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FOREWORD

I didn’t read Zakhar Prilepin’s novel Sankya until later, when those who Prilepin writes about were released from Russian prisons and those whose arrival he foretells were jailed.

In the Russian literary tradition, the “foresight of the writer” is very important, and Prilepin’s foresight would make Tolstoy and Dostoevsky burn with envy.

Consider the story of the “Primorsky Partisans”, a group of young people from a small town in the Far East who waged a real war against the government and could only be put down by a large-scale military operation. It is hard to believe that Prilepin’s book — this book — foretold such events with such precision.

Prilepin has not merely turned inside out the consciousness of the entire post-Perestroika generation of politicized young Russians and laid it bare, but he also, in large part, predicted the patterns of development of radical political groups and the government’s strategy in combatting them.

This very post-Perestroika generation will play a huge role in the history of Russia, not least because there are so many of them — this is the last wave of the Soviet “baby boom”, and following on its heels is a demographic abyss. And it is very important that they be understood — easier said than done even for those of us whose native language is Russian.

Prilepin’s works provide innumerable insights on this count. Probably only a provincial writer with such an insane biography (a former special forces police officer who served in the Russian military in the rebellious Chechen Republic and who became one of the leaders and instigators of a banned radical political party and, at the same time, one of the most famous and successful authors in the country today) could understand what’s going on in the minds of people stuck between eras. They do not remember the Soviet Union and the planned economy, nor do they see capitalism as offering equal opportunities for all. For them, capitalism means the former head of the local party organisation is today the city’s chief entrepreneur and the richest man in town.

Even in Moscow, the Russian political process — with its so-called systemic opposition and its Putin-approved lawful methods of political competition — is perceived as total hypocrisy and political prostitution, but in the regions described in Sankya it manifests itself as an unbearable daily existence preventing anyone with even a modicum of human dignity from becoming involved.

There have been several attempts to turn the novel into a movie, but every time the government successfully foils these attempts by banning the film’s financing. Thugs, a brilliant play by Kirill Serebrennikov based on Sankya, has faithfully conveyed the spirit of the book, enjoyed huge public success, and been awarded the Golden Mask Russian theatre prize of 2012. The tickets aren’t easy to get, and it is quite amusing to watch the standing ovations the performance receives from representatives of the Moscow establishment, who should — one would expect — be squirming in their seats, threatened by the action unfolding on stage, by the unnerving predictions of the book, and by the cheering audience, clearly sympathetic to the perishing young revolutionaries.

For me personally, Zakhar Prilepin is not just a biographer of Russia but also an active politician with influence over the hearts and minds of young Russians. In fact, he and I got to know each other while starting a political movement together — and I can assure you that this guy really knows what he is talking about. If you want to feel the real raw nerve of modern Russian life, what you need isn’t Anna Karenina — what you need is Sankya.

Alexey Navalny 

Moscow, September 2013

CHAPTER ONE

They were denied the stage.

Sasha looked down, his eyes tired of red flags and grey military coats.

Red fluttered around them, brushing their faces, sometimes stirring the odour of musty fabric.

Grey stood behind the barrier. All identical conscripts — short, grimy, weakly gripping billy clubs. The police had heavy faces, burgundy from annoyance. The indispensable officer glared defiantly at the crowd. His insolent hands on the top rung of the fence separating them, the guardians of the law and of the whole city, from the protestors.

Around them stood some mustachioed lieutenant colonels, lavish bellies under their military coats. And somewhere there should also be the most important and officious of them all, the full colonel.

Sasha always tried to spot this one, the rally’s chief security officer. Sometimes he was a lean man with ascetic cheeks, squeamishly bossing around the porky lieutenant colonels. Sometimes he was like the lieutenant colonels, a bigger, heavier version yet at the same time more agile, more spry, with a smile on his face and good teeth. There was also a third type — absolutely tiny, mushroom-like, moving rapidly behind the rows of police on his quick little feet…

Sasha hadn’t seen him yet, this full colonel, stars on his shoulders.

A little farther away, behind the fencing, cars buzzed and squeaked, heavy metro doors clanged shut, dusty down-and-outs gathered bottles and surveyed their rims in a businesslike manner. A Caucasian man sipped lemonade and watched the protest from behind the backs of the policemen. Sasha accidentally met his eyes. The Caucasian man turned and walked away.

Sasha noticed some buses bearing the coat of arms with a fanged beast. The curtains in the bus windows trembled. People were sitting in those buses, waiting for an opportunity to step out, to run out, clutching rubber mallets in tough fists, looking angrily for somebody to hit, and to hit them with flourish, to knock them down and knock them out.

“You see this, yes?” Venka asked Sasha. Venka had not slept. He was hungover, his eyes swollen like overcooked dumplings.

Sasha nodded.

Their hope hadn’t panned out. The OMON unit was here.

Venka smiled as if there weren’t a bunch of camouflaged demons awaiting their cue but rather a brigade of clowns handing out balloons.

Sasha wandered into the crowd gathered behind the fence.

Fenced them in like lepers…

The fence was composed of two-metre sections along which the conscripts stood at equal intervals.

Venka followed Sasha. Their crew gathered at the other end of the plaza, and they could already make out Yana’s voice as she lined up the formation of boys and girls.

Sasha studied the unwell and poor as he brushed up against them. Almost all of them were deeply and irritatingly old.

Some sort of despair showed in their demeanour, as if they had gathered their last reserves of strength to get here and now wished only to die. The portraits that they carried in their hands and clutched to their chests depicted their leaders as younger than most of the people here. The face of young Lenin, smiling softly, an enlarged photo familiar to Sasha from his first grammar book. Then the calm face of Lenin’s successor, held up by trembling elderly hands. The successor wore a military cap and the epaulettetes of a generalissimo.

Thin newspapers printed on grey paper were being handed out. Sasha refused outright, and Venka rebuffed merrily.

The scene was a simple mixture of pity and anguish.

Several hundred or maybe several thousand people gathered in this plaza two to three times a year, united in the unrealistic certainty that their presence would somehow expel a government they hated.

In the years that had passed since the bourgeois takeover, the torchbearers had become definitively old, and they didn’t scare anyone anymore.

Then four years ago, Kostenko, a former officer and also, oddly, a philosopher, a wily and original thinker, led into the plaza a crowd of brazen and angry youths who didn’t exactly understand what they were doing among the red banners and elderly people.

Within a few years, this group expanded and gained infamy for its brazen acts and noisy brawls.

By now Kostenko’s party attracted so many motley youths that a metal fence was needed to contain today’s rally. So that none of them spilled out…

Robust, sharp old men periodically surveyed Sasha and Venka with interest, hope, and skepticism.

A representative of the patriotic house faction shuffled in place at the podium. Even from a distance, one could make out his smooth, pink face — the face of a person who ate well, a face that set him apart from all the other grey and anxious faces gathered nearby.

The representative was wearing a black, expensively cut coat. He took off his sheepskin hat and stood before the people with his head uncovered. Someone from the valetry held this hat for him.

Banners with clumsy messages hung along the stage. These would never motivate anyone towards decisive action.

Sasha cringed as he read them.

There was no time for them to do their presentation. They were denied the stage. Sasha, standing on the second-to-last step, looked up at the administrator. The administrator pretended to be distracted by other business.

“Let’s go, guys, let’s go. Another time.”

“What’s happening with Kostenko?”

Sasha heard the deep, clear voice of the representative as he descended from the stage. The representative had noticed Sasha’s red armband and posed this question to the administrator, who had already turned away, relieved.

“He’s been locked up.”

There was a hint of malice in his voice that quickly disappeared when the representative shot back: “I know he’s been locked up.”

“They say he’s going to get fifteen years,” said the administrator. Now his voice belied slight regret for Kostenko’s fate.

In the short time this conversation took place, Sasha stood still on the steps of the narrow ladder and blatantly eavesdropped. One step down from him stood an elderly woman, waiting to ascend the stage.

“Well, are you coming down, or what?” she asked. Sasha jumped off” the ladder and onto the tarmac.

“Go and scream down there,” she said to him. “You’re too young for the stage…”

Venka waited for Sasha at the bottom. He quickly understood everything, and asked him nothing. It seemed Venka didn’t care whether they were allowed on the stage or not.

Venka fingered several dozen firecrackers in his pocket. At times, he pulled them out, one at a time, and twirled them in front of his face, almost as if he didn’t know what they were.

“Got a fag?” Venka asked Sasha.

“I’ve already told you…”

“Have you?” Venka smiled, puzzled. “What have you told me?”

Once again, they emerged from the crowd to join their crew, already in formation. 

Yana, raven-haired, wearing a short, elegant jacket with fur-trimmed hood and sleeves, marched up and down the ranks, looking absolutely charming.

Sasha knew that she was Kostenko’s lover.

Kostenko was in pretrial detention, yes, under investigation. He was arrested for buying firearms, just a few automatic rifles, and now his crew, his pack, his gang stood in nervous ranks, black headbands over their faces, foreheads sweaty, eyes bewildered.

They came from all over the country. Youthful outsiders, freaks, malcontents united by who knew what, maybe just some black mark placed on them at birth.

Matvey, who led their faction in Kostenko’s absence, was not among the ranks today. He stood on the sidelines, watching.

Yana lifted the megaphone to her face and raised her arm.

Her voice was swallowed by the collective scream that answered it, and only her very first rolling, sonorous syllable remained.

Having not yet found his place, Sasha stood near the ranks, his mouth wide open. In his peripheral vision, he could see the frightened pigeons leaving the tarmac, an officer twitching nervously, the sluggish hands of the conscripts standing near the fencing as they fondled their batons. As Sasha shouted along with the others, his eyes filled with that requisite void, which, throughout the ages, always precedes an act of violence. They were seven hundred souls, and they screamed the word “Revolution”.

“Tishin!” They waved Sasha over. “Come here!”

He joined the left front rank next to Venka, whose hungover eyes, previously doughy, were now red, almost burnt, as if they had been sautéed in a piping hot skillet.

“Go away, granny!” Venka laughed.

An old lady stood near the formation, and Sasha heard her voice in the brief pause between shouting: “Fools! Provocateurs! Your Kostenko goes to prison to become famous! The Jews brought you here!”

Yana walked by, not paying any attention to the old lady, her face bright and exposed, like an open fracture.

“Heathen!” screamed the old lady into her face, but Yana was already walking away indifferently.

Granny’s sharp eye found Sasha.

“The Jews brought you!” she repeated. “You’re a Jew! A Jew and a Nazi!”

Sasha was gently nudged in the back by those standing behind him, and the formation began to move.

The chant “Re-vo-lu-ti-on!” trembled and vibrated across the whole plaza, overpowering the deep voice from the stage, the police radios, and the voices of the other protesters.

“Founding Fathers! Guys!” The voices from the stage appealed to them. “You didn’t come here to scream! Let’s behave ourselves…”

The formation waved red and black flags and moved past the stage in the direction of the enclosure. The screaming was loud enough to puncture eardrums.

“The president…” shouted Yana. The protesters responded with seven hundred throats: “Should be drowned in the Volga River!” “The governor…should be drowned in the Volga River!”

“Well, will somebody please do something, gentlemen,” the speaker pleaded helplessly. And Sasha noted the out-of-place usage of “gentlemen”, and it might even have made him smile if he wasn’t too busy screaming, hoarsely and tirelessly, until his teeth chilled: “We loathe the government!”

The other sounds in the plaza fell into a rhythm with this scream, the squeal of the metro doors, the conscripts fussing with their grey military coats, the hiss of portable radios, the honks of car horns.

“Love and war! Love and war!”

“Love and love!” Sasha improvised, when he caught another glimpse of Yana as she turned sharply in front of the first rank, her jacket’s hood rising and falling. 

How sweetly this hood smells, like her head, thought Sasha accidentally, and then he pushed the thought away.

Like a Tula gingerbread. He didn’t even understand why he was thinking this.

“You’re ruining the rally,” a woman screamed and tried to grab Yana by the sleeve. “Founders!” the woman said, trying to look into their eyes. “You call yourselves ‘Founding Fathers’! What are you founding? You’re destroying, that’s what you’re doing!”

“Did you come here to protest? In this paddock?” Yana asked her, removing the megaphone from her face. “Go ahead and protest. We’re leaving now.”

They were already standing near the railing, and Sasha could see the shifty eyes of the policemen and the officer, who was yelling into the portable radio.

“Yes,” he shouted. “Send in the OMON. These fucking FF are coming through.”

“We are maniacs and we will prove it,” shouted the formation in chorus, devoutly, on key, stamping their feet and waving their flags.

Venka turned to face the formation, his back to the police and the enclosure, and he quickly distributed the firecrackers to the next rank.

“Fire ’em up!”

The stage went silent; everyone was looking at the mass of chanting protestors.

Several firecrackers blew at once, an explosive bag flew at the police next — it plopped down next to a frightened officer, spitting out dirty smoke.

Sasha saw one officer’s cap fall off” when he, confused by what was happening, turned and ran away.

“Re-vo-lu-ti-on!” The voices resounded, nearing a hysterical pitch, as the formation stamped along in their trainers and worn combat boots.

Several fireworks lit above the protestors at once.

Sasha already had his hands on the fence and pulled it towards him. From the opposite side, a policeman frantically held onto it.

Another swung a club at Sasha’s head.

Sasha let go, ducked, and then, carefully, as if it were hot, took hold of the fence again.

The officer shifted the club to his other hand and landed a sideways blow on Venka’s cheek, which immediately erupted in a puffy, crimson welt.

“The staff,” Venka yelled, looking back with a demonic smile. “Give me the staff!”

Someone passed him a flag. Venka tore off the material and powerfully swung the staff at the officer, who was busy shoving his club into someone else’s face and didn’t see it coming.

The officer’s cap slid down the back of his head, and the blood began to flow in a thin stream down his forehead to the bridge of his nose, where it parted and spread in a canopy across his brow, cheeks, and eye sockets.

The officer looked up, his eyes bulging, as if trying to see the wound.

Another staff landed on Sasha’s shoulder; the flag flapped. Out of the corner of his eye he saw the other flags on other shoulders, like spears, their tips pointing at the policemen and the conscripts holding together the enclosure.

Again, Sasha was pushed from behind so strongly that he fell forward, and as he fell, he pushed his hands into the chest of a conscript who held his club up and began to blink anxiously — either he didn’t know how to swing it or he was too afraid.

Sasha managed to stay on his feet, pushed the conscript away, and lifted the section of enclosure above his head.

The tirelessly screaming mass broke through the pen. The policemen backed away, staring at the protestors. Someone led the officer with the busted head towards the police car.

“Guys, I beg of you,” someone shouted too late from the stage.

Hefty troops in camouflage, the OMON, arrived.

Three, registered Sasha. For now just three of them. 

Sasha threw the fence at them, nearly tearing his arms from their joints. The fence rumbled as it hit the tarmac, falling just short of the OMON unit running towards him. They stopped and yelled angrily, but Sasha couldn’t make out the words. They began advancing again, and Sasha threw another section of fence.

One of the OMON fell crookedly underneath the crashing metal. The two others tried to free him.

“Please retain your composure!” the stage shouted. “Continue the rally!”

The formation tore forward, along the avenue. The police stood helplessly, like the honorary guard, overlooking the young, happily howling horde entering the city.

The plaza spilled into a pedestrian street, and the first thing that bore the brunt of the freed crowd’s fury was a taxi stand and several stalls selling flowers.

The women merchants grabbed armfuls of flowers and ran off. Not yet deliberately, still by accident, the protestors knocked over one basket with roses, tulips, and carnations — and right away they liked it, right away got hooked. When Sasha came through, the whole street was covered in crimson, yellow, pink, burgundy. The flowers crunched underfoot, and the stems snapped.

For some reason Sasha gathered up flowers, maybe three or four bouquets from a flower rack not yet thrown to the ground, and for a short time he ran with them, fully realizing the uselessness of his act.

As he passed the taxi stands, he saw a scared taxi driver hit the gas pedal — his passenger didn’t have time to get in fully and she held onto the door, screaming bloody murder as the cab dragged her a few metres.

The other taxis blew their horns and braked erratically, trying to get out of there.

Sasha showered flowers on an impoverished refugee from god-knows-where sitting on the tarmac with the requisite baby in her arms, and he almost knocked down Venka, who was stopped near a store window, shopping, it looked like, for the right weapon.

Venka found a rubbish bin, and one moment later it crashed through the store window.

There were still a few ordinary people out on this Sunday morning. The occasional pedestrian scattered, rushed away and didn’t look back. A man in a blue coat ran out of a store and trotted up the street. For a moment a security guard in a black jacket appeared, then immediately disappeared into the doorway, yelling something into a mobile phone.

A beautiful foreign car parked on the wrong side of the street — someone parked it here in defiance of the guardians of the road and the rights of pedestrians. The car’s alarm squealed, which was probably what irritated the raging crowd. Several boys turned it on its side with surprising ease and then flipped it upside down.

A little farther down the street, there were more cars, and shortly boys and girls were jumping up and down on top of them with a wild, almost animal glee.

Looking for something to break — to break loudly, with a crash, to smash to pieces — they moved down the street, each of them one-on-one against the city.

The kids didn’t raise their voices and went about their business viciously and with poise.

With a terrible metal screech, a few arcade games fell onto the tarmac.

One of them managed to dislodge the enclosure of a summer café, snatching off” the beautiful black chains and launching the enclosure through the brightly coloured windows.

One of them got cut and wrapped his sliced hand in a piece of satin drape, liberated from the café together with the curtain.

Kostya Solovy, a tall, strangely beautiful, unique type — in a white suit jacket, white trousers, and white shoes with pointy toes that perfectly complemented his pointy vampire ears — grabbed a black chain, and, swinging it nimbly, put out each streetlight he met.

No one got too close to him — the heavy chain drew pretty circles, and if it wasn’t for the dumb racket around him, it would be possible to hear the quiet wailing that the chain emitted on its circular route.

Behind the glass window of a clothing store stood thin-armed, pinheaded mannequins pretending to be beautiful women in short skirts and bright blouses.

They broke the window, and tore the beauties into pieces in the street. Those bringing up the rear were startled when they tripped over body parts.

Sasha understood that the cops had been able to block off some of the protestors after the initial break — he saw that fewer of them were left, possibly only about two hundred people. Many of them were already escaping into the inner courtyards, understanding that the free-for-all would not last forever.

“Pigs,” someone screamed, and the horde tore up the street, dropping rubbish bins and crashing merchants’ stalls.

There was the continuous din of broken glass. The city’s mixed-up and finely ground colours became unusually bright that morning.

Journalists with camcorders ran along with the crowd — businesslike, and, it seemed, maybe even happy about what was happening.

“Over there! Quickly!” a person with a microphone urged the camera operator.

Sasha carried on with a clear head, chasing away all feelings other than the desire to smash and break as many things as possible.

In the street, Sasha saw pink and yellow stuffed toys, prizes from a tipped-over glass “one-armed bandit,” pathetic looking, as if they’d got lost.

From god knew where, the short elderly mayor appeared, walking towards them.

