                                                   Novel in stories
                                                       A Russian disease
                                                         Peace Stool

When I was born, my father had already graduated from a course at the local university and worked as an inspector in the provincial department ОБХСС. Frankly, until this day I do not know the decryption of this abbreviation. Что- то связанное со спекуляцией и хищениями. Something associated with speculation and theft of government property. I don’t know whether my father was pleased about my birth, but it is known that for my discharge from the hospital, he was not. Three decades later, I just did not come to the hospital for my daughter (apparently, this is our inheritance), but that does not mean that I was not happy about her birth. Напротив, рад, и люблю свою дочь! On the contrary, I'm glad, and I love my daughter! On the contrary, I'm glad, and I love my daughter! Храни её Господь! Bless her Lord!

Well leave it! The story is not about love, it's about the music, rather about the guitar, a stool, and maybe about life too!? Up to you the reader do decide. I should start my story. 

Well, my father! Отец постоянно был занят на службе: ловил, сажал, расследовал. He was always busy in the service: investigating, catching gangsters, putting them behind bars. Проводил облавы, выставлял пикеты, устраивал засады, называя это оперативной работой (оперативкой). Conducted raids, pickets, ambush, calling it operational work or «Operativca» 

He was busy from morning to night, sometimes even at night. Все свое детство я думал, что отец у меня какой-то очень засекреченный разведчик, где-то между Рихардом Зорге и Николаем Кузнецовым! All my childhood I thought  of my father a very secret spy, somewhere between Richard Zorge and Nikolai Kuznetsov!

Our lives intersected extremely rare. Временами мне казалось, что я люблю своего отца, а иногда я его, страшно сказать, ненавидел. At times I felt like I love my father, and sometimes I did, terrible to say, hated. Наши отношения напоминали мартовские колебания термометра. Our relationship resembled March fluctuations thermometer. 
- Не грызи ногти. - Do not biting your nails! Не ковыряй в носу. Do not pick your nose! Зафиксируй этот момент.The end of travel. Secure this moment! Закрой рот. Shut up!Я дам тебе слово - командным громким голосом требовал отец. 

Loud voice demanding father… Ртутный столбик падал за отметку ниже нуля. 

The mercury fell below zero for a mark. It's hard to call love. 

- Опять со шкурами валялся, - кричала мать, стряхивая с его пальто сухую траву и хвойные иголки. - Again with skins (bitch) lying - mother cried, shaking his coat dry grass and pine needles. 
-- Что ты мелешь! - What are you talking about! Я всю ночь провел в засаде! I spent the night in an ambush! - тихим усталым голосом отвечал отец. - Quiet tired voice

-Again with skins lying - mother cried, shaking his coat dry grass and pine needles. 
-- Что ты мелешь! - What are you talking about! Я всю ночь провел в засаде! I spent the night in an ambush! - тихим усталым голосом отвечал отец. - Quiet tired voice answered the father. 
Слово засада грозное и опасное само по себе, да еще произнесенное таким утомленным голосом становилось просто героическим. Word of the ambush threatening and dangerous in itself, but still spoken so tired voice became just heroic. 
Я живо представлял себе, как отец лежит в мокром овраге в ожидании шкуры. I vividly imagined the father lying in a wet ravine waiting for skins. Шкура - небритый угрюмый дядька - бродит по ночному лесу трещит валежником, грязно ругается и замышляет, что-то гадкое, подлое, низкое, но тут выходит мой отец и с криком: "Попалась, шкура!" Hide - a sullen, unshaven guy - wanders through the night forest bursting fallen trees, dirty swearing and plotting something nasty, vile, low, but here goes my father shouting, "Gotcha, hide!" валит детину на землю, крутит ему руки и везет в отдел. coming down to earth lad, twists his arm and drives to the department. 

Word of the ambush threatening and dangerous in itself, but still spoken so tired voice became just heroic.

Я живо представлял себе, как отец лежит в мокром овраге в ожидании шкуры. I vividly imagined the father lying in a wet ravine waiting for skins. Шкура - небритый угрюмый дядька - бродит по ночному лесу трещит валежником, грязно ругается и замышляет, что-то гадкое, подлое, низкое, но тут выходит мой отец и с криком: "Попалась, шкура!" Hide - a sullen, unshaven guy - wanders through the night forest bursting fallen trees, dirty swearing and plotting something nasty, vile, low, but here goes my father shouting, "Gotcha, hide!" валит детину на землю, крутит ему руки и везет в отдел. coming down to earth lad, twists his arm and drives to the department. 

At such times, the mercury went up sharply arrow. 

Highest mark of my relationship to my father thermometer showed when he was in a car accident. Ходили слухи, что в день аварии отец был со шкурой, но я верил в засаду. There were rumors that on the day of the accident my father was with the hide - bitch, but I believed in an ambush. Врач дал ему всего одну ночь жизни. The doctor gave him only one night life. Но отец выжил и вскоре уже снова требовал, чтобы я не грыз ногти и не ковырял нос. But the father survived and soon he again demanded that I'm not biting my nails and not picking in the nose. Отметки абсолютного нуля и сожалений по поводу по поводу врачебной ошибки они достигли, когда я стал битником. Mark of absolute zero and mourn about medical errors have achieved, when I became a beatnik. Я даже помню фразу, сказанную отцом на мой жизненный выбор. I even remember the phrase that my father said about my life choices.

-It would be better if you become a bandit.

- удивился я.  I was surprised.

-Why? 

- Because hipi and bitlak… In their hearts is nothing human. 

- Explain! 
- А что тут пояснять. - What is there to explain. В человеке все должно быть прекрасным. In man, everything should be fine. What are А у хипаков что? hipak and bitlak. What? Патлы, буги-вуги и эпилептические припадки. Patly (long hair) boogie-woogie and Saint John's evil…  Epileptic… falling sickness. 

 I cried.

- Why epileptic?  Why falling sickness.

The father replied 

- Because I saw you’re dancing! 

I passionately ried
- Пусть в них нет ничего прекрасного. - Assume that there is nothing of beauty. Зато у них интересная и насыщенная жизнь! But they have an interesting and full life! - патетически воскликнул я. - Жить нужно, как Павка Корчагин, чтобы не было мучительно больно за бесцельно прожитые годы! - We have to live like Pavel Korchagin not to be excruciatingly painful for the wasted years! 
- Корчагин - анахронизм. - Pavel - an anachronism. Слушай Ричи Блэкмора! Listen Ritchie Blackmore! 
- Пройдет пару десятков лет, и твой Блекмордов станет для твоих детей таким же анахронизмом! - It will take a couple of decades, and your Blekmordov will be for your children in the same anachronistic! 
Отец оказался прав. My dear father was right! Для моей дочери Павкой Корчагиным служит Nick Carter из "Backstreet Boys". 

For my daughter Pavel Korchagin  this is  Nick Carter of "Backstreet Boys". 

I said, paraphrasing the name of the Beatles' songs. 
- "Ты напоминаешь мне изи дей херд найт (easy day hard night, тяжелый вечер легкого дня) ", - ответил я, отцу перефразировав на свой лад название битловской песни.Для моей дочери Павкой Корчагиным служит Nick Carter из "Backstreet Boys".- "Ты напоминаешь мне изи дей херд найт (easy day hard night, тяжелый вечер легкого дня) ", - ответил я, отцу перефразировав на свой лад название битловской песни.- You remind me of izi dey kher nait - - Не выражайся!
- Do not express! - воскликнул отец. - Said the father. Принимая, очевидно, английское hard за русское нецензурное слово. Taking obviously English word hard as Russian obscene word kher. 
Как всякий интеллигент во втором поколении, отец презирал жаргонизмы и крутые словечки. As any intelligent second generation, my father despised jargon and cool words. 
- Пока не поздно, возьмись за голову. - While it is too late, take a head. Start to think about life! Otherwise, you'll find yourself behind the bare! Remember my words! 

 Father put a point in our conversation. 

But I didn't (in my circle obey of ancestors looked as anachronistic as read Ostrovsky) and still listen to "Deep purple", and spent every spare moment with his guitar, trying to rip off improvisation R. Blackmore.

- Fuck you man! On this board! On this piece of shit! - Said me

the lead guitarist of our city Ville Obodvsky or Rim. – Do you want «vzlabnut» ¨(play improvisation) Blackmore?!

-For play Blakemore improvisation you must to have «Stratakaster»!

   Rim pulled out from the cabinet color of the setting sun "Fender stratakaster."

I asked timidly:

 - Is it possible? 

- Uno Momento

Said Rim. He turn on the amplifier.

- Please bro!

He handed me a guitar. My fingers trembled, his forehead was covered with sweat. 

Moment I meditated. I was walking on the seventh heaven. Finally my fingers touched the neck and I began to play. I swear to God, I played better than the original.

I finished. Rim surprised uplift his eyebrow. 

- Holy shit! Fuck my shoes! You're great! 

-How much is this fucking aggregate!

Rim name the amount. It is equal to the value of the latest model Lada.

I did not have money like these. I decided to create a guitar my own children's weak hands.

Something I begged, stole something, buy something, and something traded.

Also, I was going to unload cars at local lime (glue) combine.

Combine "syarilovka", shit shack as it was called in the city, was a pile of rotting bones armada arrogant rat and a myriad of fatty larva ...

Guitar body I made from a piece of bog oak.

I bartered this piece of wood on a bottle of Stolichnaya. I stole vodka from the family cupboard.

Branded pickups I traded a porcelain figurine. Figurine with my name surfaced during the interrogation spiv Alex Kuz'kin.

- Show Diary - asked once came unusually early home my father

   I asked:

  - Why? 

     - I want to know what you have in physics.

     - Normally I have on physics!

     - Why in physics? - Surprised mother.

Because it breaks the phone box!

 Mom asked.

 Why.

 He takes out the pickups. 

- Son of a bitch! He told me that it was branded pickups.

I scolded Alik but not out loud.

- Son of a bitch! He told me that it was branded pickups. 

- You bastard! - Cried the mother - how could you!

I did not understand. What angered her more.

1 A bottle of vodka. 

2.Porcelain figurine. 

3.The broken public phones.

- This minute delivers fuckin bitlizm from my home - my father ordered.

     - I have a legitimate right to a living space and property! 

     - Well, then, by the responsible tenant I throw it - said the father and moved to my musical property.

   - You stole my childhood, you're stealing my youth. I will not let you! Do not touch what belongs to me or I'll kill you - I promised grimly.

     - Oh, Makhno! Japanese policeman! Trunk twisted! Soviet authorities defeated Hitler, and with you can easily twist the ram's horn! - Shouted the father, trampling foot bitlakom, in no time figure! - Shouted the father, trampling foot recording "Dipperpoltsev."

What am I doing?  Small children do In the pants but  I do the reeducation.

You're not grow up my son. You raised the American president! What is it? McNamara!

-He did not McNamara! He's your son!

- My son shouldn’t break the public phones and listen to alien music. 

Father broke all the tapes and went to the guitar. I stood in his way as well as the Maginot Line. But the father was unstoppable as the German tank «Tiger». 

The Maginot Line crumbled without a gun shut put I stood tall and resisted. 

I puffed out my chest. I clenched my fists. 

Father shouted wildly

I’m. The Soviet officer… Raise your fucking hand! Bastard!  I would say more. Imperialist bastard! Yes I did them, them, them. Wimps. Tied!

Father fell on me with all his weight.

 -Do not have the strength! - I nozzles under the weight of his father's body

Let's see! Let's see! 

We fallen to him on the sofa. There was lying… Creating my hands

My calling! Gitar…

I heard the crackle of breaking guitars.

This is not crunching guitar. It crunched world. So that there is world broke universe.

- I'll never forgive you! 

 I promised my father. I put the guitar ash under the bed. Father winning son shouted voice.

-Time will come. You'll thank me!

I replied:

- Let your boss thank you,  - And added. - I'm going out of your house.

 I slammed the door. I ran outside.

Week I did not sleep at home. Days spent on the banks of a forest lake. It was not far from my house. I spent the night in the attic of an abandoned house. Under my feet crunched slag. The air was saturated with the smell of bird droppings.

I looked like a skeleton from a biological museum. My skin is black. I smelled fire, mud and pigeon shit.

 On the eighth day I was declared wanted.

 On the ninth, as the hero's adventure novel, I was removed from the roof and brought it home.

Well that in the USSR  didn’t exist ku klux klan.

My mother saw me and cried

- My God what hell you like! 

I answered  in French

- Je me ne suis pas vu pendant 7 jours - I replied. (I have not seen myself in 7 days)

-Here you kidding. I don’t closed my eyes for eight days! Not to sleep a wink!

In reality it was not. All these eight days between my parents have a dialogue like this.

All these eight days my parents had a dialogue like this.

    Father. How can you sleep when your child knows where.

    Mother. Nothing to get into training with nerves like yours.  Walking and come back!

     Father - What hat it meaning walking! How can you say like this.  After all, it is your baby!

     Mother.  - That's interesting. Maybe I was broken guitar!? I may be trampled by his record?!

     Father - I'm broke! I'll fix!

     Mother - He repaired! Don’t tell me stupid things. Your hands grow from the wrong place!     

      Father. My hands! I have golden hands! I, among others, good mechanic!      

      Mother - You're a mechanic! How much have you had them? You can only yell, hide people behind the prison bars. Even know how to fall down in ambushes with bitches.

     Father - You remind me xer dey nait.

     Mother - You're the xer! (dick)  Shame on you to speak so rudely.

After all you're a member of the Communist Party! 

But back in the day of my return home.

 - Father these days not sit still are! - Said the mother.

 - Where, in an ambush? - I quipped

- Why you so - the mother shook her head sadly. – Your father was worried that it happened. And he repaired your guitar… The apartment really was a heavy smell of wood glue, vividly reminded me of the yard littered with the bones glue factory. Bones smell mixed with conifer needle. It is the smell of rosin. My father tinker. It looked like God came down to Earth.

In the evening, my father told me.

-Son, I was wrong!

- What should I do with this garbage?

I nodded at the guitar shivers.

- Don’t worry.  I'll fix everything! - Assured the father,- I give you my word of communist. By the way I bought a carpenter's glue. We glue. What we don’t have hands?  What our hands

нands grow from assholes!?  No! They grow from the right place. The big work started in our home. Coming from work father quickly took his supper. Wiping his mouth with a napkin and said:

· Let's go do it our guitar.

Month we laboriously sawed, planed, digging and soldering. We are stinking like the devils in hell! In our lexicon went words: chisel, rasp, pin, nut, bore and bridge.

Our consultant was violin-maker Leo Bernstein. Best master in the city.

Father even went on a service offense. He brought a real pickup the Bulgarian guitar Orpheus. It was a piece of evidence under any criminal case which my father worked.  By and by. After a short space guitar was ready. The sound of our products received a soft, smooth, not rock sound like Richie Blackmore «Stratocasters». But adding fuzz and passing sound through the reverb, I was looking like the right sound. In a word - came out good. Remains veneer (which we glued the guitar body) We decorated kitchen stool.

Father declared with a solemn

· Piece – stool

Once ascended the slippery path of Russian rock (as actually all original Russian) risks her break his limbs. But such is our Russian way: slippery and dangerous. Perhaps on this trail my father  found the parent gene. All things are possible. Father went to the new offense. He brought from the vault OБХСС records k famous groups. Deep Purple. Led Zeppelin, Black Sabbath Accordingly was restoring my musical archive.

Soon we start making the amplifier and speakers and accordingly the new office crime caming. Father brought from departmental cellar: lamps, transistors and 50-watt speaker.  These good things as my father alleged , was filled all departmental store!

A year later, the father could easily recognize the Beatles from the Stones. R.Blekmora guitar from Guitar D. Page. Two years later went with me as an operator of numerous trash, and a year later he appeared at a party meeting in jeans and said that there is a progressive rock over and demanded the reformation of the socialist rule of law!

After declaration of this father was immediately transferred from the authorities in the security services. As head of slaughterhouse, father habitually exposed to the interrogation group worst disaster sausages and was forced to superannuation for retirement. The last two years of his life he was not working, kept at my penny-a-line machine, and sitting on the "peace-stool", with the hope he looking out the window waiting for my return. When he saw from the window ours car, my father came to life. He helped arrange the apparatus. Finished this business he got a special recipe pickled cabbage, pickled cucumbers, received pension solder employee MIA finely planed Chinese thin-legged ham and crystal glasses.

My mother talked him protested voice

You can’t drink alcohol! You already had two heart attacks 

- Get away, you remind of “her day nat”  Dick’s day night

    - You're the her dick, even though no longer a party member.

Our guitar got stolen on one of the gigs. I did not use this guitar anymore for I had acquired a decent Japanese board. But on the tragic day my guitar broke, we had to use the self-made guitar. In the evening when we where loading the equipment in the car, I could not find her anywhere. I exhorted food handlers, promising them anything in exchange of the instrument, it was useless: obschepitovtsy blankly shrugged and smiled apologetically. Then I alerted all the local musicians, but it did not bring anything. "Our" Guitar disappeared without a trace.

 Soon after my father died. He went in to the kitchen and collapsed, and came out of it laying on my arms, already dead.

    It was the time of economic reforms raging .  Not only grocery stores were empty, but also mortuary salons. In canary yellow house, where the mournful organization was situated, except the director and a few not quite sober individuals, was absolutely nothing: no brushes, no wreaths, no tapes or even coffins.

    - It is necessary to call the authorities - I advised the mother.

    - What are you talking about! - She said. After all, he was fired from there.

    - Yes but with veteran pension - I gave a powerful argument.

    - Do you think it could work?

    - I'm sure! Yesterday’s Layedoffs are considered heroes today!

    I was right! Authorities have allocated for the coffin boards, red sheathing material and even a bright crimson brush. Again in my vocabulary includes words: chisel, saw, rasp and  ...

    All that remains of my father - some of his black and white photos and so veneered steering stool. Once met on the roads of cleverly woven human lives, are we going meet we again? Looking at this  «stool of peace" I’m confident that we will.
                              The Wheels of Fortune

---its milky-white atoms make their first appearance in my window. It´s not the light of day yet, it is only the priming for the great artist to spill His paints on. Grey tones today, orange tomorrow, Prussian blue the day after tomorrow - who knows. A pair of synthetic “made-in-China” house shoes forms a dark spot near my bed. I put my scrawny feet into them and shuffle to the kitchen.  My old cracked parquet floor is whining as if alive.

“Squeak-squeak”, groans the floor to the things I am passing by. I am walking along an endless and straight corridor, as long and straight as a water spray tube fire fighters use.  The corridor is dangerous for visitors. Here, hidden in a small alcove, an old speaker stands. How many beautiful feet stumbled over its inconspicuous corner! Well, I do it myself pretty often, and every time I trip over I cry out “Shit!” and swear to bring the bloody old thing down to the cellar. Today is no exception; I hurt my ankle, give out a loud string of expletives, gently rub the bruise and continue walking.

“Squeak-squeak” – the parquet floor comes to life again in its whining sing-song. 

Unlike my floor, I have no one to complain to, even if my life is not much better.  Anyway, who complains about life so early in the morning? One should do it during lunch break, or else in the evening, nursing a pint of beer. In the morning one makes coffee and hurries out to the office. I am making coffee, too, although no office is waiting for me to come. No, no, I am not retired; moreover, I am a man in the prime of my life: I have a healthy heart and good sugar levels.  Perhaps a bit too much of peptic acid, that´s what coffee does to you. “You should fight it off! Coffee leads to kidney stones!” my doctor admonishes me.  But I don’t feel like fighting anything, least of all coffee. 

I like the crunchy sound of the oval, robust and coal-black coffee beans in the coffee grinder. I like the fine and teasing aroma of the coffee soul released from the beans. I am excitedly waiting for the three bubbles to let me know that my coffee is ready. In my impatience I remind myself an orthodox Jew waiting for the first three stars to come and signal the beginning of Sabbath. 

Why do I give so much attention to coffee – because just one sip of this hot, stingy, slightly bitter beverage, followed by a deep inhale of a cigarette makes one tell you things. Coffee has nothing to do with the tongue wagging associated with vodka. Coffee leads to a heart-to-heart talk. Where should I begin? Perhaps, from the beginning?

We started out very different. I was tall and he was small. I was blonde and he had brown hair. He collected stamps and I collected badges, if I remember right. He was soft-spoken and I was quick-tempered. His name was a boring Pavel and he had an ugly surname Oladiev.  I was very originally named Romuald and had a beautifully-sounding surname Voskresensky. I had brothers who cared about me and he was an only child. I went to the old school, decorated with columns and known for especially good English lessons. He went to the new school: housed in a boring low building, rather faceless and well down the list of all the other schools in town. He would get his life experience from books, I preferred “the real thing”. Pavel lived in a yellow house with peeling paint, I lived in a good quality cottage of robust white bricks. An improvised fence made of wood boards and old bed mesh served as a divider between our houses. Nevertheless, we became friends. Attempts were made to separate us, but how could one do it when we were literally drawn to each other like opposite charges! 
     „He is not your friend“, my parents would tell me, „He comes from a bad family!”     

„Why do you stick to him like a wet leaf to an anus? He is suffocating like a hothouse!” my brothers supported them.

What could I say to that? That only next to him could I feel truly harmonious?  That he was part of some missing detail in my soul?! I did not even know such words at the time…

I would jump over the fence and run to his house. There I could do all the things that were strictly forbidden at home:  wear my shoes inside, raid the fridge and smoke. I was out of the parenting zone. No one would be making me a better person and nag about things: don´t touch this, put that back. Pavel´s mom worked afternoon shifts and his father would come home late and often in no condition to talk coherently, let alone nag.   

     „Rodya, come home, now!“ my mother would demand from the other side of the fence.

“See ya”, I would promptly rush home, drumming my heels along the squeaky staircase. It would grow dark and soon our yards would drown in the viscous nocturnal silence, occasionally interrupted by a long whistle of a faraway train....
     

We found out that we did have something in common rather suddenly:  at 16 – 17, when we both fell for rock music. We adored the same rock guitarists: J. Page and J.Hendrix. Pavel started to take lessons in solo guitar; I chose it over other instruments, too. The idea of our own band was hanging in the air. And then, for the first time in our lives, we had a dispute of a principal character. He, gently: “Take the bass”. I, indignantly: “Why me? Who is Paul here?“
He, surprised: „Whatever does it have to do with Paul?“ I, caustically: „It is Paul McCartney who plays bass!“ 

Had we created our own band – I think it could have been pretty good. Or not, who knows, but our lives would have taken a different direction, that´s for sure.

However, we went on arguing and fighting.

Pavel, calmly: “You are playing too straightforwardly.  Like an artist who paints everything monochrome. No hues whatsoever! Listen to Hendrix. Jimmy´s guitar is talking, weeping, snuggling up to you and yours is just screaming…”

I, irritably: “A rock guitar is hardly a Stradivarius violin!”

Pavel, quietly: “A sound is born from the silence…”

I, furiously: “You are not a musician; you are Apostle Paul speaking like a pop-composer Babadjanyan…”


Since we had no rock band of our own we were playing in other people´s bands. I changed loads of them but could not find any that would suit me, since I had a nasty temper and was picky about the repertoire.

“You are playing well”, the other band members would tell me. “But not the right things”.

“What are then “the right things”?” I would reply caustically. “Whatever is received well by the public and brings us dough!” was the answer.

I should have conformed and obeyed and played what the public wanted and what paid cash. But no, I would explode and indignantly scream, “You blockheads! I thought you had a rock band, but what you have here is just an orchestra under A. Mescheryakov´s direction! You only care about money and I care about the purity of genre! Go on, play your pop-songs – but without me!”
     

Soon there was no band in town whose members on hearing my name would not say “With his temper one should be looking for a job in a terrarium!” I started thinking about switching to some other hobby when suddenly a rock band “Wheels of Fortune”, the best in town, announced they were looking for a new leading guitarist.  To enter “The Wheels” would mean to open the gates to an unimaginable world of "superstars"! For this one could trade off their principles!

