it’s pleasant. However, when you want to stand up, the bath won’t let you! It just holds and holds you! Like a living creature! And this . . . is a very unpleasant feeling! Very much so!”

“There were also a lot of problems with the Holocaust,” Stalin pronounced, picking up a sprig of dill and twirling it around like a tiny propeller.

“Was there even a Holocaust?” Göring asked.

“Well, six million people died . . .” von Ribbentrop remarked.

“That’s the Americans’ number,” Hitler said. “And all of their data in every field, except for the production of Coca-Cola, should be divided by three. Six million isn’t even that many. We lost forty-two million during the war.”

“Forty-five million, Mr. Reichskanzler,” Khrushchev interjected.

“I’m sticking to the German data,” Hitler noted drily.

There was a tense pause.

“Well, there, it always ends up like this,” Eva sighed. “The men are talking about politics. Adolf! You’re forgetting that women don’t just have different genital organs, but also a different way of thinking. Might we be free from politics, if only at dinner?”

“That would be an illusion, Eva,” Stalin replied on Hitler’s behalf. “You can’t be free from politics even on the toilet. Even in the sweetest moments of orgasm, I don’t forget what I am.”

“But I forget!” Eva shrieked. “I forget! I forget!”

Everyone froze.

Stalin slowly wiped at his lips with a light-blue napkin, then dropped it onto his plate next to a half-eaten bull spleen.

Hitler stared fixedly at Eva. Stalin exchanged a gloomy look with Khrushchev. Nadezhda, now very pale, caught Yakov’s mocking gaze. Göring cautiously squinted at von Ribbentrop. Bormann, biting his thin lips, looked at Hitler. Dr. Morell stared blankly at Emmy Göring, but she, contemptuously averting her pedigreed head atop its delicate neck, looked deeply into Leni Riefenstahl’s Asiatic eyes.

The pause prolonged itself threateningly.

Eva’s gray eyes filled up with tears.

She lifted her gaze upwards and, her cocaine-withered nostrils trembling, began to stare relentlessly at the spinning steel swastika.

“Might I . . . sing for you?” Vesta asked unexpectedly.

“Of course!” Hitler smiled and everyone breathed a sigh of relief.

“I need a piano though,” Vesta stood up.

Hitler made a sign to the orchestra, which was playing Vivaldi. It fell silent.

“A piano!” the Führer ordered loudly.

The part of the ground directly in front of the conductor went down, then came back up with a piano on top of it.

“Please, my sweet child,” Hitler gestured smoothly toward the piano.

Vesta walked over to the piano and sat down on a navy-blue velvet chair with no backrest. She was wearing a tea-colored dress with a chinchilla mantle embroidered with gold thread over her shoulders. The thick, black hair of the daughter of the Soviet leader was hanging down, barely held in place by a thin diamond diadem embellished with an enchanting, unusually shaped garnet atop her brow.

Vesta raised her hands, which were still childishly angular, put them down onto the keys, then began to sing in her tenderly unrefined, inimitable adolescent’s voice:


“Die Fahne hoch! Die Reihen dicht geschlossen!

Die SA marschiert mit ruhig festem Schritt.

Kameraden, die Rotfront und Reaktion erschossen,

Marschier’n im Geist in unsern Reihen mit.




Die Straße frei den blauen Bataillonen!

Die Straße frei dem Sturmabteilungsmann!

Es schau’n aufs Hakenkreuz voll Hoffnung schon Millionen,

Der Tag für Freiheit und für Brot bricht an.




Zum letzten Mal wird nun Appell geblasen,

Zum Kampfe steh’n wir alle schon bereit.

Bald flattern Hitlerfahnen über allen Straßen,

Die Knechtschaft dauert nur noch kurze Zeit!




Die Fahne hoch! Die Reihen dicht geschlossen!

Die SA marschiert mit ruhig festem Schritt.

Kameraden, die Rotfront und Reaktion erschossen,

Marschier’n im Geist in unsern Reihen mit.”



Having played the final chord, Vesta stood up.

And Hitler stood up abruptly after her. His face was paler than usual and his eyes were glittering.

Getting ready to applaud, the guests froze.

Hitler was staring at Vesta. She took a step, laid her hand onto the corner of the piano, then glanced uncomprehendingly at Hitler, as well as the silent people at the table.

“I want your daughter, Iosif,” Hitler pronounced.

Everyone looked at the Führer.

“Why are you talking about this with me, my friend?” Stalin smiled restrainedly.

Hitler walked over to Vesta impetuously, took her face between his hands, and kissed her cruelly on the lips. A faint moan tore forth from her chest. She lost her balance and began to sway, but Hitler caught her around her not-too-thin but still childish waist. Their faces parted. Blood flowed from Vesta’s bitten lip. Hitler snatched a lace handkerchief out of his sleeve, pressed it to her lips, then immediately threw it away, grabbed Vesta by the arm, and tugged her over to the doors.

She hurried after him stumblingly, like a little girl with her furious father.

“Adolf!” Nadezhda stood up.

His heels and spurs rattling, Hitler dragged Vesta out of the hall.

“Adolf!” overturning a chair, Nadezhda rushed after them.

“Don’t do anything stupid, Nadya!” Stalin said in Russian.

Nadezhda ran out of the hall.

Hitler brought Vesta over to a door guarded by SS men. The door swung open and he dragged Vesta through the door and into an enfilade.

Nadezhda caught up with them. “Adolf, I hope . . . you can understand my maternal instincts?”

“Of course, my dear,” he muttered without turning around.

“Mommy . . .” Vesta muttered with bloody lips.

Once he’d reached the spacious living room filled with soft gilded furniture and statuettes of workers, Hitler pulled Vesta over to him and grabbed her forcefully around the shoulders.

Nadezhda stopped at the door.

Vesta lowered her head.

“Look me in the eye, my child,” he demanded sternly.

Vesta lifted up her charming face. He pulled the chinchilla mantle off her shoulders, the gold chain fastening the collar broke, and the featherlight mantle fell to Vesta’s feet.

She stood before him in her tight, sleeveless dress.

Hitler thoughtfully touched the base of her neck, palpated her clavicles, then moved his index fingers under the straps of her dress and jerked them off to the side. The silk tore, opening up along Vesta’s angular figure.

Nadezhda pressed her cheek to the doorjamb and her eyes fluttered shut. Her bareheaded daughter was standing before Hitler. A pink bra cradled her small breasts and there were white nylon stockings fastened to her long pink underwear.

Hitler pressed Vesta to his body, looked behind her back, then cautiously undid her bra. She nervously shrugged her large shoulders, neither helping nor hindering him.

“They’re so . . .” tumbling to his knees, Hitler stretched his lips out to her nipples.

He tugged at her forearms, pulling her down to him. Vesta’s hair covered him. He began to suck at her bosom minutely. Vesta looked off to the side at a bronze statuette bending a rifle against its muscular knee. Hitler tore off her panties and gave her a shove. She fell onto the sofa with its whitish-golden-lilac upholstery. Adolf crawled over to her on his knees, pulled apart her legs, and mercilessly spread her labia, covered in hair none too thick, with his fingers. He greedily inhaled the smell of her genitals into his aquiline nose, palpated her undeveloped clitoris, then immediately moved his fingers off to the side to give way to his tongue. Hitler moved his tongue across Vesta’s exposed vulva from bottom to top, then from top to bottom, pressing it into her tight vagina. Then, suddenly, the Führer’s tongue retreated disappointedly behind his uneven teeth.

“You’ve already been penetrated!” he exclaimed, inserting a finger into her vagina. “What beastliness! I oughta burn the bastard on the square! Oh, thou lustful angel!”