“Stop!” he commanded, and the fear in his voice could be heard so clearly that it was obvious he didn’t really want anyone to obey him. 

Venka ran and landed a flying kick in the mayor’s chest. The mayor fell, his arms splayed.

Sasha stopped near the old mayor, resisting his own desire to lift the man up, help him back to his feet, to apologise even.

The mayor grabbed at his holster with a jerky motion, not because he wanted to use his gun, but for fear of losing it, for fear of being left without it.

The mayor began calling Sasha obscene names, and he changed his mind about helping the fallen old man and even stomped on his nearby cap.

“What are you doing, you?” said the mayor, sitting up. He looked very silly like that — sitting on the pavement, no cap, already an old man.

“You yourself are to blame for everything,” Sasha said furiously. He turned around, and Venka immediately caught him by the sleeve and pulled him in the opposite direction.

“The cosmonauts are coming. Come on…we need to get out of here.”

They passed the Nature’s Offerings shop sign with several letters hanging, half torn off. They skirted the showcase window with beautiful zigzag cracks, flew into a piss-soaked inner courtyard, and immediately found themselves at a dead end.

“Shit, I don’t know this neighbourhood!” Venka said, smiling and cheerfully babbling on. “They’re pulping everyone, these cosmonauts. A true massacre. They’re herding us down towards the cops…”

Sasha surveyed the walls, hoping to find an escape.

“A staircase,” said Sasha.

There was a fire escape ladder leading up the side of a four-storey building, but it was too high up to reach by jumping.

“Stand on my shoulders,” Venka said.

Sasha smiled and looked, tenderly perhaps, at him. Because Venka did not say: “Let me stand on your shoulders.”

“And what about you? You’ll hide in the sand here?” Sasha said. 

“Pretend to be a water hose,” Venka said, cackling stupidly.“Hey, lady!” He noticed her and stopped laughing. Venka ran up to a first-floor window and began to tap on it rapidly. “Lady, don’t go!”

The woman returned to the window, cocked her head. “What do you want?”

“We are being chased! There! Being beaten and chased! Open the window! Chased!”

Venka gesticulated wildly. He clearly had not yet decided what role to play: the whiney young idiot, emphasizing the “Please take pity on us, ma’am!” or the serious young lad in trouble with the law, going with, “Help me, woman! This can happen to anyone!” As a result,he shifted back and forth between the two, failing to elicit any trust from the woman standing behind the window.

“Damn, if only it was some granny. A granny would have felt sorry for us,” said Venka when the woman, without replying, drew the curtains, but continued standing near the window, her heavy silhouette still visible.

“Probably her other windows face the street,” Sasha said, then cut himself short. It was already clear that if the woman knew what they had been up to she would have never let them in.

“We’ve got about two more minutes…” Venkasaid, having missed the connection. “Sasha, check this out.” (“Check this out” was his pet saying. It could mean a million things, and in this case, it meant, “Here’s a good one for you!”) “There was a sportsman running in front of us there, a jogger. A simple athlete, right. Out for a Sunday morning run. He was the first one to come upon the OMON. In his red shorts. Christ, they fucked the poor guy up. Morons, shit. Really improved his health.”

There was the sound of steps, and Venka froze with a smile on his face, and for some reason Sasha suddenly felt like sitting or even lying down.

Lyosha Rogov ran into the courtyard — a guy from somewhere in the North. From Severodvinsk, probably.

They barely knew each other, but Sasha had already taken notice of Lyosha for his solid, non-phony composure.

“Why are you standing around here?” Lyosha asked evenly.

“Are the cops already out there?” Sasha answered his question with a question.

“Probably another hundred metres. Is this a dead end? I think the next courtyard is open. I took a stroll here yesterday.”

As they ran back into the street, they marvelled at the chaos and devastation once again.

“They torched a car!” Venka said joyfully. The air was filled with the barking of dogs, howling sirens, police whistles.

Sasha spotted two more overturned cars, one of which, about seventy metres down the street, was on fire. No one would approach it. It seemed that the police had held back because of this — they were wary of an explosion.

Ten metres away the second car rocked peacefully on its roof.

The alarm wailed incessantly and nearby an alcoholic hag was doing a little dance, her face dirty and her lips moist, like the inside of a cheek. The hag smiled, revealing a toothless mouth.

Nearby stood a young man holding a briefcase and a set of keys.

That is his car, Sasha guessed.

Venka stopped.

“Hey, mate.” He called out to the young man, whose face twitched nervously.

He turned around. “Turn off” the noise. It’s irritating,” Venka said, grinning, and gestured as if pressing a button.

They ran into a courtyard and accelerated, jumping over benches, rounding the kiosks and the playground slides. In midflight Sasha bumped the rusty skeleton of a swing set and for several seconds could still hear the swings’ rhythmic creaking behind him.

Three policemen pursued them, stomping menacingly and demanding that they stop. The first one, as Sasha could see when he glanced back, strained to hold onto the leash of a German Shepherd.

Will they release the dog or not? thought Sasha in a detached kind of way, as if it had nothing to do with him.

He decided not to look back anymore.

Leaving the courtyard, they came to a tram stop with hardly any people, when all they wanted was to find a crowd and get lost in it.

A tram departed.

They ran after it, and in thirty metres they caught up with its metal carcass.

Venka ran ahead, flailing his arms joyfully, shouting something unbelievable and gesticulating frantically to the driver, whose displeased face flickered in the rearview mirror.

The tram stopped, the middle door opened, the boys jumped in, and Lyosha Rogov ran up to the conductor’s cabin. Sasha noticed that he slipped her a banknote while apologizing to her, and the door closed. The tram began to move.

The policemen appeared from the courtyard; it was clear by their movements that they immediately guessed where the fugitives had gone.

Venka was giving them the middle finger with both hands as they furiously stamped around in place, and suddenly the tram stopped.

The front door opened, and five or six OMON entered.

Venka pressed the emergency exit button, and the door began to slide open, slowly and with a dissatisfied hiss — but the brutes were already upon them, and the first thing they did was slam Venka’s head into a railing.

Sasha immediately covered his head with his hands. With the help of a few vigorous knee kicks, they dragged him outside.

A strong hand grabbed him by the collar and smashed his head against the side of the tram. He saw a weak red flash. It was not too bad…

The boys were forced to assume the position — hands behind their heads, their foreheads on the iron siding of the tram, legs spread as widely as possible.

They hit them on the insides of their legs a few times to make their stances wider.

The OMON, of course, wanted more. They’d apprehended the escapees with such flair — their pumping adrenaline demanded that they immediately tear their prey apart. But the faces of several curious passengers glued to the tram windows prevented them from really letting loose.

They milled about on the spot nervously, clutching their batons, their faces contorting.

Turning his head slightly, Sasha saw Venka and Rogov next to him, their legs spread, same as his own.

The engine of the OMON bus, which was blocking the tram rails, started, and it rolled back.

“Shall we get a move on, then?” a voice said. “We should show these bastards what revolution means.”

“So, you son of a bitch! You wanted a revolution?” a voice near Sasha, but probably directed at Venka, said. “In half an hour, you’ll be pissing red revolutionary blood!”

There was a punch, then another. One of them couldn’t hold back, exploded…

Sasha turned towards Venka and immediately caught a heavy blow to the back of the head, as if someone had been standing behind his back this whole time, just waiting to strike.

“Didn’t we tell you, keep your hands behind your head, and don’t move.”

This was when the dog arrived, and with it, Sasha guessed by the crescendo of incessant profanities, the cops.

Judging by the barking and shuffling, the dog was chomping at the bit. Sasha shrunk back, expecting to have a bite taken out of his leg any second.

“You should see what these animals…did!” one of the cops said, trying to catch his breath. “Tore up the whole street…the shops…the cars…they’re animals…We should shoot these animals right here!”

“What are you doing, you little shit?” he said to Venka, whose head was against the tram. “Huh? I asked you a question, punk! What are you doing?”

“I’m holding up the tram,” Venka said in a collected voice, a voice so collected it was unbearably cocky.

Sasha smiled into the red iron siding, which was cooling his sweaty forehead.

“Sod you!”

Sasha heard the policeman’s voice, understood that he was about to hit Venka, and snuck another sideways look at him. A club as thick as a fire hose hit his friend’s back with a deep thud.

“So?” shouted the policeman, still breathing heavily. “More? Hmm? No, answer me! You want some more?”

“Check it out,” Venka replied loudly, and it didn’t sound like “Yes, more,” but rather like “Keep going, old boy, he who laughs last laughs longest…”

At this point, one of the camouflaged demons decided to weigh in: “Is this how you talk to an officer of the law, kid?”

As if wielding a scythe, he swung his huge, boot-heavy foot, hitting Venka behind the knee and Venka fell, surprised, with a hoarse whimper. Another heavy boot forcefully stepped on his face.

“Hey, that’s enough!” Sasha suddenly cried, to his own surprise.

Probably he would have caught a few heavy ones as well, but the tram conductor diverted their attention: “Gentlemen! Please, lead these young people away from the tram. There are children in the car. We must be going!”

“Semenyich, should we load them up or not?” someone asked again.

“No. The cops will escort them back to the plaza. We’re going to patrol the courtyards some more.”

The OMON got into their bus and left.

The cops lifted Venka up by the collar. They asked Sasha and Lyosha to take a step back. “One more step back.” The tram creaked and began to move.

Sasha looked up at the sky and felt slightly dizzy.

Handcuffs snapped closed behind Venka’s and Lyosha’s backs.

“Hands behind your back!”

Cold squeezed his wrists and made his hands go limp.

They were led down the street, hurried along by the policemen’s prodding and cursing while the German Shepherd periodically barked in unison.

Venka lifted his head, sucking air in through his nose with a moist hiss, trying to stop the blood.

Sasha surveyed the fruit of his and his friends’ labour with interest.

The street had been torn into like a bag of toys.

Several tricoloured flags lay on the tarmac, ripped and trampled.

Broken glass, litter from the overturned bins, and flowers thickly littered the street, giving the impression that it had rained glass, rubbish, and flower petals.

Here and there lay chairs, a piece of chain.

All the street lamps were broken.

“They got Yana,” Sasha said, noticing a torn, fur-lined hood on the tarmac, its threading loose. “Yana’s hood. They captured her by her hood.”

Sometimes people passing in the opposite direction surveyed the apprehended with interest, sometimes with anger.

I’ve been taken prisoner, Sasha thought wryly. I am a prisoner of war.

He finished his thought, this time with seriousness: And I might do some time in jail…

The burnt-out car could be seen from a distance. Firefighters were already busy extinguishing it. Water pumped from the hoses; the car emitted viscous smoke.

“What the fuck did you do this for?” One of the policemen, the fat one with emphysema, still couldn’t calm down. “Bloody hell! Did you build any of this? What right do you have to destroy it?”

No one was in a hurry to answer his question.

Lyosha gazed calmly ahead, and you could read on his face that he didn’t feel the need to answer anyone’s questions.

Sasha could have answered, but his busted lip stung, and he kept licking the blood.

Not even a broken nose would deter Venka, who asked, sniffling:

“Did we build any of what?”

“Did you build any of this — this, all of this?”

“Who built it?” Venka asked as if he really wanted to know.

At precisely this moment someone stuck a camera directly in Venka’s face, and the policeman shoved the journalists away, cursing vigorously.

“Hey, can you uncuff me? Let me at least wipe the blood off,” Venka said, taking advantage of the situation. “Or you’ll get an earful for beating up a teenager. My nose is broken. I’m going to file a formal complaint.”

“File your formal complaint. I couldn’t give a damn, understand?” the policeman said. “Go ahead, write it, I don’t care. I’ll give you another good hiding back at the police station.”

Venka sniffed loudly, spat some blood on the pavement, and said nothing more.

The boys of the Founding Fathers were being led out from the courtyards — at times in groups of three or four, at times by the dozen.

Almost all the captives were beaten, covered in red, bloody bruises, their eyes swelling, their noses smashed, and their lips split.

A kid of about fourteen, completely pale, his cheeks trembling, could barely stand — the thick, muddy-red clot on the back of his head was terrifying.

The others held him up by his arms.

Their clothes were torn. Their pale young bodies visible.

Sasha knew all of them — if not by name, then he knew their faces.

Some of them were trying to fool around, but the policemen shouted hysterically, demanding that they shut their mouths.

Soon a whole crowd of “prisoners of war” had gathered, maybe sixty or seventy in total.

The majority of them were not handcuffed.

“Let’s take the bracelets off of our guys,” said the policeman with emphysema to his cronies. He was the senior officer.

“What for?” asked one of them.

“Because.”

His partner shrugged his shoulders, confused — which forced his superior to explain:

“The cosmonauts beat them up, but we’re the ones who’ll take the heat. That one right there, maybe he has a broken nose — we’ll have to fill out the report. We don’t fucking need this, get it? Let’s walk them to the plaza and then — goodbye.”

They pulled Sasha, Lyosha, and Venka from the crowd.

They struggled for a time, fiddling with the handcuff keys, cursing quietly.

Sasha licked his lip. Venka couldn’t stop the dripping from his. Some blood had dried in his beard, forming a black crust. Lyosha moved spasmodically, looking all around, making it even more difficult to remove his cuffs. He shuffled on the spot and jerked his hands away.

“Keep still, damn it!” they yelled.

Lyosha froze.

The order came: “Get out of here! Move!”

The guys began to lightly jog toward the others in front of them, about thirty or forty metres away. The detainees were tightly surrounded by people in army coats and caps.

“Time to skedaddle,” Lyosha said quietly as soon as there was some space between them and the cops, who were replacing the handcuffs on their belts.

“We can try,” Venka said.

“Let’s go,” Sasha said, and once they had distanced themselves from the formation, they lightly and freely ducked down the nearest side street as if going about their regular business.

As he gained speed, Sasha felt the rush of swinging high on a playground swing.

The grass flashed by, close (he almost fell, pushed himselfup with his arms like a monkey, scratching his palms on the gravel; where did the gravel come from?), then a window, another window (the house rushed past), a baby carriage, a woman pushing it (recoiling from Venka’s messy, bloody face), a police patrol car leaving the courtyard turned the corner (Did they see us? We could have run right smack into them…), a bench (sideways in the road, blocking it for some reason), a fence (can’t make the jump — too high)…

Every second, he was certain that soon, right now, the moving force behind the swing would reach its apex, and someone would grab him by the neck and yank him back.

Sasha jumped off” the fence and fell, rolling over.

Yes, it was seriously high, how did I get over it…?

Venka fell next to him on all fours, his chin black, cracked, bloody; only Rogov landed on his feet, squatting, then immediately straightening up.

Rogov grabbed Venka’s collar, and Venka pushed off with his feet and started running.

Wheezing and panting, long strands of bittersweet saliva flowing from their mouths, they flew through the courtyards until, exhausted and completely dazed, they hid in the entrance of a block of flats.

They squatted, eyes clouded, mouths open, desperately, unsuccessfully trying to breathe. Stuff hung from their mouths. Someone entered the building, but they felt no shame.

* * *

“Son, were you…in Moscow?” His mother’s voice was resigned and mournful in the receiver.

Hearing this voice made Sasha want to claw his own face.

“I was,” he answered dully, raising his busted lip, which made his “was” sound like “wah.”

“You are all wanted by the police,” Mum said, and there was just the faintest flicker of hope in her voice, hope that Sasha would dissuade her, tell her that none of it was true, and that he did nothing wrong.

“It’s all…nonsense,” he said.

CHAPTER TWO

Sasha parted with Venka and Lyosha at the metro stop — they decided that separately they would arouse less suspicion.

He travelled from Moscow to his provincial town — five hundred versts from the capital — by elektrichka, or, as his comrades liked to say,by “dog sled.”

He sat in solitude in the corner of the carriage; inside him something periodically trembled, an echo of recent experiences — the rhythm arose again, the crashing, the din. Sasha tuned into this rhythm, finding the sensation agreeable.

The city turned out to be weak, toy-like — breaking it open was as meaningless as breaking open a toy: there was nothing inside, only a plastic emptiness.

But this was also the reason for the emerging, childlike sense of triumph, a bittersweet feeling of victory, which made everything appear easier than it had been previously.

When the ticket-collectors arrived, Sasha retreated into the vestibule,observing their blue uniforms and severe faces from behind the dirty glass. He waited for the next stop, skirted the car via the platform, and retook his seat in the corner.

Periodically he sucked on his busted lip, but it no longer stung — he was healing as quickly as a cat.

It seemed that the train rolled along noiselessly — Sasha didn’t hear anything.

Outside the window, a dismal squalor. He saw his own reflection in the glass: short hair with rebellious fringes, unshaven cheekbones, tanned skin, a prematurely wrinkled forehead…an ordinary face.

He arrived in his city. The train doors slammed behind him as if he were an appendage that had just been cut off.

Chasing away the stupid thought that an ambush was waiting for him at the entrance to his building (Right, as if they’d already set up traps across the whole frigging country…), he ran home.

The lock emitted a familiar, soft clinking sound.

The door opened.

Mother worked the night shift, the flat was empty.

Sasha rang a guy he knew, asked for a lift to the village. The guy replied grimly, “I’m heading out there today.”

He left Mother a note: Mum, everything’s fine.

* * *

The ride to the village was customarily bumpy. The guy’s “penny loafer” rumbled along. On the windscreen, instead of a current proof of inspection, was a little calendar displaying the numbers of the current year in bold; the little calendar was supposed to fool the guardians of the highways. They had encountered only one checkpoint so far; the policeman looked at the penny loafer with disgust and turned away.

The guy was silent the whole way, sometimes tuning into the various clanking noises that the car made. The succession of these sounds seemed arbitrary to Sasha. The guy, it seemed, was able to discern each individual instrument in this cacophony.

Passing another checkpoint, the driver stiffened slightly, his eyes darkened and he tightened his grip on the steering wheel, staring straight at the road to avoid even brushing the policeman with his eyes, as if he were some evil spirit.

A moment later, the driver was calm again.

And Sasha, probably, was too.

The paved road turned into a dirt road soon after the checkpoint. Beyond the orchards and the two quiet villages — not even a barking dog — the country road wove through a pine forest. The forest was dark.

The narrow road, laid over the old rail tracks, exposed its robust, even ribs that walloped and wrenched the car.

The penny loafer blazed ahead, looking a bit possessed, its one good headlight shining, the other barely bright enough to illuminate itself. The single beam of light made the branches twist and contort. A fear of the dark and of trees surfaced from somewhere in Sasha’s childhood; he lit a cigarette and felt better.

He remembered cutting the grass with his father once — Sasha was about nine. Father cut and then Sasha took a turn while Father smoked, and then Sasha raked the cut grass into rows. The twilight thickened; they were to be picked up by a truck, but the truck hadn’t yet come. Father made a bonfire. Sasha gathered kindling, not daring to stray too far from the fire. When Father left the clearing, Sasha skittishly monitored the crunch of breaking branches in the forest, and soon Father re-emerged, clutching an enormous haul. The fire trembled; the branches popped.

That clearing is coming up now…here it is.