     The audition took place in a small room crammed with drums, speakers and microphone stands. The bluish-black snakes of cables were crawling all over the floor. All day long elaborate guitar solos were heard in the halls and passages of the building belonging to the local society of deaf people (that´s where The Wheels usually rehearsed). The din was unbearable; I guess the local deaf society got some new members after that day!  By 6 pm only two candidates were left: my friend Pavel Oladiev and I. No doubt I was playing better – with more expression, force and better technique, but it was he who was selected to fill the vacancy. He played worse but he had a 100Wt guitar speaker with an in-built amplifier, which worked to his benefit! Unlike me, he was great around all those cathodes, anodes, transistors and loudspeakers. The generations of electricians behind those skills, no doubt! Pavel was always smelling of rosin whereas I exuded the fragrance of an expensive cologne. He was often seen in the company of some seedy individuals from the local radio factory; I, on the other hand, could be found in the company of pretty brunettes any time of the day.  

“I played better than you did and as my friend you should have admitted it and given this vacancy to me, that would be fair”, I said to him on the way back home. “It´s a dog-eat-dog game” he said to me rather cheekily. “Great!” I sneered. „But remember this: the ball is in my court now!”

 And so I played the game of our fortunes and made the next move. Instead of going home, I squeezed myself into the rusty doors of a telephone booth and clipped my nose with an old clothespin. I dialled a simple two-digit number of the local police department and gave them a tip, speaking with a nasal voice of a popular singer Makarevich. “On Saturday at 11 am in the inner yard of the house at Schors, 12  you will find people selling the hard-to-get goods  stolen from the local radio factory...”
„Think before you speak! A thief must go to prison!“ I soothed myself before falling asleep that night. In fact, I did not even worry much as I never believed cops would react so quickly.

But, like in a bad dream, he was indeed caught red-handed and arrested on the spot. The value of the stolen goods was rather high. So, with a „good“ prosecutor one could have easily been convicted to a prison term of 10 years or longer! But at the very last moment they replaced the prison sentence by the call-up papers.  All that happened so fast that Pavel had no time even to take his own speaker from the house of the deaf...


    A couple of months later I was playing instead of him in the Wheels of Fortune and using his speaker. Then the whole town was devastated by the news. Pavel Oladiev was killed. His body would be brought home a week later. I was in shock and it was on the following day that I received a letter from him. Looks like it took the letter too long to arrive – or, perhaps, it came to me from another world already? “You know”, he wrote to me, “I was thinking about it and decided: when I am back, I´ll be playing bass. We will make such a great band together!” Honestly, I even tried to cut my veins after that!

All local rock musicians came to his funeral.  All but me, I did not come on the pretext of an urgent trip out of town and I never ever came to his grave…

Soon after Pavel´s death the Wheels of Fortune broke apart and I inherited Pavel´s speaker. I took it with me to all sorts of other bands – the Mirage, the Ghosts, the Romantics, the Optimists. It moved with me from house to house, from city to city. At last I got tired and I married.  I was looking for understanding but was confronted with a question. “What is this?” – “It´s a speaker”, I explained to my wife. – “Does it speak?!”

“A spoonful for Daddy. A spoonful for Mummy. A spoonful to grow big and strong and carry this mountain of garbage out of the house”, my wife was spooning porridge into my son´s mouth. “If you don´t listen to Mummy, she will put you behind this speaker!”

Those were convincing arguments, so my kids were growing up chubby and obedient.  But I have not lived with my family for a long time now. I am not living with anybody, although my acquaintances – and there are not many of them – say that I am “cohabiting” with the speaker. They are right in a way, as in all the years it became a kind of living being to me. All that moving around made it shabby, it lost its original colour, the metal edges got rusty, the artificial leather peeled off in places and looks like the skin of a psoriasis-sufferer. A few legs fell off, giving it the look of an invalid.  So is the irony of life: the owner of the speaker never grew old - but the speaker did. 


     Twenty years have passed since he died. I have lost almost all his photos in all these years, and those I still have lost their original colour and look unfamiliar. I was almost forgetting how my friend looked like when he started coming to me in my dreams. I dream that he is here, leaning on his speaker, the friend of my faraway dissolute youth - Pavel Oladiev! In my dream I so want to talk to him, to explain myself, but he avoids this conversation at all costs. I can guess why and I wake up. A new day of my life is being born behind my window…
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The further away I am from the days of flit away childhood, the more often I see in dreams my old, surrounded by a wall of lopsided barns, yard - a place where the best days of my life passed. The further away from me gets the street where I used to live, the more vividly I see in my emigrant's dreams the leaning ply-wood kiosk "Soyuzpechat" on its corner, from which I quite regularly got books on a glossy paper on days when my parents got their pay. 


   Daughter is wiggling by a cool "laser" and moving to the new hits. I look at her and remember how I was standing with my mouth wide open, moving to the beat of bossa nova and shake, coming through the window of long gone restaurant "Weeping willow". 

But what's funny, the clearer is the vision of old age, looking at me gloomily from the darkness of mirror depth, the more difficult it is for me to figure out where is the end of childhood memories reality and the beginning of the story I invented about the events of the past. May be that yard never existed anyway, which though sank into oblivion still keeps the traces of my steps? May be I never stood by that restaurant and never listened to the music of the no longer existing orchestra?

   How unbelievably far away are those years! Only dreams, yellowed  photos of big eared little boy in short pants and a stack of vinyl records and a bunch of faded copybook pages - that is all, perhaps, that's left from the childhood. But can a page washed out by the time or a miraculously  preserved cover of the school grade book serve as a solid argument in favor of reality of the past, if such a strong thing as memory is doubting its veracity?
    
    
     2 
    
    
  My musical talents showed early and in a special way. For example, when I tore apart another T-shirt, I was carrying it home and instead of showing grief, I sang in a pleasant descant a popular at that time song (distorting it terribly): "Whose T-shirt, whose T-shirt.."* and answered to myself "Mine!". They called me Robertino Loretti in the yard and treated to plum jam froth. The local gang called me "Magomayev" and made me dance twist, while collecting money from the people passing by. I was getting more and more popular. My fame reached my parents too.

    - Our boy has musical talents, - grandma said once.
Why it was grandma who said it, and not grandpa or parents, for example? Well, firstly, I didn't have a grandpa. Secondly, parents are usually not that much into children when there is a grandma around. Thirdly, - and that is, perhaps, the most important - soul of a woman, especially the soul of grandma, adoring her grandson, is constructed in such a way, that allows it to see the talent where others see only kid's fooling.
    - And what exactly are these talents about? - parents cast up the eyebrows.
    - Hello! Our Borya has been having a stable success for a long time now, and his parents have no clue about it.
    - Really? And where is that success? In math? 
    My parents, busy with dissertations, were home that rarely that this constantly gave them reasons for surprise: "Wow! Borya has lost his tooth?". "Wow! Borya is wearing size 33?", "Wow, Borya has scarlet fever?". Now there are these talents...
    - Math too. The boy is singing for money in the backstreet. - said grandma. 
    - Mom, how come you let it happen? 
    - What "Mom"? - grandma was trying to protect herself. - After all, you are the parents. Go talk to your son, direct his talents into a useful way.
    - And we will! - yelled dad.
    - And we will direct! - my mom supported him.
All that conversation penetrated the partition, separating the "sitting room" from a tiny room where I'm sitting behind the writing table - a boy with big ears, thoroughly whistling the new popular tune "Queen of beauty". In the evening this "Queen" will bring me a "Pamir" cigarette.
    - Come here, you soft-headed! - dad yells from behind the partition. 
    - Easy, Garik, easy, he is your son after all, - grandma is asking. 
    I stop whistling and humble as an angle come into the sitting room.
    - Hey, soft-headed, - dad is addressing me. - Tell me, is it true that you sing for money in the backstreet?
I wipe my sweating forehead. My forehead is solid and high. "Why is it that dad is always calling me soft-headed?" - I'm thinking, and shifting  from one foot to another, answer him: "Well, if one can call it money, then yes, on the other hand...".
    - Well, that's wonderful, - dad stops my thinking, - beginning tomorrow you start developing your talents with the money earned in the backstreet.
- What talents? - I ask hoping that they buy me a bicycle and sign into a bicycle section. Or may be a bow? A bow - it's so romantic, it has the air of Sherwood forest stories.
- Music talents, - dad stops my thoughts right there.
- What does that mean? - I'm surprised.
- This means, - grandma says, - that we will buy you a musical instrument, a grand piano, for example, and you will learn to play it.
    - What do I need a musical instrument for, especially a grand piano? There is no place to put it, - I say.
    - That's none of your business where we put it. You better tell when you become a decent man and not a do-nothing? - dad asks me.
I wipe my sweating forehead and continue to mumble:
        - I would like to develop my talents in the archery section or self-defense.
    - Don't even think about it. When I'm alive there will be no self-defense or bows in the house - declares mom, looking askew at the electric cord of the iron. 
But at that moment a huge wall clock starts bubbling as a waking volcano, and strikes loudly seven times... My audience is waiting for me...

    * In Russian the "whose T-shirt" sounds very much like "Jamaica" = "Chya mayka"
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    From bright patches of past come first musical instruments, offered me for studying: a domestic button accordion "Tula" and a German captured harmonica "Hofner". But "Hofner" and "Tula" were rejected from the start - first, because of its big size, second because of its popularity.
    - No, - I'm declaring confidently, when we come to the music store. 
    - Why? - exclaimed father. - We deliberately came here, in spite of the difficulties with leaving the lab. And you, dumb head, are saying "no"!
    - But why no? - my mother asks.
    - Children, do be quiet, for God's sake, - grandma is begging. - You are not in your laboratory.
    - Those are plebeian instruments, - I answered. 
    - Where did you pick up such words, windy head? - says my dad. - Plebeian! I wonder if you knew, Mr. Dunce Silk Stocking, that these instruments cost two my salaries of a candidate? 
Explanations have no effect. Future "music genius" threatens not to come home for the night.
- What was I saying - a dunce. A real dunce, in a word, classical soft-headed! - my father yells. 
- Garik, what are you saying, have a heart, you are a member of the Party, - grandma is begging my dad. - A kid is in search. He is searching and you, being intelligent people, have to help him figure it out. Borya, you are searching, right? - grandma is asking me. 
    - Of course, Borya is searching! Your Borya is indeed searching for a way to make us have a heart-attack, - mother is interrupting her and tries to find among the stuff offered by the store a favorite instrument for upbringing a child - an electric cord to the iron.
- Glasha, how can you! This is your son, - grandma starts boiling. - Well, the boy does not like the button accordion, to tell you the truth, I don't like it either. A button accordion - is an instrument of drunken sewage pipe cleaners. A violin - is a totally different thing. A violin - is an instrument of intelligent people. Right, Borya? - she is asking me. I nod silently with my sweating forehead and we leave the store.
That is how one Semen Illjich Belenkin, a violinist-virtuoso, first violin of the local music theater entered my life. He tells me about the strings, fingerboards, sounding boards and sound colors, he informs me that Stradivari and Paganini are not the criminal bosses of our district, but some mysterious Italian craftsman and violinist. With Belenkin we are learning Bach's minuet and Rachmaninoff polka. Semen Illjich is pleased. Soon there is a score of a concert for violin lying in front of me... My fingers ache terribly and on the street the local gang looks at me suspiciously.
- Listen, Boriska, - local hooligan Chaly is stopping me, - may be you are no Boriska in fact?
- Who am I then? - I am asking him baffled.
- May be you are kinda Barukh?
- Why is that? - I am curious.
- Because - you are in glasses and walk around with a violin, - Chaly replies and threatening me with his huge fist in front of my glasses, he adds - You watch out there, kido..
I loose my breath because of such wild suspicions and I feel dirty March snow disappearing under my feet.
- That's it, I've had it. Enough of me that you called me Borya and put glasses on me, - I announce as I put the violin on the table.
Grandma was crying, mama couldn't stand it and hit me once with an electric cord from iron, papa was yelling "lazy bones" as never before, and Semen Illjich was staring at dirty boy's fingers and whispering broken-heartedly: "Dear boy, have mercy, you are burying a talent".
But who cared about a talent in those happy days? It was more important not to become a "Barukh". Parents' sighs trembled like a violin's string yet for some time and soon faded.
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    The school I attended was a prestigious one (a specialized school, as they were called at that time). There one studied French language, French literature, "French math", "French" physics and geometry, leaving to the native language only the social sciences. I preferred the social subjects and, as a result, often won at numerous Olympiads and competitions. Once I was awarded for the victory in the Olympiad with a ticket to the final concert of masters of art in the local House of pioneers. Ensembles of balalaika players were roaring. The brass band performed triumphantly and a crisp childish soprano was thanking the dear Party for the "happy childhood". It was boring... The balalaika rattling gave me a headache and I was starting to think of an escape...
- Chopin. Nocturne, - the conferencier announced. - The performer is Esther, - he stumbled for a second, - Shma, - the conferencier looked at his papers, - Mats... Shmuts... Shmutskher... Oh, well, Chopin anyway, - and having waved with his hand he quickly disappeared behind the curtain. After him, with lots of noise and rattle, the quartet of domra players left the stage. The space that became free was taken by a huge black grand piano. A girl came up to it. She was so-so: some grey skirt, she looked at her feet, round glasses - a true ugly duckling. Hah, a girl with a so difficult to pronounce last name can't look any different! But here she adjusts her skirt, sits at the grand piano and ... "ugly duckling" turns into a mysterious stranger playing at the strings of your soul. I wouldn't say that I got stunned, that my life was turned upside down by this poor-looking little girl, but some blunt desires to learn how to disturb the black and white peaceful surface of the piano she did evoke in me.
  Having shared with relatives my feelings, brought to life by the performance of the plain girl, I, it seems to me, have expressed a wish to learn to play the piano. I don't dare to describe precisely all the events that happened in the house due to my declaration. But I do remember very well how the house trembled with the phone rings those days. How financial arguments boiled in the kitchen and the milk for my younger sister ran away on the stove. Soon the debates calmed and a light-sand colored piano "Krasny Oktyabr" rolled into our little living room. Together with it appeared in my life a rich and brightly dressed teacher of music Kaleria Frantsevna Muzaslavskaya.
    We were learning to play scales and triplets. By the sixth lesson Kaleria Frantsevna began to state that I would grow into Svyatoslav Richter. After these words my dad stopped calling me "soft-headed", mother stopped looking at the electric cord of the iron, and grandma started talking to her acquaintances as if I have already won the Tchaikovsky piano competition. It is quite possible that this would have happened.
But right at that time when we started on the Cherni sonatinas the city collapsed under the Rock music (that very Rock is to blame that you are reading this story instead of listening to me performing a piano concert). Hippie appeared on the streets. Oh, what kind of people they were! - a mix of independence and courteous arrogance! Jeans, beads, ribbons on the head. Time of love, flowers and, what's most important, loud and independent, just as its performers, music. With my natural liability to everything new and life search, it's not difficult to suppose that I wished to be like those people. Answering to this call, I secretly cut my new dacha "texas" *, laid my hands on mom's beads and cut dad's best tie for a head band.
    - I leave the piano and dedicate myself to Hard Rock, - I declared, standing in front of my parents in the new outfit.
That was some stroke, I must say. Dad noticed what was left of his tie and silently dropped to the chair. Mom started to act like a diver, who was left without air. Grandma, though it seems weird, looked cool.
    - Calm down, - she said to the parents. The child is in search, after all there is some charm in the alternative music. Yves Montand, for example. Garik, you do love Yves Montand? - Dad nodded silently. 

In a couple of days I owned an electric guitar of Leningrad production and a used booster "Electron". Piano was moved to a corner and covered with wool striped throw blanket. Sometimes, tripping over the body of "Krasny Oktyabr" dad mumbled "soft-headed". But by that time I was a big guy and not afraid of the electric cord of the iron.

Soon the boring life of the dusty "Krasny Oktyabr" in the quietness of the room was ruined by a company of my new friends that burst into our flat.
While a welcoming owner was busy in the kitchen, the company, smoking Moscow 'Dukat", cruelly tortured the poor "Krasny Oktyabr".

A terrifying picture opened to me as I entered the room. A green striped throw blanket was sitting in the dusty corner as a big lump. Piano's lids were shamelessly lifted and looked at the wicked world offended, one of them was bearing a writing "Bonya and Tonya were here".
  Virgin whiteness of the keys was devastated by a resin black hole and a famous city plastovik ** Zis was getting ready to pee on the metal insides of the "Krasny Oktyabr".
I protested desperately.
- Wow, Bob, may be you, bro, aint no rock-n-roller? - Zis asked me acidly, zipping his pants.
- You may think what you want, - I said confidently. - But you will pee in the toilet!
- People, let's get out of here! - Zis yelled. But people preferred to stay for "Solntsedar".
After their departure I tried to clean the traces of the rock-n-roll invasion for quite some time. But in the evening the undignified secret was uncovered - on the "C" key of the small octave there was a nicotine hole. Nobody was researching who were those mysterious "Bonya and Tonya", who left the epic writing. It was clear enough that son got involved with a company that is far from piano music and good manners. In couple of days "Krasny Oktyabr" moved with the help of local drunks, Sinelnikov brothers, to a neighboring flat of Slavik Livshits, and in the first half of the 70-ies, together with the new owners, it was gone forever.
    * a trademark, a Soviet answer to American jeans
** a person who sells proper records, which were very rare in Soviet times. 
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Years passed as some sophisticated improvisation. They all were different, like keys on the keyboard. Black and white. Scandalously major and gloomily minor. The only constant thing was my striving for the new. Rock was changed to jazz, jazz - to jazz-rock. Besides that I changed address, places of study and work, length of my hair and width of my pants. After all I changed continents!
Today, far away from those places where I was young, independent and fresh, nobody, oh my God, nobody calls me soft-headed and hires me music teachers. What a pity!
Now I, an old, boring and beaten by life man, yell at little kids "soft-headed, lazy bones" and some other words from the French* obscenities. 
In spite of that children grow up. And grow up fast. It seams only yesterday my daughter was learning to call me "dad", and now here I have her letter to Santa "Dear Santa Claus, please give me a real piano for Christmas".
"And how much money this request will cost me?" - I think pushing the letter down to my pocket.
I am walking sadly with this letter from one music store to another. Admire gracious "Yamaha", formidable "Baldwin" and seize to breath by insuperable "Steinway". Big and significant, with open lids, they remind me of grand weird birds that swang their wings. But with that pitiful change clinking in my pocket all that black-and-white elegance of wood, bone and metal are not for me, unfortunately. Alien to this celebration of musical perfection I turn my feet outside and head to the salvation second hand stores, to the cemeteries of the things that finished their serving period. I spend a lot of time walking among the clumsy chest of drawers and "fashionable furniture" of past times and styles, until I meet just what I am looking for. 
The piano was standing in the far corner of the store. A sunny dusty beam, squeezed through a small barred window, was peacefully sitting on its mat surface. Wading through the barricades of buffet, tables, sofas, I came up to the instrument and stood motionless and stunned. Oh God almighty, it was my piano standing in front of me! Cautiously and tenderly I fingered the burnt C key of the lower octave and not hesitating even for a moment I made a down-payment. The next morning the light-sandy "Krasny Oktyabr" migrated to my house.
For three days the "piano doctor" was struggling with the detuned by a tough life instrument. Three days he was fetching some strange keys, bolts and wood pieces from his funny ridicule. For three days he was pulling and winding up, knocking with a hammer, listening to buzzing aching insides of the old piano. Having tortured me and "Krasny Oktyabr" enough, "the doctor" sat on the velour bench and with a Chopin nocturne, which the little girl with a hard to pronounce last name played long ago, he brought the instrument back to life. 
Master has gone and I, together with my daughter, more agreeing than her father (who managed to escape the storms of major scales and stills of minor chords), started to learn the basics, trying to somehow make it up to the instrument and personal fate. But unfortunately, even if I beat my fingers down playing the piano, I would never reach the infinite treasures of musical harmony, which I refused with such unforgiving easiness some time ago.
But still I learned to play. And in those depressing evenings, when everything seams to be a senseless fuss and the world seams ugly, I come up to my black-and-white "unfulfilled fate", barely touch the keys and with the sounds of melodies called to life grow vivid the long gone days of my childhood, which indeed did take place, in spite of the memory doubting this fact.
* in Russian language it was falsely believed that all the swearing words came from French