He flipped her over brutally, as if she were a doll, got her onto her knees in front of the sofa, and unbuttoned his pants. His long, slightly crooked penis burst free. Hitler stuffed his fingers between Vesta’s small buttocks, plied them apart like a roast chick, then began to fit them over his penis.

Vesta screamed.

The head of his cock disappeared into her anus. Hitler grabbed Vesta by the shoulders and brutally shoved his penis into her right up to its root. A heartrending cry tore free from her lips and echoed multiply through the enfilade.

“My little child . . .” Nadezhda closed her eyes, pressing her cheek against the jamb even harder.

“Scream, my angel, scream,” Hitler embraced the girl’s trembling body.

Her screams turned to sobs, but she pressed her own mouth shut and let forth only a heavy whimper from her innards after each thrust of Hitler’s cock.

“Now, this is how a Teutonic unicorn butts antlers!” Hitler whispered into the crown of Vesta’s head.

His hunched figure hung weightily over Vesta’s defenseless body. The tense, twitching daughter of the Soviet leader ceased whimpering and submissively gave in to his rhythmic thrusts.

“Trust me,” Hitler slapped her on her stomach, which was drawing into itself, straightened up, threw back his head, then stretched his hands out over Vesta’s back.

A green glow cut through his fingers. He grabbed her hips with his hands. She jerked, as if from an electric shock, and began to laugh.

“There’s nothing frightening about life,” he pronounced and began to thrust even harder.

Vesta sobbed and laughed.

“But no . . .” he suddenly muttered and, with the sound of a suction cup coming unstuck, pulled out of her.

His hands were extinguished.

“Not right away . . . not simply . . .” he grabbed her by the hair and forced his cock into her mouth.

“Be more careful, Adolf, I’m begging you!” Nadezhda exclaimed.

He made two pained movements with his legs, grabbed his cock out of the little girl’s mouth, then mashed at it with his newly shining hands:

“Here and Now!”

A jet of sperm burst into Vesta’s left eye.

“Here and Now!!!” Hitler shouted, his voice breaking, then stumbled away like a sleepwalker with his penis stuck out in front of him.

“Vestochka . . .” Nadezhda sighed.

Hitler’s golden spurs clattered out through the enfilade.

“Get out, Mom—” Vesta pronounced, still on her knees and clutching at her eye.

“Vestochka . . . my little girl—”

“Get out!!” Vesta screamed.

Nadezhda followed Hitler out.

Walking out into the hall from the enfilade, she stopped. Two SS men were standing motionlessly at the door, not noticing her. She looked at them distractedly, turned around, then walked back into the enfilade. Having passed through two rooms, she sat down in an armchair and picked up a pink phone. “Moscow, please.”

She was immediately connected with Moscow.

“V-12-49,” Nadezhda said into the phone and four protracted, faraway beeps rang out almost immediately.

Someone picked up the phone during the fifth buzz.

“Yes, hello,” a sleepy woman’s voice pronounced.

“Get me Boris Leonidovich.”

“Boris Leonidovich is already asleep.”

“Wake him.”

“Forgive me, but with whom am I speaking?”

“His lover,” Nadezhda replied, leaning back in exhaustion.

The phone was dropped onto a hard surface.

“Why does this . . . how dare she call you here again?!” Nadezhda heard through the phone. “Boris! Do you want me to die?! Do you decisively want both me and the children to die?!”

“Don’t speak in banalities, Zina,” a high voice said as it came closer to the phone.

“He wants us to die! He absolutely, positively wants everyone around him to die!” the woman’s seething voice moved away from the phone.

“Hello, Boris Leonidovich speaking,” Boris Leonidovich replied with his surprisingly high, vibrating voice.

“Why haven’t you been calling, Boris?” Nadezhda asked, restraining her excitement with great difficulty.

“Nadyusha? Hold on, lemme close the door . . .” he walked away, then returned. “I’m back.”

“Why haven’t you been calling?” she repeated.

“That’s a metaphysical question, Nadya. And you and I had a deal that we wouldn’t dredge up metaphysical questions anymore. Especially not late at night.”

“You . . . don’t want me anymore?”

“Don’t humiliate me, my sweet. My daily familial humiliations already suffice.”

“Boris . . . Boris . . .” her voice trembled. “What are you torturing me for?”

“I cease to understand you, Nadya.”

“What are you torturing me for?!”

“Ceasing to understand you, I’m also losing confidence in myself. It’s long been time for me to repay myself for debts both old and new. The trouble is that I have unlimited credit. And a preferential credit of trust inspires little confidence.”

“Have you fallen in love with someone else?”

“I love everyone, you know that.”

“Maybe . . . it’s happening again . . . with Shklovsky?”

“Nadya, you frighten me with the possibility of a final disappointment in you.”

“With that . . .” she sobbed, “old jester . . . with that . . .”

“You’re saying monstrous things, Nadya. You’re crossing the line of that which is permissible.”

“How . . . stupid . . . how . . . vulgar . . .”

“Vulgarity is a bohemian prerogative,” he yawned.

“With that jester. . . that clown . . . that idiot . . .”

“What’s the point of this pleonasm, Nadya? There’s no point stuffing all that which is trivial into the armor of our . . . Zina! Don’t you dare!”

The sounds of fighting came through over the phone.

“I’ll denounce you to the Central Committee! Personally . . . personally to Comrade Stalin!” a broad’s breaking voice shouted.

“Better to just denounce him to Hitler, you dumb bitch,” Nadezhda slammed the phone down into its pink cradle.

Vesta passed by her barefoot, now wearing her chinchilla mantle.

“Take a bath,” Nadezhda said, looking down at her own beige shoes.

•

			After Hitler, Vesta, and Nadezhda left the Celestial Hall, Stalin stood up, walked over to Yakov, and held out his hand. Yakov handed him the suitcase.

“The count and I are going to leave you for a moment, ladies and gentlemen,” Stalin headed for the exit.

Khrushchev followed him. Outside the doors, Stalin was met by Hitler’s adjutant, Sisul, Ajooba, and Khrushchev’s four ninjas.

“Take us to the special communications room,” Stalin said to the adjutant.

“Jawohl!” the adjutant clicked his heels, turned around like a clockwork ballerina, then led the distinguished guests into an elevator.

The guards followed after them.

Everyone entered the large elevator completely covered in mirrors. The adjutant pressed a button and the elevator began to ascend.

“Remind me about the unction,” Stalin said to Khrushchev.

“Certainly,” the count nodded.

The elevator stopped and everyone got out, then they began to walk down a marble corridor. There were two SS men with machine guns standing outside the special communications room. An officer was pacing around next to them.

“Ram,” Stalin pronounced.

Steel bolas flashed forth from the ninjas’ hands and the SS men tumbled down, their heads smashed in. Sisul grabbed the adjutant by his face and passed a curved knife across his throat. Another ninja jumped over to the fallen SS men and smashed in their rib cages.

Khrushchev rang at the door with the agreed-upon signal, then moved over to the side. The ninjas took his place.

“Ram!” someone pronounced behind the door.

“Ram!” Stalin loudly replied.

Khrushchev gave a sign to the ninjas and they moved off to the side. Stalin and Khrushchev were the first to enter. The guards dragged the fresh corpses into the room, Sisul wiped the spatters of blood from the floor, and the door was closed.

Sepp Dietrich and two officers from the Zeppelin Sabotage School were standing in the room. Stalin silently extended his hand, Dietrich shook it, turned away, then walked into the control room. Everyone followed after him. There were six dead signalmen lying in the control room and a gaping hole in the back wall. Dietrich was the first to clamber through and the others followed after him. The hole led into an enormous gloomy space littered with cases of canned and dried food.

“Ram!” Dietrich said loudly.

“Nice to meet you,” a mocking bass resounded from amongst the boxes.