The truck finally came. Father said to the driver: “I’ll spend the night here.” When the truck began to move, Sasha looked out of the window. Father stood some distance from the fire. Sasha could not read his face.

And if you could discern it, what then? What would you see?

His inner voice spoke with irony, even irritation. Sasha did not like this voice and did not answer it. He squeezed his eyes shut for a moment and tried to distract himself.

A dirty windscreen. The mini calendar. Wipers frozen in mid-motion. The inside of the glove box with its broken door. Sasha’s matches fell out of the glove box twice before he tired of catching them and set the matchbox near the gear stick.

The driver’s grizzled cheek.

The driver’s house slowly rotting away in the village.

Sasha’s grandfather and grandmother, his father’s parents, lived in the village. He hadn’t seen them in a year. You couldn’t get to the village in the fall, winter, or spring — only during the warm and dry month of May. Or by tractor. Barely anyone had the guts to travel to the village by transport of any other kind.

He no longer wanted to smoke; his cigarette didn’t shorten the distance ahead but tastelessly, queasily dragged on along with it, and the ash fell on his trousers at every bump in the narrow road, the driver eyeing him as Sasha brushed away the glowing embers.

“Fuck!” Sasha cursed himself, regretting the burnt holes in his trousers, and threw the half-smoked cigarette out of the window.

Sasha slid down his seat, almost lying down, legs spread to balance himself, and tried for a moment to maintain his body in this relaxed travel-exhausted state. Another bump bounced him into the driver. Sasha was going to apologise but changed his mind and instead sat up straight, looking ahead firmly.

Something vague stirred in his mind, something that seemed apart from Sasha himself. Sometimes he was surprised to notice this stirring of what seemed like his own thoughts — a withered muddle of observations that he didn’t really control, connections made between things he barely noticed and things he’d already forgotten.

Loneliness, Sasha thought, was unreachable because you couldn’t ever be alone with yourself — beyond the reflections left you by those who’ve passed you by, beyond the generous clinging thistle of slights, mistakes, and upsets. How can there be loneliness when a human being always has memory right there, stern and calm?

What is loneliness if everything you’ve experienced is with you and in you, as if you were an ice-cream man who has sold out but continues to walk around with his empty cooler and even places it beside him when going to bed at night, thought Sasha, and ironically chuckled at himself.

Nonsense. What nonsense, said the voice.

Sasha didn’t answer, but he agreed this time.

***

The village was dark; the lights were out in most windows.

Sasha did not experience any revitalization from returning to the place where he had grown up.

For a long time now it had been difficult for him to feel any kind of joy upon returning to the village — just the sight of it was bleak and sickening.

Several village men, slowly walking alongside the road towards the penny loafer, had stopped, trying to peer inside the car: Who’s here? To see whom? Sasha didn’t even look at them, not wanting to recognise anyone. Everything was foreign.

The driver approached his own house.

“Walk the rest of the way?” He either asked this or simply stated it without pronouncing the question mark.

“I’ll walk,” Sasha said, trying not to sound somewhat defeated (which didn’t work too well), and climbed out of the car.

Sasha had paid for the ride in advance.

He stretched his leaden body and walked down an almost completely dark road towards his family home.

The road was mangled and dirty. Some of the locals threw their rubbish, scraps, and slop directly into the nearby ditches — the chickens pecked at what they could reach, and the rest of it was slowly rotting. Sasha stayed away from the ditches, guessing where they were by the smell and the unpleasant softness of the moist, rotted-out soil nearby.

He decided to take a shortcut down a neighbouring road and through a vegetable patch, because he would feel less nauseous if he approached the house unseen, from the back, gradually submerging into the unsightliness and desolation.

Turning onto the path, his feet slipped apart in the mud. Sasha waved his arms and cursed quietly.

His attempts to avoid the mud were futile. As he cut across the vegetable patch, he sank into it. He walked the final few metres to the gate soiled, stepping into the black muck with resignation.

Haven’t forgotten how to open the latch, have you? He tried to be cheery, to get psyched up.

He could barely fit his hand through a gap in the gate (this was much easier in childhood with a thin little paw), and move the dead bolt aside.

“Haven’t forgotten,” Sasha whispered to himself, straining for some feeling of joy. He pushed his worthless mood one last time like a swing, but he didn’t feel happier; he didn’t feel anything.

“Haven’t forgotten,” he repeated aloud one more time, the phrase no longer correlating to anything, empty of meaning. It was just necessary to say something as he closed the gate and moved across the yard, between the two sheds and the barn, neglected by his incapacitated grandfather. Farther along were the stables, where Granny hadn’t kept a goat for the past year, no pigs for three, and ten years since Domanka the cow was led away on her last walk. The stables emitted no scents of life, no manure smell. Not a single furry soul shuffled its hooves — nothing chewed, breathed noisily, nothing was frightened by Sasha’s steps. Only the smell of dirt and decay.

Sasha looked sadly at the house — the small windows were dark. Stepping slowly and gingerly, he passed the rickety fence, which towered to his right, and the gloomy red brick sidewall of the house on the left, and for some reason he stopped at the corner of the house — around this corner was the front door. Near the entrance, Sasha remembered, was a small bench, and he already knew that Grandma was sitting on it, her soft, tired hands folded in her lap.

A child stood on the road near the house holding a switch. Mouthing something, he whipped a puddle with the switch and hissed, jumping away from the splash.

Sasha took another half step.

Yes, Granny was there on the bench — without expression or movement; it seemed as though she saw nothing. And the child’s behaviour, his aggression, his language, also showed that he did not see, did not register, a grandma sitting on the bench.

It was as if Grandma and the child were in two different dimensions.

The road was deserted, dark, and dirty, just like all the rest of the roads in the village. Behind the vegetable patches, overgrown with scraggly weeds, the next village was visible, barely marked by a few sparse yellow windows. The sun was setting, had almost set.

The child waved the switch around and shuffled on the spot.

Grandma gazed, without blinking, over the child, over the vegetable patches, over the trees.

The village was disappearing, dying out — one could feel it in everything. Like a pockmarked, hardened, dark ice floe, it had separated from the shore and was drifting away quietly. The abandoned sheds near the road had sunk into the ground, their sides black and moist, full of rot. Grass grew on their roofs, and even a few twisted, sickly saplings hung on, their roots searching for earth — beneath their weak grip were the cold, empty interiors, where garter snakes crawled through broken dishes and punctured barrels, no longer disturbed by anyone.

The bushes grew out and crept into the road.

Amongst this gradual and near-complete decay, the child appeared strange, out of place, almost a shameful sight.

“Sankya…” Grandma exhaled when Sasha, his teeth clenched to stop himself from turning around and running away through the vegetable patch, finally took a step forward, threw his bag to the ground, and stretched his arms towards her. “How did you get here, eh?” she asked. “By car, I suppose? All by yourself?”

Sasha answered in the affirmative — yes, all alone, yes, by car — as he peered into her darkened, round face, her watery eyes.

“Just the other day, I thought, how can Sankya not visit?’ she said, and Sasha felt a feeble reproach in her voice. “He doesn’t write. Grandpa will pass away, and Sankya won’t know…”

She pronounced this “pass away” with a soft drawl, which made it sound defense less and doomed. Her words were dull and withering.

The child looked up at them, puzzled, when Sasha hugged and kissed Grandma, squeezing her soft shoulders. This may have been as surprising to the child as if Sasha had just hugged a tree or the corner of a barn.

Sasha lifted his bag and stood there, uncertain of what to do next. Grandma unlocked the door to the house.

“Grandpa is in sad shape, who knows if he’ll make it till September. He doesn’t get up, doesn’t eat, only drinks a bit of water,” Grandma said quietly as they entered.

Sasha didn’t dare to enter the side of the house where Grandpa lay. Instead he followed Grandma to the kitchen — in good village custom, she immediately began to cook, without asking questions, for which there’d be time later.

A weak light bulb illuminated the kitchen. Everything was covered in fly droppings, and several flies silently took off” when Grandma entered. They circled once or twice before calmly landing again. They were satiated and sluggish.

Grandma quietly spoke about her sons — she had three of them — Sasha’s father and two of his uncles, one of which was also Sasha’s godfather. All three of them had died.

The youngest one, Seryozha, was the first to go — crashed his motorcycle; he was drunk.

Two years ago, in the summer, Sasha’s godfather, Nikolai, perished in a drunken brawl — he was the middle son. He was buried next to his younger brother.

And a year and a half ago, in Sasha’s city, his father Vasily, Vaskya, died. He was the best-educated one in the family, taught at a college, but he also drank, especially towards the end — drank angrily and without restraint.

Sasha brought his father to the village — in a coffin — in the winter…the trip was nightmarish, unbearable to recollect.

“I’d finish tidying up the yard and go to Grandpa,” Grandma said. “‘Grandad, is it true that Vaskya died?’ I’d ask, thinking I’d dreamt it. ‘No, that can’t be true!’ he’d say. How could he be dead, Sankya…?”

Sasha sat at the table, which was covered with an old synthetic oilcloth, rolling a cigarette between his fingers.

The old woman continued softly: “I’d sit down by the window, and sit, sit. I’d think, if someone told me, ‘Walk for a thousand days, barefoot, in the worst of winters, and you can see your sons again’ — I would go. I don’t need to say anything to them, don’t need to touch them — just to watch them breathe.”

Grandma spoke calmly, and behind her words was black despair, that very same, inconceivable loneliness that Sasha had himself just been contemplating, loneliness which he now saw in a new way — cavernous but devoid of echo, loneliness that didn’t respond in any way nor to any voice.

“How do you reckon that Vaskya read so many books — didn’t it say in any of them, ‘Don’t drink vodka’?” Grandma asked, not expecting an answer. “He read I don’t know how many books and didn’t it say in any of them that you’ll die from vodka?”

Sasha was silent.

“And what’s to be done now? They all lay down, and they’re lying there. Won’t rise up again, won’t drink vodka, won’t travel, won’t say another word to no one again. Drank their fill. Me and Grandpa thought we’d go into the ground next to the younger one, but Kolkya and Vaskya took our spots. Now there’s no place to lay our heads.”

Grandma cooked on two skillets at the same time — she warmed up the potatoes and meat in one, stirring them periodically, while karavaichiki, Sasha’s favourite — paper-thin, almost transparent crepes with a sweet and crunchy lace around the edge — hissed and crackled in the other. Grandma cooked without fuss, deftly and skillfully, without giving any thought to what and how, and she could probably do it blindfold and without thinking.

“We slaughtered the ducks this winter,” she explained, moving the meat and potatoes around in the skillet. “No strength left to keep going to the river. I go down the hill and can barely stumble back — the ducks waiting and quacking for me.”

Grandma’s chatter jumped from one topic to another, but the theme remained the same: everything has died, and there’s nothing left.

“Grandad has gone completely deaf, can’t hear anything…the last time he got up was in June. Went to the toilet and fell down in the yard. ‘What did you get up for?’ I asked him. ‘Didn’t I put the bucket in the room for you?’ I barely found the strength to lift him back up.”

Grandma turned down the flame under the skillet with the potatoes and meat, took the last karavaichik off” the other skillet, and went into the living room.

Sasha got up, milled about the kitchen a bit, and stepped out to smoke. As he exited, he heard Grandma saying loudly to Grandpa:

“Sankya is here! Sankya!”

“Sankya? Why didn’t he say hello? Thought I heard you chatting with someone…”

Complete darkness had fallen. The village was silent.

The child had gone. His switch lay next to the puddle.

The cigarette burned. The ash did not fall.

A drunk, feeble muzhik sauntered by, paying no attention to Sasha.

“Why didn’t you say hi, Sankya?” asked Grandpa when Sasha returned to the house and sat down at his bedside.

His voice trembled with quiet irony — Afraid of your old deathbed Grandad? And together with the irony there was pity. Well not to worry, boy, it wont be long now.

Grandpa had grown thin — sharp shoulders protruded, his grey Adam’s apple bulged, weak eyelids stuck together. He was close to death. When he spoke, something in his throat quietly gurgled, his words barely audible.

“Dying isn’t scary, Sankya…life is very long. I’ve had enough. I lie here, but I can’t croak. Oh, Sankya, Sankya…”

Sasha looked at Grandpa, silent.

“Let him eat something, he just got here!” said Grandma, popping in. “There’s plenty of time to catch up! You won’t die while he eats!”

“Am I stopping him?” Grandpa replied. “Go eat something, Sankya.”

Sasha obediently went into the kitchen. Grandpa whispered, talking to somebody, his eyes closed.

Grandma inquired about Sasha’s mother — whether or not she planned to remarry — about whether he himself drank or not and where he was working now. Mum didn’t plan to remarry; Sasha didn’t drink in the sense that Grandma meant; and he made something up about work. He was working but too lazy to explain where. “Work” for the older generation meant things like ploughing the fields, or factory work, or in a hospital, or in a school…and that was how it should be. But these days this kind of work became — in most cases — the lot of people who were luckless, downtrodden.

Grandma “made an offering,” as they liked to say in the village, and Sasha gladly washed down the meat and potatoes with moonshine, hoping to unwind a bit.

He took one drink, then another, and another.

Grandpa was dying in the next room. Sasha ate with pleasure. He had got hungry. The karavaichiki were as tasty now as they had been in childhood.

Grandma filled him in on what had been happening in the village.

The last house at the end of the street had been occupied by a muzhik nicknamed Yoke. Sasha knew him well — Yoke had saved his life. And Father knew him also — they were bound by a quiet, mute friendship.

Yoke was robust, clear-eyed, strong as a horse. Last summer he hung himself. His sons had come from the city to help him with the vegetable patch. They got in an argument while working on it together. They hadn’t got along well in a while. After the argument, he told them: “Now I’ll show you!” And went into the house. His sons paid no attention and resumed their work. Later they discovered their father in the small shed — he’d hung himself from a low beam, his legs bent under.

Yoke was no more.

One yard over from Sasha’s native house lived a peasant nicknamed the Commissar and his mother. He was the Commissar because he’d done absolutely nothing in the last five years other than lean on his fence and observe his fellow villagers from early morning until night. He divorced his wife and subsisted on his mother’s pension. Sasha always sensed something diseased in the Commissar. Without a woman, what does a forty-year-old chap get up to all day? His daughter growing up by herself in the city, still a kid…such a life could strangle you. But not him. First his quiet mother died, and soon he followed, something with his heart.

The closest neighbour’s two sons had died around the time of Sasha’s younger uncle’s crash — and the neighbour’s boys had also died in motorcycle crashes. That story goes like this: In the last years of the previous regime, the peasants had finally put some meat on their bones and saved up a bit of cash. The first thing that a villager does after slaving his entire life is spoil his child, regardless of the child’s age. And at that particular moment all the village kids suddenly desired to abandon their bicycles and climb aboard motorcycles. Not only would you never see any traffic cops in the village, the entire local police station was actually gone for six months at a time. So everyone rode drunk. And right away they started crashing. They crashed horrifically, smashing themselves to pulps, flying, ejected by the force — sometimes seventy metres — exploding their stupid heads against trees and fences, breaking all of their bones so that their bodies were as soft as cottage cheese. And sometimes the young girls crashed, too, those who rode on the back. When a girl lived through it, she often had a broken spine, and then she lay around, immobile, thinking back to that unlucky evening every single minute of the rest of her life.

When Sasha was still a kid, running to get bread at the local village store, he saw women in black mourning kerchiefs — sometimes three, sometimes five, loitering by the store. All of them had lost their sons in crashes. The women stood around, conversing quietly about their children’s lives and deaths. And these conversations, which Sasha overheard accidentally from the black mouths of these women, buzzed around in his head for a long time.

Some villagers had left in recent years, recalled Grandma; some had quietly died from early-onset old age, and only one man, nicknamed Nightingale (by now no one could remember why), remained in the entire settlement. Every evening he got drunk somewhere, came home, and stupidly yelled at his numb wife, who had forsaken everything and devolved into a state of permanent, resigned silence. They had no children. By night, Nightingale’s screams resounded through the nearly empty village.

When drunk, he recognised almost no one, walking around the village oblivious to everything, and only the sad look on his wife’s face had the power to return him to foggy reality from his alcohol-induced sojourn, awakening in him the physiological desire to shout and to argue but without consciousness awareness of the words he uttered.

It was he, Nightingale, who had passed by the house when Sasha smoked near the fence.

Granny cleared the table and made Sasha’s bed in a room separated by a thin divider from Grandpa’s couch.

As she made the bed, she remembered Vaskya sleeping in it, her flesh and blood, a small child brought up with great difficulty after the war who had become a tall, thin, prematurely balding youngster who left the family home and returned a grown man in whom only she could still see that small child. But then Vaskya’s life’s blood had stopped flowing, and he ceased to be.

During Vaskya’s first bout with heart trouble, she dreamt of him.

In her dream, Vaskya lay on the bed, and quietly said: “Mummy, it hurts right here, I can’t breathe,” and motioned towards his heart.

She went to see Vaskya right away, suddenly arriving in the city she hadn’t visited in at least ten years, and once she got there, found that her dream was prophetic.

Sasha took her to the hospital then, where his father had just been admitted.

Father lay there calmly, his face darkened, listening to his body. Inside, his sick heart beat. Grandmother sat next to him, peering into his face.

Father had surgery. They cut open his chest; for a half an hour, while the doctors worked their magic, his heart was outside his body. He survived. He was kept off alcohol. But soon his brother Kolkya died, and Vaskya began to drink. He went on a binge once, then again, landed in the hospital, and died quickly, within two days.

Sasha knew that Grandma was making his bed and that she was yet again wondering why in the world, why, when Vaskya fell ill for the second time, he didn’t appear to her in a dream, why he didn’t summon her, and for the life of her she couldn’t answer these questions.

Didn’t appear in a dream and didn’t summon her. In the winter, they called their village neighbours, the only ones with a telephone — told them that Vasily had died; please tell everyone, we’re on our way to the funeral. And three weeks after the funeral, Sasha’s letter, which he had written a week and a half before his father’s death, arrived. The letter had broken all records for postal slowness. It might as well have walked there on its own. In the letter Sasha had written that his father was feeling fine.

“How could it have happened so quickly?” asked Grandma after Sasha came back from smoking and made another offering for himself. “You wrote in the letter that your father was fine. I’m reading this, but he’s already in the grave. Or did he become fine once he got there? He suffered his entire life…”

Grandma looked at Sasha calmly, not expecting any answers.

Sometimes they say that grandchildren are loved more than children. This isn’t true, thought Sasha.

Grandma loved her sons. Sasha, for her, was an incoherent reminder of a time when the family was complete, her sons alive. But she wasn’t capable of recognising in Sasha the features of his father, of feeling in him her own blood — given to her son and passed along to her grandson. Sasha was a separate person, already an almost estranged one.

Very rarely she peered at Sasha with the hope that her deceased son might show through in her grandson’s features and give her a sign. But she’d immediately curtail herself: “It’s not him, not him…”

Sasha understood this and calmly accepted the thin, barely tangible — thinner than a hair — estrangement of his grandmother. Subconsciously, almost in secret from himself, he felt that being like this — somewhat estranged from his grandmother — was easier for him. When each of them had their own grief in their hearts, maybe there was no reason for those hearts to touch. Why transgress the boundaries of that which is already barely tolerable?