Vladimir Savich 

Mashik

This story happened to a family of Russian immigrants named The Motyls. 
*** 
Vlad Motyl's tomcat got sick. 
It's life; everybody can get sick - cats are no exception. 
The animal walked around the room, plaintively meowed, and ran often to his litter-box. 
Vlad took a look, and was stupefied. 
"Tata," he said to his wife. "I think Mashik has the clap." 
*** 
Mashik? What an odd name you say. Well, not ordinary for sure. 
But the salespeople in the pet shop asserted that it was a pussycat, female. 
The Motyls named the nice and cute little black kitten "Masha", but about month later they found out it was a male. 
In order not to traumatize the animal with a new name "Masha" was transformed into "Mashik". 
As Masha realized that she wasn't the creature that people had taken her for, she became a black devilish troublemaker, clawing the carpets and rugs, leaping from the attic straight onto the heads of the Motyls' guests, going crazy with fear. 
Vlad tried to heal the cat by cutting the amount of his food, but the dull cat only menacingly hissed and pissed into his master's slippers. 
But the real horror began when Mashik wished sexual pleasures and started catting around, in simply words he demanded to be given a mate. 
He was wailing all the time and even attacked members of the Motyls family. 
But when the cat started to masturbate on Vlad's leg, Mr. Motyl shouted: "Me or that horny bastard!" 
"Maybe we should call him 'Masha' again?" suggested Mrs. Motyl. 
But the dirty cat did not fall for that and continued his lustful hunt for his master's leg. 
After long family debates the Motyls sacrificed Vlad's deerskin hat, offering it to the debauched Mashik. 
He liked it, and treated the hat as his lovely wife, and even a saber-tooth would not dare take it away. 
*** 
So, Vlad said: "I think Mashik has the clap." 
"Are you nuts? How could he catch that disgusting thing? He has only had contact with your deerskin hat!" exclaimed his wife. 
"Go and see for yourself!" Vlad told her. "You're almost a doctor." 
She looked inside and said: "I think you're right." 
"Do you think is it transmittable to humans?" asked Vlad. 
"I dunno. We should go to a vet," answered his spouse. 
*** 
They put the cat into a bag and went to a veterinarian. 
It was a terrifying sight: a meowing, hissing, wriggling bag. The dogs were barking at Vlad, and every person was dashing aside. 
*** 
The veterinarian doctor, with a beard, like the one that Chehkov had, and with gilded artificial teeth, like Vlad had, was a Pole. 
Mister, or rather Pan, so Pan Mroshechek welcomed the Russians as Slavs, without them waiting in the line. 
"Well," he said talking with a soft Polish accent. "What does your cat have?" 
"The clap, Pan Doctor!" Vlad said in one breath. 
"O Matka Boska! It's impossible!" 
"I thought so too, but when I looked into the litter-box, I saw it WAS possible. My wife can confirm it, she's a doctor." 
"Not a doctor but a nurse," corrected his wife. "But I'm confirming it." 
"And what could you see in the box?" asked Pan Mroshechek. 
"Blood, Pan Doctor!" 
"Oh cholera, sure thing!" exclaimed the vet. 
"Cholera?" Vlad got scared. 
"No, not cholera. I think it's Nephrolithiasis. How is it in Russian? Rocks-on-kidneys?" 
"Kidney Stones," said Mrs. Motyl. 
"Yeah, kidney stones," confirmed the vet. 
"And what are we going to do?" asked the Motyls. 
"I think you should leave your cat here. I shall have to do some tests." 
The tests cost two hundred dollars plus tax, and confirmed the veterinarian's hypothesis about "rocks-on-kidneys". 
"It's no good," said the vet, pointing at Mashik who was submissively sitting on the table. 
"It can be a lethal ending." 
"Lethal?" Vlad was horrified. "Nothing can be done?" 
The veterinarian tragically lifted his hands and sorrowfully rolled his eyes. 
"How can there be no chance?" cut in Mrs. Motyl. 
"Well, why not? A chance always exists. I can operate, but do you have enough money for that?" 
"And how much do we need?" asked Vlad. 
"This I can tell you right now," answered the veterinarian, and started to calculate it. 
For a while there was silence, in which sounded heavy sighs of the ill Mashik and clicking of the keyboard. 
"Well." The veterinarian had finished his counting. "How much do we have? We have three thousand dollars." 
"Pretty expansive." Vlad said, scratching the back of his head. 
"Barzo!" doubted the veterinarian. "If you go to Yankees, they will take five thousand dollars!" 
"Ouh-ouh," Mashik uttered painful sounds. 
"Do it," said Vlad. 
"But I need to have a guarantee." The vet quickly rubbed his forefinger against his thumb. 
"A Slav's Word is His Bond!" exclaimed Vlad, offended. 
"Dobze..." agreed Pan Mroshechek. 
*** 
The cat was to stay in the clinic overnight as the operation was to be the next day and the Motyls had next to no cash, barely enough for a lethal shot. 
"Vlad," asked his wife, after they left the clinic. "Where are we going to get this money?" 
"I'll take "teeth money"," answered he. 
"You're crazy!" wondered his wife. "We spent these years for that "Teeth Race" and now we're gonna waste it for nothing!" she bewailed. 
"Maybe we'd strangle or drown him, like Gerasim did in the tale "Mumu"?" Vlad said indignantly. 
"Why drown? But perhaps put to sleep." 
"How could you say such things! You're a nurse, woman, and a mother as well! He's almost a member of the family. I'm even ashamed to make love with you in front of him, and you can say put him to sleep!" 
"But look at your gilded teeth! It's an ancestral stigma of your Soviet past! This is why no respectable company offers you a job!" 
"Remember, woman!" Vlad cried out with pathos. "For Vladislav Motyl the life of a living being is more important than all the companies in the world!" 
Well, of course it is grieved Vlad, thinking about the money, and he was awfully ashamed of his gilded artificial teeth. 
In the past Vlad had wonderful, healthy white incisors and canines, bicuspids and molars. 
"Just look at the lad's teeth! What form! What color! I wish I had at least one tooth like that!" dentists always exclaimed. And sure thing, Motyl's teeth were great. He easily cracked hazelnuts with them and opened the vinyl cork of a "alley juice" instead of using a corkscrew. 
But later, during his participation in building the Baykal-Amur Mainline Railroad his teeth started to became dark, brittle, and fragile. 
"An evil spell," explained Vlad to his coworkers. 
"You have to eat more garlic," said the local medical attendant. 
But it was impossible to even get an onion. 
*** 
"If we take the "tooth money" it won't be enough," painfully said Vlad's wife. 
"Enough, and we'll have five hundred left," Vlad informed her. 
"Don't you forget we paid fifteen hundred for the computer course that you have been taking?" his wife reminded him, and Mr. Motyl cursed. 
"Right! What are we going to do now?" 
"Maybe beg the doctor to take the amount in two payments?" suggested Mrs. Motyl. 
"I can't - A Slav's Word is His Bond," answered Vlad. 
"Then I have no idea," replied his wife, shrugging her shoulders. 
"I know!" said Vlad. "Let's go!" 
"Where?" Mrs. Motyl said, surprised. 
"To Cherniak - let's try to sell our car." 
"Did you lose your mind?" exclaimed his wife. "Just recently you said you won't set foot again at the place of that bastard!" 
"Yes, I said so," agreed Vlad. "Now I'll answer for the "bastard" with my own teeth." 
*** 
The enormous parking lot, the size of football field "BlakeG" controlled by a smart man Harry Cherniak, was placed on the edge of the city. 
Around the metal-fenced yard the twilight shadows and a huge young dog named Mukhtar were wandering. Seeing the outsiders, the dog burst into loud strong voiced barking. 
"Mukhtar come here!" Appearing on the porch Cherniak called the dog. 
Cherniak is not a major hero of this story, but I think, I probably ought to say a little about him. 
The kind of a character Harry is usually interesting for poets, writers, artist and such authorities as police department or tax inspections. 
Because they cannot figure out something important about him, something uncatchable that cannot be captured by law, or crayon, or pen. 
Harry Cherniak is really scenic, vivid and uncatchable. 
He's stubby, wearing an oil-stained pea jacket, army boots, and a tank helmet. He looks like a tank brigade commander or the manager of a local tractor repair center. 
But Harry is the best at talking. 
When he wants to sell you something, his voice sounds like a lulling rap of knitting needles. In such minutes Harry not talks, he is tatting, weaving, and netting. He loops and spins. After a few minutes you wouldn't even notice that you have involuntarily got into the smart-made spider-web of words and slang. You can't escape despite all your efforts! 
You can not leave Harry without a purchase even if you came only to ask about his mother's health! 
But if YOU want to sell something to Cherniak then his speech becomes sharp, dry, hard and pointed, and if you are even born Plevako (a famous Russian lawyer) it's hard to sell your item even for half the starting price. A quarter of the price is what you can count on! 
*** 
"Harry, I came here for a business deal." Mr. Motyl took off his hat. 
"Everybody comes here because of that. Specify." 
"Buy my car," said Vlad. 
"One grand," Harry quickly answered. 
"For God sakes, " Mrs. Motyl cut into the male conversation. "One grand, but we paid you seven just six months ago!" 
"Six months ago!" exclaimed Cherniak. "Half a year ago, madam, beef in the shops cost four dollars per pound. And now? For ten bucks you can only buy anthrax ground beef." 
"Five," asked Vlad. 
"Do I look like a total fool? One grand or you can sell at auction. Maybe you'll get more." 
"We need the money right now," said Mrs. Motyl. 
"Everybody does." 
"But it IS an emergency," confirmed Vlad. 
"Why such an emergency?" asked the curious Cherniak. Curiosity killed the cat. 
"Our tomcat needs surgery. Can you imagine, he has kidney stones!" exclaimed Vlad. 
"A cat has stones?" Cherniak was astonished. "Who could say this?" 
"Dr. Mroshechek," answered Mr. Motyl. 
"Don't be such a pigeon, Vlad!" Cherniak chuckled. "I'm sure he was just fifing. How can a cat possibly have stones?" 
"Dr. Mroshechek is an honest man! And he IS a doctor, a professional!" exclaimed Mrs. Motyl. 
"Don't make me laugh, madam. Have you ever seen an honest Polack?" asked Harry. "Polish is not a nationality, it's a state of being." 
"It sounds racist." Mrs. Motyl shook her head. "Poland gave the world Kopernik, Chopin, and Marie Curie!" 
"Hah-hah-hah! Harry Cherniak is a racist? Do you know madam, that half of my distributors are blacks!" 
"Let's close the subject," cut in Mr. Motyl. "Will you give us fifteen hundred?" 
"For the car? No. But for the anecdote about cat's stones - yes." And clanging with his keys, he opened his safe and took the money out. 
*** 
Russian immigrants operated gossips much faster than any workers of CNN or BBC. 
Soon, almost half of the Russian community was talking about Vlad Motyl. 
An episode on "Russian" street. 
One: 
"You know, Motyl makes magnesium with a vet!" 
"Really? Why? For bombing?" asks the perplexed interlocutor. 
"Not for bombing! For business!" 
"What kind of business can you do with a vet?" wonders the second one. "Dung trade?" 
"I don't know for sure, but Cherniak said something about feline organs." 
"Huh, who needs feline organs?" 
"People of course! People need everything!" 
*** 
It's getting dark. The bird voices fade. The wind tosses in the crowns of the old trees. The moon, like a radish dish goes up above the neon-illuminated cross on the top of a basilica. The sky electrician closed the circuit, and the garlands of the stars started sparkling in the dark sky. 
*** 
The veterinarian set a date for discharge, and the Motyls came to the clinic to take their cat. 
The vet led them to a small room, where on a striped mat Mashik was dozing. 
"Check out the sutures," whispered Vlad to his wife. 
"Shame on you!" she answered. "He is a doctor, a professional! Your silly suspicion offends me as a professional medic as well!" 
"Who knows? Even a doctor could be a swindler. People say feline organs are very wanted!" 
"Something wrong?" asked the vet. 
"No, Pan Doctor. Everything's fine. How is he doing?" inquired the ashamed Vlad. 
"I think you can take him home today." The veterinarian smiled. 
"Great!" exclaimed Vlad, and took the money from his pocket. 
The veterinarian counted it, then took a stone from a box. 
"For remembering." he said handing to Vlad a small black stone. 
In the soft light of the fluorescent lamps the stone shone like a piece of anthracite just taken out of a coal-face. 
"It's beautiful," said Vlad, looking all over the stone. 
"Often evil looks beautiful." answered the vet. 
*** 
Vlad carried Mashik in a big traveling cage that he borrowed from the kind and nice Dr. Mroshechek. 
"Oh, what a cute kitty!" exclaimed people, trying to get into the cage. 
"It's a TOM-cat," specified Vlad, smiling with his old, worn out of their shine gilded artificial teeth. 
*** 
At home Vlad opened the cage, and called the cat. Slowly, with plaintive meowing, Mashik climbed out free. He licked his master's hand with gratitude and wobbled to his beloved deerskin hat... 
*** 
The next day the "Teeth Race" had started all over again. 


Vladimir Savich

Shpilka (hairpin, rus.)

The conservatoire violin student Timur Blagonravov was called to KGB- theCommittee of the National Security. 

Timur was walking by dark and narrow halls to see the investigator with a pretty peaceful last name – Ivanov. Never mind that between usual visitors of thisgloomybuilding from the windows of which,as some brave smart asses joked, you could see Magadan, Ivanov was known as “Animal”. Not just an investigator, but the devil itself. Even his room number had three sixes.

Unlike his colleagues, who behaved nicely at least during the first interrogations, Ivanov by his own words, preferred “to break off those horns” right away.

· You, Blagonravov, are not leaving this room without the conviction. Don’t even hope! – Ivanov promisedas soon as Timurentered the room.

There was a warm September day behind the investigator’s window. To get into the prison on such day was an offence to the Universe itself.

· What for, comrade… I… nothing… - Timur started to build a wall of protection.

· Pinochet is your comrade. I am theinvestigator. You get it, bow? –Hard-bitten investigator crashed Timur’s protection line.  – What for? You have to know better than me. You compromise the name of the soviet citizen. That is first.

· Hobnob with enemy voices and their henchmen. Second.

· I…You… What voices? What henchmen? You take me for somebody else… - Timur tried to hold his boundaries.

· Silence! Renegade. Parasite – three.

· I study… I give concerts in sponsored kolkhozes.

· Close your mouth, f...g Mozart, and four! It is today you are giving concerts, but tomorrow you’ll face the clause, and not a political one like you naively hoping for, no, you’ll face the UK 201, part two – “deliberateparasitism”.I,personally, will make sure. Listen, you! Personally! I’ll send such a description to the court – it’ll get you five years, no less. You will go in such far-far away, monsieur Dali, you’ve never expected. Got it? I have all your boogie-woogieup to here! -He pushed some sketches on the desk.

Investigator stroke himself somewhere in the liver area.

· But it’s notmine! I am a musician, not an artist… You definitely take me for somebody else.

· I don’t care yoursor not yours. The important thing is the result! –Ivanov’s logic crashed all enemy lines.

At this moment the phone ringed.

· How… Why… It is not in my elaboration… - the requests on the other side of the phone called for a complexmanner, - who… from where … yes… permission to start…

After the conversation Ivanov made an ugly crunching finger sound, lighted a cigarette and unexpectedly changed the tone of the conversation.

· Smoke, Timur – investigator gavehim a cigarette, - let’s talk man to man. Like good friends…

Blagonravov thought that it wasn’t just some call, but a very lucky turn of the molecules, atoms and all other kinds of the protons-positrons in the Universe in his favor.

· Yes, yes, yes… of course… let’s talk…why not… man to man… I’m ready… like friends…-Timur promised, lighting the cigarette. - I lis-s-ten…to you… ve...ryca-re…ful.

· Great. Very good. Calm down, concentrate. Don’t be scared of the devil before time. All of you are taking me for an animal…right? But I am no animal. I don’t want anything bad happened to you.As you brew, so you must drink. Man is thinking what? He thinks he fights the power. What do you call it? Oh! Sofia Vlas’evna! He writes letters to enemy voices. He thinks he does the righteous thing. May be that is true. But you have to know where all that will bring you at the end. It will bring you to Kolyma, Timur, to Kolyma. And in there… That Kolyma, Timurka, is scarier than the hell itself. Take my honest communist word for it. I served as a sergeant in there for two years. So I know it from the first hands… Main purpose of our organization and me as its representative is to explain to the citizen, - you in this case, - where such slippery road can bring him.You have tounderstand, Timur, that you are wrong. I see you are a good guy. I read your characteristics, your Komsomol application. You are OUR guy. I’ll bet my own head you are. The last name you have is a right one. Also, the first name is good, our name, clear. Your parents named you after a revolution hero, right? The only problem is – you choose the wrong company, friend. I’ll tell straight – rubbish, not a company, black marketers, renegades and schizophrenics. That one, what’s his name… Shte…- investigator stumbled and peeped in the paper.-Shilman worth a dozen others. Just for sake your own health, don’t tell me that you hear this name for a first time.

· No, not for the first time. I know him very well. We both study in the conservatoire. He is on fortepiano division. I know him well. We are friends from the childhood. His father was my first music teacher…

· Good for you! - Ivanov stopped his speech.- I told you are our guy. You are soviet! You understand. You know all off them. If you continue thinking like this, you’ll leave a totallyregenerated. A new man, you know. Your life, Timurka, will become better – life will be happier. Trust me, man, trust to my word of the experiencedKGB officer.

· Well, it’s impossible to leave just like that, especially as a new man. You will require something of me, right?

· We will, but not much. For starters I want you to review your life attitude. I want you to take a main magisterial road. In this room we are not just judge you, but also we keep your human rights, and give you hope. Got it? Hope. Here, smell it, - Ivanov inhaled the air soundly, - Do you feel it or not, how it smells?

Actually, there was no smell of hope in the Ivanov’s cabinet. The strong feel of misery was in there, feel of trouble and hopelessness, in comparison to which even smell of death would seem like the most intricate perfume. This smell stuck for a long time to T. Blagonravov’s clothes – broken Wrangler jeans suit, striped sweater and Chinese rubber-soled shoes that remembered the times of the Great jump.

· That’s it? – Timur asked, nervously biting the nail no his right index finger, - If so, then I swear that starting tomorrow I’ll start the new life.

· Very good. For the first, official part of our conversation it is just perfect, because your promise gives me right to hope for your agreement in the second confide… for short, ending or anal part of our talk. Here it is, Timur. You are our man so I’m not gonna walk around. We have some information on your… what’s his name? – Investigator looked in the papers again. –Shilman. He gathers all sorts of people in his apartment. You know, such intricate, who know where from or who they are. All they want is todisgrace, tostir up trouble.Then they will withdraw and we’ll be left to drink it. So I have to ask you something, but you take it as anassignment. Meaning, if the Party say so, the Komsomol’s answer is yes. Are you in Komsomol?

· Of course, - Blagonravov confirmed.

· So member of the Young Communist League Timur Blagonravov, here I will have afavor-assignment for you. You, Timur, haveto look after those spies… Jew…See who’s coming. What they are talking about. What are they planning to do? And then everything you heard and saw you will report to me. You know, they might even blow an atomic station. Who knows …

· You mean, if there is no water in the faucet…

· That is no laughing matter, Timur. Don’t make fun of it. I have very interesting book about such people. Here, you can read it. – Ivanov pushed a stack of thin brochures to T. Blagonravov.

· So, do you agree? You have to understand, it’s important not just for me, - the investigator Ivanov, it is important for you motherland. Motherland, Timur, just like your mother, is the only one. Can we let some cosmopolites to offend our mother? I would not. But it has to be your decision. Today you help Motherland, tomorrow it will help you. Remember, the fall army recruiting is soon, and it is easily can be shortage. You might have to postpone The Conservatoire for two years to follow your Constitutionalobligation. And it’s not gonna be somewhere in magisterialdirections. The freeze there is oh-ho-ho! The soldier coat is thin. Gloves were not supplied. Yeah, what did you think? The soldier has to take firmly all troubles of his service.You will have to turn bolts with you bare fingers, to change caterpillar tracks… In one month the end will come to your violin fingers. Well, what are you gonna do…you’ll switch to balalaika. Why not – also a folk instrument! So, what do you think? Agree? Isee you agree! Here, my brother is a pen for you, a paper – write. I am so and so, your home address. I’ll dictate you the rest…

· How!? To write right away? But I have to discuss it with my mother… I need to think it over… whoknows maybe I’m not able to… Give me couple days at least.

· No, no-no… You don’t have to talk to anybody. Under no circumstances – no. It is a strictly confidential. One day to think itover I can give you. However, what is there to think about! From too much thinking, Timur, the head willswell, and KGB’ head has to be clear. So, tomorrow at 9 I see you here. In ten thirty – in case you won’t come, - I sign the order for your arrest. Here’s it is. I just need to put your initials. And hello, Kolyma… Give me your summons – I’ll mark it, or they will not let you out.- Investigator Ivanov banged a stamp on the Timur’s summons, like he hit it with a hoof.

· What to do? How? –Timur sat at the bench in the city park asking himself these questions.

September sun already hid behind the tree tops. Small pond had a slight smell of dampness and mold. Somewhere deep in the park some bird was screaming sinister. “This is it! This is the end” – Homely man murmured while passing by and disappeared in the twilight.

· So what am I going to do, anyway? To write, - “progressive society” will not approve, but not to write – Ivanov will put me to jail. He’ll “roll the little pony” behind the hills for at least eight years.Finita to mymusical career. Not only career. My whole life is kaput. What am I going to be in eight years? Crooked, coughing old man.That’s what I amgoing to be! Well, what if I agree. Who am I going to be in eyes of that same Shpilman? I practically grew up in his family. His father taught me to play the instrument. He said – Oistrakh. Second Oistrakh is growing! He was talking that about me. He was not just a teacher, but like a father to me. My own dad is who knows where… cutting hay for dogs.Besides, I love Shpilman’s sister. Everybody thinks we’ll marry. Why not – it is a good union. Who am I going to be when they find out that I was writing reports on them? Son of a beach. Informer! My children, what my children will say about such a father?  To keep it undercover is not possible. Oh, not possible! They’ll find out and it’ll the end. Career is over. Not a single person would not only play with me … nobody would even… take a dump on the same field with such a miserable traitor.

· There are not many choices. – Timur spreadhis right hand fingers. – Here it is – the third way. Here is the gap. Hack fingers off with an axe, and what do you wantme to write with, boss? I have nothing!Take this, comrade Animal!

· What about music? Nothing! Cut it off so there are still enough left to hold the bow. I won’t become a violin player of course, but it will be enough to make a living…

· How about the pain? It’s going to be such a pain. Great God! Perhaps, to talk to Shpilmans? But what if that conversation will reach Ivanov? That will make more troubles for Shpilmans and for me – Ivanov most definitely will put me in jail.- Timur left the bench and went to the nearest market…

· Mom, where do we have our kitchen hatchet? – Timur asked his mother.

· What do you need it for? – She surprised.

· I bought some ribs. Iwould like to stew it with potatoes.

· It’s in the closet on the highest shelf. Let me get it for you.

· No, mom, - Timur moved her aside, - Meat is a man business.

An axe got inside the “meat” easily, but it wasn’t sharpened well enough for such executions. Or, perhaps, well trained, strong fingers were too much for theblade. Fingers hung on the blue strip of a skin for a long time.

-Happened this today, we would sew it on as 1-2-3. It would’ve work better than before.–In some years later an acquaintedmicro-surgeon was assuring.

But on that day doctor on duty in the trauma division of the city hospital pinched offfourth and index fingers and they fell on the bottom of the metal box with an unpleasant tap.

One the first to visit Timur Blagonravov in the hospital was investigator Ivanov.

-So, Timurka, -he said with ugly smirk on his face, - you think you are a hero? No, brother, you are no hero! You are fingerlessloser – that’s who you are. I’m gonnatell‘ya something now, and you remember it by heart. If you all of a sudden would want to flaunt your heroism, if you would start telling stories how you axed off your own fingers to not to become a KGB informer – I have to warn you right now…I personally will lock you in for compromising the federal institution, plus for self-mutilation. Remember – only one word. Even just a clue…- Ivanov closed the door after himself. The Siberian cold from it reached to the bed.

· Timur Aleksandrovich, you asked for a reliable head of the theater security, right? – Personable man from the Ministry of the Internal Affairs asked director of the Opera and Ballet Theater Timur Aleksandrovich Blagonravov.

· Yes, yes, yes… Of course, of course… - director was excited.

· Very well then…just now I’ve got a worthy candidate. He’s a high professional. Your theater will be safe with him! I’ll introduce him after lunch. About… is two o’clock…all right?

At three o’clock two man entered the director’s cabinet.

· Let me, please, introduce to you a candidate for a head of theatersecurity, - MIAguy slappedman who came with him on the shoulder.

· How!? You want to take this man as a … - Blagonravov gestured to the man with his stump.

· Yes, this one, exactly… Why? Have you met? – An official asked.

· I believe I do… your last name is Animalov? – Blagonravov asked the candidate.

· Ivanov. Former colonel of the Federal Security, - the candidate introduced himself.

· Oh, yes, yes… Ivanov, Ivanov. Listen, mister Ivanov…

· You can call me comrade, - formercolonel smiled friendly.

· All right, comrade Ivanov, I will ask you to step outside for a short time. I have couple strictly confidential words to (T. Blagonravov named the official from MIA).

Ivanov looked surprisingly on the official, who in his turn was looking at the director with the same surprise. He saw determination in the director’s eyes to throw the “candidate” out the door in case he wouldn’t leave himself.

· All right, - official agreed, - Comrade Ivanov, please,  in the reception.

· I am listening, - the officiallighted the cigarette.

· As the matter of fact is that I would like to see a different person on this position, - Timur Aleksandrovich sounded very strong.

· I don’t understand, - the official was making smoke rings, - what is so wrong with Ivanov? He’s one of the best professionals in the security and terrorism. Besides, there’s nothing to discuss, because he’s confirmed by the city hall, not just me.

· However, you said he was only a candidate, - Blagonravov objected, - that means there are other contenders, and I want to see them too.

· Well, I call him that out ofcourtesy only. He is a securitychief, not at all a candidate. All the paperwork is already done. What’s the matter, dear Timur Aleksandrovich? What don’t you like? His experience? His rank? His age?

· No, it’s strictly personal, - director pulled the cigarette out, - I don’t wantto work with him because of my personal moral issues.

· Excuse me, dear Timur Aleksandrovich, I am not interested in your personal life or morals. I know one thing and one thing only. You have to put society interests above your personal. Look around! Terrorism is raising its head! Now every professional is at the price of gold, and you are talking about some personal interests!Excuse me, Timur Aleksandrovich, but they will not understand you, they will not! – the official pointed at the government building besides the window. – They will have to decide – you or him. I’m afraid the final decision will not be in your favor.

· Why do you think it’s not going to be in my favor…? I am a professional, experienced... I did so much for the music, for the city, I believe I have the right…

· You havethe right, but not in the situation like this, because now it calls for extreme measures. Only people like Ivanov can bring our life back to normal.

· You know, if it is so, then I don’t understand why that entiredemocratic thing had to be started, - Blagonravov objected, - all that Perestroika etc.

· Forgive me, Timur Aleksandrovich, but all this conversation is for a talk show, and not for a federal institution. Decision has been made, and it’s not to be changed. It’s Okay. You’ll fall into step, you’ll endure… comrade Ivanov, come in, please. – MIA official opened the door for the chief of the theater security Ivanov.

The official spent ten more minutes in the director cabinet and left Blagonravov with his former KGB investigator Ivanov.

· You almost didn’t change, Timur. You are still go-ahead, principled person. I was right the when I said that you are our guy. I was right!

· I think you forgot your place. Today you are in my cabinet, not I am in yours. So please, first of all address me respectfully. Second, try hard to stay away from me.

· Why so hostile, Timur Aleksandrovich. Why so harsh! So many years passed by! Don’t hold it against me. I didn’t have anything against you… I was only doing my job. Remember, there was a song: “It’s our job… Let it be our dear country, and there is no more troubles…” – Ivanov sung, - Don’t be angry with me, Timur Aleksandrovich, and don’t hold it against me… Now we have to work together, do the same thing. You see how life turns, I was offering you then to work together… you didn’t agree…You see how everything turned out at the end. - Ivanov pointed at the right director’s hand, - so let’s not try the fortune anymore…

· Listen, you! I will take off your fingers, moustache and your head now! You got it!? Leave the cabinet!

· Calm down, quiet, Timur Aleksandrovich. You represent the Culture. Hold yourself together. Itwasnot my fault you had such an accident… - Ivanov pointed again at the Blagonravov’s maimed hand. – If you wouldn’t do it then, youcould’vehad a totally different life. You could’ve been famous just like your friend Shpilman. Remember him? Of course you do! He’s a celebrity! The pianist. He lives abroad. Professor. He has tours – America, Europe. Because he didn’t cut his fingers off, like you did. No, he didn’t, instead he accurately wrote reportson you, and on all other so called “friends”. And not him alone! All your so called creative intelligence wrote on each other - oh-ho-ho! Your creative intelligence spent forests of wood on those reports… And you tell me to leave.