A bullet fired from a silenced pistol hit Dietrich in the forehead and he collapsed like a sack of potatoes.

The others looked at the corpse as they entered the room.

“I am pleased to welcome you, gentlemen,” pronounced that same bass. “Come in, make yourselves at home.”

Stalin stepped over the corpse and circumnavigated the cases. Behind those cases, an incredibly fat man in Reichsführer Leibstaffel SS uniform was sitting on boxes of macaroni. His head resembled the famous pumpkin-pear hybrid presented by the academician Lysenko to Mao Zedong on his fiftieth birthday. The man stroked his triple chin with his right hand and his left hand reposed upon his pedestal-like knee. His tiny eyes gazed acrimoniously at Stalin. Three men with weapons were standing next to him.

“Why did you kill that old warrior, Heinrich?” Stalin asked.

“I believed him, Iosif!” Himmler grinned.

“What did you believe?”

“I believed that he was a ram! And you and I don’t need any rams. Good to see you.”

Himmler held out his chubby hand. Stalin shook two of his fingers.

“Count!” Himmler rumbled when he noticed Khrushchev. “It’s good that everything worked out.”

“All’s well that ends well,” Khrushchev shook his finger ironically. “And we’re still far from the end.”

“That’s it?” Himmler glanced at the suitcase in Stalin’s hand.

“This is it,” Stalin looked around for a place to put it down.

“Martin,” Himmler made a gesture with his finger.

A guard brought over a case of canned meat. Stalin put the suitcase down on the case and opened it. Blue light streamed forth.

“That light could drive a man crazy!” Himmler began to attempt movement like an enormous toad and the guards helped him to stand.

Moving his monstrous legs heavily, he walked over to the suitcase, placed a monocle over his fleshy eye socket, and squinted. “And our stingray was getting ready to use this beauty for industrial purposes?”

“We don’t have a second to spare, Heinrich,” Stalin said nervously.

“Of course,” Himmler sniffed. “Martin! Set to it!”

The guard with a scar on his chin took out a hammer and a chisel and began to break off the sugar coating the blue lard. Another one of Himmler’s guards took a meat grinder out from a briefcase and screwed it to the edge of one of the cases. Another guard with a thin mustache placed an enameled bowl beneath the meat grinder.

“God be with us,” Stalin crossed himself.

Martin handed a piece of blue lard to the second guard, who shoved it into the meat grinder’s intake valve and began to quickly turn its handle. Blue mince was extruded through a grille and fell into the bowl. Martin gave him another piece, then another. The guards worked intently.

“It won’t melt?” Stalin rubbed his temples exhaustedly.

“The explosion of a thousand hydrogen bombs wouldn’t heat it up even a millionth of a degree,” Khrushchev said gloomily.

“You’re tired, Iosif,” Himmler smiled. “Did our Viennese capacitor wear you out?”

“We’re tired of waiting,” Stalin sat down on a case of canned sardines. “These days . . . have cost more than half a lifetime.”

Himmler nodded knowingly. “I haven’t slept at all either.”

Martin took out three glasses and three pieces of gauze. He gave two pieces of gauze to the guards, kept one for himself, put some blue mince into his gauze, then carefully squeezed it over a glass. Shining blue liquid dripped into the glass. The guards followed his example, scooping up and squeezing the blue mince into their glasses.

“Is sterility important?” Stalin yawned.

Himmler shook his head with a catlike grin.

•

			Passing through the enfilade with his cock sticking out of his pants, Hitler pressed on a wooden flower making up part of the pattern on the carved sideboard. The sideboard moved off to the side, opening up a passageway. Hitler slipped through it, went down the stairs, and found himself in a spacious gray bunker. Twelve people in camouflage uniforms were sitting at a large, heavy table and dozing. One of them leapt up when he saw Hitler:

“Gentlemen officers!”

The men sitting at the table jumped up. Hitler waved his hand. “At ease—sit down. Otto, give your report on the situation.”

The overweight, one-eyed Skorzeny began to speak in a clear voice: “The pig’s already here, mein Führer. They used the underground road, just as you anticipated.”

Smirking, Hitler tucked in his penis. “Your Führer is still capable of catching cats in dark rooms. Even if they aren’t there. Is everything ready?”

“Sir, yes sir!” Skorzeny clicked his heels.

“Then, God be with us, Otto. Gentlemen!”

The officers leapt up and stretched out.

“Your task is to save the substance and my best friend. The lives of the other people entangled in this business do not concern me. Onwards!”

Having picked up their machine guns, the storm troopers disappeared behind a steel door.

Hitler sat down at the table and picked up a phone. “What’s happening in the hall?”

“All is calm, Mein Führer,” the voice reported. “Stalin and Khrushchev have left.”

“What’s Bormann doing?”

“Eating, Mein Führer.”

“Commence Operation Worm.”

“Sir, yes sir.”

Hitler put down the phone, noticed a bit of sperm on the back of his hand, brought his hand to his face, then thoughtfully licked up the turbid drop.

A fresh issue of Völkischer Beobachter was lying on the table. Hitler glanced at the newspaper distractedly. He hadn’t been reading it in recent years, as he considered it to be vulgar.

The issue began with a long article by Bertolt Brecht entitled “Beware of Spitting into the Wind!”

Hitler pulled the newspaper to himself with two fingers and began to read:


Our rotten pseudo-intelligentsia, nurtured by overseas plutocrats and local Wandering Jews of Decline and Decomposition, is rearing its head once more. Having imagined itself to be a Siegfried of Destruction already bathed in the blood of the “defeated” dragon of Our Great National Culture, it is once again ready to spit in the face of the people with the poisonous saliva of a cultural syphilitic . . . 



Frowning disdainfully, Hitler pushed the newspaper off to the side.

•

The orchestra was playing Liszt’s Liebesträume when an SS officer approached Bormann with soft steps, then bent down to him: “Mr. Bormann, Dr. Goebbels is calling you.”

“Isn’t he on vacation in Ceylon?” Bormann unhappily threw a half-eaten pheasant wing onto his plate.

“The Reich Minister has cut his vacation short and just arrived in Berlin,” the SS officer reported.

Bormann wiped at his fat lips and stood up. “I beg your pardon, ladies and gentlemen. Urgent business.”

“Martin! Can it really be you’re leaving us too?” Eva exclaimed.

“My dear Eva, it’s an urgent call from Berlin. But I won’t be long,” Bormann bowed slightly and hurried over to the exit.

“Living with leaders is unbearable,” Eva sighed, lazily chewing lamprey.

“Because they’re so businesslike?” von Ribbentrop smiled.

“And so hot-tempered,” Emmy Göring smirked at Eva suggestively.

•

			“That’s it, Reichsführer,” the guard squeezed out the final portion of blue mince.

“Fantastic,” Himmler looked at the three glasses of blue liquid, pulled a metal box out of his pocket, and handed it to the guard. “Quickly now.”

The guard opened the box. There were three large syringes inside it. Each of the guards took one, put its needle into one of the glasses, then began to suck up the liquid.

“Let’s get to it, gentlemen,” Himmler handed Stalin and Khrushchev rubber tourniquets.

“And . . . what’s the dosage?” Stalin undid his opal cuff link and began to roll up his sleeve.

“The more, the better, Iosif,” Himmler rolled his own sleeve over his forearm with great difficulty.

“Are you certain?” Khrushchev asked, tightening the tourniquet around his forearm.

“If I say something, Count, that means I’m certain of it.”

“And these . . . fine fellows, will they . . . find the vein?” Stalin asked, looking distrustfully at the three guards holding the syringes.

“They can inject it anywhere, Iosif . . .” Himmler was the first to put his extended arm down onto a case and squeeze his enormous fist shut. “My God, is it really possible I’ll cease being fat?”