And Grandpa had no plans to tolerate anything anymore; he was in a rush to see his children.

He stoically weathered the deaths of the first two sons and was still in good shape up to a year before the death of his third. He was stronger than Sasha, who remembered being surprised at his grandpa’s stamina once when the two of them were working in the yard, and Grandpa swung with ease a huge sledgehammer that Sasha could barely lift.

But then his last son departed, and Grandpa reconsidered life.

No reflections on times past went through Grandpa’s head any longer. There were no memories of the time when he, a young model worker, drove a combine harvester, or when he was a young officer commanding the artillery. No trace of his three years in captivity, nor his postwar life. His memory had become confused — there were echoes, sentence fragments, the soapy residue of recollections, but none of his thoughts could find their completion. Everything shifted and swayed — a darkened railway carriage with a blinking, almost imperceptible light — the voices of invisible travel companions, the clinking of dishes, the railway carriage, conductorless, and something incomprehensible is flying past the window.

Grandpa listened but could decipher nothing.

Grandpa noticed Grandma walk by. And once again he could think of nothing about her, about himself, about anyone. There was nothing to be decided, and nothing had resolved. Everything had run out and flown by. Colourlessness overcame him. The dregs of life slowly dripped away.

* * *

Back in the day, a long time ago, Grandpa was in the habit of turning the radio on at full blast. At six in the morning, a hymn filled the house. Grandma would already be up by then. Sasha, angry at Grandpa, would stretch out his thin legs with unwashed feet. But he immediately fell asleep again, as soon as the melody faded. Later, he rose in upbeat spirits. Ate milk soup. Sometimes a fly appeared in his soup, but Sasha wasn’t squeamish — he’d fish the fly out, park it next to his bowl, then eat the rest. The fly would lie next to the bowl in a small white puddle, its wings stuck together. The soup was unbelievably tasty, sweet, hot. After the soup, there were karavaichiki with tea. Everything was so tender.

At six that morning, the radio began to crackle like at the end of a vinyl record, or maybe one that skipped, unable to go on. The black, dusty lung of the radio hissed, grew hoarse. This sound never stopped.

Sasha opened his eyes.

Icons hung above his head.

Light filtered through the tiny window to the left of his bed.

Grandma was not in the house.

Sasha listened, trying to discern Grandpa’s breathing, but heard nothing. He didn’t feel like getting up. But he felt like lying there — just opposite the divider from Grandpa — even less so.

His feet touched the floor reluctantly. His shoulders spasmed. Jaws tightened, containing a yawn. Eyes darted around the room, looking for something to focus on, so that his heart could quiet down and the morning might begin kindly.

At the opposite end of the room hung the family shrine with photographs he’d seen a thousand times. But he still liked to look.

He got dressed, pulled on his trousers, t-shirt, and sweater, and, keeping his thoughts at bay — How’s Grandpa over there? Take a look. — tiptoed quietly to the far corner of the room, where the white of the photographs glowed faintly.

This large photo had often amazed Sasha: the year is 1933, village girls sit together in a group, about twenty of them. The girls are well groomed, one might even say — plump-faced, each one sweeter than the next. But wait a minute, this was during collectivization — they didn’t get paid. Sasha kept forgetting to ask Grandma how this worked exactly. And here’s Grandma herself, she’s about sixteen in the photo, maybe younger (she didn’t know her own birthday and had never celebrated it) — but already a woman, fully developed and all. And it’s the year 1933 outside.

And here’s Grandpa with a friend. The year 1938. Bright faces, wide-open eyes, the tough guys’ half-smiles. A huge commander’s watch on Grandpa’s wrist that he was clearly showing off. His friend looks half- Caucasian, but a dignified kind of Caucasian, striking — he’s all aglow, as if he somehow reflected the light of the flash. It’s 1938. Why are they smiling? They feel good. Happy to be photographed; their lives are ahead of them.

Grandpa’s comrade, an aviator — Sasha couldn’t remember his last name — had died heroically in the war. A bust of him stands near the grocery store with perpetually wilted flowers at its foundation.

Grandpa was exempt from the draft — he was the best combine operator in the region, and they didn’t allow him to the front until ‘42. Grandpa was already married to Grandma then, but they didn’t have kids yet.

Then the fall of 1942 came and Grandpa had to go to the war. Soon after he was taken hostage. He spent the rest of the war in captivity.

He reluctantly talked about this period.

He did love to reminisce about one incident, though. A fortune teller had read his fortune in captivity and foretold that he would live to be eighty.

“People were dying continuously then, several people each day,” Grandpa would say. “We slept together for warmth, all in a row. Every now and then, throughout the night, we had to turn from side to side at the same time. Sometimes you’d turn over, and your neighbour had already kicked the bucket, lying there cold…. My fate was foretold but I didn’t believe it: no one could believe then that they might even live to see another day. But I was told eighty years. And I’ve made it. Even took a little extra.”

When Sasha’s father died, Grandpa was eighty-four.

Grandpa repeated this story at the wake, then added:

“I should have died at eighty. My sons were alive then. I’d have died happy. And now, Sankya, I can’t figure out what I’ve been living for — I have nothing, not a trace left behind, as if I haven’t lived at all.”

Grandma always said that Grandpa survived in captivity because he didn’t smoke. The Germans gave their prisoners of war tobacco and bread. Grandpa exchanged his tobacco with other prisoners for bread. He didn’t give it away for nothing.

At times, Sasha contemplated this act: Should he blame his Grandpa for this or not? Sasha would not exist in this world had his Grandpa not procured extra pieces of bread in exchange for his tobacco. How could one be blamed for this? If you want to place blame, try going into captivity yourself, survive there for three years, giving away your tobacco while the others trade it, and if you come back alive, then blame all you want.

When Grandpa returned from captivity, he weighed forty-seven kilograms, and his height was one metre and eighty-three.

Another thing Grandpa said was that when they were freed (by the Allies — Americans), it turned out that he and several of his comrades had to walk home. While walking through a liberated German village, they found a barrel of white honey. There were five of them — and all of them except Grandpa pounced on this honey, eating with their hands straight from the barrel. Grandpa warned his starving buddies that this probably was not a good idea, but they didn’t listen. Ate their fill, and almost immediately began throwing up, heaving, and convulsing. And this is how all of them died, right beside the barrel of white honey.

At times Sasha could see this barrel clearly, filled white and thick. And the dirty, trembling fingers with long nails plunging into the honey. The toothless mouths, rimmed with dirty hair, lapping it up. And then the honey begins to burn in their throats. While Grandpa sits nearby, hunched over and turned away. Maybe his companions even laughed, elated for a few moments. But soon after one of them sat down abruptly, or maybe he went straight down, his eyes popping out from pain…

Grandpa continued the journey alone.

He was excluded from the Communist Party for having been a prisoner of war. He returned to the village and his wife. During the next few postwar years they produced three sons.

Here they are, the sons — in another photograph. Sasha’s father Vasily stands between Grandma and Grandpa, white-headed, his hair like sunbleached flax. Grandpa cradles the middle son in his arms; Grandma holds the youngest. Grandpa is lean, tall, work-worn, stern. Grandma’s face is dark, her cheeks thin, not resembling herself at all. Raising three children was tough on her.

Next to this one, another photo — Sasha’s great-grandfather and comrades. This time it’s World War I. There are four soldiers in front of a bunker, their faces horselike, elongated, meaningless, dignified. Great- Grandpa has three St. George’s Crosses on his chest. He also managed to fight in the Civil War and was decorated there too. But no photographs survive from the Civil War. And the medals were lost.

And here’s Sasha himself — fourteen years old, pink, bright-faced, his hair slicked to one side. When he first left the village he was also sunbleached flaxen, like all the village boys — and then this rare, bright colouration faded to a dark blond in the city.

Sasha was the only one left who knew this, the little he knew about the lives lived by the people in the black-and-white photographs — he was the only remaining witness to their existence. Once Grandma was gone, no one would be able to describe the characters captured here, what kind of people the Tishins were. And no one would ask — who would care? The new occupants of the house will pitch the family shrine into the thick bushes across the street; the rain will wash the faces off” the photographs; and that will be it. As if they never existed.

Even now, Sasha no longer knew who some of the people in the photos were — relatives of some sort, aunts or uncles, maybe the neighbours with whom they were friendly, or maybe somebody else. But all the relatives had died, and all the friends as well; there was no one in the entire district who could remember what Grandma and Grandpa were like in the postwar years — and what can be said about what had happened before the war? But there was a wedding, and the bride and groom kissed demurely, the guests made a racket and drank up, and everyone was smiling, or maybe almost everyone — possibly someone sat in the corner melancholy, quietly getting drunk, there is one of those at every wedding — but just the same, it was joyous and loud…and likely not a single witness to that wedding remains.

Sasha suddenly remembered Grandpa mentioning once that his marriage to Grandma was his second. He had left his first wife the morning after the wedding. He never said what she had done. He had only hesitantly uttered a few words about that first wedding to Sasha, who had by now forgotten.

Sasha was more shocked to learn that Grandpa had been married before than he was by the terrible saga of his years spent in captivity. Who was this first wife? What kind of girl was she? What had she done? Was it possible that Grandpa had caught her with someone else? Had she got drunk and told him off”? Or had someone smeared their gate with tar? Sasha thought, forgetting that in this village not a single house is hidden behind a gate — one step from the road and you are at the front door, which is often unlocked. And no one keeps dogs.

Tar…on the gates… Sasha ridiculed himself. You’ve read too many books.

No one knew what or how it had happened. And yet it happened.

How could this be? Where had everyone gone?

Would it be of any value to anyone to know the story of Grandpa and Grandma’s existence? Or was it worthless and unnecessary?

Sasha quietly entered Grandpa’s quarters.

The door frames in the house were low, and Sasha unintentionally bowed to his grandfather, who didn’t see this — he lay there with his eyes closed. Sasha heard Grandpa’s hoarse, trembling breathing, and, for a few moments, gazed at his pale forehead with its thin, darkened veins.

Grandpa opened his watery eyes, his pupils invisible beneath the lids.

Does he see me? Does he not? Should I say something?

“Sankya,” said Grandpa quietly. “You’re up. Should have slept in a bit…”

Sasha looked at Grandpa silently without blinking. Grandpa breathed.

Sasha grabbed a stool and plonked it at Grandpa’s bedside — it’s possible he did this more loudly than the situation called for — but the action itself and the accompanying noise helped drown out the painful misery of what was happening.

As Sasha sat down next to him, Grandpa snuck a barely perceptible glance at him — the eyelid trembled, the faded circle of the pupil moved, and the eyelid lowered once more, pushing out a tiny tear, which immediately got lost in a wrinkle.

“Are you going soon? Stay a bit…wait until I pass on. I’ll pass on soon. You could bury me. How will Grandma manage on her own…? The women won’t help. We’ve got no more men…”

The right thing to say might be, “You’re fit as a fiddle, Grandpa. Don’t say such things! Rest up, and you’ll be back on your feet soon!” thought Sasha, but said nothing.

“I’ve lived for so many years and can’t remember the women burying someone even once…. Are there any men at all left in the city?”

Sasha smiled faintly.

“A few,” he said loudly, just to say something.

“Well, there’s none here. I’m the last one left. I watched their mothers give birth to them, I watched them grow up, and I watched them die. I’ve buried all of them. Ours, as well as theirs.”

Grandpa grew silent, and stayed silent for a long time.

“I eat nothing, and still can’t die…”

More silence.

“Do you remember my silver spoon? Take it, after I go. My father gave it to me. Now it will be yours.”

Sasha remembered this spoon — heavy, beautiful. Grandma used to say that Grandpa smacked his young sons across the forehead with it if they misbehaved at the table. Sasha didn’t believe her. You could kill somebody with that spoon. And this was not like Grandpa at all. Sasha thought that he had never in his life heard Grandpa shout — he had never raised his voice and never uttered a profanity. He showed his displeasure with gestures. There was one time five years ago when Sasha came to visit with his father. Grandpa was already almost eighty then. Uncle Kolya came over, and they drank all afternoon and then also half the night. In the morning, they sat down to breakfast, to nurse their hangovers with some hair of the dog. Grandma, who had heard Grandpa breathing heavily in his sleep, decided to watch out for him, and when she served the moonshine, she filled the glasses of both her sons but only poured Grandpa a bit more than half a glass. Not a single muscle moved on Grandpa’s face, but he made a lazy gesture, touching the glass with the side of his right hand — not forcefully, just enough to tip it over; the moonshine dribbled across the table, its sharp scent in the air. Then Grandpa rose and moved the chair aside as if he was leaving.

“Sit, then, damn you! Sit!” wailed Grandma. She wiped the table, replaced the glass, and filled it to the brim, then walked away cursing — but moderately so, not loudly nor angrily; in opposing her husband, she always knew the boundary and never to cross it.

Grandpa sat down, drank matter-of-factly, and Grandma never again under-filled his glass, and no one ever made mention of the time she had.

Sasha looked at Grandpa; it seemed that he had fallen asleep. Sasha rose carefully.

Outside was cloudy, a slate-grey humidity hung in the air of an especially unpleasant summer. The village seemed dead.

Next to the very same puddle stood the very same boy with a switch in his hand. Hissing, he flogged his own dirty reflection, jumping back from the splash.

The look of the child was enough to make the heart ache if the heart wasn’t filled with a quiet emptiness.

“You’re up, Sankya. Why did you get up?” asked Grandma, returning from the yard. “Let’s have breakfast.”

Eggs sunny-side up with bacon, tomatoes, and courgette — supernaturally bright, like a child’s drawing — trembled and sizzled, exuding the aroma of life and joy.

Interesting, if we ask the elderly to draw, will their drawings be as bright as those of children? Sasha wondered.

The moonshine clouded, the bread was dark and stern. The bread is always the sternest thing on the table; it knows its own worth.

Sasha ate everything quickly and said he was going to take a walk.

He set out downhill from the house towards the river.

He remembered taking this very same road as a child and running into the neighbour’s flock of geese — the gander blocked his path, craning its neck, the dirty bird. Sasha leapt back, turned in horror, and ran, throwing high his knees. Then he stopped nearby, waiting, shuffling his dusty legs, like a small horse. If someone passed, Sasha sat down and pretended to play marbles — ashamed that he was afraid of a goose — while the person shushed the geese, who spread their wings and cackled nastily, and scared them off.

Looking back on his life, Sasha loved only this version of himself — the one with the dusty legs and scratches. Later, this kid unfurled his white swan neck and grew into a pasty, slouchy buffoon with a silly grin and the other unsightly markers of adolescence. Sasha never thought back to his teenage years, always avoided it. Fussy, snooty, unpleasant — who’d want to remember someone like that?

There were no ganders nowadays.

The footbridge over the river was crooked and broken.

Reckon anyone makes it across? Sasha thought, immediately noting that his grandmother’s “reckon” had stuck to his tongue. Or, more likely, he had thought the word intentionally, testing the long-faded connection to the village breed within him. He couldn’t even think the word “reckon” without feeling like a fake.

Sasha walked along the riverbank to the far beach. Occasionally he passed old boats — chained to trees or abandoned, full of holes, no longer needed by anyone — discarded on the shore. Sasha looked inside each boat, peered into each of their soggy, desiccated guts.

The village was on his right-hand side.

The potholed road was crooked as if it had been chewed up and spat out, and the spit had dried, retaining the curved, coarse impressions of teeth and sore gums.

The river gradually expanded.

Weak splashes sometimes interrupted the even current.

Midges circled dizzingly over the grass bank.

Sasha walked towards a spot called Timokha’s Corner. Father had told him that a hermit named Tim once lived here — on the river, which, indeed, at this point, turned abruptly, forming a corner. Tim for some reason hanged himself, and the locals christened the beautiful, quiet beach and its white, sunbleached sand with his name.

As a small boy, while warming his tummy on the beach, Sasha often wondered about the fate of Tim, but in the absence of even the most elementary knowledge of who this Tim was and why he lived in solitude, his thinking amounted to nothing. And then the boy Sasha would go swimming.

Sometimes — at a certain time of day, often during lunch hour — young guys with beautiful girls would come to the beach. Somewhere not far away were the mines, and in their free hour the workers liked to splash and cackle here.

That’s when little Sasha first observed a tough guy with what looked like a potato stuffed in his swimming trunks publicly pinning down a well-proportioned lass — stroking her sides, kneading her white breasts — without any shame. A girl in this position didn’t allow herself to be kissed on the lips for long before she shoved the guy in the chest. He reluctantly left her alone, put away his hot, greedy paws, abruptly jumped up, and dove from the high bank into the water, disappearing for almost a minute — so the rumpled girl, sitting up and straightening her bra, began to worry a bit, peering at the water from under her hand until her beau, like some mythical amphibious beast, surfaced near the other bank.

Sasha didn’t even know which he envied more — the ability to swim so far underwater or such freedom in groping members of the opposite sex. The latter, however, frightened Sasha, evoking a strange mixture of amazement and disgust.

Sasha’s father led him away from the action and the continuous soundtrack of profanity, down river, where they knew another secret spot — a concrete slab of unknown origin neatly overgrown with bushes. The slab was slowly sliding from the shore into the river. In the summer, it warmed under the sun, and Sasha and his father roasted themselves on it for a long time.

When the sun became unbearable, they entered the river up to their knees, splashing water onto the slab, making it damp and cool — quite suitable for the continuation of their sunbathing and deep relaxation.

Sasha misremembered a shortcut and confused the trails such that he passed Timokha’s Corner. He had to backtrack.

The path along the river, once well-trodden by fishermen and labourers, was overgrown, and Sasha high-stepped, fearful of garter snakes. Since childhood he had been terrified of reptiles in the wild.

As a kid, Sasha learnt that he had almost died at birth, strangled by the umbilical cord — it’s said that those who experience this during their first moments on God’s earth will be scared of snakes for life. At least that’s how Sasha justified his embarrassing fear of harmless garter snakes.

And, of course, he came across a garter snake — and not just one but a whole family, which had crawled out to warm themselves in the sun. Sasha screamed and leapt backward, his leg landing in a wide stance. The snakes were already gone. He could have sworn the vile beasts disappeared while he was in the air.

Swearing and jittering, jumping through the bushes, Sasha came upon the very same slab where he had once rested with father.

It was even more overgrown with bushes. It had slid most of the way down the bank and into the water and was covered with green, snotty, underwater plants. It would, obviously, be impossible to lie on the slab now.

Seeing this, Sasha felt a dreary spasm in his heart — as if this wasn’t a simple concrete slab but a felled monument.

Sasha looked around, locating a spot where he could sit and grieve quietly. He sat on the thin grass near the bank and lit a cigarette.

In the village, in the open air, smoking was always more difficult — in the sweltering contagion of the city, a cigarette was sweet to the soul, but in the village, when the lungs are flooded with enough freshness to make your head spin, a cigarette immediately becomes irrelevant.