· You are lying, bastard! You are lying! – T. Blagonravovsmashed his fist on the desk; - I don’t believe your single KGB word!

· It’s up to you, dear Timur Aleksandrovich. However, I am not playing a game “believe-not believe” with you. I knew where I was going, and who I had to talk to. My dear, I have papers to prove it. I knew we’ll have this conversation.

· Here, look, - Ivanov pulled out a file, - read, remember, and think. It’s all originals.It’s not all of them, but, I think, even this will be enough.

Blagonravov was turning pages with his shaken stumps.

· “The sourceinforms… Timur Blagonravov is expressing anti-Soviet thoughts… Shpilka”

· “The sourceinforms…in the apartment of the student Blagonravov… Shpilka”

· Who is it – Shpilka? – Blagonravov asked, after reading.

· What do you mean– who? Shpilman is, of course. That is his operation nick-name. Usually, we gave it, but this one he took himself. – Ivanov laughed brashly.

· Shut up, idiot! –director interrupted him. – Get out of here.

As soon as the door after Ivanov closed Timur Aleksandrovich jumped to the bookshelves. In there behind the administrative books, theater brochures, instructions and all kind of staff wasa bottle of the Jamaicanrom – presented to him by some cultural international delegation. Timur Aleksandrovich practically never drank, you could say he didn’t drink at all, and that’s why (in times of the fight with alcoholism) he got his director’s position. However, today it was impossible not to drink. The news was too heavy.

· I’d prefer to find out I have the hopeless diagnose, then such the news, - Timur Aleksandrovich was thinking, chewing the chocolate bonbon after the rom. – My God! My God! Could that be true? How could he do that? How could he write? “The source – Shpilka”. I cannot believe! I don’t believe!

· But why not? He was not the only one. The “Animal” said everybody did. How not to believe when he had the proof in his hands. Honestly, if this wouldn’t happened to me, - Timur Aleksandrovich looked at his stumps, - I would laugh and forget all that nonsense. What can you do – man is weak. But here is a different case! My God, it’s a totally different case! I did it to myself not to report on him! By saving his life, his career, and ruined my own for it. I could’ve been somewhere else now. I wouldn’t have to sit here now. I wouldn’t have to deal with this piece of sh… Ivanov. I would own an island now. I could’ve sat there like Robinson, with my violin, without all those jerks around. I would serve the music. What can be better than serving the real, eternal art?! Instead… Timur Aleksandrovich - this! Timur Aleksandrovich – that! Timur Aleksandrovich – there! Timur Aleksandrovich – here…

· Son of a beech! Such Judas! I would slash him now with my own hand! Or better yet – I would cut his fingers off. Try to playnow, mister Shpilka, with stumps, and we will listen to such play. No, you cannot? A-a-a… I couldn’t either…

· Where to go? – He was thinking, standing at the four corners of the noisy avenue. – Home? Don’t want to. To friends? To denunciators! In church? Those people are not much better.Everydeacon has a KGB shoulder strap under his frock. To pub? To people! But it is dirty and wasted in there. I’d better be alone. Alone you entered this world, Timur Aleksandrovich, alone you will leaveit! – Blagonravov went to the supermarket and bought a bottleof vodka.

· What happened, Timur?!- His wife fling up her hands. – What’s with you? Drunk? My God, you are so drunk. And smelly! What is this smell? – His wife snuffed.

· You coat!? Gosh – this is a Belgian coat. Look, what it looks like. Your tie!? Your tie is on your back! And your hat, where is your hat? My God, if you can only see what you look like. –His wife was outraged and scared at the same time.

· Tha...t…is…no...not...true! I… ca...can…see…we...well… how…I…look, - Timur Aleksandrovich disagreed with his tangled tongue. – I…look…like a…jerk with logs! - Timur Aleksandrovich shook hisstumps. –I am jerk with crocked smirk!That’s who I am! I wanted to be a hero, but ended up disabled. It’s clear as day that you, Timur Aleksandrovich, cannot play an instrument. You have to be a cultural administrator. But I could’vebeen! Who I could have been! O! O! O! If not this, - Timur Aleksandrovich shook his right hand. – Son of bitches! Judases all around!

· Me too? –Offendedwife exclaimed.

· No… You are different… You…let the wife to stand by her husband. You are a saint… - Timur Aleksandrovich started to murmur, and one minute late he was loudly sleeping.

In any other day you couldsay he was sleeping as a righteous man, but what kind of sleep Blagonravov had that night nobody would ever know…

In the morning the phone in the home cabinet ringed before Timur Aleksandrovich took his coat and hat, cleaned by his wife.

· It is from the ministry. It’s a very specific call. But my head doesn’t work at all now.

· Timur Aleksandrovich, how are you, dear? – Vice minister interested, and continued before listening the answer. - You see, here it is. Shpilman decided to visit Motherland, visit his childhood city with charity concert. Shilman, my friend, it is not just someone, it’s a cultural event. Well, I don’t have to explain it to you.

· So don’t, tell me exactly what you want, - irritated Blagonravov muttered.

· Exactly… For short, we think the best place for this concert would be at your theater. First of all, you have a very good security. Second, you, I believe, went to schooltogether.

· Yes, - T.A.Blagonravov confirmed, - Studied, but didn’t finish…

· Well, here it is. So it will be two old friends meet again. Almost like aunt Valia’s show “From the bottom of the heard”. So get ready. Concert is scheduled, - vice minister named the date.

· A soap opera! A bad play! No, no, no – it’s impossible. It’s just a nightmare. It’s a drunken syndrome, - Blagonravov rubbed his temples. - No it is not. – There was a note writtenby his hand on the desk. - On such date. On such month. Is that a reality? The gears of the fairness came together? Came. Well… there are more things in heaven and earth, my brother Shpilka, than are dreamt of in your philosophy. Blagonravov rubbed his hands. – In for a penny – in for a pound... Welcome to your city, mister Shpilka. Don’t take that future meeting amiss. Eye to eye… It wasn’t me, it’s a fortune brought you to me…

A concert was a huge success. After it the noisy crowd went to the hunter’s cabin. Spa, vodka, a small motherland…

· Gentlemen, friends, comrades, today I was playing like never before. I swear, neverbefore. What can I say, believe me I will never play like that again, - Shilman admitted and raised his glass, - That what it means – to play at home, to play for real friends. Vivat, gentlemen, vivat!

· Timur, friend, let’sbruderschaft! Let me kiss you! – Shpilman hugged tenderly his old friend. – My dear. I was remembering youso often. Eh, Timur, Timur, years passed. Passed by. It looks like I have everything. I reached everything, but - something is missing. No family, no friends. I live on the crowdedFifth Avenue, and have nobody to talk to. Would you believe? Do you remember how we talked? How discussed our plans? My God, my God! Tell me, how are you? – Shpilman interested.

· Yes, thank God, everything is fine! I couldn’t become a violin player. What sort of violinist can I be with such fingers, - Blagonravov shook his injured hand.

· Yes, yes, yes… - Shpilman was shaking his head in compassion.

-Well, it didn’thappen. I was teaching for a while.I gave concerts as well. You know, like a Pavka Korchagin from music. Some came to take a look like on the trained monkey. It woke up some bad thoughts. Who knows what it would lead to, but for the luck or not Perestroyka came. The old director was fired for drinking, they started to look for a new one, and from all the candidates I was the one not drinking. They confirmed me. So I work here. I get my salary regularly. I can say, I’m happy, but I live, trust me, with only memories. Everything had to happened, but didn’t. Who to blame? Nobody. It was fate.

· Yeah, yeah, yeah… - Shpilman shook his head. – I’m not going to tell you anything. I’m not going to comfort you, because I don’t know such the words. Whatever I would’ve told you – would be only pathetic and too effusive, and I hate it. I see words about himself in the papers: the greatest pianist of our time! The Lord of the keys! God, what Lord isI? What is so greatest about me? Look at me – hardly over a meter tall. I just do my work well. That’s all.What is so greatest about it, tell me, friends. – Shpilman referred to all the guests.

· C’mon… - all guests started at once. – There are only couple pianists like you are in the world, perhaps, even none. First between the greatest – isn’t that majestic?

· Could I really be the First? I can name a ten more, - Shpilman replayed.

- Don’t be somodest, maestro. – The lead sole singer cut in. – I read somewhere that your fingers are insured for millions of dollars. Don’t say you are like others. They are not going to insure the fingers of just anybody for millions…

The soiree ended. Many left, but some, including Blagonravov and Shpilman, stayed for the night.

· Timur Aleksandrovich, I made a bed for you on the second floor. Let’s go, I’ll show you, - housemaid went up the stairs.

· No, no, no! – Shpilmanobjected. – We will sleep in the same room.

Housemaidhid the smirk.

· Please, keep your hints for yourself, - Shpilman jokinglyshook his finger. – We will spend the night like friends. Really, Timur, let’s go. I even saved the bottle. We’ll talk some more.

However, they couldn’t nor drink, or talk more. After the first drink Shpilman dozed off, and soon he was already snoring.

· You can say he’s a musician right away, - Blagonravov smiled, – even his snore sounds like a sonata.

Soon enough that sonata became a minuet, and then came down to nothing. There was quiet in the cabin. Only trees were squeaked behind the windows, and a night bird shortly cried sometimes.

Blagonravov put down his cigarette and stepped out in the hall. He took an old kitchen axe out of his backpack.

· Hey, friend! – Timur Aleksandrovich tossed an axe up. The ceiling light flashed in its dim blade. – Remember the old times? You did not forget how to do it yet, right? Hack – and no fingers. They say his fingers cost millions. It’s even better.You will become the great axe! Not every axe has such an honor. You can even be taken to the museum. And your owner will be called a new Salieri! Well, not one way then another, but we’ll get into the history.

Timur Aleksandrovich came back to the room. He lighted the desk lamp and put weak sleepy right hand of the “Key Lord” on the night table.

· Here it is, my friend Shpilka, here’s your pay back, - Blagonravov was looking at long, beautiful, like it was made by the high artist, fingers, and shaking his head. – Have you thought that your hand could dry off one day or that it could be cut off, when you were writing those reports? No, I’m sure, you didn’t. You thought- let it be somebody else’s hand, not mine. You thought, your hands belong to the Eternity, and because of that you have the right to sacrifice hundreds of other hands. You can say that this is a pathetic, that this is gush, and that you don’t like it! I don’t like it either, my dear friend. I don’t.

Blagonravov touched the blade with his finger. Then he moved his finger on Shpilman’s hand. His wrinkled skin hadalready appeared yellowish age spots – signs of old age.

· I have the same, - Blagonravov sighed. – My wife says I have toput some ointment on it. Ointment or not – the same dry forest…

· Age spots – yes, but his fingers are beautiful. Wonderful fingers… What did he do today with these fingers… it was speechless! I look at it and can’t help but think: impossible that these same wonderful fingers could write reports… Derive staccato – yes, but reports… I cannot believe! It’s killing me, I cannot believe.

· Oh, c’mon, - Some voice suddenly pushed Blagonravov’s arm. – He wrote. He did, and you saw those papers. Wasn’t that in his handwriting? It was. So stop thinking about it! Cut it off and the end with it!

· I cannot. I cannot. I don’t believe. His fingers couldn’t write the reports. “Animal” is framing him. To protect himself. I don’t believe! – Blagonravov put the axe on his laps.

· I am telling you – cut it off! Cut it, stupid. An eye for an eye! A finger for a finger! Cut!

· No! – Blagonravov screamed.

Shpilman moved in his bed.

· Do what I say – cut! – The voice yelled.

· No! – Blagonravov stamped his legs and chopped with all his power on his own fingers. – No!

The axe dropped on the floor with a thunder. Blagonravov thought that the whole house rocked and was about to collapse from his scream and an axe thunder. However the house stayed. Soon the door started to clap, steps, women voices started to moan…

The emergency took Timur Aleksandrovich Blagonravov in the trauma of the first city hospital.

The surgeon moved his scissors, and Blagonravov’s fingers dropped in the metallic box with an unpleasant sound… 
Time linker

    
Leonid Alexandrovich with a surname short and sharp as a razor, Chick, is not really my true friend yet not just a stranger. Unlike his surname his body is long and thin just pupil’s compasses.
  
L.A.Chick has neatly cut beard, thick moustache and long hair, features that give him something of a yard-keeper.
    The furniture in Leonid Alexandrovich’s apartment as well as his clothes has an imprint of the atmosphere of old psychodelic experiments and esthetic mainstream.
Walls are covered with portraits of famous underground leaders: Beuys, Warhol…Porcelain statures of music idols, Bob Dylan, Frank Zappa, stand on the coffee tables…Acoustic guitars lean on the corners, Leonid Alexandrovich practices every day. Frankly speaking he doesn’t play good, but as the saying goes, better let hands be engaged in playing music that in stealing.
Though, saying between you and me, he’s not entirely clear of that. Not seriously, but...
    For example he goes into some antique shop with a cheap futile doll and goes out with porcelain rock idol that caught his fancy. According to his philosophy he calls this act with an evasive term “to borrow”.
   
 His wardrobe Leonid Alexandrovich gets in procedures almost of the same kind. He goes into a changing room wearing some petty clothes and goes out dressed in vintage jeans “Super rifle” made in 1971.

This procedure is also evasively called “swapping”.

Swank guitars are also the results of his cunning “business” affairs. Here he gets the guitar body.There appears some pegs. And along came adapter unit.

Once Leonid Alexandrovich was even caught by the shop security, the police drew up the report and it reached the trial.
In the court L.A. Chick turned his last statement into an accusatory speech. He pondered about materiality and lack of spirituality, loss of the roots and understanding of our existence, but after his declaration of being ‘the time linker” which was interpreted by the translator as a “pander”, the judge immediately stopped the hearing and sentenced L.A.Chick to six months of socially useful labor and the city weekly magazine issued an article called “Shame of the immigration”.
Ever since some of the citizens started calling Leonid Alexandrovich a brock.

The city bohemia calls him an interesting subject, but I have never seen his portrait not even a film about his noble role of time linker, nor have I read any article about him, not counting this “Shame of immigration” piece. 


   One day suffering from midlife crisis and creative impotence I went to see L.A. Chick in search of some new story inspiration.
Leonid Alexandrovich,having heard that I want to write about him, without giving me a chance to take off my clothes, immediately introduced me to his porcelain collection .Then he spread the yellow Penthouse pages in a fan manner (from the high time of sexual revolution) and showed me the portraits of underground idols. He was bursting out with facts and arguments. He strangled me with numbers, quotations, authors and their conceptual albums.

I listened carefully, frowned in an intellectual manner and nodded thoughtfully, though I hadn’t a clue what he was talking about.

-I see that you are a person with deep understanding of the matter,- he pronounced at the end of his lecture,-and thus I’ll show you the most sacred part of my collection. The eyes of strangers so rarely have the honor to see all that splendor. Now have a look!
 
And at that moment Leonid Alexandrovich spread open his heavy closet doors. The sun beam touched the neatly organized things soaked with naphthalene stench. Comparing with the chaos of the apartment (dirty curtains, broken garbage chairs, burned out light bulbs) things in the closet represented cleanness and order. One could assume that a woman hand was involved, but as far as I knew L.A. Chick had no mother, no wife and no mistress due to his reputation of klepto and loony. Who would ever want such a son, brother or husband?
- These boots, jacket, scarf, cap, gloves, hat, jeans.All that you see are not just things. Oh, no, my dear friend, these are real relics. This is the history! A novel written with clothes, if you please. You’d like to hear it?

-Well, that’s what I came for,-I agreed. 

-It’s a lot of things, as you see, but I’ll be brief. I won’t tire you out, -promised L.A.Chick. – As you might know, I started my working career as a theatre set decorator in a big concert hall.

I nodded in agreement, though I heard from reputable people that he worked there as a plumber.
 
In addition,-L.A. Chick continued,-I practiced the guitar just as everyone did at the time. I didn’t have much success though and heard somewhere that the key to the musician strength is in his guitar pick..a little plastic pip he touches strings with. Oh, what use in explaining, you know it perfectly well. So the thing is that if get the pick of a good guitarist, you get a part of his playing energy as well. Unfortunately I didn’t manage to find any of the powerful picks, but found all these treasures instead.
    
Chick made a sophisticated gesture toward the things in the closet.

I shrugged and asked:
-How did you do that exactly? I don’t understand..Did you..undress them or what?

-You could say that, in a way…

Leonid Alexandrovich blushed a little.

-But don’t think bad of me. Some people call me a thief! A shame of the immigrance. But I’m neither a thief nor a shame-I’m a time keeper, if you wish. Unlike most of my fellow immigrants, who took gold and precious stones I brought the history with me! Yes, that’s it..

-Hack, hack,-I coughed to bring L.A.Chick back to the treasures in his closet.
    
-Pardon me,- said Leonid Alexandrovich,- I got carried away in my thoughts a little. In short, I gained all these things easily, even with some mystic touch. Take, for example, these shoes. In fact, they started my exposition.

L.A.Chick brought the first piece of his secret collection into the light- brown strap sandals.
It’s an amazing story! One day a mega-super band came to our place with a concert.The guitarist wasn’t Jimmy Hendricks,of course, but anyway he was a big star.In short, when the last accord stroke, I took a handful of cheap picks and headed right into his dressing room. Usually, I’ll tell you, fans are glued to him like the flies on you know what, but at that moment there wasn’t a soul in the room. It was somehow not in a theatrical spirit, no stage workers, no extras..like the saying goes they were all licked off by a cow’s tongue.

I knocked..not gently, but not in an intention to knock off the door neither. And what do you think? Not a sound in response, not a single drop of sound. I pushed the door..The room was empty. I looked here and there. I checked the closet. Opened the drawers. Vas ist das? Niht ferstein. I even looked under the chair with his initials written on it. Obviosly, nobody was found, except for these shoes with his surname carved on the soils. Here, have a look.

L.A. Chick. shoved me a shabby soil of the sandals.
-You see? And now tell me,-he said, without waiting for my answer to his first question, he asked another one,-could I leave them there? Did I have such a historically-moral right?

-You know..

-That’s right!-L.A. Chick interrupted me.I couldn’t? Because I deduced with pure logic, that if the pick has 50 percent of the guitarist power  then shoes must have had all 60.
     
And anyway, suppose he would wear the shoes for the summer, may be even two. But then what? Clear as a day: off to the garbage bin they go.But I will keep them for a hundred years and leave the memory of us for future generations. How did we live? What did we wear? Who were our idols? To cut the story short, I rapped the shoes in a newspaper, left my own ones under the chair-I couldn’t leave him barefooted- and disappeared.

The was a huge mess about the shoes theft.It turned out they were made at a special order on the famous  factory and that was a really big deal! The cops even came with a dog.The second-hand shops were turned inside out, you can’t even imagine! But there was no way to find the loss. I’m not a fence or something.I didn’t mean to sell it.It was for my soul, for my creative-esthetic considerations, so to say. A tribute to the history: how did we live, what did we wear and all that..  
    
Leonid Alexandrovich put the shoes back on their place and brought out a woman’s straw hat lit by the  poor light from the dirty window.

-I have never seen a woman-guitarist,-I said in astonishment.

-It’s for the vocal. The owner of this hat had a fantastically high but at the same time soft soprano,-explained L.A.Chick. I didn’t only want to learn playing the guitar this way, but also to master singing you see.
     
After the hat the nylon socks were introduced-cute history. Colorful shirt – nice story. Silk garment – impressing one.

All that stories wasn’t marked with a sophisticated story line. A knock. No answer. Entered. Changed. Kept for the history.
    
The only exception was a cap with the skull and “Dream baby dream” written under it.

-This is the most precious item of my collection,- explained L.A.Chick. Some years ago a famous group came to our town. There appeared an announcement on TV and radio that benevoles are needed, helpers like we call them. To move the devices here, to set the microphones there…At the end of the concert the guitarist gave me this cap. Get it? No mysticism. Just a gift and that’s all. Even his initials are here. Look! 
        
L.A.Chick turned the cap inside out.

I looked. There really were initials on the inside, enhanced with the chlorine as in pioneer camps in the old times.

After an hour of that nicely fascinating stories my head burst with pain like someone was cudgeling me all day long. I heard throbbing and popping in my ears, it didn’t feel like I had a conversation with a man, but rather like I participated in some large-scale war battle, in which I took an exhaustibly-defensive position. Finally, I decided to seize the initiative and changed the subject line.
    
-And all these things just uselessly lie there in your closet collecting dust?

-Why uselessly? And what do you mean “lie”,-L.A. Chick’s feelings were a little bit hurt.- I pick them up every week, spray them with special fluid to keep all that parasites away. After all this is a history. I can’t let it be damaged by bugs, mice or tineids. With holes and frays it would be just a bunch of rags. Also, I have a tradition of my own. I wear these things on their owners’ birthdays. I even have a special calendar for these dates, just like the church calendar, you know. Fortunately, all of them are still alive but if they die, god forbid, I will wear it on their death day too.
     
-The idea deserves respect,-I exclaimed,- but admit that it’s weird to wear winter boots in summer or to walk along in summer sandals on winter day…or assume to wear a woman’s hat!

L.A.Chick pondered on this, thoughtfully biting his beard, brushed his moustache and said:

-Well, what can I do..these are the principles I live by, tradition is ahead of everything!  You give up on small things-you”ll loose the essential.
     
It would be great to open the museum, to maintain the necessary microclimate…clothes tend to clod, you know…but where can I find a sponsor. Though, I think it should be one owner in a business like this. When I’ll become a little better off with money, I’ll open it right away. For sure!
    
Leonid Alexandrovich started to describe the future museum in all the details: it’s architecture, halls, displays…When he came to restrooms and stairs I realized that I if I wouldn’t escape immediately I myself would become a part of his collection. 
    
-Just for one second,-I went towards the toilet door.

-Sure, but take care, there’s a constant trouble with the toilet tank.
I closed the toilet door. Turned on the light. But instead there appeared an ultraviolet shining. I turned on the tap, but instead of water got a furious growl. To use a tank felt like a serious risk, so I thought against it.
“He’d better fix the tap up, screw the bulbs in, do something with that tank than blab that museum nonsence!”-I scolded the man, thinking along how to get out of that damned apartment.
Finally, a brilliant idea stroke me. I came out of the closet, talking on the phone with myself.

-What, right now? My wife,-I explained to L.A. Chick in a whisper. He nodded with understanding.

-Can it wait a little?- I continued my talk with a fake wife.-I have an important meeting. Immediately? Ok, I see. I’ll be there.
     I said my goodbyes.  L.A.Chick clutched my hand, shook it vigorously and said what pleasure it was for him to talk with such a deep-understanding person. At the last moment he gave me the cap “Dream, baby, dream”.
-It’s for you,-he said.- A souvenir to remember me.

-Oh, no,-I tried to refuse the gift,-this is the most valuable thing in your collection! There’s no way I can take it.

-True- it is the most valuable item. But you are here not without a purpose, right?  Perhaps you will really write a story about me. Consider it as your fee. Please, take it…

I walked on the street. My ears were popping, head throbbed as if I woke up with a disastrous hangover.

I immediately started looking for s trash-can or just a garbage pile to dispose of the “valuable item”, but having found nothing of that sort I put the cap in my pocket and went home…
     
   
Nearly six months passed from that meeting with L.A. Chick when I had to leave the country for the exigent family circumstances for more than a month. Then I was back.  a taxi and came to my place. The driver took off my luggage and helpfully opened the door, which was immediately held by my neighbor, noisy news collector Sergey Sergeevich Gomonov.

Immigrants call him “our BBC”.

-God marks the crook! Every dog has its day!- started Sergey Sergeevich without saying hello. The proverb says the truth: the longest day has an end. And here it is. He asked for it!

-What end? What day? Who are you talking about?

-Who? About Chick of course. About this dirty thief, this..

-But what happened?