“And I’ll cease being a hunchback . . .” Khrushchev grinned nervously.

“It’s . . . not at all important,” Stalin prepared his arm. “Actually . . . I’d imagined that this would all take place in a more appropriate setting . . . Heinrich! Do we not even get to bid farewell to the world?!”

“There’s no time, Iosif. The electric demophobe is crafty and cunning.”

“Beastliness! Beastliness!” Stalin cried out.

“Mere seconds separate us from paradise, my friend.”

“Then I’m first!” Stalin placed his arm next to the Reichsführer’s arm.

“Iosif . . .” Khrushchev laughed nervously. “I don’t believe it . . . this is . . . some kind of nonsense . . .”

“Shut up, you fool!” Stalin shouted at him, his face turning pale. “Inject us faster!”

The guard named Martin grabbed Stalin’s wrist.

Suddenly, the grilles on three of the ventilation shafts were knocked free; machine-gun barrels poked out of the darkness and began to spew heavy fire.

“The syringes!” Himmler shrieked piercingly, collapsing weightily onto the floor.

The guards rushed to surround the leaders. But the bullets quickly and precisely eliminated all unnecessary human matter. Soon, bloodied corpses surrounded the leaders, who were huddled among the cases of foodstuffs.

They ceased fire.

Skorzeny’s minions began to jump out of the ventilation shafts.

Stalin raised his head. Two syringes were lying on the case next to him and one reposed on the floor, broken. Slightly farther off, Sisul, having been shot in the face, was dying.

Stalin crawled over to him.

“Boss . . .” Sisul whispered, turning his eyes to Stalin.

Stalin placed his hand onto Sisul’s forehead, slick with mortal sweat.

“Boss . . .” Sisul exhaled and shivered in agony.

Stalin touched Sisul’s trembling lips with his finger.

“You’re free, Mr. Stalin!” Skorzeny’s voice rang out.

“From what, you blockhead?” Stalin looked around for Khrushchev.

The count looked out from behind a bullet-riddled box of rice, the tourniquet still tied around his arm.

Streams of rice flowed softly out through the holes.

Khrushchev gazed indifferently at the bodies of Ajooba and his ninjas. Himmler thrashed around on the floor and raised himself up on his hands.

“You broke a syringe, you idiots!”

“That’s not a problem,” Skorzeny shot him twice in the head.

Snarling, Himmler threw himself at Skorzeny. Skorzeny jumped back briskly and Himmler’s half-ton body broke through a wall of foodstuff cases. The gunners depressed the triggers of their machine guns, filling this mountain of meat with lead. But the Reichsführer simply wouldn’t die; he crushed furiously through crates of noodles, then broke free and was ready to rush at the shooters. Skorzeny ran over, put the barrel of his gun into Himmler’s ear, and fired. Himmler stopped floundering, turned, and looked incredulously at Skorzeny. Skorzeny shot him again and again and again.

“You bed wetter,” the Reichsführer murmured with his bloody lips, then collapsed down onto Skorzeny.

This time, Otto didn’t get away—the carcass enveloped him entirely and the sound of cracking bones and a hoarse, strangled cry resounded.

“Gather this up, gather it up immediately!” Stalin screamed, fussing about next to the broken syringe.

“We have enough, Iosif,” Khrushchev got up off the floor.

Skorzeny kept screaming. One of the officers shot him in his low forehead, then trained his machine gun on Stalin. “You need to go upstairs, Mr. Stalin.”

“And I’ll happily do so without that gun pointed at me,” Stalin was holding a syringe in his hands and staring at them fixedly. “Are you sure it’s going to be enough, mon cher?”

“There’s no difference between different doses. One cubic centimeter or a million of them—there’s no difference. Himmler gave us such a high dose as insurance. As any good German would.”

Stalin stepped on the broken syringe. “Why didn’t you and I reach the conclusion that blue lard was a drug? How did the Germans know?”

“Don’t torment me, Iosif . . .” Khrushchev unwound the tourniquet from his arm.

“What did we bring it here for? A new weapon! A new weapon! To share it with the electric eel? Now he’ll thank us for being such stupid Russians!”

“Don’t torment me!!!” the count screamed, his face covered in blood.

•

			Upstairs in the Celestial Hall, dinner was still going on. Light was already coming in through the enormous windows.

The orchestra was playing and the servants had served dessert. The dogs had been taken away. Göring and von Ribbentrop were trying to entertain the guests. Dr. Morell continuously hindered them, provoking befuddlement with his inappropriate monologues. Nadezhda was also at the table. Vesta wasn’t.

Hitler suddenly walked in and clapped his hands. “Finita!”

The orchestra fell silent.

“That’s it!” Hitler walked up to the table, surveyed everyone sitting there, and chuckled. “That’s really it! Ram! Ram! Ram!”

Göring and von Ribbentrop began to slowly rise from their chairs.

“Ram! Ram! Ram!” Hitler shouted.

“Where?” Morell asked sincerely.

“Mein Führer . . .” von Ribbentrop trembled.

“That’s it!” Hitler got down on his knees, looked up at the glittering ceiling, and crossed himself. “Oh, Great God! It’s all come to pass!”

Stalin and Khrushchev came into the hall, accompanied by the minions of the deceased Skorzeny. The senior officer approached Hitler, who was still kneeling, and held out two syringes filled with blue liquid.

“It’s come to pass,” Hitler whispered, taking the syringes into his hands and pressing them to his face.

Vesta walked in wearing a new outfit: an evening dress of milky velvet with a short white leather jacket thrown over her shoulders. Her hair was woven into a braid.

When she saw the machine guns being pointed at her father, she stopped.

“It’s come to pass . . .” Hitler whispered amidst the general silence.

“Dad . . . what’s this?” Vesta walked over to her father.

“Everything’s in order,” Stalin pronounced gloomily without looking at her.

A stifled moan rang out and the guards pushed Bormann into the hall. He only had his undershirt on, was handcuffed, and there was tape over his mouth. When he saw the Führer kneeling down, he also thumped down onto his knees and cawed as he crawled over to him. But Hitler stood up easily and, staring fixedly at the syringes, began to slowly pace around the hall:

“Blue blood . . . and no new weapon.”

“You’re making a mistake, Adolf,” Stalin said.

“Pig,” Göring hissed, staring hatefully at Bormann, who was grunting and crawling across the floor.

“You sausage makers!” Khrushchev’s lips curled up contemptuously.

“Only blood . . . only new blood shall save the world . . .” Hitler whispered.

Unexpectedly, Nadezhda snatched a hand grenade out of her purse, awkwardly pulled out the pin, and hurled it at Hitler. Vesta shrieked. The guards squeezed the triggers of their machine guns and bullets buried themselves in Nadezhda’s body.

The grenade hit Hitler on the back, bounced off him, and spun around on the floor. Hitler turned around in displeasure when he heard the machine-gun fire, just in time to see Nadezhda sink down to the floor.

“Grenade!!!” Göring screamed.

Hitler turned his head, surveying the floor with his gaze. As soon as his eyes came to rest on the ribbed black body of the grenade, it exploded. Cast-iron splinters passed through Adolf’s body and the wave from the blast threw him to the ground. One of the syringes was shattered by a splinter, while the other remained whole in the Führer’s hand.

Stalin shoved the guard away and rushed over to Hitler. The barrels of the SS men’s machine guns were turned on him. Stalin threw himself onto the marble floor without slowing down, then slid over to the Führer, who was convulsing in agony. The machine guns unleashed. But the bullets passed over Stalin’s body and crumbled the blue jasper of the wall. Having crashed into Hitler, Stalin grabbed the syringe out of his hand.

“Don’t you dare!” Hitler clung to the syringe.