Sasha wanted to prolong this feeling of melancholy; it was almost blissful, mixed with cigarette smoke, but the smoke was making him ill, and instead of collecting sweetly in the pit of his stomach, the melancholy spread weakness throughout his body. He had to stomp the rest of the fag into the grass with his heel. Several ants gathered near the unburned tobacco in the dry dirt.

Timokha’s Corner, overgrown with ugly elephant ears, was just around the bend. The pristine beach had all but disappeared, and in its place was a sandy stretch of wasteland.

Sasha took off his shoes and entered the water. It was cold and slimy like yogurt.

The grimy clay was unpleasant to touch — it was reminiscent of an old man’s naked gum.

Sasha scuttled out of the water and sat vulnerably in the sand and debris.

He looked around and spat, then stood up again.

He yanked out a burdock, that little-known, low-growing herb, freeing the beach from its disgusting long tentacles.

He snatched them — russet-coloured, dry, ghastly — and chucked them into the water. The current took them away.

An hour and a half later, not a single weed was left on the beach. Only some torn root nubs stuck out here and there.

The beach was not clear and pure as it had been in his childhood, no.

It looked as if it was recovering from some sort of illness, smallpox — the patient lay there, surly and unpleasant, covered in scars and pockmarks.

* * *

Sasha returned home, didn’t have any supper.

He stood for a while next to his sleeping grandfather, then found Grandma and told her that he was leaving. Immediately — he had to.

Grandma paused.

“Did you go to your father’s grave?” she asked.

“I did,” Sasha lied.

“How is he, hasn’t got up?”

Sasha pulled out a cigarette and kneaded it between his fingers, not knowing what to say.

“I’ll gather some scallions for you to take. And some eggs,” Grandmother said softly.

CHAPTER THREE

His note was still on the table at home.

Mother, unaware where he’d been or how long he’d be gone, had written a kind of answer on it: Men in regular clothes with red badges and a local policeman came to see you. What is going on son?

The writing was devoid of any punctuation, and because of this Sasha sensed his mother’s bitter tone even more acutely. He put the note out of sight.

He touched a match to the burner and mechanically brought the kettle, having judged it full by weight, to the stove. Sasha was trying to determine his next move, and this is how he froze — kettle in hand — when the doorbell rang.

He felt weak and queasy, his mouth filled with cold and sour saliva, and his healing lip began to sting.

The flat was located on the fourth floor, and it was impossible to escape through the window.

And if I ignore them? The thought flashed through his mind.

No, they know that I’m here. They probably saw me come in…

Will they break down the door? For that they need a warrant of some kind…

Or is that within the cops’ right? If the FSB came with the cops, they’ll come right through…

But why didn’t they just pick me up on the street?

Sasha finally, carefully set the kettle on the burner and tiptoed to the door.

He stood listening. Silence.

The doorbell hissed and rang again — so loud that the dishes in the cupboard vibrated.

Sasha secured his footing and pressed against the peephole.

On the other side of the door stood Negative, a young fellow of seventeen, from the local branch of the Founding Fathers.

“Hey,” he said, as soon as Sasha’s eye showed in the peephole.

“Are you alone?” Sasha asked flatly.

“Alone.”

Sasha opened the door. Negative walked in and shook his hand, looking, as he always did, up and around as if he was searching for or studying something — this time, apparently, that something was the lamp on the ceiling, which he gazed at in disgust.

“The light needs to be turned off” in the hallway,” he said glumly. “Otherwise I can see you looking through the peephole.”

Negative was five years younger than Sasha, but the difference had almost worn off. Maybe because he’d grown up in an orphanage, Negative’s behaviour was rational and ruthless, and though short,he was strong for his age.

His front tooth was broken, and this added even more severity to Negative’s already inhospitable face, with his low forehead and wide-set eyes.

They called him Negative on account of his disapproving nature. He wasn’t a grouch, but he insisted on seeing the world in black and white and refused to compromise. His disapproval was dark and silent, unusual for his young age, and could easily be mistaken for coldheartedness.

He also didn’t smile, let alone laugh. Almost never. Very rarely.

“How did you know that I was home?” Sasha asked.

“I didn’t. Just stopped by.”

“What’s going on with you?” Sasha asked loudly, disappearing into the kitchen.

“You guys made a real mess in Moscow,” Negative said without answering the question. “I should have gone too. Beautiful. Did you see yourself on the TV?”

“Myself?” Sasha turned off the kettle, which trembled irritably, and turned to face Negative, who had slipped off his shoes and entered the kitchen.

“You didn’t see it? Didn’t see it? First you show up at the head of the pack, and one of you is doing in a cop with a stick — then all of you are running somewhere, smashing store windows, there’s a cop lying on the ground, and you jump on his cap. A great shot. And why on his cap, I thought? Why didn’t you jump on his head? Hm?”

Sasha winced. He wasn’t very happy with the fact that a few thousand, maybe hundreds of thousands of people had seen him — having fun…

“And…could you really make me out?” Sasha asked quietly, having gone, for some reason, a little hoarse.

“Well, kind of…but I recognised you. Can I smoke here?”

Sasha looked at Negative for a while.

“Smoke. And one for me…”

“Hey, so, your friends are here,” Negative said, dragging on the cigarette.

“What friends?” Sasha also lit up and again stared at Negative.

“Venka from Moscow and Rogov from Siberia.”

Sasha winced again, though this time a bit less.

“Why the hell are they here?”

“They say that in Moscow everyone’s in hiding, everyone’s flats are being searched. Venka is actually homeless; he has nowhere to live. And Rogov said that going by train to his good-for-nothing Siberia is bad news — you actually have to show your passport when you buy a ticket, and then on the trains…you can figure yourself: you’ll go nuts before you arrive. So they came here.” Negative inhaled deeply, exhaled, his eyes followed the path of the smoke. “They came to us. And why are you so freaked out?”

“The cops were here twice already.”

“You didn’t let them in?”

“No, I was gone. They came while Mum was here.”

“They came to my place too,” Negative said.

“And how’d it go?”

“I didn’t let them in. They knocked for two hours and then left.”

“And you were skulking inside the whole time?”

“No, we had a heartwarming conversation through the door. They promised to fuck me and then dry me off.”

Sasha looked at Negative, and again admired his masculine, disaffected courage. Negative was really not afraid of being beaten up, not even afraid of being badly beaten up, and he was indifferent to any and all threats. Several times he had been generously flogged with batons for the application of brazen black-paint inscriptions such as “Die, Governor!” to the walls of the municipal building. And for hitting this very same governor in the face with a pie. About six months ago Negative was tied up, and for two full days they tried to beat out of him the names of the local Founders who used Molotov cocktails to set fire to the Scientology headquarters. The firefighters had arrived on the scene in time, but it was a big scandal. After two days of torture, Negative was released. For a month and a half after that, he needed help to eat, dress, and tie his shoelaces — help provided by his younger brother Posik, the exact opposite of Negative, a sprightly lad of thirteen with an eternal grin on his cheeky face, the youngest of the local Founders.

Yes, they called themselves Founders. At first a pointless word that had, in time, acquired heft, pronouncement, and significance.

However, by the shorthand of journalists they were often called the “FF” — the first two letters of the name of the party, and at times when they wanted to humiliate them or point out their youthfulness, the “Little Effers.”

Negative didn’t rat out any of the Founders, himself included. He threw the Molotov cocktails too. Although not him alone, of course.

“They didn’t break down the door?” Sasha asked, looking at Negative’s jagged upper tooth, broken off in some stupid fight.

“They didn’t.”

“And why didn’t you open it?” Negative glared at Sasha.

“Did they hit you too hard on the head in Moscow? I told you, Venka and Rogov are with me. At first, they crawled under the couch. Then we rolled Venka up in a rug, put him in the corner, and Rogov got in the closet. We had a fun two hours…”

Sasha quickly drank his tea.

He thought he might be hungry. Changed his mind.

“Where are they?” he asked.

“Sitting in the café across the street. Drinking one cup of coffee between the two of them. Let’s go?”

Sasha grabbed some money from the stash, a piece of cheese, some village scallions, a loaf of bread, and a tin of preserves. He thought about writing a few words to his mother — but what could he write? Everything’s “fine” again? Yeah, couldn’t be finer.

* * *

“Ah, here they are!” Sasha immediately realised that he was really glad to see Venka, who sniffled with his still healing nose, and the fit Lyosha; he hugged both of them.

Now something needed to be done; the boys needed to be taken somewhere.

Sasha didn’t dare to call any friends from the house phone, which was tapped. He once compromised a protest this way.

And also he didn’t have any friends like that, friends at whose place he could crash with two other people.

Or even by myself, Sasha thought with surprise but not with self-pity.

In recent years Sasha’s social circle had dwindled and was now limited exclusively to party members. Not that he didn’t have time for other friendships, although, come to think of it, he didn’t, but the main thing was that these were inessential, uninteresting, no longer necessary.

It wasn’t a good idea to hide out at the flats of other local Founders for obvious reasons: the plainclothesmen would swoop right in.

It began to drizzle outside, but, at first, leaving the smoky café with its annoying music and unfriendly prices, they walked briskly and with pleasure, recounting how everything had gone down in Moscow. Negative listened with interest, sometimes carefully peering into the face of the person who spoke.

Stopping at a street kiosk, Sasha bought a bottle of vodka and three plastic cups — Negative didn’t drink, because alcohol made him go wild.

Rogov didn’t protest the purchase, and Venka looked happy.

They went to the playground, where Sasha had spent many an hour as a kid, consuming alcohol of varying strength and exploring his compliant or not-so-compliant female peers.

They huddled in a little kiosk. Sasha pulled out cheese and bread from his pockets.

“And we don’t have a knife,” he said, twirling the tin of food in his hand.

Rogov silently removed a pocketknife from his backpack. He deftly opened the tin.

They poured, toasted…

Soon they felt pretty all right except for the fact their buttocks were freezing on the damp bench. Sasha periodically got up and moved about, Rogov sat on his backpack, and Venka, it seemed, didn’t care.

Negative didn’t sit at all — he was listening. He bit off” small pieces of the cheese rinds and chewed slowly.

“Here, take this…” Sasha gave him a proper slice of cheese.

Negative took it. He waited until everyone resumed talking and then quietly put it back.

“How many people were locked up, anyone know for sure?” Sasha asked.

“Ninety-three people, they said in the news,” Negative replied after Venka and Rogov shrugged their shoulders. Negative never jumped to be the first to answer.

“What’d they get?”

“Almost all got administrative. Fifteen days.”

“Why were they so…merciful?” Venka said, digging up the word “merciful” from somewhere.

“Well, imagine what the proceedings would be like, for ninety-some people? The whole world would cover it. Who the fuck needs that?” Sasha said.

“All the same, five of them will take some heat, as a warning,” Rogov said.

The Founders were no longer surprised when another one of their guys was sent to prison — more than forty of them were already behind bars. The number of prisoners always stayed about the same — some were released but others replaced them. Oddly enough, almost all of them were “velvet terrorists” — they threw eggs at and slathered mayonnaise on famous insufferables. Yes, the soiled suit jackets cost them months or even a year in jail.

There was just one, a Ukrainian guy, who got himself in serious trouble — he was sentenced to ten years in maximum security for expropriating some property.

They were silent for a bit, feeling sorry for their comrades. At least Sasha felt sorry for them, and there was a fraction of brotherly love and pity in Lyosha Rogov’s nature. Things were more complicated with Negative and Venka.

What Negative felt was annoyance sliding into good, solid rage — and he was equally annoyed at everyone who represented power in his country — from the lowly traffic cops all the way up to Mr. President.

And Venka simply didn’t give a damn, Sasha thought. Not because Venka didn’t care about his own well-being, but because he wasn’t afraid of prison — without trying too hard he was always ready to go. Besides, if you add up all of Venka’s fifteen-day terms, in total he’d already served a hefty sentence.

But all were still silent…

Shots were poured, the last toast raised.

“We did them once, and we’ll do them again!” Sasha said without declaiming at all; Rogov nodded, Venka laughed, and Sasha couldn’t make out whatever was in Negative’s heart.

They knocked the vodka back, sniffed their sleeves, and moved on. (Rogov gathered their rubbish into a plastic bag and took it to the nearest bin).

Sasha decided where to spend the next three hours.

Now calm and relaxed, they approached the university building. Sasha told everyone to wipe off their hooligan grins and to assume the innocent faces of regulars at an institution of higher learning, either undergraduate or graduate. In this way they passed by the strict security guard with pursed lips: Rogov strode with a natural calm; Negative turned away and hid his chin in his jacket collar; and Venka strained his facial muscles so intensely that he suddenly looked much more stupid than he was.

Sasha had known philosophy Professor Alexey Konstantinovich Bezletov for a long time. Their connection — an associate professor in the field of humanities and Sasha who’d never really gone to college — was easily explained: Bezletov had been the pupil of Sasha’s father.

Sasha must have been about fourteen years old when he first met Bezletov, who was then young, slim, and barely twenty.

Bezletov visited them on several occasions and constantly fiddled with his fleecy scarf, managing to wrap it around his throat. Bezletov and his father drank tea and discussed something or other — Sasha’s father looked calm; Bezletov sometimes twitched his shoulders, as if his shirt was full of itchy sawdust. Father paid no attention to this.

Father was in general very calm. Despite the fact that this strange time — actually a stupid time, and, on the count of the stupidity, an altogether more disgusting time — favoured it, they never talked about politics.

Sasha learnt much later that Bezletov held extremely liberal views. And to this day Sasha could not make peace with the fact that his father never took him to task over “fractures” and “fates.” How could he explain it other than indifference?

Bezletov was the only one of Father’s friends and acquaitan-ces who helped them bury him in the village…but that’s a story for another time.

During the funeral, Sasha and Bezletov had regarded each other as equals, but they had not seen each other for several years, and in that time the gap between them had widened again.

Then it had suddenly turned out that Sasha’s girlfriend studied philosophy with Bezletov. This was exactly how she introduced him once, when Sasha went to meet her near the auditorium after classes had ended: “Have you met Professor Alexey Konstantinovich Bezletov, who teaches philosophy?”

As she spoke, Sasha shook Bezletov’s hand, and, having assessed the dense substantiality of his handshake as well as his teacher’s posture, wisely decided to forego any explanation about that job they’d worked on side by side, as equals.

“Yes, Professor Bezletov and I have met.”

They crossed paths in the university hallways several times, shaking hands in passing, greeting each other formally, until Sasha had a falling-out with that girlfriend for some empty and now forgotten reason and again briefly lost touch with Bezletov.

But no more than a month ago Sasha participated in a local Founders protest, and immediately after the usual rabblerousing and outrage, he bumped into Bezletov.

“I saw you…carrying on there,” Bezletov said softly and with a very unprofessor-like smile.

Sasha had stopped feeling embarrassed about his so-called political views long ago. (In fact, he’d never really thought of them as “political” or anything other than the sole purpose of Sasha’s being.) But this time he felt a faint resurrection of shame. Perhaps it was that his throat was still hoarse from shouting, “President, step down or else!” a few moments ago. Or perhaps it was because of the expression of coarse anger worn into his face from repeated run-ins with the oafish police, who, thanks only to some oversight, hadn’t busted them this time; usually a protest ended with them dragging the Founders down to the police station, where, for the hundredth time, they were photographed and fingerprinted.

Sasha had not had time to regroup when he saw Bezletov. He struggled to fashion a decent facial expression but ended up looking at him with a strange smile.

Bezletov suddenly laughed a hearty laugh — hearty because it was sincere and youthful — and said: “Things will be difficult for you.”

Bezletov invited Sasha to come to his office to talk (“You can bring your friends….”), and he invited him in such a way that Sasha actually wanted to come.

There were other reasons for the visit besides the sincere kindness of Bezletov’s tone.

Sasha’s father was an educated man. But despite this lineage, Sasha always felt like an utter mongrel. Maybe because he was a dropout and had only started to read what he should after he returned from the army — his mother couldn’t help him evade the service. She was, in essence, a simple woman.

Maybe Sasha also lacked confidence because his father had never spent time with him, he hardly even talked with his son. It just so happened that his father didn’t feel the need to talk, and Sasha didn’t want to impose himself, or maybe it was the opposite — father didn’t want to impose himself, and Sasha hadn’t yet felt the need to talk.

Recently, though, Sasha’s mongrel sensibility drew him to people who had a better understanding of the world — even if that understanding was acquired through the study of literature that Sasha could never find the time to read.

Bezletov looked up, or, rather, raised his eyebrows. He had acquired certain habits that made him resemble a venerable theatre actor.

“Sasha?”

“We just decided to stop by.”

“Yes, I invited you, I remember…”

They were standing in the hallway. Bezletov shook everyone’s hand, carefully eyeing the visitors without smiling. He was short with straight dark hair and rounded shoulders. Sasha remembered Bezletov’s face scrunching up all the time, as if he was in a relentless search for the right emotions and precise words. Now he had become calm, and his cheeks had even drooped slightly, making his expression a touch squeamish.

“You know, I’m actually locking up,” he said. “But across the way, there is a café, inexpensive and quiet. Maybe we can chat there. Over a cup of tea?”

“Let’s,” Sasha agreed, although he didn’t have very much money left.

“I’ll stop by the dean’s office, and… I’ll be right there…” Bezletov said.

The boys again passed by the security guard, and two minutes later they were sitting in the café. It was half empty, and the music played softly. A TV flickered in the corner. The screen depicted men in helmets and on motorcycles. Kicking up dirt on turns and falling often, they roared around in a circle.

The waiters brought the menu, and Sasha opened to the first page of the leather-covered book with his index finger, knowing ahead of time that he would order nothing.

“I still have some money,” Rogov said. No one asked him where it came from, but the question hung in the air. Everyone brightened up.

“Beers all around?” Rogov asked.

“Not for me,” Negative said.

“Tea?”

“Nothing.” Negative knew how to refuse in such a way that he was not asked again.

Everyone smoked, looking around.

Soon a stern Bezletov arrived wearing a short dark jacket and carrying a briefcase.

When he took off his jacket, Sasha noticed Bezletov’s pronounced belly.

He silently sat down, put the briefcase beside the chair, and took out a cigarette.

He has a hairless face, Sasha suddenly noticed, a pasty white face. Smart and probably handsome. What a frown his eyebrows make…

A waitress appeared, and Bezletov ordered a coffee.

The lull in conversation at the table dragged on.

Sasha purposely remained silent — he already did not like how the meeting had started back at the university.

Why is he scowling? he thought, looking into Bezletov’s face. As if I’d stolen money from him?

“Still causing trouble?” Bezletov asked, lighting his cigarette, and feeling Sasha’s intense look on his face.

“What else is there to do?” Sasha asked rhetorically, immediately realizing that Bezletov meant the trouble they’d caused in Moscow.

Bezletov took a long drag on his cigarette and thanked the waitress for the coffee in a voice slightly choked because he was holding in the smoke.

“Do you think that what you’ve done is good? And right?”

“Good. And right,” Sasha replied.

Bezletov shrugged.

“And what’s the point?”