 -What happened? Oh, here’s the story. Right after your departure Chick went to this shitty shop..what’s the name..oh..”Village” and changed his winter boots for the summer shoes. Well, this change is a usual thing for him should it be summer, but it’s winter! So he slipped away from the shop in these summer sandals. And it was like minus thirty that day, can you imagine? Besides, there started a real snow storm, my friend. And he had a very long way to go. Even on sunny days he walked a good hour on Shan’s mare and in snowstorm it’s a very long way. 
-And what next?- I hurried Segey Sergeevich with his story.

-Next came double sided pneumonia, - blurted out our BBC. Now he’s in the ..

-Where? – I interrupted him. -What hospital?

-He was in the hospital, now he’s in the (Sergey Sergeevich named the city graveyard).

- Dead?! It can’t..can’t be the truth…, - I stumbled.

Sergey Sergeevich pointed his finger in the ceiling:

-Why? It can be, it IS the truth. The bible says “You shall not steal”!

-What bible has to do with it? The man died, and you are talking about the bible!-I reproached Sergey Sergeevich. May be you have no luck in life because you’re so mean!

-I’m not mean.I’m fair. And bible has everything to do with it. If he wouldn’t steal-he would be alive.
    I reasonably objected:

-Why would he steal summer shoes in winter and to take them on, will you explain? May be he was a clepto, but definitely not an idiot. There’s something wrong in it, something doesn’t match…What shoes was he wearing exactly?- I asked. - Strap sandals? Brown ones?
-How do you know that? ,- asked Sergey Sergeevich in astonishment,- you said you’ve just arrived!

-I know it,- I answered evasively, -I tell you, the story is not that simple…

Leonid Alexandrovich was a man of principle!

I took my suitcases and went to the lift.

-I tell you, it’s all like in the bible..- shouted Gomonov in my back.
     At home, I took off the coat, turned on the computer and in the search bar entered the name of the guitarist, with whom L.A.Chick once “changed” shoes. His birthday was in summer, but the first death anniversary coincided with the day Chick fell ill.   

“Poor Leonid Alexandrovich! He was a real man of principle,- I pondered. What did he say that day..Tradition is ahead of everything. You give up on small things-you loose the essentials. Oh, my god. A real enthusiast! A time linker! What will happen with his collection! Oh my goodness..”

I opened the fridge and took out a bottle of Stolichnaya vodka, poured a shot and read a self made prayer…

Soon I heard that as Leonid Alexandrovich had no relatives, no close ones, not even friends his belongings were taken to the city waste deposit. From all the collection of his inexistent museum there left only a cap with a skull and the line “Dream Baby Dream’’ under it, which I always wear on L.A. Chick’s birthday and the day of his death.
     

                                                                  A Russian Disease

One night Evgeny Vorobev, who was studying English in a special class at his high school, rented an erotic novel for three rubles. When he got home, Evgeny lay down, turned on the table-lamp, covered the shade with a dark cloth, and began to read: 

Once upon a time… there lived in the world a young, lovely but cruel and pitiless king. He conquered city after city, country after country, until finally his horses stood before the walls of the last undefeated town. “I shall wipe everyone off the face of the earth. The smallest clemency toward the enemy shall be seen as betrayal and punished with death,” he declared to his warriors before the assault. But he himself had already broken his commandment. Shaken by the beauty and courage of the young prince fighting bravely to defend his palace, the tyrant preserved his life. And, in fact, he fell in love with the prince, who abandoned his fiancée Veronika and moved in with the king to live a life of sin, as the local bishop put it. Love opened the tyrant’s eyes. His whole past struck him as a nightmare. I tortured! I plundered! I killed! And why? Whatever for? People aren’t born to suffer and be oppressed. No, but to love and be happy! The besotted king liberated the conquered country and restored the prince’s destroyed city. He granted freedom and equal rights to all the citizens. But the Church hierarchy and other defenders of traditional values stirred the nation to rebellion. The lovers had to flee for their lives, to some far-flung island in the middle of the ocean…  

Evgeny was so delighted by the book that he didn’t notice his horrified mother stride into his room. 

“Evgeny, why aren’t you asleep?” she asked him. “It’s almost two in the morning!” 

“I know.” Evgeny quickly hid his book under his pillow. “There’s a quiz in English tomorrow. I was just reviewing my stuff.” 

“Studying is good, but not at this hour! Tomorrow you won’t even make it to the quiz, you’ll sleep in and miss school.” His mother reached over and pulled the plug out of the socket. 

“The devil take her!—she cut me off at the most interesting moment! How does it all end? Now she’ll go back to sleep and I’ll finish reading. It’s almost over… “ 

As he drifted off into dreams—but no, it was not a dream, but reality; not a hallucination, but something quite believable. In that state of enchantment or prophecy or God knows what, Evgeny Vorobev became the prince. He was the hero, the beloved, and loved not by a made-up but by a real conqueror. 

The next morning Evgeny had to return the book. 

“So?” inquired the shopkeeper. 

“I didn’t read it right to the end. How does it end?” 

“How should I know? I don’t read these things, it’s just my job. Pay triple and you’ll find out.” 

Evgeny shook his head. 

It’s clear as pie how it ends, Vorobev told himself on his way home. They get burned at the stake, or drawn and quartered. The dark ages… And if they lived in our day and age, they’d be on bunks in some prison, where they’d just be queers, not people. It’s not obvious which time is worse. Hell, it isn’t just our relationships society can’t abide, but even our talking about our relationships. Just try and share with someone my dream of my life not turning into a dry hell. Maybe a few human rights activists listen. Sure, to most of the world, homosexuality is biologically a dead-end. Though as I see it, a free choice is more important than biology. But why open that can of worms? Better to get it out of my head, along with the whole story of that king and prince. 

*  

And so Evgeny did. School ended. He entered university. His parents saw to it he got to know a girl from a good family, no bad habits, of course. A girl by the name of Veronika. When he first heard her name, Zenya laughed to himself—just like the prince! 

Days went by. Years went by. 

“Zenya, what’re your plans for the summer?” Veronika asked him. 

“The usual. Naval service. Yalta.” 

“My God, I always said it, you’re such a romantic! But this is no ordinary summer, this is the last summer before we leave university. Don’t you see, brain? The very last! And you have to find something to do that builds up your strength, so you won’t go and get sick.” 

“So what are you proposing? A trip to Rio or the Antilles?” Vorobev asked sarcastically. “Or maybe it’s our relationship you want to build up into something else?” 

“Don’t be such an idiot! What’s wrong with a boat trip down the river? Sun, fresh air, water. Maybe even the very thing you’re hinting at.” 

Zenya gave her a wary look. “Did you come up with this yourself?”  

“First or second?” said Veronika, her face lighting up. “First, it was a joint effort. Our psychology teacher came up with the idea, and he’s really such a beautiful darling. Secondly—well, just say if you agree.” 

“I’m afraid that secondly your beautiful darling is trying to force me into it.” 

“Zenya, that’s a nasty little remark. First of all, you’re more lovely than he is, and he’s over thirty—practically an old man.” 

Veronika wasn’t lying. Evgeny was a young man of rare beauty, really more handsome than Helmut Berger in Visconti’s Ludwig. 

* 

A week later he showed up at the boat station with a rucksack and fishing rods. 

“We’re going to have fish soup!” said the captain of the expedition Alexander Yakovlevich Lvov, hailing Zenya. “Just call me Sasha.” 

Lvov was a tall, distinguished athletic type—to his students, a young Marlon Brando or even Maximilian Schell. 

On the very first night of the trip Evgeny decided to take the bull by the horns and place his relationship with Veronika on a new track. “Evgeny, not today, please. Be a little patient for once.” 

“Veronika, my dear. We’ve been together two years already and still it’s like we haven’t grown up. I don’t even know if I can…” 

“Of course you can! Trust me you can. Soon you’ll know, only not tonight. Evgeny, my sweetest darling, I promise, the last day of our trip. Cross my heart.” 

When the journey came to an end, the boat was sold and train tickets were bought for the return home. 

“A banquet!” Veronika explained, winking over and over again at Evgeny. 

The sun disappeared over the horizon, and as the first stars flashed out, the moon poked out above the poplars. 

“Hey, what gives, my friends?” cried Lvov. “I guess we can say the trip was a rousing success. Tomorrow it’s the train and off home. I don’t know what we were after. Were we after anything? The goal, like all our instincts, is always an illusion. So let’s drink to ourselves. Let us stay young and lovely and happy? Hip hip hurrah!” 

As they raised their mugs, the sound reminded one of the tap-tap-tap of muffled drums. When they lit a bonfire, a storm of rebellion swarmed over the river, censored songs, politically dangerous conversations… 

With midnight approaching the atmosphere grew calmer. A tipsy Veronika stepped back into the tent. 

Only Lvov and Vorobev remained by the bonfire. For some time neither spoke, their eyes immersed in the fiery tinder. 

“Tonight we’re right in Quindji’s world,” said Evgeny, first to break the silence. 

“You got it,” agreed Lvov. “Right on. His river. His moonlight. It’s a killer of a technique. I speak as a specialist in art.” Lvov smiled. “Exactly. Exactly! Between you and me, I always wanted to become a painter. But then…” 

“Why, ‘But then?’” asked Evgeny, his curiosity up. 

“Hey, my life is full of buts. I just try to write something, an essay say, and along they come and tear it up. Just like that kindling.” Lvov tossed some more logs onto the fire. 

“Why the hell? Don’t they like what you’re saying?” 

“That’s it. It’s always my touchy subject, the psychological study of homosexuality. Have you heard anything about it?” 

The question stung Evgeny, exactly as if a spark from the fire had startled a dozing camper. 

“It does ring a bell. Yeah, when I was a kid I read this book,” Evgeny stuttered, not looking at the man sitting beside him. 

Alexander Yakovlevich looked directly at him. “What sort of book?” 

“Oh, the title escapes me,” answered Vorobev. “The gist of the story too, come to think of it.” 

But Evgeny started to tell the story, got to the heroes’ flight, and fell silent. 

“Why stop? Keep going. It’s an intriguing story and you can really tell it. Please, Zenya, go on.” 

“I’d love to, but the truth is I never got to the end. My mother got in the way. So I sort of wound up making up the end myself.” 

“Even more interesting.” Alexander Yakovlevich tenderly touched Evgeny’s hand. He had known many boys, for research, of course, but this was different. The stars fell from the sky; the moon sank behind the poplars—this time time stood still. 

* 

A month went by after the trip. “Haven’t you noticed, Tata, a change in Evgeny’s health over the past days?” asked Alexi Ivanovich. “He’s lost weight. Shouldn’t he be seeing a doctor?”

“Oh, I already took him,” Natalya Sergeyevna said with a sigh. 

Alexi Ivanovich laid down his fork. “Well, and?” 

“It’s not good news,” answered his wife, breaking into tears. 

“Ah, stop the whimpering!” cried Alexi Ivanovich. “I want to know what’s happened to Evgeny.” 

“Well, the doctors aren’t quite sure. They’ve taken samples, even done a biopsy.” 

“And?” 

“Nothing definite.” 

“So it could be any old thing, the flu for instance, and you know yourself how we imagine something’s wrong. Everything’s going to be all right, Tata,” said Alexi Ivanovich, trying to comfort his wife. 

“God willing, God willing!” Natalya Sergeyevna broke down. “The doctor said that he has to be hospitalized. Alex, do you know if we have to reserve a bed at the MVD* hospital?” 

“Tata, what’s going on?” Alexi Ivanovich said, hitting the roof. “We’ll set things straight. I’m sure everything’ll be all right. The doctors there can raise the dead.”

* 

Evgeny Vorobev was soon hospitalized at the famous MVD* clinic, where thanks to the strings his father had pulled on his behalf, he had a room all to himself, with television, and a steady supply of vitamins and pills. A week went by. Still no diagnosis could be made. He kept on being given vitamins, pills…  

“Oh god I’m so bored. There’s not a thing to read. Papa, do bring me some books,” Evgeny implored. 

“Whatever you want, just tell me,” his father promised. 

Evgeny called and added, “Far left on the second shelf.” 

“Sooner said than done, son. Tomorrow first thing after work I’ll bring it to you. Just concentrate on getting better.” 

Alexi Ivanovich stood up, twisted himself into his coat, straightened out his hat and went out into the courtyard. 

“So, comrade general, how is your son?” asked the chauffeur, opening wide the door of the official Volga for Vorobev. 

“Soakedundertheweather,” muttered the general. 

“What kind of an illness is that? Never heard of it.” 

“It’s starting to rain, I said. Take me home.” 

General Vorobev pushed a cigarette out of the pack. 

* 

At home in the evening Alexi Ivanovich went up to the bookshelves, found the volume his son had asked for, and pulled it out. “What kind of garbage is this?” The general picked up from the carpet a long artist’s notebook that had slid out. “Ta-a-a-a-ta!” His face white and his hands shaking he bolted into the master bedroom. “Ta-a-a-a-ta! Now I understand what’s made our son fall sick!” 

Before long Lvov appeared in Vorobev’s ward, like a ghost from times past. 

“Lvony, I’m so bored. Where have you been?” Evgeny cried, gripping Lvov’s hand. “You haven’t come round. What happened? Tell me!” 

“Vorobchik, I’ve fallen on hard times,” Lvov replied, placing his beautiful hand on young Vorobev’s pale wrist. 

“Your thesis?” 

Alexander Yakovlevich took a heavy breath. 

“How did he find out? Look, I didn’t speak a word to him. It was our secret. We agreed, remember? Maybe you…” 

“The thing is, sweet Vorobchik, he found your diary. I even leafed through it myself in your father’s office. I have to say you have an original style, and I love it.” Lvov smiled bitterly. 

“Geez, what an idiot I am! I forgot all about my diary. It’s tucked in right next to the book I asked him to bring!” Evgeny cried, smacking himself on the forehead. “Damn fool! Lvony, you better run for your life… They’re awful people. They’ll send you off to the camps! Just think what’ll become of you once you’re there!” 

“That’s nonsense. Where am I supposed to run? Without you?! Vorobchik, without you, how? You see, you mean the world to me. I couldn’t. I couldn’t survive never seeing you again.” 

“And you’re all I have, Lvony. That’s why I’m telling you to run, get out of here fast. Time will pass, the dust will settle. I’ll speak with my father. He loves me, after all. He’ll forgive us. And we’ll meet up again as soon as we can, Lvony. But for now take off! Don’t waste any more time. If they kill you, I’m telling you I’ll never get better.” 

That very evening Alexander Yakovlevich found himself a seat on the Trans-Siberian Express and disappeared somewhere into the snowy expanse of Siberia. 

“He thinks he got away!” General Vorobev cried out in Evgeny’s ward. 

“Shhhh, Lyosha. There are sick people here. Your son is sick,” his wife whispered. 

“It’s because of that faggot, my son is sick! But never mind, I’ll dig up the worm and crush him into the earth. No one ever got away from General Vorobev.” 

“Papa, I beg you, leave him in peace. It’s not his fault I’m sick. Anyway, I love the man. Don’t you understand? If anything were to happen to him, I’d slit my throat.” 

“The son of a general with medals like I have can’t be a faggot. It’s against nature.” General Vorobev made it sound as if he were irritated to have to be repeating orders which he had expected would be obeyed. “You have to be like everyone else! Listen, you idiot, what’ll happen to my career if it comes out that you’ve got this disease? We’ll be thrown out on the street.” 

“Papa’s right,” Natalya Sergeyevna seconded her husband. “That man’s played games with your mind. He’s the one who caused the problem. But you have Veronika.” 

“That’s just it,” said the general, interrupting his wife. “That Lvov created the problem, but in our department they say: There’s a man, there’s a problem; no man, no problem. It’s not just him I’m going to expose, I’m going to expose his whole family. They’re going to have to answer to the law for their faggot son!” 

“Papa, I’m begging you, don’t touch Lvov or his family. Leave them alone. I swear to you, I’ll be normal again. I’ll go back to Veronika. Just don’t touch them. Forget about it. Mama, tell him to leave them in peace.” 

“First of all you have to get better, because if you don’t, I’m telling you with my own two hands…” 

Natalya Sergeyevna kicked at the wall. 

“Mama, he’s got nothing to do with it. It’s not what you think.” 

“What do you mean he has nothing to do with it?” Natalya Sergeyevna broke in. “That damn fag is crawling with every germ on the planet. It’s unspeakable…” 

The illness turned out to be a mild form of hepatitis, and Evgeny got better. In Siberia, Lvov lived in a provincial town where he found himself a small job. Every two weeks he sent Evgeny a letter poste restante. Vorobev would break the seal and read it right in the post office. 

I’m bored to tears... I’m waiting... You’re everything to me… Take care of yourself, my dear little Vorobchik. 

And a year went by. 

My dear dear one, Vorobchik. I’m alive. I’m healthy. Yet I’m living on a prayer. You see, my parents have decided to emigrate. They’re taking me with them. I’m totally opposed. You know as well as I that if the emigration idea goes through, so will we be through.                                           Forever your A. 
Evgeny wrote him back right in the post office. 

My Lvony! Dear A! Before I say anything else, I love you. It’s driving me wild. I’m doing a countdown till we see each other again. But take my word for it, we’ll be making the most horrible mistake if we don’t pull it off. I’m talking about emigration. You absolutely must do it. You mustn’t stay in this barbaric country any longer. Leave. Don’t think twice. And I’ll come to you. Somehow. Today I can’t, but tomorrow will be possible. I am convinced. Providence will be on our side.  

      Forever in love with you,                       Vorobchik 
Lvov followed the advice and emigrated. Evgeny received a letter from him with beautiful stamps on the envelope. He sauntered into an empty café, ordered a coffee, and slit the envelope open.

I’m alive. I’m healthy. I found a position in a college. I’m in love. I’m bored. I live on hope. I have everything here but you. Ah, my eternal…                           Your A. 
Evgeny read it twice. He kissed the paper that his beloved had handled. The uneven letters, the blue ink. He fished into his pocket for a pen. 

Dear dear Lvony. My dearest A. The only thing that’s keeping me going is the hope I’ll see you soon. A lot of time has already gone by since I last saw you and heard your voice. It seems possible you have forgotten me; myself, meanwhile, with every passing day my feelings for you keep raging. It’s just crazy how much I love you, my dear dear A, my brother A! It’s just terrifying how much I miss you. I’m living on hope alone… We’re going to see each other, I’m absolutely certain. Providence will work it out.  

Forever in love with you,                       Vorobchik 
Vorobev proved to be right. Providence worked it out exactly as he predicted. Less than a year after Lvov had left, the irreversible process (as the Party Secretary called it) began. The Motherland raised the Iron Curtain. And Evgeny soon received permission to leave the country. A famous human rights activist helped push the papers through. 

“Get off with you! Get lost!” cried Alexi Ivanovich. “Go there, be with your Lvov, fuck each other up the ass all you want!” 

“Lyosha, how can you, he’s your own son!” Natalya Sergevevna scolded her husband. 

“What fucking son. He’s a traitor and a faggot, one and the same thing. Let him drown in shit!” 

Nobody hugged him or bade him farewell, but Evgeny’s plane took off into the night. 

They settled in a rooming house in the Russian part of town. Good-natured shopkeepers nodded pleasantly at them and made off-color jokes the minute they were out of sight. 

“Oh Lvony, why are we living in this stupid neighborhood? Aren’t you sick and tired of the guff? It’s insulting. Joke after joke, all on us. C’mon, darling, let’s move somewhere else.” 

“Vorobchik, I don’t know whether you know it or not, but this is where my own parents once wanted to come. I admit it, my dear, I can’t leave them here all alone in a strange land. Why pay attention to idiots? Their bark is worse than their bite.” And Lvov put on music, a Duke Ellington jazz suite. 

“Be patient, darling. Before you know it we’ll have a comfortable little house right on the coast. We’ll be out of reach of every last numbskull.” 

Home! They even went to look at it. A hidden cottage with a dazzling view out over the ocean. The trees, the sand, the sea!—ideal happiness. 

They came so close, but sickness caught them again—now it was Alexander who was carried off to the hospital. The masked attendants in white seemed to be keeping people away. But during the day Lvov’s parents came to the ward. And the night brought Evgeny’s turn. 

“We’re going to get my Leonovich back on his feet,” Evgeny cried to his friend. And it seemed they would again triumph. Everything was looking good, until the doctor announced Lvov had fallen into a coma. He said they had to get ready for the worst. 

*

At five o’clock in the morning Lvov stirred and opened his eyes. The ward swam in the eerie light of the full moon, which illuminated Vorobchik asleep in the armchair by the bed. Alexander Yakovlevich lightly touched Evgeny’s hand. 

“Lvony! God bless us, you’re awake! You were unconscious so long I thought I was losing my mind! How do you feel, my darling darling Lvony?” 

“All right, Vorobchik. All right.” 

“God bless you. The doctor said that if only you woke up, you’d be on the way to being cured. God, I’m so happy, Lvony, that you’ve come back!” 

“Yes, I’m back,” Alexander Yakovlevich said quietly. “I’m back, but just for a minute.” 

“What?” Evgeny squeezed Lvov’s dry hand. 

“You don’t know my everlasting but. Ah, what a night this is, Vorobchik. What a moon! It’s almost just like that night on the river. Remember?” 

“Of course, Lvony. Of course.” Evgeny rubbed his prickly cheeks on Lvov’s arm. 

“I just want to let you know, Vorobchik, that no matter how many things have gone wrong in my life and how much stupidity there’s been, I’ve been happy. Yes, yes, I know it sounds corny. I’ve been happy because even if it hasn’t been for long, I’ve had you around me, my sweet darling Vorobchik. I ask you to live a long, long life and always think of me. I love you, my sweet little Vorob—” 

“Lvony! Lvony!” Evgeny cried. 

But Alexander Yakovlevich didn’t answer. Already he was no longer in that room, in that hospital, or of this world. 

After the funeral Vorobev almost never thought of moving. Where was there to go? From back home only Lvov’s parents were left. Evgeny somehow managed to drop in on them, wanting to discuss which photo to place on the memorial plaque. 

“We don’t want to see you,” they told him from behind closed doors. “You and your parents are to blame that our only son died. Forget the road to our house.” 

Evgeny didn’t defend himself—why bother to appeal to common sense? Why try? They’re right. It’s all my fault. It’s always the fault of whoever survives. He turned around and headed home with the shuffling gait of an old man. 

About a month after Lvov’s passing, a letter arrived from Evgeny’s parents. 

Child! (Evgeny recognized his mother’s touch.) Your Papa and I are sorry about what happened. I’m being frank. Swear to God. But what’s past is in the past… Evgeny, you’re all alone over there… Papa and I aren’t in the best of health… When we die, there won’t even be anyone here to give us a decent burial. You know the time we live in…  

Surely you remember Veronika? She often speaks of you. She asks how you’re doing over there. Who knows, child, you might think of coming back. You marry her. She’s all alone. She has a son, a magnificent youngster. You raise her child together. Evgeny dear, come home. Your Papa and I miss you so. 

Evgeny wrote a similarly long letter back to his mother. At the end he wrote,  

No. I’m not coming back. I’m staying with my Lvov. 

 Some months after Lvov’s death Evgeny’s neighbors met in the park. One called out over the fence. “That Vorobev fellow cried and cried. Couldn’t stop wringing his hands. I-yi-yi! Can’t live without my Lvov! And now recently I’m hearing him talking and giggling away with someone.” The neighbor who lived under Vorobev joined in, “Yeah, lately I keep hearing these noises, sort of obscene. Loud breathing, grunts, the mattress springs bouncing like it’s some sort of whore house up there, not a man in mourning. Oh what’s become of him?” The first one added, “Then again they’re such sluts, they can’t do anything better. They’re all the same. They lose one, they go on to the next. The fuckers!” A neighbor from the ground floor one building over said, “Maybe it’s true he’s in love. He’s blue, he starts talking with a photo, or what the hell do I know! Maybe someone drops in on him.” The neighbor underneath Vorobev suggested he drop in himself if he felt so sorry for him. And the neighbor from the building one over said he would. 

Soon the chatter changed direction: they spoke of elections, countries at war, dirty laundry, the price of gasoline. They forgot about Vorobev. 

Some elderly lady living in Evgeny’s block rang up the janitor and said, “There’s a peculiar smell in the courtyard. Did the garbage collectors decide to make a mess?” 

“It’s summer, what do you expect, ma’am?” the janitor sighed into the receiver. “Things go rotten fast.” 

“Just the same it should be checked!” the old woman demanded. 

“You’ve got a point, it don’t smell so good,” said the janitor when he came over. “The garbage men are on friendly terms with us. The containers are empty. Let’s see what the neighbors say.” 