Stalin stuck the syringe into his own eye.

“Just not into your brain!” the bloody Führer wheezed, struggling with Stalin.

Stalin grabbed him by the arms, drew his own head back, then, pressing the piston of the syringe against Hitler’s forehead, jammed his own head forwards. The needle passed through his eyeball and pierced the bone of his eye socket. Blue lard spewed into Stalin’s brain.

“You don’t know . . .” Hitler blew bloody bubbles. “You don’t know anything . . . you Kremlin butcher . . .”

Stalin’s brain began to grow.

The leader’s skull cracked.

“It’s . . . me!” Stalin managed to say.

His brain tore through his skull, swelled into a pinkish-white sphere, and soon reached the walls and table. The table was pushed toward Hitler’s guests, who were rushing about, crushed them, then busted the wall open. The brain reached the ceiling of the Celestial Hall. The ceiling cracked. The guards and whoever remained of the guests attempted to rush out of the hall. The wall collapsed. The ceiling collapsed right after the wall. A tremble passed through the castle. As the brain grew, the building progressively crumbled. The gothic arches collapsed and bricks and marble tumbled down, raising up a cloud of dust. The copper scales on the roof bulged, then collapsed. The brain rose up above the castle, the rising sun shimmering upon its taut gyri. The entire castle shuddered, then entirely collapsed into clouds of dust. The brain crushed the dusty ruins and, still expanding, began to press against the age-old coniferous forest. The trees cracked as they fell and disturbed snow puffed up from them. The brain crushed Bormann’s house, pushed Göring’s villa into the abyss, and smashed the Hotel zum Türken against a crag. Soon, the entire Obersalzberg plateau was occupied by Stalin’s brain. Its pinkish-violet flanks hung out over the plateau’s edges. A buzz sounded out across the Alps. Avalanches exploded forth from the mountains. Terribly distraught humans and sheep flew out into the abyss. Birds rushed away. Mountain lakes spilled forth over their shores. The brain grew. The mountain holding it back cracked and collapsed. The brain tumbled down. An earthquake swept through the Alps from Linz to Lake Constance. A cloud of dust rose up above their trembling peaks. The brain grew. The gyri trembled, rising up toward the azure mountain sky, and a dense shadow passed across the surface of the earth, covering over all its cities and villages. Soon, the shadow had reached Munich and, a half hour later, the sleepy city was being crunched flat beneath Stalin’s cerebellum. The frontal lobes traveled south, moving the Alps and pushing them into the Adriatic. The grayish cerebellum crawled stubbornly north, covering all of drowsy Germany. The right hemisphere moved west, ironing French fields, and the left engulfed all of Eastern Europe. The shining violet dome rose up over the whole world. By noon, it had reached the clouds. By three o’clock, the right hemisphere had pushed a terribly distraught Lisbon into the Atlantic and tumbled in after it, raising up a kilometer-high wave. The left hemisphere, having crushed Moscow and Saint Petersburg, pressed against the Ural Mountains and pushed them into the tundra of Western Siberia, shearing its permafrost from the earth. Once it had dealt with Scandinavia, the brain boomed into the Arctic Ocean, disturbing the millennia-old ice. By the evening of the Last Day on Earth, Stalin’s brain had covered over half the world. The other half was underwater. A day later, the earth, weighed down by Stalin’s brain, shifted out of its orbit, pulling the moon with it. After 3,598 days, the diameter of the brain was already 112 times greater than that of the sun and, once the brain had pulverized the sun into 876,076 bits of liquid, it sucked those bits into itself. The planets of the former solar system became satellites of the brain. Then fell into it. Iosif Stalin’s brain gradually filled up the entire universe, absorbing its planets and stars. After 126,407,500 years, the brain turned into a black hole and began to shrink. After 34,564,007,330 years, the brain had shrunk back to the original size of Iosif Stalin’s brain. But the mass of the leader’s brain was 345,000 times greater than the mass of the sun. Then Stalin remembered about the pear. And opened his eyes.

His unfurnished room with a single estikon table was weakly lit by a dropped ceiling built according to the prewar model. The self-generating wallpaper stirred sluggishly.

Stalin looked at his pockmarked, elderly hands, stuck out the right one, which had a shrunken aspect, then took a peeled pear from a bowl of yellow crystal.

Juice glistened upon its sides.

He brought it to his mustache, opened his mouth, and took a bite. The pear was juicy and sweet.

Stalin chewed slowly, then took another bite. Without rushing, he ate the whole pear, including its seeds and its sweet, scabrous core, then threw the stem back into the bowl. Having wiped his mustache with his palm, he pulled over a jade ashtray with a pipe in it, dug out the ash in the pipe with a silver spoke, then slowly knocked it out against the edge of the ashtray. A fresh pack of Herzegovina Flor cigarettes was waiting on the right side of the table. Stalin picked it up, peeled off the seal with his yellowed fingernail, opened the pack, pulled out a cigarette, broke off the filter, then jammed the tobacco from the tube of the cigarette into the black bowl of his pipe. He pulled out three more cigarettes and did the same with them. Once the pipe was full, Stalin poked around in it with the spoke, pulled out any remaining paper from the cigarettes, pressed down the dried organic matter with a tobacco-stained finger of his right hand, then placed the stem of the pipe between his teeth.

A box of long Dalstroy matches lay nearby on the table.

Stalin lit the pipe and, puffing at it, turned his gaze to the book on his left. Upon its gray calico cover was stamped:


N. I. PETRENKO

The Mechanical Manipulation of Blue Lard

Stalin opened the book, flipped past the title page marked “For Internal Use Only,” found the table of contents, moved his pockmarked finger across it, stopped at Chapter 4, then underlined it with his fingernail:

“There. Page . . . sexty-five,” Stalin was speaking in a strong Georgian accent.

He flipped through the book, found page sixty-five, broke the book’s spine with a crunch, placed his hand into its middle, and began to read:


CHAPTER 4

THE BASIC MEANS OF ASSEMBLING BITS

1. Jointing

Jointing is the layered assemblage of bits of blue lard. In jointing, layers of the desired size are attained from wide and narrow bits.

Jointing can be done by various methods. The most common is the jointing of narrow bits into a smooth fugue, into a lardy rail, into a quarter, into a groove and triangular or rectangular ridge, and into a swallowtail.

The seam formed from the jointing of the bits is called a joint.

The width of the shield is to be determined by the width of the bits and their number.

In jointing, great importance must be placed on the selection of the bits in the direction of the fibers of lard. The bits, bonded into a smooth fugue, should have smooth and even flanges along their entire length.

To obtain a high-quality bit, it is necessary to joint its flanges with an electric jointer strictly at right angles to the axis of the bit. If there are no gaps when connecting the flanges of the adjacent bits, then the edge jointing has been done correctly.

Jointing into a smooth fugue can also be performed through the insertion of lardy spikes made from blue lard in accordance with the method of I. Samokhin. For this method, the spike should be no more than half the thickness of the bit and its length should be equal to 8–10 times its diameter. The spikes should be located at increments of 10–15 mm from each other.

In assembling into a lardy rail there should be grooves selected along the edges of the flanges in which the rails that connect the bits will then be inserted. The width of the groove and the thickness of the rail should both be 1/3 of the thickness of the bit.

In jointing into a quarter, the flanges of the quarter should be selected along the edge of the assembled bits. The depth and thickness of the quarter are usually half the thickness of the bit.

Jointing into a groove and ridge is done by tugging the flanges along the entire length of the bit into a groove on one side and a ridge on the other. The connection between the groove and the ridge can be made into a rectangular ridge or, less frequently, into a triangular ridge, as the triangular ridge has less strength and can contribute to the rupture of the lard.