“That’s a big question.”

“The question is actually short. Okay, so you’re begging, ‘Give us a national idea…’”

So that’s how it is, Sasha thought, and immediately interrupted Bezletov. “We aren’t begging. I’m not begging. I’m Russian. That’s enough. I don’t need any idea.”

“I’m Russian,” Bezletov grimly mocked him. “And what are you going to do with the non-Russians?”

“Listen, Professor Bezletov, don’t distort…. No one is talking about doing anything with the non-Russians, and you know it.”

“So why then, son,do you start with these words. ‘I’m Russian’?”

So that’s how it is, Sasha thought again — I’m a “son” to him now….

“I’m not starting,” Sasha replied. “I said I didn’t ask for any national ideas. Do you understand? I do not need any aesthetic or moral basis in order to love my mother or to remember my father…”

“I understand that. But why then did you join this — your party?”

“Because it doesn’t need ideas either. It needs its homeland.”

“Wow, there is no need for these words — ‘Russian,’ ‘homeland.’ No need.”

“No need to take them in vain, right?” Sasha said, seeking conciliation. “I agree.”

“What the hell do you mean ‘in vain’?” Bezletov flew into a rage. “You don’t have any relation to your homeland. Nor the homeland to you. And the homeland no longer exists! It has melted away! Precisely for this reason, all these abominable provocations make no sense whatsoever — smashing windows and people’s faces and everything else you like to smash…”

“It’s better to quietly step aside?” Sasha said, lowering his tone.

“It’s better to quietly step aside than to act abominably.”

“It’s better to quietly pass on to the other world?” Sasha said.

“Yes, would you believe! It’s better. Before God — it is better. All of your gestures, your agitation — all this has long lost its meaning. You cannot fix anything. But if you start drawing blood, if you haven’t already started — ” Here Bezletov’s voice again went up a notch. ” — then…”

Bezletov dragged on his cigarette and then violently mashed it into the ashtray as if crushing an ugly worm.

Everyone sat in silence. Venka punctured holes in a pack of cigarettes with a toothpick. Negative watched TV. Rogov stared at the table, his leg vibrating underneath it.

“And so, you are completely content with everything?” Sasha asked, completely calm now, having caught the rhythm of the conversation and examining Bezletov with interest.

“Why can’t you understand it, Sasha? This place is a vacuum of decency. What’s here is empty space. There isn’t even any soil left. Neither the tradition, nor the kind the State might be interested in, in the geopolitical sense, as is now so fashionable to say. And there is no State.”

“On this soil live the people,” Sasha said. He wasn’t trying to be argumentative in the slightest, only digging down to an understanding of what Bezletov was talking about.

“Your people” — he said the word “people” such that it swelled, a big balloon between two P’s — “are inane. It’s easy enough to see this by tuning into any conversation on the bus. Do you think these people, half of whom are retirees and the other half alcoholics, need soil?”

“If they live, they need it.”

“There aren’t enough living for this soil.”

“Enough.”

Bezletov looked at Sasha ironically, and he didn’t make room for Venka, who apparently had to go to the bathroom. As soon as Venka had squeezed past him, Bezletov said, “The point, dear Sasha, is not that.”

The tone of Bezletov’s speech, Sasha noticed, shifted constantly — from irritation to a deliberate and somewhat condescending calm. However, these changes were quite artistic and even smooth.

“The point of the matter — there is no need. No need to do anything. Because while the Russians drink, quietly not giving a flying fuck, everything goes on as usual. Vodka’s chilling; potatoes are frying. And as soon as the Russians remember about their fallen-by-the-wayside grandeur, about the fate of the beloved motherland, about…whatever it is that you talk about with your guys all the time…then you will start letting each other’s blood. And you will let so much of it that you’ll flood half the continent. This is inevitable, Sasha. Although I really think that you’ll be exterminated first. And if you cynically compare the possible outcomes by litres of blood, then this may well be the better option. A better and less bloody one.”

“But soon this country will disappear, Bezletov…” Sasha cut the address from Bezletov’s name, no longer feeling like pronouncing “Professor.”

“I told you: it’s already ceased to exist,” Bezletov replied quickly. “Let the people live out their lives in their quiet corners. Give these very same Russians, about whom you’re so concerned, this opportunity: to reach the end quietly. You’ll not bring them happiness — understand this. But you will bring great trouble. Besides, you’re looking to them in vain. They are as Russian as…as the Greek people today compared with the ancient ones. As the Assyrian warriors in relation to their descendants, the Aisors, who polished shoes in Moscow.”

Sasha finished his beer and turned his attention to the TV, to the images that riveted Negative. The motorcyclists were still riding around in circles. Then he looked at Rogov, who shook his head in time with something going on inside him.

“You know, Sasha.” Bezletov again dialed down his passion. “I sympathised with what you are doing. It was such a beautiful project, interesting in the face of the angst and confusion that reigns. But you stepped across the line. This course is irreversible. Stop now. Go back to your old ways. It’s all very impressive — your flyers, your speeches, your cries in the square, the flags. Your fair girls, with delicate faces…it’s not exactly in the Russian style, not in our tradition, but still impressive.

“And anyway” — Bezletov brightened up, inspired by the flow of his thoughts — “today being Russian is no longer the provenance of everyone. The Russians have lost their Russian essence. It is still preserved in some, as a definite spiritual force and, God willing, will be preserved for some time. Maybe for a few centuries.”

“Where will it be preserved?” Sasha’s surprise was genuine. “In the country that will be extinct in thirty years, populated by Chinese and Chechens?”

“Of course not. But how did the Jews retain their ‘Jewishness’ for two thousand years? There are Russian communities all around the world and no one bothers them. The still living and breathing culture is the main and, alas, the only component of the Russian spirit. Spirit hardly survives anywhere today — only in some people, who paint pictures or write books, or…it doesn’t matter. People have ceased to be the vehicle of the spirit, and, therefore, are no longer capable of anything. The only thing that we can still give the world is to capture the life of our spirit.”

“At a time of spiritual collapse,” Sasha said wearily.

“Sasha, it all depends on you. If you initiate the bloody chaos everyone’s been waiting for, the disintegration will only accelerate. Don’t call on demons. Call on angels.” Bezletov smiled softly at the solemn tone of his statements, diluting their very solemnity. “The real events are taking place in the world of the spirit, Sasha. A true Russian is himself poor in spirit; he is the vessel of a seeking spirit” — Bezletov deliberately repeated the word “spirit” each time, emphasizing it with his voice — “and strives to find the truth. Russia has to turn inward to the spiritual dimension of existence,” he concluded. “It will be better this way.”

“And where are we supposed to go?” asked Venka, who suddenly returned and stood behind Bezletov’s shoulder.

Bezletov half-turned his head but didn’t really look at Venka, and returned to his cup of coffee. He finished the coffee, looked at the bottom of the cup, for some reason shook it, put it on the table, left a smooth bill there — payment for the coffee plus tip — and quickly took leave of them.

No one said a thing. Negative was still gazing at the TV.

“How about that…conversation?” Sasha said on the street. Negative was walking closest to Sasha, so he was compelled to answer first.

“I don’t care,” Negative said. “What I don’t get is why the fuck you brought us here.”

To hell with him was Venka’s opinion.

Rogov said nothing.

“Lyosha!” Sasha called to him.

“Did you hear anything new?” Rogov said, clearly distracted by some stray thought.

Sasha shrugged.

“Around ten years ago, he was probably a liberal,” Rogov said. “And he demanded whatever it was that they demanded then…to squeeze the slave out of us drop by drop, to repent, what else…?”

“Yes,” Sasha agreed, feeling joyful because the even-keeled Rogov wasn’t affected by Bezletov’s words in any way.

“Back then, he probably wasn’t guided by the ideas he expresses now. That we need to withdraw ourselves. That surgical methods of intervention are not divine. They love to mention God whenever they can. And when they tortured Russia’s living body with a blunt knife, God’s name came in just as handy as it does now. No matter what they do, they think that God will serve as their errand boy?”

Rogov stopped and lit a cigarette.

“And then, Sasha, have you noticed, he considers you, and all of us, to be Aisors — who shine shoes. And himself — he’s the guardian of the Russian spirit. Let him guard it.”

“Where are we going?” Venka asked, already bored by all this.

“We go to the people. To drink vodka,” Rogov said. “Conditions are as follows: the room should be warm, the vodka cheap. Where’s the cheapest vodka?”

“Near the station,” Sasha said. “It’s close.”

* * *

Judging by the taste, the dumplings were stuffed with mashed paper instead of meat. The mayonnaise, a bluish-grey smear on the edge of the dish, was sour.

“The bread is wet,” Rogov said with disgust, and he was about to put aside an exquisitely slim piece of rye bread, which looked like a slice of expensive fish (and smelled like fish too), when Negative intercepted him and placed the bread on his own plate, right on top of the mayonnaise.

Sasha’s appetite was excellent, and after a hundred grams of vodka, poured into three tall, simple glasses, the dumplings seemed quite edible. Especially washed down with beer…

The railway station eatery was full of noisy, badly dressed people, mostly men. Their tables were bare of food — only glasses of vodka. They drank them in one shot, moving their dark, as if singed, Adam’s apples and then, for a long time, looked doubtfully into the glasses.

One man of uncertain age stood out — unshaven and grim, wearing dirty camouflage, and seemingly missing an arm.

Sasha and Venka didn’t realise that, after their third glass, they began talking loudly and moving their hands all around along with it. Negative, as usual, was silent, carefully chewing the bread and the dumplings. Sasha noted another thing: he himself, when entering the coffee shop, had looked around a few times — to see what kind of people were there — but Negative, in contrast, did not express any interest in who was drinking without chasers. It seemed that Negative had arrived at his own home, where he knew everyone already. Rogov didn’t get noisy or drunk, but his face became rosy with clear spots. Sasha looked at Rogov, noting in drunken surprise that the spot on his left cheek resembled Africa. Sasha kept craning his neck, trying to make out the shape of the spot on Rogov’s other cheek, until Rogov nodded, inquiring: What is it?

Sasha tossed his head puppy-style: Nothing.

Rogov smiled gently.

“Lyosha, give me your take on this conversation once again,” Sasha said. “You really nailed it.”

“What else is there to say…?” Rogov was again genuinely surprised. “If you listen to his type, then it’s easy to lie down and die. The Russians, following his logic, should all lie down and die every hundred years. As soon as they get ready for a ‘bloodletting.’ I don’t see any difference between today and what was happening…a very long time ago. I don’t even see any difference between myself and my grandfather.”

Rogov spoke slowly, as if pushing every word through a meat grinder.

“No, Lyosha, wait a minute, what about this ‘bloodletting’? You think it’ll really happen?”

“Everybody bloodlets…”

“Bezletov would say that everybody lets the blood of others, and we do it to our own.”

“Well, is that really so bad? It’s more honest to kill your own than to meddle in other countries.”

“You mean to say we never meddled around?”

“Well, it’s one thing to send to Siberia a boxcar full of Latvians, who would have been enslaved by Hitler if not for the Red Army soldiers in their fur hats, and quite a different matter to drop a bomb on a town full of kids, killing everyone at once. Don’t you see the difference?”

“I do.”

“We kill each other in Russia, because some understand the truth one way,and the others, another way. This is a massacre, but also it’s truth-seeking.”

“Truth-seeking, yes,” repeated Sasha. “Truth-seeking, that…”

“That, yes.”

The boys went out for a piss. Negative stayed to guard the unfinished vodka and the cold, half-eaten dumplings.

The latrine was directly behind the café and could be easily found by the sharp smell.

They decided not to climb into that slushy mess, and the three of them stood against the grey wall of a building that served some unknown purpose and that was adjacent to the café. They happened to position themselves on a slope, and what poured out of them immediately flowed right back at them. The boys’ urine merged and bubbled.

They returned, light, clear, and perked up.

“More beer?” Sasha offered.

“Keep ‘em coming,” Venka said. Rogov nodded.

When Sasha returned with the bottles, the unshaven man in the camo uniform was already standing at their table in silence. The right sleeve of his jacket hung empty; he really was missing an arm.

“I heard, you said…” he said with difficulty, then cut himself off.

“It’s a subtle observation,” continued Sasha. He became cocky when he was tipsy.

Venka laughed. Rogov smiled with the edges of his lips. Negative remained impenetrable.

“You were saying that we didn’t meddle in anyone else’s business, my young brothers. But what about Afghanistan?” He drew himself up, and said slowly: “Driver, 176th Regiment motorized rifle mountain infantry. Fourteen times under fire. Two times injured, my young brothers.”

He pronounced “my young brothers” without any provocation, just like “my boys.”

The Afghan vet looked into Sasha’s eyes, as he stood right in front of him with an open bottle of beer in his hand. Sasha suddenly realised that the man was almost sober.

“I’ve heard, you were talking here about some party. About politics. What do you want, my young brothers, with politics? These monkeys in suits are just waiting to get a piece of us, bitches… Anyone got a fag?”

Sasha thought about it some and gave the vet a cigarette.

“Smoking is not allowed here,” he warned, smiling.

“I smoke everywhere. You’re from a party of some kind, right?” He pressed on.

“From a party,” Sasha said. “Founding Fathers.”

“Ah, the Founders. Mr. Kostenko and friends.” The vet smiled wildly. “Surprised that I know? You thought some sort of railway station bum is scamming for your vodka? Actually I don’t drink at all. I’m here to people watch. They walk around all day long, and no one knows what it’s like — ” His eyes suddenly darkened as he looked around. ” — what it’s like when a shell comes flying and your arse cheeks clench. Nobody realises that what real fear does to you is not just to make you tremble; it makes you vomit. Nobody realises, and sometimes this makes me feel good and sometimes hurt.”

“Listen, neighbour,” Venka said, “go along now. My friends and I are just relaxing here.”

“No, wait, I just wanted to say” — Venka’s hand landed on the vet’s shoulder, and he brushed it off — “I don’t consider you to be Nazis. Well, your flag looks like the fascists, but that’s all rubbish. You want to topple the government; I too would like to trounce them. And those who slipped us troops up Afghanistan’s arse, and those who slipped us out. And those who slipped troops up Chechnya’s arse. And those who slipped them out. And those who slipped them up again. And also the Chechens, at the same time. What is it with all that egg throwing? Are you fucking serious? I’ve got no hand, but I’m ready to hoist your flag from the Kremlin right now — I can strangle with this one hand, and I can shoot. But I won’t do it, because you’re a bunch of clowns. Is that clear, my young brothers?”

Rogov was eating the dumplings during all this. Negative twisted his head around — it looked as though he missed his TV. Only Venka reacted in the middle of the vet’s monologue, looking at the boys excitedly and, with a soft smile, whispering to Sasha: “Maybe we should do him in?”

“Hang on,” Sasha said, also in a whisper.

“Why don’t you answer?” The vet raised his voice.

“Did you ask a question?” Rogov said, swallowing the last of what was left on the plate and washing it down with beer, grimacing painfully.

“I, my young brother…”

“Don’t call me that,” Rogov said gently. The Africa on his cheek took on a bright blush of pink.

“I ask: what can you offer me?” The vet stared at Rogov. “To me, specifically? You, the Founders?”

The corners of the vet’s mouth were caked with white saliva.

“I had to shove discharged soldier Mikhail Khazin’s guts back in his stomach near Kherat. And after that I’ll go throw eggs with you? You shoved anyone’s guts back in before?”

Rogov stared at the vet; Sasha, at Rogov.

“You won’t believe me,” Rogov said slowly, “but throwing eggs is more scary than shoving guts.”

The vet twisted a smile: “You’ve shoved them?”

“Yes, many times. Pulled them out, shoved them back in. The guts, the lungs, the liver, and the stomach.”

“A co-med-i-an?” The vet said the word syllable by syllable.

“I’m not a comedian. I am a pathologist.”

The vet opened his mouth to answer with something insolent and angry, but Rogov, without raising his voice, interrupted him:

“I was never near Kherat, but I’ve been under fire in other places, and I will repeat this again: throwing a tomato at the Prime Minister is at least no less frightening than throwing a grenade. Get it? After you throw a grenade — you can be killed. But immediately after throwing a tomato, you expect your jaw to be broken, or your rib, and later they torture you in the cell. What are you more afraid of: to be tortured or to be killed?”

“Listen, pal…”

“And another thing: if you want to throw a grenade instead of a tomato, go right ahead. I can appreciate that. If you don’t want to, don’t. You may change your mind — it seems that you need, as I understand it, for everyone around you to be shooting — and then it will be easier to start yourself. Into a crowd, right? I hope that you get this opportunity.”

And here, Rogov smiled.

“Goon, brother!” Lyosha slapped the vet’s shoulder. “Good luck. See you later. See you later, see you later. Goon.”

Everyone turned away from the vet, even though he was still standing there, having taken just a step away from the table.

“Feel like a fag?” Venka asked.

They went out into the street, passing the vet, who was shaking his head and looking at the floor.

Sasha took the last cigarette and threw away the empty pack. He lit up and immediately felt very tipsy.

“Anything left back there?” Sasha asked, mostly to hear his own voice, to assess how clear he sounded.

“I took the beer.” Venka raised his hands with the two unfinished bottles. “We drank the rest.”

Sasha was glad he’d been understood.

He curled his lip and commanded with a smirk: “Let’s roll!”

They picked up more beer and some vile snacks to go with it. Sasha had already reached the stage when you’re not drinking but filling up. Filling up your being with a tasteless liquid.

They used dried squid as a chaser — one dried-up tentacle for the three of them. The boys nibbled at this tentacle carefully with a very serious if somewhat dull look.

They went out on the platform, listened to a freight train rumbling by. The rattling finally drove Sasha completely crazy.

The railway station yard was a blur, and only from time to time his eyes all of a sudden focused on a colourful shop sign, a face, a never-ending fence he had to climb over in a spasm of motion sickness.

Maintaining conversation was difficult, but shouting something from time to time made him feel great.

After noticing a police patrol, the boys, laughing and shouting absurdities, fled towards the empty rows of the market, where in the daytime people traded anything and everything.

Sasha dropped down on all fours, and he even drank a little from a puddle, where, in the streetlight, he made faces at his muddled reflection. The guys, having run ahead, didn’t notice Sasha’s antics.

The market stalls were metal and battered here and there. Each stall had a roof made from a solid, rusted sheet welded onto two risers.

As the boys walked through the mall, they banged into or perhaps even kicked the stalls, which shook and swayed menacingly, threatening to fall and making a roaring sound.

They came across a person from the Caucasus. He walked towards them, his shoulders raised, back hunched. They greeted him congenially with the words “Salam Alaykum” and “Allah Akbar.”

Caucasians ran this market, Sasha knew. But now, closer to midnight, having collected the day’s take, all of them should have split. There were several other places nearby — two or three bars and even a casino where the stubby young guys hung out, speaking their guttural language loudly, wearing leather jackets and black, pointy-toed motorcycle boots.

Behind one of the counters the boys acted out a skit in which some “son of the mountains” sells an unfinished bottle of beer to the Russian drunks.