All day long no one answered at Vorobev’s door. 

“I think we better call the police and wait for them to open the door. Give them a call, ma’am.” 

An officer on duty came with a key, opened the door, and was hit by the stench of decomposing flesh. In the dimly lit bedroom he and the janitor came upon Evgeny Vorobev. Someone was lying on the bed alongside his. 

“Who’s that one?” asked the officer. 

“That’s Mr. Vorobev. And that—” The janitor stared stunned at the man lying on the bed beside Evgeny. “That’s Mr. Lvov, except that he’s been dead for six months now.” 

“It so happens that no one dies twice.” The policeman shone his light into Lvov’s face. “Besides, that’s no man, that’s a mannequin.” 

“What d’ya mean, mannequin?” the janitor shouted. 

“Silicone. Un homme de voyage. You know, the kind they sell in the sex shops. You blow it up and there you have your partner.” 

“But hey, that’s a real copy of Lvov. You can’t buy that in a shop.” 

“I don’t doubt it,” the policeman interrupted. “But you can order one. You submit a photo, give the measurements, and you receive what you order, be it Lvov, be it Smith.” 

“So that’s who he was talking to!” the janitor gasped. 

“What are you saying?” 

The janitor described the rustling, the signs, the kisses Vorobev’s agitated neighbors had talked about. 

The mannequin was burned at police headquarters. 

At the civil funeral service the only people present were Evgeny’s parents, just arrived on the plane, along with the father and mother of Alexander Yakovlevich Lvov. 

A common grief brings people together.

. 

Hearts that learned how to love 

Dye-works.  The sewage crew.  A couple of dozen stone buildings.  A scruffy park.  A turgid lake. Dust.  Grease. Scandals.  Squabbles.  Thievery.  On maps all this mess is known as “Yampolsk City”.

It stood for a thousand years without changing, and it would have stood for another thousand, but  for a crooked signature signed on a document far away, in a high place, that designated Yampolsk as a future site for a chemical plant.  On official papers its name took on a name that sounded like a shaman’s incantation. E.K.SH.T.P. Among the people it was known as Lapsan.

Into the city streamed foreign specialists.  On the streets was heard unfamiliar speech.  Music with mighty rhythms blared from bull horns.  French perfumes were detectible.  In the restaurants of Yampolsk the menu was no longer the same.

A year went by.  An evening of celebration was organized in honor of the plant’s first production.  On the invitation card a concert was to precede a banquet.  The number of invitations was strictly controlled.  One oddball found himself on the list: a young member of the Young Communists who had won a scholarship and was now a student in the fifth course of the technical institute.  His name was Andrei Lozovsky. 

“The invitation is for you, so if you’d like to invite someone, you may,” said the party secretary, handing over the ticket.  “Your fiancée, for example.  You have a fiancée.”

“I do!”

“And who would raise a doubt?  Every young girl of the institute must pine for such a handsome one as you.  Anyway, have yourselves a marvelous evening, and take care, don’t get into trouble, the top administrators will be watching.”

At six p.m. sharp, A. Lozovsky strode into the foyer of the House of Culture with a female student who could have been sculpted by the number one master of naturalism, Natasha Krassavina.  After the speeches and the awards, amid loud booms and a pot-pourri concert, the guests all went over the banquet.  Which was more like a fairy tale.  The champagne flowed like a river, the caviar appeared in huge slabs.  The cold winter notwithstanding, there were mountains of fruit.  Picturesque mounds of miraculous greens.  A red and green wheel of thickly cut tomatoes and cucumbers.  Divine music poured from speakers, its level matched by the lively human chatter.  There was a wonderful scent that mingled with the smoke to produce a sharp aroma of fresh roses.   Natasha downed champagne.  She dropped dry strawberries into her mouth. A slight tipsiness made her head spin.  Her soul opened up to the threshold of happiness, to miracles…

Suddenly the speakers went dead.  The laughter and cooing stopped short.  Even the aromas lost their edge.  All eyes had turned to the entrance.  An impressive middle-aged man was coming in arm in arm with a young woman of unimaginable beauty.  In the moment the rosy hued cheeks of Natasha Krassavina took on a deadly pallor.  

“Is anything the matter?” asked her gallant cavalier.  

“Water,” Natasha managed to wheeze out before she fainted.  At the last minute the gentleman who was accompanying the beauty caught her in his arms and cried out imperiously, “Doctor!”

Until she met Lozovsky, Natasha had been very reserved, hardly having acquaintances let alone friends.  This was due in part to Natasha’s introversion, but the real reason went deeper.  Some years earlier Natasha lost her best friend Vicky Krestovsky.  Let’s not beat around the bush.  One warm summer morning Vicky left the house and didn’t return, neither that evening, that night nor the next day.  The police of Yampolsk combed every back alley, gully, garbage dump.  They interrogated every least bit suspicious citizen.  One of them declared, “I’ve nothing to do with it.  I saw her on the beach with my own eyes.  She was reading and scribbling something in a notebook.  Could be – ”  He went on to describe a drowning person. The investigation sent a team to the lake, but they found nothing – no clothing, no boots, no notepad, no book.  The rescue squad went to work dredging up the lake, finding lots of curiosities, artifacts for the local history museum but no trace of Viktoria Krestovscky’s body.

Around that death or disappearance ran all sorts of talk of mystical dimensions.  It was sadi for instance that the divers insisted they had seen a mermaid-like figure rolling in the waves.  “Vitya’s been released,” they affirmed of one accord.  On moonlit nights, lovers strolling by the shore suddenly run into a strange girl in dark forsaken places. 

A number of years went by.  The talk dried up.  Vicky was forgotten.  

“Please!  Water!” 

Natasha opened her eyes.  Before her lowered her long-lost friend.  “Vicky!”  Natasha exclaimed, stretching her hand out.  “Vicky!  It’s you!  You! I always knew you would return.  Vicky!  For always!”

“I not Vicky.”  The woman accepted Natasha’s hand in hers.  “I am Doris Blake.  I work at your new chemical plant. How you feel now?  Everythink OK?”

A month went by after this evening, the secretary ordered Natasha into the office of the faculty dean.  “That’s it, don’t be shy.”

The narrow, dark office resembled a burial crypt.   Cold wind got pulled in from the large window and on the wall, a row of unassuming faces of scientists glared at her like famished vampires.  Trembling with cold, Natasha stood alone waiting for five minutes.  Finally, something rattled behind the wall of books, a door creaked and into the room squeezed a pale fellow in a black suit.  Without uttering a word, the unknown individual unrolled some color photos for Natasha to look at.  “Please,” the individual said, his voice sounding like it ushered from a big pipe.  “Do you know anyone in these photos?”  he asked.  Her face reddening, Natasha fell silent.  “Your silence is a give-away.  Here, quick, a pen.  Write where, how and in what circumstances you became acquainted with Dora Blake.  Write.”

“I refuse to write anything,” Natasha said under her voice but with determination.  “My private life is protected by the constitution.”

“As you wish,” the man agreed.  “It is your decision.  Can’t argue with the constitution.  Only, if you please, you have no choice but to sign here, whatever the constitution may say.  Please.”  The individual reached across to Natasha with the Most Wanted list.  

“What is this?” Natasha wanted to know, without looking at the paper. 

“This is an order for your expulsion from the institute,” the man in the black suit said, still stretching the chalked off list toward Natasha.  “And as for this little sheet,” he continued, producing a blue paper nonchalantly from his pocket, “it’s to have you sent to a psychiatric clinic.”

“Who are you anyway?” Natasha exclaimed.  “By what right can you say such a thing?  You’re what, the dean?  A doctor?”

“Me,” said the individual, playfully stroking his whiskers, “let’s just say I represent the medical training department.  That is, the dean and the doctor wrapped up in one.  Does that suit you?”

“Why must I – I lee-eave the insti-institute?”  Natasha could not control her voice. “Wh-why do I – I have to be – to be followed up?  I am practically perfect and to-totally healthy.”

“Yes, no doubt.  I trust you – but it only seems to be.  Look, you stutter.  You’re having an anxiety attack.  And what’s more, your gaffes and your pirouettes, allow me to call them, regarding the foreign specialist Doris Blake,” said the individual, placing the photo under Natasha’s eyes as if it were a rations card, “this is nothing but a psycho-sexual proclivity.  And this, my dear treasure, is an utterly dangerous affair.  You see, my dear, if you are not cured, in a couple of years you will be a maniac.  Yes, yes, yes… Believe me, it is in your best interests to get yourself cured and return to normal.  Now, of course you’ll never become a teacher – even if, as you insist, you are practically perfect, but is there a shortage of worthy profession?  Look, in our city a new plant is opening.  We are in dire need of bobbinajnitsi
.  Work, it not only makes men out of monkeys.  It can also turn those same monkeys into lesbians.”  The individual stared down at the photo. “This one, how to call it, it seems it can change into a woman.  So then, tomorrow at nine a.m. sharp we expect you.  Only I ask of you, my dearie, not to throw any tantrums.  Don’t force the medical training department to take drastic measures.”

Natasha left the dark little office and went straight for a telephone booth.  On the other end all she heard was a prolonged hooting.  She paid up a full minute with five telephone tokens, but in vain, and she slammed the booth door shut and proceeded home.   There she stuffed into a pocket a long piece of synthetic rope and a handful of big bills. Fearing a plot against her in the open city streets, Natasha slinked toward the house of foreign experts where she hid in the thick shrubbery of a small square.  

Twilight fell.  Lights went on in the house.  A light went on too in Doris’s room.  With tears in her eyes, Natasha kept looking at that window.  Never again had she found herself in that room where she had lived the best days of her life. Those days were bye gone, and the new life promised to her by the man in the black costume wasn’t worth living.  If only she could see once more her other half, her beloved Doris, if only to bid farewell!  Natasha squeezed the rope in her hands and had already decided to leave when from the basement stairwell emerged the guard Nicodemov.  He pulled out a cigarette and smoothly drew his first puff. 

“Stepanich!” Natasha cried out to her in a hushed voice.  “Stepanich!”

“Who’s there?”  Nicodemov stared out into the darkness.

“Stepanich, come on across to the bushes.  I’ve got a job for you.”

Nicodemos headed for the vegetation with a sailor’s swagger.  “Hey, who is it? What do you want?”

“It’s Natasha Krassavina.”

“Oh, it’s you,” Nicodemov said with a crooked frown.  “So, out with it, girl.  Out with it.”

She interrupted his usual lament. “Stepanich, please. I want you to call on Doris.  Please.”

“Right, who do you think you are?” Nicodemov  grew gruff with anger. “I’m hardly allowed to come out her to smoke a cig and you expect me to go sauntering about from floor to floor.”

“I understand, but I have a lot at stake. Here, take it all. Fifty rubles.”

“Hey, you’ll get me killed, Krassava. You’ll get my throat cut.  But all right, it’s cash.  I’ll try.”

Nicodemov went inside the house. Ten minutes later he returned, looking every inch like a sneaky thief, and passed on the following info: “She’ll be waiting for you by the statue in the park.  Now beat it! And if you want my opinion, I wouldn’t trust her.  Understand?”

For an answer all Nicodemos got was the tread of vanishing footsteps through the rustle of fallen leaves. 

Like a meteor Natasha arrived at the park.  The young women hugged each other tightly.  They stood silently for a long long time in darkness of the park alley. 

“When are you leaving?” Natasha asked, the first to break the silence.

“Tomorrow,” Doris replied, her voice filled with tears. 

“How will I be able to go on without you? How?” Natasha asked as she kissed the wet cheeks of her beloved. “I can’t.  I’ve already lost you once before.  When your name was Vicky.  Another split I just can’t bear. “  Natasha pulled the rope out of her pocket.

“You’re out of your mind!”

Despite the darkness, Natasha could make out the pallor on Doris’s face.  

“No!  We have to think up some other –“

“What?  What is there to think up?  You stay here with me and spend your whole life with me in the psychiatric ward? Or am I supposed to flee with you?  The ultimate fantasy of scientific communism!  No, I’ve decided everything.  Forgive me, my dear, my beloved Doris.  Think of me sometimes…”  And Natasha quickly strode toward the park gates.

“No!”  Doris set off high on her heels.  “No!  We will leave together!  Just the same way Sappho left!”

The girls exited the park and through the empty streets headed for the city centre.  Isolated streetlamps lit up their way, their via dolorosa.  Soon they came to a tallish building.  They went in, took an elevator to the eighth floor.  They touched a kind of attic, and forced their way inside. Under their feet they heard the crackling of warm crumbs.  They heard the grumblings of sleeping gulls.

Through a broken pane of a sky lantern the young women crawled onto the roof.  The tin roof bent under their careful feet as if it were a peat bog.  The young women stopped at the edge.  Somewhere far away the ground darkened like wet asphalt.  

“Take the rope,” Doris requested.  Natasha held out to her the silken pleats.  The rope was a product of the first series at the chemical plant.  Doris wound it around her and Natasha’s wrists. 

“I’ll start counting down from ten,” she said in a quivering voice.  “Farewell, my love.”

“Goodbye, my dear, my twin, my –“

The two women clutched each other. 

“Ten, nine, eight … one.”

And the two threw themselves into the dark night.  The wet asphalt flew at them from below.

“Oy! Oy!”  A women cried who was hanging out laundry on her balcony.

From the attic window a frightened flock of gulls took flight, their wings beating crazily.

In no time the dark well of the courtyard was brightly flashing with police cars and first aid ambulances.

“They’re both unconscious, but they’re both alive.  If it weren’t for that tree, those branches catching their fall…”

“Look at that one,” a doctor said, pointing at Doris.  “Her arms and legs are broken. The other, hmmm, I’d say her spinal chord’s been broken.”  The doctor signed the police protocol and accompanied the injured women to the hospital.

Before too long Doris Blake headed home.  Natasha Krassavina spent several months lying in the traumatic injury ward of the Yampolsk hospital.

“Hey, you like pussy, don’t you, you little suck,” cried an invalid from his wheelchair, following her wherever she was taken. “Helluva lot better, you suck my dick.  C’mon, kiss.  Ha-ha!”

Natasha got out of there as soon as she could. 

Five years after her parents’ deaths, a municipal committee had her transferred to a long term care unit.  At first the staff took good care of her, but soon they all forgot who she was and how she ended up there.  

The years went by.  At some point a middle-aged woman showed up at the consulate that had the jurisdiction of Yampolsk.  She was quite good-looking and favored her right leg as she walked.  

“Would you like for - ?” the secretary inquired.

Without a word, the woman took out a sheet of official paper.

“Oh my goodness!  Yes! Mrs. Blake.  Welcome!  Please!” He pointed to the heavy cedar of Lebanon door.   

A handsome man clearly of some official order approached her.  “Pleased to meet you! My name is – but you may simply call me Andrew.”  His hand grazed Doris’s.  “Sit down, please.  You have my full attention.”

“I come for a specific purpose.”  Doris gave her official paper to her host and continued in Russian with her slight accent.  “We can speak in your native tongue.”

The consul worker bent over and smiled as he read. As soon as he had finished, he removed his glasses  and with a certain flair combed back his hair.  He spoke with a somewhat fruity baritone, the voice of an overripe mango. “Tell me, Madam Natalya…”  Once more he glanced at the application form.  “Such a beauty!  What relation is she to you?  Are you sisters? Cousins?”

“No,” Doris said, shaking her head.  He insisted.  “How can I explain.  You have to understand, it’s very personal.  I’d rather not talk of it.”

“Hm.”  The host retreated behind his desk.  “You, as I understand, want to take over with you a citizen of our country, yet you speak with our country’s representative in riddles of some sort.  It’s not as if you are asking for hemp and honey, it’s a real human being you’re requesting.”

Doris had a hard time starting her story.  But she got through it, and as she did she needed Kleenex to wipe tears from her cheeks.  At last she zipped up her document case.

“Here’s the form from our state governor.  Here’s the form from the revenue department.  This one is from the immigration ministry.  This is a medical certificate of my good health.  This one’s my insurance company.  Here’s my bank statement.”

“Enough!  Enough! Leave all these documents with me and let’s just say --”  He was pulling hard on the lobe of one ear, a sign he was plunged in thought.  “Let’s say the day after tomorrow.  At two p.m.  I will be waiting for you at this address.”  He dropped his business card on the desk before her.

The two days dragged on monotonously,  as if stuck to the hooves of a ruminant.   But at two p.m. one day Doris parked in front of the ritzy Windsor hotel.  She took the elevator to the right floor and knocked on the door.  

“There you are!  Beautiful!  Beautiful!  I beg you.”  The representative pulled down his carelessly untied silk dressing-gown.  “Forgive my appearance.  I shouldn’t be so lax.  So at home.  But have a seat. Can I offer you a cognac?  Gin?  Whisky?”

“No, thank you.  I don’t drink.  Can’t we get down to business without alcohol?”

“As you like, I am  at your disposition. “  he poured himself a shot of Hardy cognac and tossed it down with a slice of lemon.  He produced a cigar. “Now, your affair.”  He repeated the three words slowly, blowing a smoke ring.  “It’s in your hands.”

“I believe I understand.”  Doris hastened to undo the clasps of her handbag.  “I have a fair amount.”

“In your case, madam, it’s not your handbag you need to undo, it’s your buckles.”

“My buckles?”  Doris asked with some surprise.

“Buckles, clasps, whatever.  Your dress, your brassiere, whatever is fastened.  Let’s be frank, you do understand what I mean.”

“Who do you think you are?  How do you dare?” Doris’s face went from red to white.  “Yes, you know full well what this is called.  I – I’m going to call the police.”

“No problem, call, but you ought to know that the hotel number isn’t registered in my name.  Never is.  Our way of avoiding political scandal.  Your affair is over and Krassavina is wasting away in the clinic.  If that’s what you want, I will now dial 911 and pass the phone to you.  So, will you make the call or will you undo your buttons?”

“But I don’t go out with men.  I don’t frequent men.  I have a different orientation,” Doris began to explain.  “Take what you will – money, my heirloom diamond ring,  the whole shebang.”  Doris busied herself trying to remove her ring.  “Take it, I can’t, it’s against everything I – it’s an outrage.”

“Outrage!  How can you, you dyke you, be outraged by me!  Can’t you see I love her – I love Natasha Krassavina.   I love her so!  I wanted to marry her.  Marry her and have kids.”

“My God!” Doris exclaimed.  “What are you – are you talking about?  What kids?  Get married!  Who do you think you are!”

“Andrei Lozovsky,” smiled the consulate worker darkly.  “You don’t recall?”

“My God!  Lozovsky!  Andrew?  You?!” Doris was the color of the white blinds.

“Yes, none other than the one that you, you lesbian bitch, stole his lover from.  The one whose live you destroyed.  Yes, apart from Natasha there wasn’t a single person I ever loved in the whole world.  I just couldn’t.   No family, no children, all because of you, you lesbian tomboy.”

“I’m sincerely sorry for you, but you must understand: with her you would never have stood a chance.  I didn’t have a thing to do with it.  It’s her.  It’s nature.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about, nature,” Lozovsky  broke in with a wide grin. “But if we talk about historical fact, there’s no place for supposition.  If ifs and buts were pots and pans.  If it wasn’t you, I’d be up against another bitch.  But it happens to be you!  And you’re going to pay for this! You’re going to thank me that all I’m going to do is fuck you silly and not cut you up into small pieces.  Take off your clothes, bitch!”

“All right.”  Doris swallowed her tears and started unfastening the clasps of her blouse.

On lovely warm days, which in these parts are not so common, it’s possible to catch sight of two women on the porch of a comfy bungalow.  One of them is lying on a chaise longue and the other in a wheelchair.  They are holding hands and silently looking out over the turquoise sea.
                               Lucky Devil

German Khoroshevsky, a pianist of Plaza Hotel, called me early in the morning. Gera is a bit over 40. He has lots of such bits. His height is a bit over medium. He is a bit bold. A bit round-shouldered. A bit overweight. But all these are overruled by his two full-value qualities.
1. Gera is a great pianist! His manner of performing is a bit cool, but at the same time deeply erotic. There are no exaggerations in it - whether it is an unreasonable rubato or change of tempo, dynamic contrasts or exceeding activeness of rhythmical origin.
2. He is, how should I put it concisely..  A happy man? No. A lucky man? Not quite right. I think, the most suitable word is a Lucky Devil. His devilish luck is no ordinary luck. When one gets tears, devastation and noose, Gera has peace and calm and God's blessings.

- My dear friend, is that you? - Gera asked in a hoarse and sick voice.
- In a sense.
- I heard, they call you doctor Zhivago?
- Something like that, - I replied with a professional pride.
I should explain, that in immigration I became a quite good massage therapist.
- What has happened?
- You see, I've got radiculitis. Doctor has prescribed massage. Will you do it? I will pay you generously! - promised German Khoroshevsky.
- Piece of cake!
I packed creams, oils, an automatic masseur "Akupress" into my handbag and headed to the patient.
By the door with a golden square "Harry Best - the pianist" (an artistic pseudo of Gera Khoroshevsky) I ran into a star of emigration parapsychology - Bronislava Lvovna N.
- She was mending the holes in my energy field, - Khoroshevsky replied to my puzzled look.
Gera has a wonderful apartment with a view to a river gulf. Good quality furniture, cabinet grand piano "Shreder", a couple of "Rolands", a home recording studio. And some more details: bits of crystal, china, bronze and gold. In general, an apartment of a respected American John Smith. But on that day it was stinking of burnt bone like in some wood shop of Luka Aleksandrych. 
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My first session began with a raking-like strokes, then I started sawing and while scraping I inquired:
- This radicular pain - it's been with you for a long time already?
- What long time! Last twenty years I had no idea what is a fever! I am strong, as a bull. Though I have some clues what's the matter with me. Funny story. I have to confess to somebody anyway. Life is getting shorter, almost nothing's left. 
As if to prove he is right, a dog behind the wall howled heartrendingly.