Jointing into a swallowtail is obtainable only after prepa—
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			“What’s going on in there, rips laowai?” a loud, young voice rang out. “How long am I gonna have to wait?”

“That’s et . . .” Stalin jerked into action, hastily pulling the pipe out of his mouth and getting up from his chair. “Averything’s raady, Mester ST. I found averything . . .”

“Then what are you waiting for, you shagua? Slide to it!”

“Sar, yas sar,” Stalin thrust his half-smoked pipe into the ashtray, picked up the book, marked his page with his finger, then scampered over to the aquatic door, his boots creaking.

He stopped before the door and pronounced: “Maear.”

A mirror appeared.

Stalin looked at himself incredulously—an old man’s yellowish face with a thin red mustache, a droopy nose, a low, pockmarked forehead, colorless eyes, and gray hair brushed back. He fixed the flap of his white tunic, coughed, then stepped through the door.

The door led burblingly into a large bright-orange room. A naked, unbelievably thin young man was lying atop an enormous podium, sinking back into the seething fibers of the self-generating wool. His unnaturally white skin was decorated with a mobile tattoo: sixty-nine bluish-black dolphins continuously appeared and disappeared upon his chest and arms. Marmalon plates of complex shapes covered the young man’s bare skull, smoothly sliding under his skin. His white eyes were fixed upon a floating red pyramid—an M-balance stabilizer. The youth was chewing dried locusts and sipping beer from a thin glass.

On the floor, on a steel plaque, was a layer of blue lard spliced together from narrow bits.

“May I, Mester ST?” Stalin pronounced in his colorless voice.

“Have you completely lost your V-2, you old xiaotou?” the youth said in a high voice, baring his lilac teeth.

“I found averything, Mester ST,” Stalin opened the book. “Here, right in chepter four, it’s wretten that jointing ento a rectengular redge is much more reliable then jointing ento a triengular redge.”

“And what’s that?” the youth gestured toward the blue lard with his eyes.

“Thet’s been jointed precisely into a rectengular redge, Mester ST.”

“And in your opinion it’s reliable?”

“Absalutely reliable, Mester ST.”

“Are you sure, rips ni ma de?”

“I’m absalutely sure, Mester ST.”

The youth threw a locust to Stalin.

“And if the seam splits—like what happened to Sydney Novikov?”

“She jointed ento a straight fugue, Mester ST. Thet’s why it splet.”

“And what if you do a swallowtail?” the youth scratched at his beaded penis.

Stalin pressed the book to his chest. “Please anderstand, Mester ST. The essembly of bits ento a swallowtail can only be—”

The signal indicating the arrival of the pigeon post rang out.

“Who’s that from, rips xiaobian?” the youth put down his glass.

“I’ll ga get et,” Stalin left the room, put the book back onto his table, and climbed a spiral staircase with some difficulty.

It was chilly and dank up here—the March wind was driving shreds of clouds through the sky and Moscow was sinking down into twilight below them.

A clone-pigeon the size of a goose was sitting in a steel cage and rhythmically tugging at its own overdeveloped gray bosom. Its gnarled paws and ferocious talons clung fiercely to the cage. Stalin pulled an electrode out from a nest and walked over to the cage. Squinting its big blackish-yellow eyes, the pigeon opened its powerful beak and hissed. Stalin touched the mail pigeon with the electrode. The bird jerked and beat its wings in feeble agony. Stalin opened the cage, pulled an electric knife out from the nest, and skillfully cut the pigeon in half. Its worn avian wings fluttered meekly. Stalin pulled a silver capsule out from the postal pigeon’s stomach, wiped the blood off it with a rag, and put it into the pocket of his tunic. Then he stepped on a pedal and both halves of the pigeon tumbled down into a garbage chute.

Stalin walked downstairs and handed the capsule to the youth:

“Please, Mester ST.”

The youth took the capsule and opened it. In it, there was a strip of rolled-up rice paper covered in minute handwriting.

The youth read it aloud:

2 JANUARY

Hello, mon petit.

My heavy little boy, my tender bastard, my divine and vile top-direct. Remembering you—such infernal business, rips laowai—is heavy in the strictest sense of the term.

And dangerous too: for sleep, for L-harmony, for the protoplasm, for the skandhas, for my V-2.

Back in Sydney, sitting in traffic, I first started to remember. Your ribs glowing beneath your skin, your “monk” birthmark, your tasteless tattoo-pro, your gray hair, your mysterious jingji, your dirty whisper: Kiss me on the STARS!

The youth yawned and threw the letter to the ground. “What a bendan that Gloger is, huh?”

Stalin cautiously shrugged his stooped shoulders. “Nat a very smart persan.”

The youth took a sip of beer. “I haven’t had a tattoo-pro for a year now and I’ve never, ever had gray hair, rips shengsheng. And that viscous Boris never knew how to kiss anyone on the stars. He knew how to do only one thing—to snot relations. And you know how I can’t stand that, my xiaozhu.”

He stood up. “So, you’re certain the rectangular ridge won’t give out?”

“Absalutely, Mester ST.”

The youth stretched out his thin body, cracked his knuckles, and screamed shrilly, “Mir-r-o-o-o-r-r!”

Three mirrors floated up around him.

“Put it on me,” he ordered Stalin.

Stalin carefully lifted up the layer of blue lard from the steel plaque and draped it over the youth’s bony shoulders. Composed of 416 bits, the mantle reached down to the youth’s waist and radiated blue light. Stalin fastened the molybdenum lock on its collar. The youth straightened it, his hands resting on his hips as he gazed fixedly into the floating mirrors.

“If I paint the rhinoceros at the Easter ball, you’ll go join my grandpa as a navigator.”

“All well be well,” Stalin smiled tensely.

The youth twirled around, his mantle rustling heavily.

“Well? Do I look like Fei Ta?” he asked his own reflection.

“Yer like two draps of water,” Stalin replied, looking at him with well-disguised hatred.


1. State Political Directorate.

2. A woodcock hunt. The hunter stands at the edge of the forest clearing and waits for a bird to fly by—to “pull” [“tyaga” means “pull”] past him into the evening wind.

3. From the translation by Vladimir Nabokov.

4. From the translation by Babette Deutsch.

5. Ministry of State Security.

6. From the translation by Dorian Rottenburg.

7.This stress shift indicates a more commonly Jewish name.




Blue Lard
AN EXTRODUCTION

I’VE BEEN asked a number of times why neither Telluria or Their Four Hearts, the two Vladimir Sorokin books put out by NYRB and Dalkey Archive in 2022, featured an introduction or an afterword. The decision not to append any explanatory material to those texts can be traced back to a single anecdote.

On January 30, 1933, Ezra Pound, a man existing somewhere between various extremes of poetic genius, originary MAGA dumbassery, and a perpetual state of town-criery, showed Il Duce the first thirty of his Cantos and the Boss instantly exclaimed, “Ma questo è divertente!”

Unperturbed by the fact that, to anyone’s unbiased ear, Il Duce’s exclamation sounds naive and dismissive (in fact, he was initially reticent to meet with this strange American poet), Pound was so overjoyed by this reaction that he dedicated a good portion of Canto XLI to it. In that poem, Pound writes that “the Boss [caught] the point before the aesthetes had got there.”

Vladimir instantly loved this tale of artistic hubris when I told it to him in the context of a conversation about how Slavicists always want to write forewords—to have their say even before the author—whereas he insists the first word of the book should be . . . the first word of the book!

Il Duce may not be the ideal reader, but there’s no denying that an open-minded yearning for that which is “divertente” is a fine place for any reader to begin.

•

			Still, I am dogged by the fear that any sort of critical appendage to Blue Lard is somehow dishonest. The book is built around incomprehension to such an extent that not even Vladimir knows what the ample neologisms that pepper the epistolary section mean, the book’s glossary offering no definitions of any real utility.