Cheery and flushed, Rogov comically portrayed the Caucasian merchant, extolling the virtues of the beer and the unique shape of the bottle. In a silly and slow-witted manner, Venka negotiated the price. Sasha noted, even in his drunken state, the excellent sense of humour of Rogov, who didn’t seem like much of a joker at first, as he fooled around with Venka — waving his arms, shouting, and dropping the cigarette from his mouth every two seconds — he had scrounged it off” someone earlier, he couldn’t remember who. And even Negative, having allowed himself half a bottle of beer, nearly broke into a smile. In the flashing glow of the sign for a nearby bar, you could see that Negative’s eyes had softened.

“It’s…you know…half-empty,” Venka said, pointing his crooked finger at the bottle.

“Ah, you drive a hard bargain, ah? Ah-ah,” Rogov answered, shaking his head. “I’m only charging you for the glass as it is.”

“And the cork is missing…”

“What do you need the cork for, ah-ah? You’re going to drink, or play with the cork?”

No one noticed when they appeared — about six of them, raven-haired, grinning with white teeth. Probably they had been smoking on the steps of the bar when the “show” piqued their interest and, while listening, had managed to get seriously offended. One had an open bottle of beer in his hand. He was shaking it for some reason.

Even in his state of drunken half-delirium, Sasha noticed they were all young, but he couldn’t muster enough energy to be upset about it.

With adults you could come to a true understanding. With young guys, only by way of apology and humiliation; all of the boys understood this right away.

They stood in silence for a few moments.

Sasha shook his head, sobering up a little from the sudden stimulation.

He was used to saying a few words at the beginning of every fight.

“What do you want?” he asked, and gently tossed his almost finished but still smoking cig into the mouth of a beer bottle which one of the Caucasians was holding in his hand. Sasha even noticed his strange fingers, white but covered with thick black hair. The Caucasian followed the trajectory of the cigarette butt with a puzzled look. The fag fell into the beer, producing a light hiss.

From that point on everything happened much faster.

Sasha threw back his head with a sigh and then crashed his forehead down on the bridge of the Caucasian’s nose. He felt a satisfying crack; the bottle fell out of the white hands and rolled, spilling liquid. The Caucasian fell to his knees, covering his face with his hands, and didn’t get up again.

Sasha wanted to do a number on the second Caucasian, but caught a weak, glancing blow to the jaw. He jerked, bounced a few steps back, and saw Venka throw the very bottle that was just a moment ago the prop in their play, hitting his target in the face.

Sasha kept falling down, spitting out profanities, and swinging, rarely hitting his target but also rarely getting hit because he kept backing off and assuming what seemed to him to be scary combat postures…

Out of the corner of his eye he noticed that Venka was fighting two guys in the middle of the street while cars honked and tried to get around them.

He also noticed Negative, who was dispensing what looked like hard and painful blows to the face of an opponent lying beneath him.

A car slammed on the brakes near Venka. Five well-built, beefy guys jumped out of it and loudly, as if hunting down prey, shouted in their dialect. Venka staggered back, waving a metal rod.

A few more guys ran towards them from the bar, and they would have destroyed them all if Rogov hadn’t toppled a counter in front of them, then another, and another.

On one side the counters were adjacent to a wall; on the other side a low, just above the waist, fence enclosed the roadway. While the reinforcements from the bar climbed the fence to get around Rogov’s barricade, Lyosha snuck behind Negative and pulled him off” the man he was killing by his collar and then knocked over the one who hit Sasha.

“Venka, come on!” Rogov yelled.

Venka threw the metal rod at the men coming after him and hopped over the fence. Two police cars appeared from somewhere simultaneously and the shouting of the cops and the wailing of sirens sent everyone in the market scattering in different directions.

Sasha assumed that he was ahead of the rest of the boys. Something gurgled strangely in his throat.

He heard the clatter of footsteps behind him, and he was pretty sure that it was Lyosha and Negative and that Venka was also somewhere nearby.

It was too dark to discern the faces of whoever was behind him as Sasha ran through the darkness, blind and cursing. He would have crashed right into a concrete barrier had he not heard somebody quickly scuttling over a fence.

He reached out and found it — a fence, yes.

Sasha leapt on and scrambled over it.

“The market!” Sasha guessed, jumping off the fence. “I’m back at the market!”

After the fight and the chase, his mouth was filled with sticky saliva, and he spit,shaking his head to get it off his face. It clung to his chin anyway. He wiped with his sleeve.

Around him towered hangars; there was almost no lighting.

Panting, Sasha hesitated in the dark until he saw what seemed like boxes, empty containers, some of which were stacked on top of each other by the wall of the nearest hangar.

Sasha rushed towards them, looking for a hiding spot where he could cover up with some boxes and pant — pant heavily and drool.

Completely exhausted by the incident and by the alcohol too, he crawled between the boxes, trying to wrangle closer to the wall, and then he nudged something soft. A body.

“Hey!” Sasha said quietly and sat down on his haunches, then fell to all fours to keep from wobbling. He spat again and narrowed his eyes, peering at the sitting person. “Who’s that? Don’t touch me, damn it.”

The person in front of him took his hands away from his face. Point-blank, Sasha saw that it was a Caucasian — a young one, almost a boy, wearing a leather jacket, motorcycle boots, and jeans.

“What the fuck are you doing here?” Sasha asked hoarsely without anger.

The kid stared at him — either frightened or brazen.

Sasha breathed some more with his head down and tongue out, hot and sweet saliva dripping from his tongue.

“Move over…” Sasha said and sat down beside him, putting his arms around the boy’s shoulders. “Don’t get your knickers in a twist;once things blow over we’ll go our separate ways…. Where the hell are my guys? You know where my guys are?”

“No.”

“Naw…” Sasha mocked his accent. “What’s your name?” he asked after a pause.

“Sasha.”

“I’m Sasha, too. Only you’re not a real Sasha, probably a Sakha. An Alhu. An Aslahan. Yeah?”

He didn’t answer.

Sasha had the Russian habit of drunk stupid talk.

“Where are you from?”

“Yerevan.”

“Ahhh,” Sasha said. “Why’d you start up with us, huh? Sakha!”

“I don’t know. I didn’t start it.”

“Didn’t get there in time, right?” Sasha said. “Okay, no offense,” he said, after another pause. “Once our revolution’s underway, and we’ve whacked all the scumbags, I’ll visit you in Alma- Ata. We’ll have tea on the veranda.”

“I’m from Yerevan.”

“I’ll visit you in Tehran, then.” Sasha was kidding around, but he’d heard perfectly. “And we’ll drink tea on the veranda. Do you have a veranda?”

“Quiet…someone’s coming…”

A minute later, a torch shined in their faces.

“Let’s go,” the policeman said.

There were two of the patrol policemen and also an old security guard on duty at the market.

They handcuffed Sasha and Sakha.

The policemen hesitated over the latter.

“This one too?” one of them asked.

“Why not?” the other replied without any confidence in his voice. “What else we gonna do with him? Him too.”

They brought the detainees to the police van, which pulled right up to the gates of the market.

They opened the rear doors of the van, sat them down face to face in the space behind the rear seats, and slammed the door, which refused to close five times.

As the van bounced over potholes, Sasha’s forehead rubbed the cloth upholstery and he fell over at each turn. His free life was now over, he thought.

They’ll arrest him, quickly ascertain that he made trouble in Moscow, and that will be that.

For some reason none of this scared him much.

They were brought to the police station. A mustachioed captain talked on the phone and stirred his tea inside the glassed-in guardroom. A sleepy sergeant, the assistant on duty apparently, emerged.

Sasha somberly studied the purple walls of the police station and the old, chipped tables and thought again that he’d remember this all his life.

It also occurred to him, like last time, that it was possible to just take off, dart through the open door of the department and slink away into some courtyard, any courtyard…but for some reason he didn’t have the strength or the desire.

They removed his handcuffs and he, like every person in this situation, rubbed his wrists.

“Also from the railway station?” the assistant asked, so quietly, as if he was very tired.

“From the station” came the answer.

“Have any weapons, drugs, stabbing, or cutting implements on you?” the assistant asked both Sasha and the Caucasian boy.

The Caucasian shook his head.

“Threw it all out at the time of arrest,” Sasha said, and, judging by the assistant’s bleak face, realised that he had heard this linea hundred times.

They were ordered to empty the contents of their pockets onto the table. Sasha had nothing; the Caucasian had a mobile and a chubby wallet. They patted down Sasha’s sides, legs, and buttocks; they checked his sleeves and asked him to raise his trouser legs to see if he had anything stuck in his shoes.

The door bolt clanged and someone pushed him into a small cell with three walls of stone and one wall of bars.

Sasha right away spotted Venka, Negative, and Rogov.

Venka and Negative were squatting — there were no chairs or benches in the cell.

Rogov stood leaning against the green-painted bars. A table and a safe were visible through the bars. The assistant put the Caucasian’s wallet and mobile in the safe.

“Hey, they nabbed Sasha, too!” Venka said, smiling. Rogov smiled along with him. And Negative looked up and shook his head, a gesture Sasha didn’t understand.

“And what are you doing here, my dove?” Venka asked someone standing behind Sasha.

Sasha turned around and saw the Caucasian boy, who had also been shoved into the cell.

He swivelled his head around, searching for somewhere to position himself away from everyone in the cell.

In addition to Sasha’s cronies, a drunkard was sitting directly on the floor, his face buried in his knees, his head dishevelled and dirty.

The Caucasian stood where he was, near the doors, which closed with a vile clang.

“So then, were we the only ones who got caught?” Sasha asked, feeling instantaneously better at the sight of his comrades.

“Exactly,” Venka said.

“Hey, you all shut up in there, how many times do I have to tell you!” the assistant shouted, and in response the drunkard raised his swollen face with a bloody black eye.

He pushed his back against the wall, rose groggily, barely keeping his balance, thrust himself forward until he almost touched the bars, and stood facing the table and the irritated assistant.

“What are you holding me for, boss? Open the gates, you reptile!” he shouted.

The assistant swore obscenely and went into the next room, apparently the guardroom, slamming the door behind him.

“Check this out, Sasha,” Venka said, nodding in the direction of the departed assistant. “He either whispers or yells. He can’t speak in normal tones. Retard.”

The drunkard shouted for a while longer, kicking the bars.

“Sit down, dad,” Negative said.

“How did our southern brothers get away?” Sasha did not let up.

“They caught them and immediately released them,” Rogov said.

Sasha didn’t know what to say to that.

The assistant returned, holding the detainee registry, and out of nowhere the patrol policemen who detained Sasha were there also — apparently gathering material for their reports. And then all three of them were distracted by the heart-rending buzzer of the guardroom door.

The assistant went over first — probably to open the door. A minute later, Sasha distinctly heard the guttural voices with the distinctive accent.

“Sakha, they’ve come to liberate you!” Sasha said.

Indeed, soon the door to the cell opened, and the Caucasian was led away.

The boys laughed a bit at this. They recollected the fight play by play, Venka comically retelling how he found the metal rod in the road and waved it around like a fool smiting mosquitoes.

“Otherwise they’d have pecked you to death with their hooked noses,” the grim Negative suddenly joked — joking was not characteristic of him at all.

“No, seriously, how come?” Sasha returned to the topic preoccupying him. “We were detained for a fight? So then where is…”

“…the object of our racial hatred,” Rogov said, mimicking Sasha. This definitely was a joke.

“Yes, where?” Sasha asked. “Were we fighting ourselves?”

“Venka, why the fuck did you wave that metal rod in the middle of the road?” Rogov asked, switching into a sarcastic but friendly tone. “Who were you trying to scare off”?

“It was in the way of the cars, and I wanted to clear the road,” Venka said.

They would have bantered until the morning, but the door clanged again — first the lock and then the ungreased hinges — and the assistant said quietly: “Come on, get the fuck out.”

“Should we wake Pops?” Negative asked, pointing to the drunkard.

“This tramp is not your pops.”

The man didn’t move. He was sound asleep on the floor. When everyone came out, only the man remained in the cell.

The boys hesitated in the lobby of the police department.

“I’d have jumped those black-arsed worms myself,” the assistant said, opening the door to the street.

“We didn’t jump them,” Sasha said. “They started it.”

“Right, you didn’t jump them.” The assistant stretch grinned suddenly, raising his voice in a friendly tone. “One of their faces looked like a crushed tomato. But they didn’t press charges. And we didn’t write a report. So get out of here, tough guys…”

Sasha was annoyed by the policeman’s chummy tone, by the certainty he expressed that the boys had started the fight. He was also a bit dismayed that the policemen thought that they were on the same side against those he deemed “black-arsed.” But they were not on the same side…

On the street near the police department a car idled — the patrol policemen who’d detained Sasha sat in it. As soon as the boys emerged, the light turned off” in the car.

“Fuck me if they’re not counting bribe money in there,” Venka said.

The boys stretched as they marched down the street. They decided to go sleep at Sasha’s.

“And if they arrest us, Sasha?” Negative asked.

“Huh?” Sasha said, shivering from chills. “Arrest us? They just released us.”

“I’m serious.”

“We’re not going to jail. We need to crash out. Hm, boys?”

“Absolutely, we need to crash out,” Rogov said.

“And I’m starving,” Venka said.

CHAPTER FOUR

That winter they hired a small bus — Mother had suggested that Father should be buried in the village. Where he was born.

Sasha hadn’t argued.

“What do you think, son?” Mother asked in a completely unfamiliar tone. Until then, there had always been a man’s voice that had the final word in the house. Now, that voice was dead.

“We’ll get there somehow,” Sasha answered, though he was almost certain that they would not be able to get there. Anyway they couldn’t bury father in this decrepit town, a place that Sasha had always loathed.

And Sasha couldn’t imagine telling his grandparents in the village of his father’s death, knowing that, not only would they be unable to travel to the funeral, they would be unable to visit their son’s grave until the spring came.

They didn’t properly explain anything to the driver — had he known where they were going, he would have said no right away. But he was told, “Just head out of town…we’ll show you the way…” He didn’t ask, “Out of town where exactly?” He was a modest type of guy and seemed, at first, even-tempered.

Father’s friends, a few professors, and some students came to say goodbye. Every single one of the well-wishers offering their condolences made Sasha want to hurl them down the stairs. To hell with your condolences. You don’t understand anything. Sasha avoided all of them, didn’t want to see a single one.

He happened to hear his mother ask: “Maybe someone would like to come to the funeral with us?”

The silence that followed was nauseating.

Somebody said apologetically: “Work…”

“I will,” one man said. It was Bezletov.

* * *

He came the following morning and stood hesitantly in the hallway in his fur coat and low-cut boots. He kept taking his gloves on and off.

Sasha didn’t say hello.

“Alexey,” Mother said in a faint voice, exhausted from crying. “You’ll freeze in those shoes.”

He made an odd grimace as if he was very displeased.

“It’s okay,” he said in a muffled tone and stepped outside.

He stood in the street. He didn’t smoke.

Sasha looked out the window, saw Bezletov and thoughtlessly stared at his back.

Mother kept sitting down at the kitchen table, again and again, and crying.

“How will I bring him there?” she kept asking. “What will Mother and Father say? Did you call, Sasha? Their neighbours?”

“I did.”

“What did they say?”

“They said they’d let them know.”

Mother started crying again.

The driver came in and quietly stood in the doorway.

“Let’s go,” said Sasha to his mother, sounding almost annoyed. “What are we waiting for?”

They took the coffin out — Bezletov, Sasha, the driver, and the neighbours.

They set the coffin down outside the building and opened it.

A group of kids climbed off the frozen swings and gathered around. They stared, curious and quiet. Sasha wanted to shoo them away.

“Let’s start loading,” he said with spite. “What are we…”

“People need to say goodbye,” Mother said.

“What people?” Sasha snapped.

A few neighbours who they barely knew — almost strangers — stood around the kids, shaking their heads in sympathy.

“Get into the bus,” he said to Mother. “Let’s get to work,” he told the men, pointing to the coffin.

Sasha sat in front next to the driver. Bezletov in the back.

The coffin was closed.

Sasha gave the driver an intermediary point on the route. “A little way from there,” he muttered vaguely.

When he turned around, he saw Mother lifting the coffin lid to touch the icy-cold head of his dead father.

It was unbearable to watch.

Snow started to fall, grey and heavy. The windscreen wipers worked nonstop.

On the way out of town they got stuck in a traffic jam.

Sasha leaned his head out the window and lit a cigarette.

Snow quickly accumulated on the roofs of cars.

The waiting was bearing down on him.

Why are you in such a hurry? Sasha stopped himself, disgusted. Hurrying to bury your father? And then what? Once he’s in the ground, where will you run off to next?

They waited for at least half an hour. Now and then the driver stopped the engine, and the temperature quickly dropped.

“Maybe it’s too cold for them in the back?” asked Sasha. His voice sounded coarse.

“The heater doesn’t work there. Might be for the better now, anyway,” the driver said cautiously, casting a sideways glance at Sasha.

Mother must be cold, Sasha thought.

He looked behind him and saw her rubbing her legs. He also saw Bezletov, hunched up and staring out the window at motionless cars.

Sasha closed his eyes and bit his lip.

He wanted to keep his eyes from opening once the bus started again, but he couldn’t help it.

He opened his eyes and saw the softly, nervously crawling cars. A bundled-up traffic cop crossed the road. The cars slowed down to let him pass.

An accident had clogged the traffic: two buses collided. The bus passengers lined up along the road. Shattered glass littered the pavement.

No ambulance, Sasha thought.

No one was dead or even injured, it seemed. Sasha was almost sorry that no one was dead.

Slowly and tediously they left behind the crush of traffic.

They shifted gears, they gained speed, and this stupid feeling of relief — we are moving, moving after all — came over him.

“Where now?”

The winter road was always more dreary than the summer road.

They passed a town that was only a couple of traffic lights long. Sasha said, “Keep going straight;” seven minutes later the highway flanked, an open plain on both sides.

The sight of the white field stretching all the way to the horizon was depressing. The vacuous expanse — outlined by nothing but roadside telegraph poles — drew him in.

“A desert,” Sasha whispered. “Icy desert…snow and ice…”

Checking his watch from time to time, Sasha noticed that an hour had passed, but he had not registered a single thought — at least it seemed so — in the space of an hour, not a single thought.

“Almost there, or what?” asked the driver good-naturedly.

“Almost there,” Sasha said after a moment.

The last village along the paved road — only nine houses — showed its grey and waterlogged wooden sides. Sasha had counted the houses a long time ago, probably when he was still a child.

Three of the houses had been abandoned in the past few years and had started falling apart.

“Continue along the dirt road?” the driver said, surprised this time.

Sasha nodded.

“We may get stuck,” he groused and shifted to second gear. The bus roared and lumbered down the potholed road.

Sasha glanced back at his mother; she was looking around fearfully.

“How far from here?” the driver asked again when they passed another village.

He could only hit third gear and speed up a bit while passing through villages.

“One more village, and the next one is ours,” Sasha said honestly, but not mentioning that the next one, ours, was twenty kilometres away through thick forest.