A restaurant "Malachite Flower" was a concrete-marble construction, which architectural forms reminded of a flower-bud that came into blossom - German started his story. "Flower's" facade looked at picturesque flower-beds, water cascade. Backside windows - at a vivid bus stop. Quite a sinister place, by the way: the most RTI with lethal outcome took place there. That's why it was called a Bermuda Triangle.
One had to book a place in "Malachite" a month or even two before the occasion. Crowds and fights for a chance to get inside where more fierce than for a place in the life-boat at "Titanic". Oh, and the service personnel! Guards!
- A bit easier. A bit more delicate. - Khoroshevsky asked me when I came up to diametrical squeezing of the back.
- Is that OK? - I asked having lightened the pressure.
- OK. So where was I. Ah, yeah. Chefs! Oh what chefs there were!
Souffle, truffles, what can I say, if even a dishwasher Glasha had a diploma of the cooking college and a badge "excellence in production"!
All that was managed by a skinny man with a culinary last name Blinov. Quite a Don Juan, I must say!
And finally, a pop-symphonic orchestra "Malachite". Oh, what a band that was! When they happened to play a gorgeous chord or amazing little piece of the musical "Chicago" or "Blood, sweat and tears", understanding people gasped in spiritual orgasm!
"To sit in a "Flower"! Oh, that was a dream of any city musician, like, say, any city Communist party member dreamed of becoming a member of Politbureau. 
I also dreamed of a place in a "Flower" since young years. Even the repertoire of the band, where I started my music career, I compiled of the pieces that boomed in "Flower". Just in case. What if they call me?
So, once in the evening my phone rang. 
That's where the story dropped as my session came to an end. 
- Wow, you are some Master! - grunted Khoroshevsky getting up from the bed. - Zhivago! A Real Zhivago! Here you go!
He handed me the money. There was way more than I requested.
- I am looking forward to tomorrow session most certainly! - called out to the elevator G. Khoroshevsky.
- I will co-ome! - was my answer from down the shaft. In the entrance I ran into a mumbling something like toptaki-loklaki star of parapsychology Bronislava Lvovna N.
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The next day the apartment of G. Khoroshevsky was enriched besides the smell of burnt bone, with the scent of the burnt chicken feather.
I started with pinches and while kneading, Khoroshevsky continued his story.
... So, the phone rang. It was Grigory Kostrikov. I swear, if St. Nicholas called me, I would be less surprised. G. Kostrikov was a laid-back man in forties with soft cat-like walking and handsome manners of a sexy seducer. Man of art and, they say, a direct relative of S. Kirov.
- I say, Gera. The word is, you are playing our repertoire? - G. Kostrikov inquired. 
- To some extent..
- I see! Then, my dear, I have a question-proposition for you. Would you be able to fill in for our pianist?
The pianist of "Malachite" orchestra Eduard Poberetsky (Epo) was a maternal pianist and a paternal heavy gambler. Twice a year he did a big game.
- Do you agree?
You won't believe it, but instead of bowing and scraping, I asked jauntily: - What are my benefits?
I guess my ambition surged up. If G. Kostrikov called you, that could mean only one thing: in this swift-passing life you have appeared for a certain reason. 
- Two red roubles a day, - replied Kostrikov without thinking.
- Pooh! - I poohed into the phone.
- What does your pooh mean! Name your amount!
- Fifty, - I declared.
- Come on! Get a grip. Don't hit the wrong note! I may call somebody more agreeing.
- No, no, no. Consider it a bad joke, - I lowered my tone. 
- Counted. Waiting for you.
G. Kostrikov hang up. 
That's how I became a pianist of the "Malachite Flower" restaurant. 
I can say those were the best days and nights of my life. I played like a young god: ferociously and devotedly. And now I look like a driven ashore cachalot. Gera sighed sadly, scratched his back and continued. 
... I  easily changed the tonality and performed cool improvisations. Chicks from the dancing group "Petals" were all over me like seagulls over the fish school. I got acquainted with so many people during those days: with a criminal boss and famous throughout the whole country psychotherapist.  But every paradise has its coda. One rainy Monday Epo returned from a big game with his left ear bitten, and threw me out of Olympus to dull Earth. 
- Thank you, Gera, and see you later at our new creative rendez-vous, - said G. Kostrikov paying to me.
- Why "new"? We might not stop at all. I agree to play for the fifth part of the sum. Besides, I don't understand what do you need him for?   He is hiding the lolly from the band! 
- Oh, no, Gera, I am a man of moral principals! I can't throw a person out, but if, say, something happens to him, I will certainly keep you in mind, - G. Kostrikov promised me. 
- Yes, you do keep me in mind, - I said and shuffled off to a bus stop. 
"If something happens to him. If something happens to him" - was constantly spinning in my head. What can happen to this saucy hog!? A constipation from eating too many fried quails! "You have to create an incident for that kind of man." - I decided. The keys of my young fantasy stirred up and I began to plot an incident for a pianist A. Poberetsky. 
- Easy, easy! You'll beat the soul out of me! - moaned Khoroshevsky, when I started on manual percussion. 
- OK, that's almost it. 
I collected all creams and ointments into the handbag and left Khoroshevsky. In the doors of elevator I once again ran into mumbling - drogus-brogus - star of parapsychology Bronislava Lvovna N. 
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- Well, how are you? - I asked when came to Khoroshevsky the next day and sniffed the air. There was an unbearable smell of burnt hog hair.
- Very much "khoroshevsky" * Almost like a mountain goat! - Gera assured me while laying on the bed. - So where were we the last time?
- I was on manual percussion, you - on fantasies, - I reminded Gera his story.
- Ah, yes!
... Boy, I imagined different scenarios! Suffice to say, that I seriously thought out a variant of creating a drug, which would take away Epo's creative potential.
Soon I dropped fantastic projects and moved to realism of everyday life. 
I found a way into a venereal diseases dispensary.
- I will give you a hundred if you infect a person I tell you, - I promised to one of the patients: a lady that was quite attractive even in a washed out hospital robe with holes. I nearly gave into temptation to get infected myself!
- In order to do that I need a decent dress and a 25 rubles of down-payment, - she said.
The next day I brought her what she requested.
- Everything will be done the best way possible, - the lady promised and disappeared from the hospital's territory forever, as well as from my life.
Then I asked one criminal boss I knew. A man with a crew-cut.
- Don't worry. It's Garik, - he said after noticing my confusion at the sight of huge python, laying coiled on the sofa. Garik looked at me with his drowsy eyes and haven't found anything like food in me, closed them.
- I need to sort it out with one man, - I said sitting by the python. - Who can handle it and how much it would cost?
- Everything depends on the issue, - said the boss smoothing his thorns.
- I need him to loose his creative abilities for a long time. Let's say, harm his hands. Will a hundred be enough? - I fetched the banknote.
- Enough.- And having hid the brown note under the insole of his lacquered shoes, the boss inquired:
- Who is it?
I handed him a photo with an address on the other side and added:
- Please hurry.
- Consider it done.
And indeed my order was fulfilled quickly and with high quality. But the problem was that a completely different man has suffered, though he looked like Epo as two peas. 
Than I went to a famous mentalist. He was not tall, nimble, with gray curls, this man very much reminded the lap-dog Chapa that ran after him. 
The mentalist was sweet as sugar. Oh! Oh! Please! I kindly ask you! Oh, you shouldn't! Oh how could you! Don't even dare think that way! Without coffee and cognac and don't even no-no-no..
We entered the room.
There are no hassocks of herbs. No fuming bottles. A leather sofa. Walnut suit of furniture. A crystal lamp.
- Well, young man. I see you have a question to me. And according to my vision it's quite delicate. Do tell!
Without extra ceremonies I started my tale.
- I would like to have this man (I fetched the photo of Epo from the pocket) deprived of his creative potential. Let's say... - I thought for a moment and said quietly - for an indefinite period of time.
- Let me see, let me see... Hehehehe.. There is nothing I can do for you. It's been almost 10 years that I'm trying to have him out of the game.
- What game? - I asked confused.
- The cards game, of course: little bit of preference, a bit of whist, rams, some bridge, king, seka, maryazh. I have a little passion. And you? Shall we make a little tiny bank?
- No! No! - I refused.
- Oh, If it wasn't for him... - The mentalist returned to Epo. - You would be sitting not on these cheap armchairs, but on the furniture of Russian Czar. His aura is incredible! Mannerheim line, not a man! - With such words he closed after me the door decorated with leatherette of cream color.
- Ah, you Dragon! Ah, Gorynych! - I was cursing the pianist from the MF restaurant that nobody had influence on. That day, I bet, he had terrible hiccups. While getting into Ikarus I slipped. "Oh, I wish you were hit by a bus!" - I wished Epo in a fit of anger. The doors closed behind me with a heavy sigh. The bus moved...
In the morning my phone rang. It was the manager of "Malachite Flower" band G. Kostrikov.
- Gera, it's urgent, do help out! - he yelled into my ear in an anxious voice.
- What, Epo has intended a new game?
- Worse, my young friend. Much worse. Yesterday Edik died under the wheels of "harmonica" ("Ikarus", a but of Hungarian production). Do help out, Gera! Dead are one thing, performance - is another!
I froze, like a person who has been bitten by a mosquito-transporter of "Nile fever".
- So?
- Mu-u-uu, - I answered.
- Why are you mooing like Gerasim! Yes or no?
- Eh-e-e-eh, - I barely squeezed out the sound that reminded "Yes".
I hang up and looked at myself at the mirror on the wall above the telephone table. The picture was terrifying. From the mirror-world there was Epo's deformed head looking at me. On the pale-gray face of the former "MF" pianist there was yellow-brown brain matter flowing. It was so real, that I squinted. Like a heavily wounded man, holding the wall, I dragged myself to the fridge and drank half a bottle of cognac without distracting even for a moment. By the evening my condition stabilized, and after standing by the church gates on my way to the restaurant, I calmed down completely.
- We are all in God's hands. It happens that someone slips. Se la vie, - I said opening the grand piano cover.
During the break I found out the details about Epo's death. 

He was standing waiting for the bus in "Bermuda Triangle". Why he ended up there remains unclear. He was always taking a taxi. So, he was standing there still and suddenly his head goes under the left front wheel of the "harmonica", gathering speed! Either someone pushed him, or he staggered because of hangover, nobody actually saw anything. They say, his head cracked like a nut! Brain substance scattered in diameter of 5-6 meters, having irreparably spoiled a costume from abroad of some lady. The head, described by a witness, looked just exactly like the one I saw in the mirror!
Gera Khoroshevsky drew aside my hands, sighed and continued.
And now to the main subject. The reason why I told you this story. About two weeks ago I had to leave the  town for a week. The manager brought some young boy. German named his last name and said: a quite good pianist, I must say. So sharp. Pleasing. Looks like kazachok: little mustache, little forelock. I returned. The kid bowed out and left. Since that day I started crossing the roads very attentively. And there you go - suddenly a radiculitis twisted me! I'm sure, it's his job! And who knows, may be it's Epo taking revenge on me? It's not that simple here, my dear friend. Oh, not so simple! I'm afraid, soon I won't be needing any of these - massages or anything.. Gera looked around his stylishly furnished bedroom. 

- Oh, common, - I calmed Gera and inquired - and who is playing now instead of you?
- You are asking who? That nimble kazachok.
- And what are going to do, when you are back to your feet?
- I am making some arrangements.
These words brought some chilly draft into the room, which swaying the curtains.
When out in the street, I once again met the star of parapsychology. She wasn't walking, she was shimmering like quicksilver poured out of the thermometer. Catch-cotch, - Bronislava Lvovna N. waved her hand at me and a springy wind flaw urged me together with fallen leaves to the bus stop.


* Khoroshevsky consists of part of a word "khorosho" which means "good".


Beyond the session.

Soon German Khoroshevsky got well, returned to his hotel and dropped out of my sight. But yesterday on the street I came across Bronislava Lvovna N. She smiled at me like at an old acquaintance and with an expressive wink said "dullis nullis". That same evening a newspaper fell into my eye with a catchy headline "Anarchy on the roads!" 
"Yesterday on a bus stop under the wheels of a bus, - it said in the article, - a young talented pianist died". There was the name of the deceased. It was just like the name of that young musician, that substituted G. Khoroshevsky in the Plaza Hotel. There was also a chilling photo. Then there was a long discourse about the need to review the traffic regulations. "A famous pianist Harry Best, - it said in the end of the article, - will give a series of charitable concerts, which will collect the money for improvement of city bus stops".

                                         December the Ninth
A telephone ring pierced the silence. Oh those telephone rings, 50% of all modern stories start with them (what will writers use in a hundred years or so, I wonder?).  Its shrill sound woke up a terrible ache in my fuzzy hangover head.  I opened my eyes with an effort and glanced at the clock. The brightly-lit arrows were hanging somewhere in the middle of the clock face. The milky light behind the window and rustling in the kitchen indicated that the clock must be showing around eight in the morning.
„Telephone for you! “, my elderly landlady screamed from outside the room. I fumbled around the bedside cabinet, found the receiver and somehow fixed it at my ear. 

“Hallo” I said in a broken motorbike engine voice. Kopytov, the student-philologist with whom we had partied so hard yesterday, was on the other end of the line. The aftermath of that party was busy pounding in my temples and boring into my dried-out tonsils. 

“How´s your dome cracking?” Sasha Kopytov was more stating than asking and without waiting for my reply blurted out, „Some bad news here, dude”.

I felt the hangover mix of shame and fear, the state, I guess, known to everyone who is desperately trying to put together the colorful shards of the day before. 

“Yeah, cracking, what news?” I strained my exploding head to the limit. 

“John Lennon was iced yesterday in New York”, said Kopyt.

“Did we do it?”

“Are you crazy, dude? Lost your marbles?“ Kopyt whistled. “I said in New York – and we ended our party in the “Buchenwald” place, with that ginger head…remember the ginger head?” asked Kopytov with genuine interest.

“What ginger head, why ginger head?” I fumed trying to suppress the unpleasant memories. “You said something about Lennon”  

“Yeah, right, what about Lennon then?” asked Kopytov.

“I am asking you  - so what about Lennon?”

“Ah sure, Lennon” remembered the caller. “Lennon was iced yesterday in the City of the Yellow Devil, in this – what do you call it? – “citadel of bigotry”. Granpa Lennon is no more.” And Kopytov sighed theatrically. 
„What bigotry? What devil? What are you babbling about? “I was exasperated. 

“OK, not in the “bigotry” if you don´t care for metaphors, in New York it was, he was shot in New York.”

“How come you have this news so early in morning?” I was curious.
„This is a good question, but a bit too straightforward.“ – Sasha Kopyt gave out a short laugh.

„Hair of the dog?“ I offered.

“Why not,” agreed the caller, “So your head is working, after all.” He made a pause and added, “I have already, by the way”.

“May I join?” I asked in the hope to be invited. 

„No problem, as the deceased would have said“ – and Kopyt hung up.

In about fifteen minutes, wrapped in a crude sheepskin coat, which had been dyed to resemble its refined Canadian counterpart, I was on my way to Alexander Kopytov´s house. 

     A. Kopytov came from a Soviet aristocratic family, lived in an elite house with the view of a pensive-looking garden and, just like any other aristocrat, he was full of revolutionary visions. A shock of thick unruly hair and a wavy beard made him look like a young Karl Marx.

“I think we should organize civil funeral rites,” he said to me after the first glass. It was hard to say no, as I was sitting in his kitchen, watching the snowflakes dance to the Beatles “Yeah-yeah-yeah” behind his window and drank the “Romanian sweet” he had paid for. 

„You have to agree with me, John Lennon is a great figure», Kopyt was getting steamed up.    “John Lennon is a messenger of the generation.” Obviously, he was trying out his public speech on me.  His rebellious sprit was flaring up with each new statement.

“We must! No, we simply have to…” he was leaning back on the kitchen chair with a dignified air, “…follow this up, this – I am not shy to say it out loud - political event of a global magnitude!”   

Soon he was dialling the numbers of all his friends and acquaintances.
 “You know what?“ Kopyt would begin solemnly. „Yesterday in the citadel..I mean in New York.. John Lennon was killed.“ Then he would make a theatrical pause and continue with much conviction. “In my view on the 8th of December it was not simply J. Lennon shot dead in the City of the Yellow Devil. The whole era was shot dead!“ This sounded serious and could lead to a huge party complete with adventure.

      In the evening of the 9th of December in the former Bolshaya Dvoryanskaya street, the home to ateliers and workrooms, much noise was to be heard. Easels, prototypes and desks were put aside to make space...At the door, quite in tune with the spirit of the time, a red-lettered poster was hanging: “Even now Lennon is very much alive!”
. 

In a far away corner a tape-recorder “Yauza” was belting out Lennon´s songs.  At the window Lennon was singing from a “Mayak” tape-recorder.  

A student of philosophy Michael Izakson took the floor.   Michael´s version of John Lennon´s life story was rich in extremely dubious events and facts, apparently made up by Michael in the course of his colorful speech.   Years later I happened to witness a walking tour led by the former philosophy student. The geography and history of the place Michael was telling about were as rich in dubious facts and names as John Lennon´s biography he had shared with us that evening. Kopyrov interrupted Izakson´s speech. 

„Michelle“,  he said, „ I think it´s not about his biography but the fact that yesterday in New York they shot dead the whole era.”

„We have already heard that on the phone, don´t you butt in”, the audience protested. But there was no stopping Kopytov. Raising his anguished voice to heart-breaking notes he talked about the era, the lost generation and the ashes of a great culture, occasionally throwing in the parallels between the rebel John Lennon and the “tramps” of the Russian poetry S. Esenin and V. Vysotsky. The audience became quite animated and soon split into two camps. The supporters of John Lennon-Esenin gathered around Yauza, the fans of Lennon-Vysotsky – around Mayak.
Yauza people were drinking dry white wine and Zhigulevskoe beer to the sounds of„Imagine“. Mayakers fortified themselves with Romanian sweet, smoked grass and listened to 
"Revolution - 9". A tipsy janitor Kuzmich, holder of a full set of Glory decorations, was roaming between the two tape-recorders. 

“That´s it, guys”, Kuzmich would drink another glass and send the fans of Lennon-Esenin and Lennon-Vysotsky,  sloppy from wine and grass , down to the cellar, where the loaded “guys” would take a shower.

„Hey guys, just don´t forget to switch the boiler off …”  the sleepy Kuzmich was admonishing the shower-takers. 

Well after midnight, when the wine source dried out and the exhausted tape-recorders succumbed to the mighty sound of collective snoring, the workshops shook from a powerful explosion.   The concrete floors cracked and opened and the distorted contours of the hot steaming  boiler appeared in the hole. Above the boiler the poster with the inscription “…is very much alive” was hanging rather mournfully. The odor of public baths and burning electric cables hit the nostrils. A very sober Kuzmich was running around all that chaos. “Assholes! You assholes, I told you to switch the boiler off!”  the janitor was lamenting over the steaming abyss. 

The slowly awakening folks were staring at the slabs of concrete and asked the janitor perplexedly, „Wassup, Kuzmich?“  

“Wassup, wassup…fuckup, that´s wassup!” the janitor was indignant.  “What kind of?“ the inquisitive minds insisted on more concrete information.   “The kind? The kind of real serious prison time! I bet!“ said the janitor and, submitting to the inevitable, went away in search of the telephone.   

In all his expressiveness of speech the old man was right about one thing. That was indeed a felony with guaranteed jail time, under the charge of “destruction of socialist property”. “At least five years,” I thought and, tripping over the channel bars and carcasses, picked my way to the door. I breathed in the air outside, free of dust and indoor stench. The frost sobered me up and gave me strength, which, at that moment, I needed more than ever. The police car with their sirens wailing was approaching the nearest corner….


 Allusion to the famous lines by Mayakovsky „Even now Lenin is very much alive, He is our knowledge, power and weapon.. (Translator´s note)
Long way
The building #56 on the corner of the 1st Communist dead-end and 2nd National slope wasn’t looking special or anyhow different from other mastodons, built in excess in this large industrial center.Concrete, glass, and basement with boiler-room (were the main actions of this story will take place).The boiler-room of the house #56 was a small, weak-sighted room, with many different kinds of locks, faucets and valves. There were a dining table madeof wine boxes and couple fast-blocked-together stools. Every morning the team of sullen ageless plumbers with crumpled faces went downin the basement gloom. Until 11 o’clock they were turning, fixing and rattling with wrenches and beetles, but after noon they would onlyswear, drunk the fruit wine “Bormotukha”, and fight. By the time the spilled proletarian blood would reach the same amount as of drunken glasses, the militia GAZ-69*would break down by the zinc basement door with a horriblehowl. Makarych, the district militia officer, young and a bit puffy, would jump out on the concrete tiles of the yard. He swung his gunin threat, and casually brought plumbers, who passed all bounds, to the order.

-What, bruises,hasn’t it be a long time since you visited the “house”? –The district officer was yelling whileloading proletariat, unstable to the fruit surrogate, into the tight militia wagon.

- Hey, boss, write the paper – we still have three babbles of “Agdam” on the table, – would request the owners of the unlawfully expropriated bottles.

- I’ll give you thepaper! –Empowered officerhissed and pulled his Makarov gun from the safety. Plumberswouldget quietuneasily.

- ComradeSergeant, - district officer was ordering his assistant, - collect all the evidence.

- Yes, sir! - Sergeantreplayed and thrown leftovers of the alcohollibation into the huge bag. The car started. The boiler roomsank into the darkness and quietness.

At the evening boiler from the sanitaryequipment storage was turning into the loud abode of local rock-elite. At these evening hours valves, locks, and pressure gauges were listening not to the plumbers’swearing, but to the music of Paul McCartney. Why exactly his? Because at the time when the higher world existence was determined by the common choice, the lower one preferred to make that choice personally. So when one boiler was listening to Zeppelins, another would “rip off” improvisations of Jimmy Hendrix, and the third one was going stupid under Rolling’s’ “Satisfaction”.Boiler of the building #56 also had its own quirk – in here the fierce fans of Paul McCartney were breaking their hearts in pieces. It was declared by the portrait (created by Mikhey the Painter) hanged in the boiler’s honor cornerwith the credo of the basementers glued to it: “If you don’t know Yesterday, don’t get, savage, toour doorway”.

However and never mind such warning, the savage came. Just like in the morning, it was the district militia officer Makarych.

· So, bitlaki, haven’t been in “house”for too long? – Officerwould give a blood-curdling shriek, loading music lovers into the same tight militia gazik*.

· Do the report, boss, we left three babbles of kyzyl-sherbet*, - the wagon roared.

· I’ll give you thereport, - hissed Makarych on such request and touched his holster. The roarwent down.

· ComradeSergeant, collect the evidence, - Makarych ordered, and again, just like in the morning, the rest of the free Bormotukha went to the roomy bag.

The car would start, and until the next morning there would be only a table, stools, beetle #48, and a ripped in pieces portrait of Paul McCartney(here’s, Paul,  “Back to the USSR” to you).

Mighty knights of the social order were “destroying” the plumber/music fan evidence in the pavilion “The Gloomy Eye”. Usually between the third and the fifth glass of the “kyzyl-agdam” cocktail major lieutenant Makarych would start hiccup uncontrollably, sneeze, blow his nose, and threateninglysearch his assigned “Makarov”.

· Load, - sergeant ordered and his loyal brothers-in-arms would push major lieutenant in the wagon.

Per rule, after such daringraids there would be meetings of public and law protectiveauthorities. The bulletin boards of the district managementand militia station werefull of orders, and declarations.

“Reinforce!” – The order stated. “Expand!” – The board requested.

· The change the locks, - public, tortured by constant robbery of the marinated goods from the basement, echoed.

However, the time wouldpass. The orders little by little were forgotten. Public opinion calm down.The mcCartneys called the well-known around “the specialist on obstruction” with sonorous last name Mozniy. So again the smoke from Bulgarian cigarettes mixed with wine-n’-vodka spiritsspread over the “lonely hearts club band” of the Proletarsky area.

On one of the winter evenings when nobody expected the raid of anti-music oppressors, zinc door was shaken by the kick of the forged boot.The latch cracked, and mighty officer, major Makarych appeared. Strange, but this time he was alone. May be his public order volunteer squadwas taken to another frontier of the ideological battle, or, perhaps, Makarych decided to end up with this music “McCarthneyism” just by himself, - who knows?

As usual he started quietly, with no yelling:

· So, bitlaki, son of beeches. Sitting again! You, shaggyfaces! Imperialistic tarts. I’ll get you all. I will teach you, whores, how to love your country!

Monolog of a ragedmilitiaman was interrupted by 18 years old “booby” Stas, who was just expelled fromthe College of the cultural education for sneaking the wrong thoughts into the student circles.

· Makarych, why yelling like mad, - he stopped the district officer. – Let’s forget for a while, “major”, all that political rubbish, that you hear at the Red corners! Let’s leave political and ideologystorms, and let’sgulpa good glass of Bormotukhafor the unbreakable friendship between the authority and the nation, - to support his worlds Stas pulled out a smelly swill of “Kyzyl-sherbet”.

· I’ll show you“gulp”, anarchist. I will personally take all of you, opportunists, to “the house”. You’ll learn how it is to offer bribe –militiaman’s eagle eye roved on the green bottle glass.

His mighty heart trembled, his cold head began to twist, and his clean cop hands greedily stretched to the desired product.

· All right, - officer said with warner voice, - pour some, shaggy, in the glass for the authority.Nosingle dew since the morning. I’m so tired with you all, bitlaki, plumbers, no time, you know, nor to eat, nor to drink. I don’t have time even to sit down. Hey, you, move, - he impudently pushed somebody off thewobbly stool.

· Pour in, - Makarych pointed on an empty glass. – So, song-birds, how did you get to such life? – Makarych chewed on a cardboard cigarette holder. – People, you know, building BAM*, ships, you know, sending to space, and you – you put some hairy guys on the walls. Shame! Who the hell is this fagot? – Makarych pointed on McCartney’s portrait.

· You, Makarych, stop with your, you know, vulgarism, - Stas said offended.

· Why, are you insulted? Fagot, they all are - those hairy guys! I heard it all, you know, on the lecture, - Makarych explained.

· He is nota fagot, this is McCartney, - Stas said.

· A-a, I don’t care who this is. Better pour me one more glass, Stas.

Makarych drunk, chewed on salted tomato, and,after hiccupped satisfied, declared:

· No, guys, it’s time to end it up.

· To end up what? – Guys didn’t understand.

· Loaf about here, you know, that’s what!

· We agree, Makarych, but there is no other place, so we have nowhere else to go, but here. – Stas replayed.

· What do you mean nowhere? How about school, how about the Cultural Center. It's all built for you.

· Cultural debris, not a Center, - the basementers declared all at once. – They only have a veteran’s choir, and craft classes. We need equipment, guitars.

· Guitars, - Makarych looked at the forest of guitar necks by the basement wall. – What do you need guitars for? Here, you have them so many like ChamberlainshavePerching. Where only you take it from? There none in the stores, you know.