Blue Lard isn’t here to be read so much as borne witness to.

Even so, I feel a strange compulsion to offer some context for that which needs none.

Because I owe everything to this book.

I first read its French translation as a counselor at a language-immersion summer camp in rural Minnesota, where a fellow counselor and I took to salting our mandatorily French conversations with the book’s neologisms.

A few years later, right out of college and woefully underprepared, I emailed Vladimir a hundred-page sample translation of Blue Lard—not exactly what you’re holding in your hands here, thank God—and wrote a long email waxing eloquent about the stature he deserved to have in the Anglosphere and what I would do to help him attain it.

Impressed enough by the sample (if not the precision of its every detail), Vladimir began to work with me and, ever since 2016, our Gesamtkunstwerk has been the single axis about which my work rotates.

However, soon after he “accepted” the sample, I made the decision to temporarily abandon Blue Lard, realizing that any presumptive translator of Sorokin’s work should, so to speak, tackle his Dubliners and Portrait before digging into his Ulysses: over the course of the ensuing two years, I translated “Nastya,” “Horse Soup,” “White Square,” and Their Four Hearts, determined to grasp what I termed the “simple rhythm” of Sorokin’s prose.1

In 2019, then, a few years later, I headed to Moscow for the summer and was determined to finish drafting my translation of Blue Lard before the fall. Though we’d never met, Vladimir invited me to dinner at Café Pushkin on my first night. Immediately upon landing, I was sped to supper from the airport by Russian friends, leaving my wife to fend for herself (I’m sorry!) in the vaguely carcinogenic-smelling khrushchyovka we’d rented—where I would end up translating much of this book, occasionally overhearing neighbors’ squabbles in the shower or at the kitchen table, plus always smelling cigarette smoke that came through chinks in the walls.

That first night at dinner, I was eager to pick Vladimir’s brain about Blue Lard, hoping to fortify myself with authorial omniscience in preparation for a summer of hard work. To my great surprise, he seemed to venerate even his own incomprehension of Blue Lard and expressed that the writer must not be exempt from an aesthetic of total nontransparency.

Blue Lard came to Vladimir after a long spell of not writing novels. It came to him quickly and easily; it contained all he’d ever wanted to express, but in ways he’d never thought to express it before. He described the process of its composition as akin to when one opens a warm bottle of champagne. I didn’t get much more out of him than that.

As such, I don’t think my initial impulse not to introduce Sorokin’s texts was an error. Sorokin depends on his own deep knowledge of certain idioms for the creation of the artistic world in which he operates, but the reader must know only one thing in order to engage with the text—and that thing is written on the very first page of Blue Lard. It reads like a warning, but I’ve always taken it to be a pithy sort of instruction manual: “There are more idols than realities in the world: that is my ‘evil eye’ upon this world; that is also my ‘evil ear.’”

Everything that is described or imitated in this book is an idol to be destroyed—a Russian Orthodox icon to be venerated, then, in true Bataillean fashion, to be venerated in reverse: to be desecrated, to be shat upon, then to be strewn over with guts, as the eponymous protagonist does to village icons at the end of Roman, Sorokin’s brutally Sadean mutilation of a Goncharov-style village novel, written before the fall of the Iron Curtain.

Therefore, in order to translate Vladimir’s “icons” in this book, I turned to various English-language idols—to calcified idioms that should, in their way, be instantly recognizable. I pilfered from old, slightly stale English translations of Russian classics for the sections of the book in which Sorokin eviscerates his heritage, I made use of the dulcet mid-Atlantic tones of old Hollywood for the old-fashioned declamations of Sorokin’s Soviet world in the second half of the book, and was even inspired by the simultaneous faux-archaicism and snap-piness of Robert Eggers’s screenplays (most especially The Lighthouse) for the “Earth-Fuckers” section.2

In this context, what’s even more important than linguistic particularism is the very notion of the idol. An idol takes the specific and, as Hegel would say, sublates it—gives it the appearance of the universal.

But in Sorokin’s world, there always exists the danger that his icons represent something uniquely demonic—a false universal. This is a risk the intrepid reader must be willing to take . . . 

I don’t know what Stalin is shooting into the root of his tongue in the image so ubiquitous in the alternate-reality Europe of Blue Lard; nor do I know what “yasauuuukh pashooooo” means. I’m not even sure Sorokin does. But—verily!—it is an icon imbued with a beauty both terrible and inexpressible.

I too would like to venerate such an image, would like to bow down before it, and, just as elderly Russian ladies in the depths of Siberia kiss the lead-based paint of their local churches’ icons, kiss the root of Iosif’s tongue.

During that same dinner at Café Pushkin, I asked Vladimir whether he had intentionally left Pushkin, Turgenev, Lermontov, and Gogol un-parodied in Blue Lard (none of their clones are here present) because he had more love and respect for them than the others—the ones he had submitted to his corporealization-process.

He gave a start and summarily dropped the bit of pozharsky kotlet he’d speared up with his fork. It fell behind the velvet drapes framing the window that looked out toward Pushkin Square.

Had I cut to the quick so expertly that I’d made Vladimir drop his food?

He chuckled: “No, no, Max, that wasn’t my reasoning at all. . . . It’s like Andy Warhol. Everything needed to be pop style! And you should know that I wasn’t parodying those writers. The clone-texts are actually more like essence-hunts.”

(Leaving aside the question of how one could possibly describe Platonov as “pop” and remembering that Andy Warhol devoutly attended Catholic services on the Upper East Side for most, if not all, of his life,) I’d been deflated.

But to the good.

For a pop style is also an idiom of idols and icons. It must be chrome-smooth—must be worshipable.

As a translator, then, my primary goal has not been linguistic particularism but a rhythm and tempo that gives a sense of Sorokin’s weirdness (or “WTF-ness,” as I’ve elsewhere termed it) and mastery in equal measure. As Tarantino does so wonderfully during the scenes not involving the Manson family in Once Upon a Time in Hollywood, I aim to hit referential beats, but not at the expense of a smooth reading experience. The book should read as easily as Miles Davis’s Kind of Blue listens, notwithstanding the fact that Sorokin occasionally descends into Bitches Brew– or even Dark Magus–level insanity.

Like a medieval apprentice, I’ve sought to paint my own English-language icons, rather than merely describing what one sees in Sorokin’s.3 I too have hunted for the English-language essences of all the Russian styles on display in the original text.

I’ve probably failed, but there you have it.

•

			So now I address you, dear reader: Depending on your perspective, you are likely either enthralled or enraged by the unspeakably strange work of fiction you have just finished.

A word of advice: You don’t need to understand Blue Lard. In fact, trying too hard to theorize Sorokin’s work or to pin him to any particular ideology risks sinking his whole enterprise. The ideal mode in which to read it is one of wonder, contemplation, and amusement. Let the images and words flow past—do not seek to add unnecessary meaning to them. The quiddity of the work is its own reward.

Sorokin is no Solzhenitsyn, keeping obsessive record of the depredations of the Soviet regime in works of nonfiction (as well as novels and novellas that are given a fairly brutal drubbing in this book). Nor is he a Nabokov—a writer so effete, he sometimes comes to resemble a hot-air balloon in a particularly posh bit of Switzerland that is simply untied and allowed to drift off into the highly class-conscious European night. Sorokin can be as erudite and indirect as Nabokov—as “nontransparent,” we might say in reference to the crime for which Cincinnatus C. is sentenced to death in Invitation to a Beheading—but also carries within him something like Norman Mailer’s brawl-ready red-meat attitude.