The conversation turned to music.

· What, this is a seven-stringed you have here, isn’t it? – Lieutenantnodded in nearby “board” made by “April” musical co-operative.

· No, Makarych, are you kidding? – Automatically coming with militiaman on close terms, basement fraternityraised a din. – We don’t “labat’” seven string for a long time already.

· What? What slangis this, and why I don’t know. - Makarych asked.

· “Labat’” means to play.

· A! It is Okay then. You know, I can “slabat’” Vysozkiy on seven-string. “If your friend not a friend anymore…”, and “At the communal tombs…”, and another one… What is it?.. That, you know… “How many times I pulled you out of abyss…”

· “Cliffhanger” you mean? – guessed the underground music connoisseurs.

· Yeah, yeah, “Cliffhanger”. Oh, I knew one, darn… - lieutenant meaningly sighed and deeply inhaled the cigarette smoke…

· So, Makarych, you can “labat’”, seriously? – Basementerswere surprised. – Show us, c’mon!

· Why not. What, you think, you know, if I am a cop, then I’ve got no feelings? No, guys, Makarych can do it all! Give me your balalaika*.

The next moment the guitar was re-tuned, and Makarych – this live incarnation of “humane power”, sung.

Anyway, what kind of authority was this always stressed by his bosses and public, hated by all criminals and prostitutes, despised by bitniki* and freelance artists cop.

· Well, - lieutenant asked us after he finished.

· Great, Makarych, - “Mccartneys” applauded. – You have to learn the six-stringed, and play “Yesterday” and “Let it be”.

· So show me, I’ll pick up fast. – Readily Makarych looked at the new, never seen before accords.

Between music,conversations anddrinking, the time went fast. When hugging, shaggycrowdjumpedout of basement deep with loud singing and mad plans for a soon armed riot it was already a savage cold night, and only the lights of faraway constellations were sending us faith in soon-coming changes. However, the new day didn’t bring it; it was still far away…

Life made another turn, and soon I moved to another part of town. I visited my old house only sometimes. I knew Makarych was still at his important post of the Proletarsky district. Also, I knew that Stas taught him the six-string accords and little by little got major lieutenant drawn to the art of the “great citizen of Liverpool”. Then I’ve heard that either Makarych shot somebody, or somebody shot Makarych…

My youth’s colorful petals fell, and at the edge of maturity fate brought me under the roof of district OVIR*. There were a lot of people by the doors that morning.

· What, wavy heads, want to the warm cottage? – Younglieutenant addressed the emigrants.

· Open the door, it’s time! – People requested in replay.

· I’ll show you “open”, - hissed lieutenant and touched his holster with Makarov. Immigrants humbly got quiet.

Finally, when all the papers were in my pocket already, I went to say good bye to the city where I spent first half of my life. In one day I visited all dear to me corners. I came to the basement door too…

The short December day was fading in the street lights. The snow was falling and my old house was watching me with sadness. So desirable before the door today was widely opened and looked lonely and forgotten. Those, who broke it in search of a desirable freedom, grew up, and forgot about their dreams – some became drunk, some got families, another got foreign cars. The new generation chose Pepsi.It was quiet, and smelled like mice, cats and damp. I stood there for a long time, remembering the words of “Yesterday”. “Yesterday, all my troubles seemed so far away…”

In couple days shiny plane took me away from snowy plains of my Motherland to where be no snow storms.

Several years passed. On some stuffyKhamsin evening I rumbled my shopping cart on the boulders of Tel-Aviv Arbat.Burning-hot sun disk sent last rays to the suffocating city. In the hot evening haze all the buildings, cars and people seemed unclear, like a mirage. The only real in this chimera picture were the sounds of “Yesterday” that came to me. I forgot the heat, forgot my heavy load, and hurried to the favorite melody.Soon I saw the guitarist sitting on the border. His singing was bad, but he looked pretty colorful. His long hair were tight with tarpaulin ribbon, some predatorfangs were hanging on his neck, his skinny calf were covered with old colorlessLee jeans, and on the hip there was gun holster. “My God, - the thought run through my fevered brain, - this must be Makarych!” My heart went deep down.The hammers started to bang in the temples. Makarych? Could it be true? Carefully I was searching his familiar and at the same time unfamiliarface, like my lifedepended on it. Colorful musician finished “Yesterday”, and after pulling the half empty bottle of “Keglevich” (popular vodka in Israel) asked: “Wanna gulp?” Before I answered he drunk and “expressively” stroke up “Long and Winding Road”. “The long and winding road that leads to your door Will never disappear…”

Nostalgic memoriesstirred in my soul: boiler zinc doors, port wine “Kyzyl-compote”, cops gazik* and gun of Makarov system. My eyes went wet. I put silver coin in his straw hat, anddragged along by narrow labyrinthto the noisy city avenue nearby, not staying to the end of the song.

*BAM

*Bormotykha

*Kyzyl-compote

*Balalayka

*Bitniki

*OVIR

*gazik – GAZ-69, militia car model, looks like a small wagon.Cамыйизвестныйсоветскийспециализированныймилицейскийавтомобиль, созданныйнабазевседорожников ГАЗ-69 и УАЗ-469.Первые УАЗ-469 сошли с конвейераУльяновскогоавтозавода 15 декабря 1972 года.Онипришлинасмену ГАЗ (УАЗ)-69.В городеэтижёлтые с синейполосойавтомобили, прозванные«луноходами», "буханками", " головастиками", "козлом" и "бобиками",использовались в основномпатрульно-постовойслужбой.
Прославилисьониблагодарясвоемузаднемуотсеку, в которыймилиционерыдесятилетиямизапихивалихулиганов и пьяниц.Прозванный«стаканом» или «собачником»,оннастолькотесен, чтотам с трудомпомещаютсядвачеловека.
Vladimir Savich 
Allegro moderato
 
 The symphony orchestra conductor looking like an actor of the series "Karl Marx in his youth" was sitting at the instrument and analysing the score.

Someone knocked at the door, hard. The conductor looked at his watch.

"Who the hell are there this hour? Interfering with my work...”, he grumbled annoyed, clicking the lock at the door.

Respectably looking man in his fifties was standing at the door. Wide-brimmed felt hat. Expensive leather cloack. Impressive black keester. Classic high life type. 
 "Lev Efimovich?" a guest inquired. "Kapelman? Good evening. I've come to you about some business." 
 And an uninvited guest entered the room without needless Mandarin ceremonies. He took the best chair ignoring the invitation to have a seat. He inspected the apartment with prying eyes. 
 "Yes. Your conductors live dowdily." He shook his head sadly. "Not much to look at. The apartment is darkish, the furniture is wretched! Well, we will amend, enlarge, comb, dress up–"
"Enlarge!" Lev Efimovich was shaking his head as if he was some sloppy dog. "I fail to understand, dearest–"
"You will, in no time at all." The guest smacked his hand down on his knee. "The conductor of the symphony orchestra of our town (the visitor voiced the name of the place he came from) recently passed away. Have you heard?" 
 "Yes, certainly, certainly. He was a man of a rare talent." 
 "In the first-rate fashion!" The guest agreed. "However, rapture is for the dead, and for living
 is fare with, let say, daily bread." 
 "What are you talking about?" 
 "About the fact, my dear Lev Efimovich, that the musical society of our town wants to see you at the conductor's desk of the orchestra! You are young, talented, and again from the musical, like, dynasty. Your grandfather! Hoo! This passage from Allegro moderato," the guest sang a string of notes. "When performed by him it is absolutely fantastic! Something beyond reality! I'd even say criminal!" 
 "My grandfather really was a musical peak," L. E. Kapelman agreed. "As for me, I'm just a musical pimple! That is why I would not like to travel on his name. It is enough already, that everyone around me talks as how I look exactly like my grandfather." 
 "You should agree that it's better to look like one's grandfather than – like one's neighbour," the guest punned merrily. "And also, who's going to travel you? You are not some hay stack, are you? Well, do you agree? I see in your eyes that it's yes. Then, it's a go!? 
 “It's a go!” Kapelman agreed. 
 "Then, please, sign here with your initials," a stranger drew out a chalk paper with a public seal, clicked a fountain pen. "And off with you!" 
 Lev Efimovich dropped a signature on a contract. He threw his simple belongings into a suitcase. He bought a ticket. The conductor was maverick and unsocial so the silver liner took off without escort– 
 "Our novice! Look at him! Don't look at his young age, he can feel a note and sustain a rythm," taciturn first violion of the orchestra complimented after first rehearsal. 
 In less than a month not only first violin but all musical society of the town was praising Lev Efimovich. Bony Lev Efimovich grew a little fatty. Money appeared in his purse, in his notebook appeared loveaddresses, phone numbers of friends, but music! music was the first in his life. 
 Once in the afternoon Lev Efimovich was walking the streets of town and running through new musical piece in his head. His feet (in the absence of the head occupied with bemolles and diesses) drew him where angels fear to tread. In dirty, dark, nook district of the town. 
 Kapelman looked around. Not far from him the neon sign "Resto Bar" was gleaming. 
 The conductor pushed the door of the shop. Billiard table looking like f casket stood in the middle of the hall. The jukebox in a dark corner wheezed with an Elvis Presley song. Foul smell of bitter beer and stagnant tobacco stench tickled his nostrils. 
 "Excuse me, good man, can I order a taxi?" Kapelman asked a barkeeper. 
 "No problem." 
 The barkeeper pulled the telephone to the visitor. Lev Efimovich pushed necessary number. 
 "Please, wait, the car will be there shortly," nice female voice promised him. To pass the time the conductor ordered a beer and sat at the window. He hardly touched a drop when the door of the shop creaked. Short stodgy young drooling man with fogged eyes entered the hall. He ordered a glass of beer. He looked around and walked with crank bearish pace towards the table near the one at which the conductor sat. He blow out the head of the beer. He take a swig of it. A speaker awoke in him: 
 "…I play pi-pi-pipe only now. And you know who I was before? 
 The conductor of the secret symphony orchestra– I had clonned Mozart and Rachmaninov playing there! They did great, brother! Hoo!" 
 Soon his tongue began to trip. Some incoherent exclamations resounded, mee-gee-tre– The final of his monologue was marked by the loud rumble. Lev Efimovich turned around. The man was lying on the floor spreading his hands wide. Kapelman rushed to help him. 
 "Leave him, leave him," the barkeeper stopped him. "Don't worry, we'll do everything." 
 Soon the bar security-guard came in and the "speaker" was transported outside. The staff returned to the hall. The body was left in the wide-branching tree shadow rambling incoherently. 
 "Who is it?" Lev Efimovich asked. 
 "It's the bardlet! Harmless schizo! He sits not far from here near ceremonial shop. He is a beggar. He hits his head with the tambourine. He plays a pipe. Sings chu-chu-u-u. As if the locomotive hoots. People give him some small money. He sings an hour or two and then sleeps. At this time his rivals disembowel him. Sometimes they leave him some coins. On these days he comes here. He drinks and then begins to bard, I mean, to tune his ravings. 
 "That's an intermezzo!" Lev Efimovich screwed up his face. "That's fort without a piano! You say, he studied
in conservatory and lives on the street!" 
 "Don't say that," a waiter appeased Kapelman. "He has some sort of flat not far from here. Now he comes to his senses a little and goes home.” 
 And, really, not half hour later "schizo" got up on his feet with a grunt and strolled off along the empty street. 
 Lev Efimovich paid, exited the bar and followed him– 
 
 From this day onward the life of Lev Efimovich, as if by someone's invisible baton's stroke, made sharp transition. The metamorphose naturally shocked the musical society of the town. All his free (and even duty) hours Lev Efimovich began to dedicate to the street beggar. He rented a nice flat for him. Snug conductor's salary and numerous royalties he threw for Gucci suits, Versace shoes– and newest medicine. At that, he himself began to dress in clothes which were out of fashion for at least fifty years. In the evenings he listened to the fiery ravings about secret orchestra and cloned Beethoven. 
 "Why are you doing this?" his rare friends asked quizzically. "You know, this outfit is as necessary for your fool as ski for the bear! Can't you understand that there is no remedy for mentals!?" 
 "Don't call him that. You don't know him at all. He is not a fool, he is a genius– and what I do for him is mere nonsense. I'm deeply in his debt!" 
 His friends just shrugged perplexedly in reply. 
 "Leo! Where have you been?" old girlfriend asked Lev Efimovich with soulful sigh. "I missed you so much! When are you going to hug your kitten! May be today?" 
 "I'm busy," Lev Efimovich declined. "I have a meeting." 
 "With this rattle brain? Listen, Leo-boy," the dame giggled frivolously. "May be you've changed your sexual preference?" 
 "No, we can't live like that! This way you may jeopardise the international tour schedule!" The wind part of the orchestra declared after another rehearsal sabotaged by the conductor and they tootled vulgar "do re mi do re do" to Lev Efimovich. The wind were supported by strings. Anonymous letters flickered in media, and, at last, Lev Efimovich was called by the theatre director. 
 "Lev Efimovich, my dear, what is happening to you?" He asked and placed his hand around the conductor's shoulders soothingly. "Strange talks are circulating around you. Are you, really, friends with the schizo?" 
 "Don't go calling him that!" the conductor sayd with the stamp of the foot. "He is not a schizo. He is a genius!" 
 "It may be so, but the ticket sales are catastrophically low. Lev Efimovich, 
my dear! Pull yourself together! Remember Chekhov's “Ward Number Six”! If it continues further like this I, indeed, would be forced to remove you from managing the ensemble. All your predecessors, Lev Efimovich, left the conductor's stand only, as they say, feet first! Don't break the tradition, Lev Efimovich. Just don't!" The director smacked Lev Efimovich on the shoulder amiably and added: "From tomorrow onwards I await your improvements." 
 However the conductor did not only not improved the atmosphere in the orchestra, but altogether quitted the job and went with the "bardlet" to the archi-modern clinic abroad. 
 About three days after there came a message about bardlet's death and afterwards – about the suicide of the conductor. Lev Efimovich threw himself from the balcony of his hotel apartment. 
 L. E. Kapelman was hearsed quickly. They sighed and made whirling motions with their hands. They assigned new conductor and, if it wasn’t for the first violin’s sympathy towards the conductor, everyone could have forgotten about Lev Efimovich. 
 
 "What do you want, really," investigator screwed up his face badly when he saw the outline of the first violin of the orchestra yet again. "I've already told you hundred of times and I repeat again. It is just a suicide. And the suicide note is evidence of it. How many times have you and I read it already? Fifty five? Ninety nine? 
 First violin silently nodded the head. 
 "Well, for Heaven's sake, let's read it hundredth time - anniversary one!" 
 The investigator began to recite the text of the letter highlighted with yellow marker. 
 "…person whom many call bardlet was my fellow student in the conservatory. Out of envy for his talent and ineradicable desire to be always the first I killed this man. In some mysterious way he survived or may be came to life? (The investigator made a wry face as if he chacked a pea of black pepper). I met him in this town in the image of street beggar. I've tried to rectify my youthful indiscretion… I ask you to blame no one for my death." 
 
 The investigator removed his glasses, asked tiredly: 
 "And what the hell do you need?" 
 "I need to know the truth! I made inquiries. The matter is that Lev Efimovich hasn't studied with any bardlet in the conservatory. The life paths of Lev Efimovich and this poor man have not crossed, not for once and in no way. There is something wrong somewhere! In this case, musically speaking, there is no coda!" 
 "Possibly," the investigator agreed. "But there is an alternative. Your conductor had gone bonkers. He blew a gasket. Invented the damnedest things! You, creative thinkers, are indeed old soldiers at this." 
 "It may very possibly be," the first violin agreed. "But why had he invented it? That's the question! There is some mystery in there somwhere." 
 "Oh! It is not my business!" the investigator flourished his arms. "It's a business of an occultist, a magician, Harry Potter, or even better – you should leave this case. All these mysteries, fantasies, legends etc. etc., believe my experience, they will land you in prison , or even, Heavens forbid, at the cemetry… 
 
 Soon after this talk the orchestra, which were once led by Lev Efimovich, came with the tour to the town abroad. 
 After the concert one famous musician (violin virtuoso), invited the first violin of the orchestra. 
 "Please.” 
 The old virtuoso led the guest into the parlour. The candles were crackling comfortably. The reflection of the fire from the fireplace was dancing at the glass of Baccarat glasses. The oval table was served with white-and-blue Meissen porcelain. Wine, poured into the glasses, bickered. Forks and knives clashed. Musical terms were heard: moderato, tone, harmonica– 
 "Today you played a little vulgar in allegro moderato," old virtuoso playfully shook his finger at the first violin. "In some way you even mocked: here I am, like! Although quite honestly even me myself in my youth liked to chop in absurd novelties, sometimes going against principles of native violin school and contradicting author's sound intentions … not once, you know, critics had beaten me, but fortunately I survived. What you can not say about your former conductor – Kapelman." Old virtuoso sadly shook his head. "Sad, sad story. Such a young man and– Indeed, I knew his family. I studied with his grandfather at the conservatory. He was a man of a rare talent, a person not to be mentioned in the night-tide, of diabolically powerful talent! And your conductor is no without sacred fire himself! Strong, balanced sound of the orchestra. Keen text understanding. Couple of years more and he would be world famous. May he rest in peace. May the earth be soft as a swan's-down for him. 
 Old virtuoso brought his glass up, sipped his wine, touched the cambric napkin to his lips, asked: 
 "I've heard many versions of his death, but what happened really?" 
 "I don't know," the first violin replyed. "Seems like a suicide, but unusual, strange one– You see, in last time Lev Efimovich behaved, how to say– inadequately. Seems like it. For some reason it seemed to me that he was living someone else's life, not his own one. It's hard to explain, but after his meeting with this poor man, another person had settled in him. Even his voice has changed! The words, gestures, mannerisms, which went out of use around fifty years ago, slipped through. The idiom of Lev Efimovich became absolutely different. How to say– m-m-m– bloody-minded, scary and at the same time maddly interesting. You know, when you are staying at the balcony of a skyscraper and look down for a long time, the wish to leap appears." 
 "Sounds like Nietzsche," the owner of the mansion smiled. "And when you gaze long into an abyss the abyss also gazes into you!" 
 "Truly! It pulls, calls, and in such a way that you even see your garbled body: twisted hands, crashed brain. You know, may be it just looked this way to me but from Lev Efimovich I've felt the cold of the abyss, especially in the last days of his life. I wanted to offer him to go to my friend psychologist, even. Really, except from this poor "bardlet" he was truly close only to me. I wanted, but in the end decided this would be non-ethical. And also, indeed, hardly somebody could help him. I mean his phisical health. As for creative, such interference could even harm him, I suppose. But it's just wax poetic, and it all began from– 
 And the first violin began to tell the story of L. E. Kapelman. 
 "You don’t say!" old virtuoso marvelled when the story came to an end. "It can't be true! What a bally nuisance! I think you're right saying that he transformed into another person! That’s because of the burden your conductor had weighted upon himself. Well, I mean, that he pushed somebody from the skyscraper – that very thing took place many years ago with his grandfather and– however, I'd better show you the photos of the heroes of that old story." 
 The host stood up, opened the door of a huge cupboard, pulled out a photo album, drew the photo which has faded with time. The guest looked at it and at the same minute his face became whiter than a table cloth, hands began to shake, lips started gasping for air. 
 "What's going on with you!?" old virtuoso gaped. "Are you ill!?" 
 "No, no, no. It's allright! Don't worry," the guest assured the host and sipped on his wine. “The matter is that at this photo our conductor Lev Efimovich with that same beggar schizo are captured!” 
 "Oh no, really!" The host laughed. “This photo was taken years ago–” 
 "Certainly, certainly! I understand that this photo was taken not yesterday and even not a year before, but the faces are amazingly identical." 
 "I suppose, they are," the host of the mansion agreed. "Moreover I even think that the tragedy happened to your conductor, though it may seem fantastic, is indeed the end of that old story. 
 Everything that happened in those already far gone days were told to me by the former party chief of our conservatory. He emigrated about thirty years ago. He lived not far from here. Some times we discussed our local life while drinking. Well, then– this is what he told me before his end, God bless his soul– 
 In our conservatory a student died tragically. Young man – exceptionally gifted. Heavenly, I'd say. He fell from the roof of a skyscraper. They didn't find the markings of foul play on the dead body, which permitted them to determine the case as a suicide. Well, suicide is not homicide. There is no one to punish! So, in the morning, the secretary told me, the grandfather of your conductor came to him, God rest his soul," old virtuoso made the sign of the cross. "Kapelman. And began to shrive. At that time our party chiefs were like church priests. Blah-blah, comrade secretary, it was no suicide, but indeed real homicide. And it was me who did it. 
 "How come – it's you!? You were friends, as they say, glued at the hip!" the secretary gaped. "What reason did you have to kill him!?" 
 "Out of envy and desire to be the first!" the grandfather of your conductor replied. 
 The secretary asked amused: 
 "And how did you do that? He fell from the roof of the skyscraper. Did you pull him there by force?" 
 "No, not by force. I have calculated everything. Invented some celebration. And usually you should drink for celebration. I offered to climb the skyscraper under construction. We'd drink and enjoy the scenery. The view from there – whoa! We got up there. Drank. I nudged him slightly to the abyss and, as if nothing had happened, returned to the hostel myself. I'd thought that I'd deal with this crime untroubled, but the bloody devils jumped in front of my eyes all night through. No, I can not live with this burden. 
 "I had", the secretary told me, “heard somewhere that messiah should be born by a male. And at that minutes I thought that I'm that male. Such wring I've felt in the stomach. It's not just a murder! It is an emergency.” 
 "Listen”, the secretary told him after recovering a little, “You know, just sit here, and I'll be back soon.” And the secretary ran to the NKVD
, to local party worker, – his old friend. 
 "Capital is angling to your lad," the NKVD worker stated authoritatively after hearing the story. "Also you, therefore, will not be pat on the back and awarded a medal, as you understand. You better sit here, while I'll go to the management – to confer. May be, we'll decide something to his, yours and our universal benefit. You say, he is a talent, a genius, and we can't throw them away, as you understand, it's no good. Genius performer – it’s currency, my brother! Moreover, one interesting deal is beginning to take shape.” 
 "I think," old virtuoso added his own thoughts, "that he worked off his remission with plenty to spare. He performed in all the biggest theatres of the world. He left the gigantic number of records after him. However, revenons a nos moutons, or rather to secretaries. In about fifteen minutes the NKVD secretary came back and said: "Come on! Show me your Raskolnikov, I'll speak with him.” 
 Conservatory secretary locked them in his office. They talked over there. "What they talked of – that I can not say, but think that he persuaded newly appeared Salieri to keep silent– 
 After some time he was transfered to the conservatory in the capital. He came to bid me good-bye.  Standing at the window he kept silent for a long time and than said, "I should not have come to you, but better have laid hands on myself." 
 "Well, well," the secretary began to calm him. "What’s happened – that’s happened. You should continue to study, live– 
 "And who will answer for all this?" Raskolnikov-Salieri demanded. 
 "You are a gifted person," the secretary replied to him. "I'd say – musical genius. You, I'm shure, was forgiven exactly, because of this! And answer? Those who need will answer." 
 "My grandchildren will answer," darkly foretold the genius and came out of the office. 
 The secretary chuckled and flung off to his back: 
 "You should sire children first, and then think of grandchildren." 
 Next day in the youth newspaper the materials of the case of a vicious murder of a young genius were published. "Trotskyist-Zinovievite dogs made an attempt not just on the life of a person’, the journalist of youth newspaper wrote. ‘They raised a hand against young Soviet art!” Here is this unjoyful story," old virtuoso touched his gray hair with beautiful gesture. "But let's not speak of sad things. Let me show you my green-house! You know, I became interested in flowers late in life. They are sinnless as angels and children. Let's go and I show them to you–" 
 They came out of the hall. The dexterous servant began to clean the table. Soon only the photo was left to lie there, from the faded gloss of it the beautiful happy smiling young people looked at the world–
� People's Commissariat for Internal Affairs, secret police of Stalin time.





� In the Soviet Union, bobbinajnitsi were women in textile plants whose job was to check that the spools were running smoothly.  It generally stood for the lowest and least desirable job a woman could have.


 


� Allusion to the famous lines by Mayakovsky „Even now Lenin is very much alive, He is our knowledge, power and weapon.. (Translator´s note)