Sorokin’s body of work is made up of oppositions that refuse to resolve themselves. This is the high-wire act that makes his fiction so riveting and, for those who demand concrete messages from the novels they read, so frustrating.

Therefore, when you close this book, I hope that you shall return to the world as if you were arising from a troubled sleep filled with dreams impossible to articulate or understand, all coming to pass in a language that doesn’t even exist.

How will you ever tell anyone about this dream? What—you’ll say that you saw Hitler with long hair shooting electricity from his hands?!

You’ll never be able to tell anyone about this dream, but it will stay with you forever—perhaps even change you.

That is the true power of blue lard, its innate thermodynamic quality.

•

			Another anecdote: Vladimir and I browsing idly in a Berlin bookstore on a chilly March day, he picks up a German translation of a fantasy novel (Brandon Sanderson’s Sturmklänge).

He laughs and says the name aloud, luxuriating in the heaviness of the German r.

Flips past the pretty woodcut maps and opens to the first page.

Reads the first line: “Es ist schon seltsam, wie vieles damit beginnt, dass ich ins Gefängnis geworfen werde, dachte Vascher. Die Wächter lachten und schlugen die Zelltür mit lautem Getöse zu.”

Vladimir laughs once more, then, switching to English, says, “The good stuff!”

Ma questo è divertente—I imagine him saying at the same time.

Did he really need an introduction?

—MDL

Berlin, July 27, 2022

P.S. Eternal thanks to Yelena Veisman, my extraordinary дичь consultant. Your comments are, as ever, indispensable. Thanks also to Mark Lipovetsky, Ben Hooyman, Nariman Skakov, Bradley Gorski, and Andrei of The Untranslated for your active engagement with my drafts, as well as to the Harriman Institute for their generous support.


1. In his less baroque work, this “simple rhythm,” which is something like a highly reduced iteration of Turgenev’s perfectly posh Russian, often ends up being the aesthetic mode in which violence is depicted. It is as if Vladimir did not wish for the language to get in the way of the reader’s view. Over the course of my collaboration with him, I have come to conceive of this “simple rhythm”—most at play in the hammering scenes in Ice—as how God might see the violence of the world. In Blue Lard, for example, one sees that the more violent the book becomes, the simpler the prose is.

2. Though I stole my rural, down-home “ye” from Cormac McCarthy and not from Willem Defoe’s character in The Lighthouse. What a blessing we have “skazzy” literary idioms commensurate with the Russian in both concept and execution!

3. From the perspective of linguistic particularity versus iconic universalism, the attentive bilingual reader will first of all have realized that I’ve jettisoned the possible second meaning of “blue” as “gay” in the title (as well as the second meaning of “lard”/“сало”/“salo” as a homophone of Pasolini’s Salò, so, taken together, Gay Salò —not to mention the fact that “salo” is a specific sort of cured lard, often eaten on top of toasted black bread). Here, I think affectionately of the elderly Slavicist I met at a Cambridge conference who’d translated the title as Trick Lard when he published his rendering of the sex scene between Stalin and Khrushchev in a British quarterly, the name of which I forget. Certainly not very iconic with its chummy, old-boy slang (“Quite a trick thing to say, old chap! Positively queer!”). However, during the same conversation, he did tell me the wonderful story of having worked alongside W. G. Sebald at Norwich, where “Max” dressed up as a “poison-dwarf mushroom” at a surrealism-themed soirée.




GLOSSARY

CHINESE WORDS AND PHRASES


ba—harrow

baichi—idiot

baofa—emotional outpouring

beibide—vile

beicande—provoking sadness

bendan—idiot

bengkui—disaster

bufuze xianxiang—irresponsible

changtaide—normal

choude—smelly

chunren—fool

dabian—to shit

dahui—congress / conference

danhuang—yolk (a nickname for Russians with a pro-Chinese inclination)

fengcihua—caricature

gangmen—anus

guofen—too much

gaovan—testicles

hangkong mujian—aircraft carrier

Heilong Jiang—Black Dragon River

huaidan—bastard

hushuo badao—bullshit

jingji—game

Jiu jing nin shenme shi hou neng zhun bei hao ni?—And when will you be ready?

jiuwo kanlai—it seems to me

kebide—contemptible

kechide—disgraceful

kuaihuoren—merry fellow

laobaixing—yokel

laowai—stranger

lianglianpai—weasel, a two-faced individual

ling ren manyide—satisfactory

mei guo—beautiful country

moshujia—wizard

niao—urine

ni ma de—your mother

ni hao / niha—hello

pinfade—poor

pingande—safe and sound

shagua—fool

shanshuihua—landscape painting

shaonian—young guy

shengsheng—life-giving power

zhichang—rectum

shiqi—time period, term

si liao—cattle swill

tchu nian xing tchi ri xia yu shi—during last year’s Sunday rains

caiyuan—vegetable garden

tuding—baldness

wangwei—throne

wen jian jia—folder for papers

wo ai ni—I love you

xiaobian—to piss

xiaoche—handcart

xiaoshi—trifle

xiaotou—thief

xiaozhu—piglet

yang-dianfeng—epilepsy

yueshi—eclipse of the moon

yuwan xingwei—idiotic act

zhen jie de gu niang—an innocent girl

zhongshi—loyalty

zhuan men jia—specialist

ziding xianghua—lilac

zuan kong tchi—drill

zuo de hen ya guan’de—done with taste



OTHER WORDS AND EXPRESSIONS


ADAR—an adherent of Koltsov’s bioenergy independence

AEROSEX, OLDOSEX, ESSENSEX, 3 plus Caroline—different varieties of multisex

bad-kan ser-po, skran, rims, glang-thabs, rmen-bu—Tibetan terms for various diseases

BEDBUG—a consumer of residual bioenergy

BOBO—sexual characteristics

BORBO-LIDE—biomechanical stability

BORO-IN-OUT—sexual intercourse performed without the OLDOSEX relaxation oscillator

END-SHUNYA—psychosomatic vacuity

HERO-KUNST—a trend in modern art that makes use of reactive vibration products

to GAYess—to see plus-positive fields on the violet spectrum

gusanos—marginal overlays of the plus-fields

to LAUgh—to allow one’s burgundy and yellow plus-fields to be interfered with

L-harmony—the degree of balance of the Schneider fields in organisms and substances

LM—an indicator of psychoproteanism on the Judd scale

M-balance—psychological stability

mince—compulsory L-exertion

to move onto the NOSE, to ask on the NOSE—to commit an act of dis-question capable of disrupting M-balance

obo-robo—the constant threat of M-imbalance

to paint the rhinoceros—to slip up, blunder

plus-gemein—plus-beastly

to poach dry relations—to enter into anal contact

to poach wet relations—to enter into genital contact

PSY-GRO—paranoia

radis-romantic—a follower of the philosophy of the Liquid Body, created by the Bolivian philosopher and psy-mover Antoine Radis and popular in the early ’40s

rapid—a person prone to multisex

rGyu-bShi—an ancient Tibetan medical treatise

rips—international swear word, which appeared in Eurasian oral speech after the Oklahoma Nuclear Disaster of 2028. Derived from the last name of US Marine Sergeant Jonathan Rips, who willfully remained in the radioactive zone, broadcasting a detailed radio report about the state of his irradiated, dying body for twenty-five days

semolinage—narrowing of cerebral vessels

to snot relations—to enter into cardiac contact

SOLID—prone to change

to squeeze the udder—to keep up an L-disharmonious conversation

Stolz-6—hereditary LM-stability

tepel-tapel—a threatening display

tip-tirip on the trace—an auspicious confluence of circumstances

T-vibrations—translational vibrations of Tomashevich’s red plus-fields

V-2—an indicator of femininity on the Weide scale

W-ambitions—the ability to overcome END-SHUNYA
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