“Thank God, the roads have been tamped down some by sleds,” the driver said. “They still ride in sleds. Must have horses, then. I haven’t seen a horse in thirty years…and then they complain village life is hard!” The driver smiled a crooked smile.

Try living the sweet life here, bastard. Horse and all, Sasha thought.

They passed through the next village — here for the first time in two hours they saw a person, a little old man in a sheepskin coat. He stared at the bus, surprised. He even waved at them after the bus went by as though saying, “Where are you going, fools? There’s nothing there.”

“Forest,” said the driver half an hour later as if he couldn’t believe his eyes.

“Forest,” Sasha said.

“We’re going into the forest?” the driver asked, sounding truly annoyed for the first time.

“We’re following the road,” Sasha said.

The driver’s face went cockeyed, and he shook his head.

Sasha clamped his jaw.

The bus roared. Around them were heavy, snowy trees, snow falling now and then from shaken branches.

Someone had indeed ridden along this road in sleds. A tractor also might have passed through a couple of weeks back. Carrying groceries and monthly pensions to the village.

It was unlikely that the bus would make it through. All the more so because the road was getting worse and worse — they must have used the sleds to collect firewood and hadn’t taken them deep into the forest.

Four minutes or so later, the driver’s patience snapped and started cursing.

Sasha sat, indifferent, knowing he could easily kill this guy. He did not want to upset his mother.

“Who will haul us out of here? Did you think of that?” The driver yanked the levers, speeding up where it was possible and where it seemed impossible too. He knew how to drive, that was for sure. “Did you go fucking mad with grief?”

“Enough, shut up and steer,” Sasha said in a tired voice.

“Don’t tell me what to do. Got it? Or this is where you get off.” At that very moment, they jolted up, the front wheels slumped into a pothole and the bus conked out.

Ahead of them there was a solid bank of snow. The only thing that suggested the continuation of the road, hidden somewhere under the snow, was the narrow, blank strip winding among the fir trees and fallen branches.

The driver hopped out of the bus, leaving the door open. He took a few steps forward, sank almost up to his knees, cursed, and climbed back inside.

He started the engine and shifted into reverse. Something growled, wailed, and screeched under the wheels. The bus climbed out of the hole. The driver shifted to neutral, took out a cigarette and said, “I won’t go any farther.”

“To hell with you,” said Sasha.

He got out and noticed that the snow had stopped falling. He stood for a second, staring senselessly into the woods. He turned abruptly and opened the side door.

“Get out, Mum, he won’t go any farther.”

“But how? Son,” Mother said. “Where will we go? What about Father?”

“We’ll make it happen; it’s not far.”

“How do you mean, not far?”

“We’ll get him there, I said.”

The driver came up to Sasha from behind and looked inside the bus over his shoulder.

“So, back to town, then? I won’t go any farther.”

“We will pay,” Mother said, looking at the driver in horror. “What shall we do with the coffin?”

“I’m telling you, let’s go back to town. I don’t need your money. You aren’t going to buy me a new bus. And I’m not spending the night in the woods with your dead man either. Is that clear? Back to town, then?”

“Why carry father back and forth…?” Mother said.

“All right then…”

The driver yanked the back doors of the bus — they opened with a clang — as if taunting, Go ahead, unload me. He went back to the driver’s seat. There he lit another cigarette and cursed.

Mother started crying.

“Why are you weeping?” Sasha said, almost weeping himself. “The most terrible thing has already happened! What’s the point in weeping? Afraid wolves will eat us? We’ll get him there. There’s no way around it.”

“You won’t be able to carry him, just the two of you!” she said in tears.

“Trust me, we’ll get him there! We’ll drag the coffin. It’s not far.” Sasha said this mostly for Bezletov’s sake — he knew too well that they were still a good seventeen kilometres away from the village.

The coffin scraped against the floor of the bus as Sasha inched it towards the doors.

“We have the food here for the funeral meal,” said Mother miserably.

“Take what you can carry and leave the rest to the guy…” Sasha hopped to the ground. “Let’s get to work. I’ll take the feet,” he said with a maniacal urgency. “And then…we’ll figure it out.”

“A chair would be good,” Bezletov said. “To catch the top end. We won’t be able to hold onto it.”

“Come on, let’s do it, there is no chair.” Sasha wanted them to hurry.

He pulled the coffin towards him, and every second it grew heavier; he inched backward in the snow and felt the unbearable heaviness and the burning pain in his arm muscles.

“Hurry up!” He could barely speak.

Bezletov jumped out, and Mother climbed down awkwardly, in a clumsy, matronly way.

They held onto the top end of the coffin, trying to pull it out of the bus, but Mother couldn’t bear it — she gasped and dropped her side. Sasha and Bezletov couldn’t hold onto it either, of course. The coffin landed on one side.

The lid of the coffin opened; Father, frozen already, almost fell out into the snow.

The coffin was snug, and it held onto the dead man. But in that fleeting second when the coffin was set on its side, the image was terrible — Father’s dead profile, the little icon fallen off his chest into the snow, his motionless white hands showing from under the blanket… Sasha and Bezletov quickly set the coffin upright and closed the lid.

Mother stood there, looking thunderstruck.

“Mum, did it land on your foot?” Sasha said, trying to secure the lid.

Mother shook her head: No. 

They stood for a moment.

“We need to get it off the road. To let him go,” Sasha said.

They pushed the coffin to the roadside — it sank into the snow.

Mother collected her bag.

Sasha waited ten seconds and kicked the side of the bus.

“Get the fuck out of here!” he yelled.

The driver hit the accelerator pedal, and the bus backed up, shooting a shower of snow from under its rear wheels onto the coffin lid. Sasha squatted and wiped the lid with his sleeve.

“Will he go all the way like this…backwards?” said Bezletov, watching the bus leave.

They could see the driver turning his head all around, trying to use the rearview mirrors to avoid backing off the road.

The bus stopped, and the driver got out.

He wandered around the bus, looking around, then climbed inside, and a minute later he banged the door shut and appeared with a long rope rolled into a circle. He held it up from afar so the three of them standing around the coffin could see it — here’s something for you — and tossed the rope onto the road.

He got back into the bus and started it up again.

“That’s something at least,” said Sasha. “I couldn’t figure out what to drag him with.”

Sasha approached the rope lying in the snow. The bus, growling and coughing huskily, moved backwards, receding away from him.

They tied the rope around the coffin.

“That’s done.” Sasha sneaked a look at Bezletov’s shoes, which must have been wet through by now. Sasha himself was wearing warm, high boots.

“Sasha, maybe, we should go back to the village? The one we just passed. Ask for a tractor? Or sleds?” Mother said.

“Just passed?” Sasha mimicked her. “It’d take us two hours to walk back there. And then they wouldn’t have a tractor anyway.”

“And sleds?”

“And what about sleds? No one’s going to help us. We’d just waste four hours. Leave me alone, Mum…” Sasha ended the conversation. “Okay, let’s go. Help us out, Dad.”

Sasha and Bezletov grabbed the rope by its ends and tugged.

At first it was hard going, but they were powered by frenzy and had the energy to pull. Sinking in the snow, cursing and growling, they did not manage for long. They were already sweating.

Mother walked behind them. Sasha did not turn around.

“Fuck!” he said after a moment and stopped.

“Sasha, please don’t curse. Why are you cursing all the time?” Mother asked in a tired voice. “It’s heavy, huh?”

“Skis would come in handy now,” Sasha said to Bezletov.

“Or a kiddie sled,” Bezletov added, staring with spite at his partner.

Why didn’t you grab a kiddie sled, Bezletov? Sasha thought to himself. Don’t you love the snow…in the countryside…? You could’ve shown up this morning with a kiddie sled and said, “I’ll crash the hills once or twice while I’m there…do they have a hill there?” Your kiddie sled would have come in so handy right now…

“Let’s try again,” Bezletov said. “Uphill is rough. See, over there the road goes downhill. It will get better.”

“It will get better,” Sasha repeated thoughtlessly.

They pulled again.

They kept stumbling across potholes, kept stopping, kept lifting the coffin, kept crawling on.

They also stumbled over broken branches. With a grinding sound, they tore them from under the coffin and threw them into the bushes.

Going downhill was indeed a little easier. For a few seconds the coffin slid down on its own. But then it suddenly shifted sideways — Sasha cursed and rushed after it, fell into the snow, clutched the side of the coffin, and managed to finally bring it to a stop. He lay there hugging the fabric-covered wood.

Mother suddenly burst into tears.

“What are we doing? Oh dear Lord…” she wailed.

“Come on, let’s move slowly,” Bezletov said quietly, paying no attention to the crying.

They righted the coffin. Then they pushed it down the hill while Sasha guided it from the back.

“Maybe it’d be easier with the narrow end first?” suggested Bezletov.

“I don’t know,” said Sasha. “We’d have to retie the rope. Want to?”

“Yeah, well, forget about it.”

Sasha took off” his hat and shoved it into his pocket. It soon fell out.

“Sasha, dear,” Mother almost begged. “Put your hat on. You’ll catch a cold, Sasha!”

Sasha did not react. To make it worse, he unbuttoned his coat.

It started getting dark.

From time to time, Mother offered her help — she wanted to take a turn for one of the men. They ignored her.

They walked slowly and breathed heavily. Their pace was becoming slower and slower, their breath heavier and heavier. They spat long, arching spits.

Sometimes they traded places when the weight-bearing shoulders tired.

They ended up turning the narrow end of the coffin forward, but this way it hung in the snow easier. They had to retie the rope all over again.

More snow fell, silent and soft. Prenocturnal frost scorched their cheeks and foreheads. Their icy ears went numb.

Long branches stretching above the road, visible from afar, swung giddily in the wind.

How good it would feel to snap at them with the teeth.

Sasha felt something nauseating and frozen inside, as if somebody’s cold and rusty mouth was breathing on his internal organs.

“Mum, toss me the hat!” Sasha said.

She was dragging behind them quietly. Startled, she tossed the hat.

The trees darkened.

We must look pretty good here, in the middle of the woods…with a coffin, Sasha thought.

“A true Russian funeral,” said Bezletov, echoing the thought that had just wandered into Sasha’s mind. “A true Russian funeral procession,” Bezletov corrected himself, breathing heavily.

They kept silent most of the way; Sasha even forgot sometimes that this man was next to him. In any case, they didn’t have the energy to speak.

While the sky was still light, Sasha tried to identify the places he’d known since he was a child. In the winter it was hard to recognise the grassy forest clearings and glades, but he still did sometimes. No big deal, just — there it was, it seemed, that spot where they’d stopped once when riding with Uncle Kolya in his car, and Mum, young, with an excellent smile and very happy eyes, went into the woods and returned immediately with mushrooms — she used to find them easily but was terrified of garter snakes…the men smoked.

“Attagirl, Galya,” Uncle Kolya said. “What a good wife!” He took all of her in with that special glance.

Only now did Sasha realise that Uncle had been in love with Mum. More memories came back; some scene on the beach…he couldn’t remember. Sasha had been six years old at the time.

And right around here…they were walking someplace…why were we walking, I cant remember. Sasha was tired, and Father carried him on his shoulders. Father had set Sasha on his shoulders and carried him. Sasha loved being so high up. Although he still couldn’t touch the tree branches because Father walked in the middle of the road.

Why were we walking? And how long did it take us? Cant remember a thing…

Sasha plodded on, thoughts draining from his head, trying, from time to time, to warm his hands with his breath — they felt burning and freezing at the same time. It didn’t help.

It got dark, and there was nothing to see any longer to feed memories.

Sometimes Bezletov burst into a brusque and almost shrill cough.

“Boys, would you like a bite to eat?” Mother asked. 

This cough scared away her dark thoughts, Sasha guessed.

“There’s no need,” he answered.

“Yes, there is,” Bezletov said weakly. “I can’t go on.” He exhaled.

Mother fussed awkwardly with the bag, unsure where to set it.

“Put it on the coffin, it’s fine,” Sasha said. “Father won’t mind.”

Sasha sat next to the coffin and drooled.

I’m going to throw up…he thought as if he was thinking this thought of someone else. He stood up.

His hands quivered. The tears in his eyes were turning into ice.

Sasha lit a cigarette and noticed in the flash of light how pale Bezletov’s face was.

What if he has a weak heart?

Mother also noticed.

“Alexey Konstantinovich! Do you need a pill for your heart?”

Bezletov weakly shook his head.

Mother gave him a sandwich; he chewed without enthusiasm.

“The tea must be cold.” Mother took out a thermos. She tasted and confirmed. “Yes, it’s cold. Would you like some?” she asked Bezletov.

“Do you have anything to warm us up?” Sasha asked, inhaling tobacco smoke with disgust.

“It’s cold, I told you.” Mother didn’t get it at first. “Oh yes, I think so. Yes, vodka. Would you like some vodka?”

“We would, we would,” Sasha said grimly and took the bottle. “Give me a knife.”

He clanged the open bottle against the coffin. Took a sip. Poured some for Bezletov. Bezletov swallowed half the cup and went into a coughing fit. He tossed out the rest.

Now they felt even more nauseated and cold.

They held onto the frozen rope like two dead corpses.

“God, this is so hard,” Sasha suddenly said and almost cried.

They crawled in a haze for another seven minutes or so and then stopped again.

“I’m wiped out,” Sasha said. He looked around and saw that they had come thirty metres at the most from the spot where they just drank vodka.

“We’ll freeze here,” said Bezletov quietly. “We’ve got to get to the village. Or we’ll freeze to death.” He breathed hoarsely. His throat scratched, but he did not even have the energy to cough.

“We should make a bonfire,” Sasha whispered. He shivered badly from time to time. He sat down, filled his hand with snow, carried it to his lips but couldn’t bring himself to put the crispy white matter into his mouth.

Mother trembled. She hung her head and sat on the coffin.

“Mum, is it your heart?” Sasha asked.

She stopped him with her hand. Waited a minute.

“Sasha, give me…” She didn’t finish.

She opened her mouth and panted.

“Mum?” Sasha repeated cautiously.

She was quiet for another minute. Her son was standing next to her. He hated himself, the snow, the dark blue night.

But by his mother’s breath Sasha could now tell that she was feeling a tiny bit better.

“You’ll bury me here together with father,” she said in a slightly more animated voice.

She stirred in her bag with her weak hands, extracted a pill, tossed it into her mouth, picked up some snow, chased the pill with it, and swallowed forcefully.

No one could speak anymore.

They sat back to back on the coffin. Mother was motionless. Sasha shook his head. Bezletov shuddered.

A few stars, very tiny ones, appeared in the sky.

Sasha suddenly understood the expression “pinpoints of light.” This understanding appeared in his head from somewhere, but he didn’t have the power or the will to really process it and explain it to himself.

Whatever energy he had left was concentrated on resisting cold. Sasha felt sleepy…he felt like curling up on the coffin… Bezletov crept off the coffin and got down on all fours. He threw up. Then he spat for a while. Mother began to wail.

“Great, let’s all keel over here,” Sasha said.

For a while, Bezletov managed to hold himself on all fours; then he fell right into the snow.

Sasha lit a lighter and looked at his watch. It was two a.m. They had walked for more than ten hours. Who would have thought…

Okay, not ten. They’d spent the past hour and a half in this one-hundred-metrestretch, muddling in the snow…

“Who will go to the village?” Sasha asked.

“You go, Sasha,” Mother said. “We’ll try to start a fire. Or both of you go. And I’ll watch the coffin.”

“Or someone will steal it…” Sasha whispered.

He couldn’t leave Mother. He couldn’t not leave. He couldn’t send Bezletov on his own, either.

“God, this is so stupid!” He wanted to scream. “I got it all wrong. All wrong. But what? What was my mistake?”

“Sasha…”

“Mum? I’ll go now.”

“Hush!”

Mother heard something.

Bezletov lifted himself up and stood swaying and peering into the dark.

A minute later they could all hear the discordant, jittery clatter, the sound of sled runners, and the choppy, brash profanities bellowed out by a robust, healthy villager urging on a horse.

“It’s Yoke,” Sasha said, identifying the voice of his grandparents’ neighbour, who lived one house down the road from them.

“Hey, over here!” Sasha yelled, surprising himself.

“Whoa!” The horse came to a halt a few metres away from them. Yoke climbed off the sleds and came closer.

“Sasha, is that you?” he asked with a stiff mix of unaffected severity and near cheerfulness. But behind the severity and the cheerfulness was a hardly discernible but rigid thread of mortal anguish. This thread was so rigid and taut that you could strangle someone — or strangle yourself — with it.

“Galya, you’re here too, sweetheart.” Yoke recognised her, then shook Bezletov’s hand. “How are you, Vaskya? Your back must be cold.” Yoke lowered himself down to the coffin and tapped the lid. “We’ll go home now.”

He didn’t ask any questions, didn’t make a fuss, just pulled the sleds up closer and, skillfully directing the horse, turned around. The horse shifted from one foot to another, sniffed the snow, threw sideways glances at the coffin and shook his head. Yoke told the muzhiks (that’s how he addressed them, frozen half to death — muzhiks, which boosted Sasha’s energy somehow) to hold onto the narrow part of the coffin, huffed, manoeuvred the heavier side himself, and the coffin settled onto the hay.

“Whoa,” Yoke said. “Hang onto it,” he told Bezletov, pointing to the coffin. “Or else we’ll lose someone.”

Only now did he ask Sasha, “How long have you been out here in the cold?”

“A while. The driver went back to town. Refused to go any farther.”

“No wonder…” Yoke said and, after a little pause, continued. “I woke up and thought: I got to go to the woods. Your grandma told me the other day that you’d be coming. And then, tonight, she stops by and says gravely, ‘They must have changed their minds. Galya must have wanted to keep him close to her,’ she said. ‘And let the orphaned parents die here all alone.’ I thought at once that something wasn’t right. And then tonight it was like someone shook me awake. I threw on my coat, harnessed the horse, and I was about to go. The missus woke up, pitched a fit — she’s a loudmouth — tried to undress me, unharness the horse, and I told her, ‘Vaskya is freezing there. I’ve got to go.’ Gave her a smack. She says, ‘You’re going to see a woman!’ As if I couldn’t find a better time to see a woman…. Now, now, Vaskya, almost there.”

Sasha lay on his side in the sled like he’d done as a child, and they raced forward, gently and effortlessly, as the horse sensed the closeness of the village and hurried home.

Sasha noticed that Yoke had indeed thrown the coat over his bare torso — it came undone when they loaded the coffin and showed his bare chest. Wind gusts, fierce and clingy, rushed out of the woods to attack the sleds but soon dissolved into the forest empty-handed. Yoke couldn’t care less about the wind. He was driving the horse, kneeling, easily and sternly.

His grandparents’ windows were lit. Grandma waited at the doorstep. She opened the door and asked Yoke, “Vaskya called for you, didn’t he? He always called you for drunken debauchery. Now, for once, he called you to do the right thing. My son…”

Mother burst into sobs. Grandma’s wail was high, piercing and bitter, a voice like the black earth.

Grandfather, tall, in a shirt with unbuttoned sleeves, stepped outside.

“You’re here, Sankya? Well now, come in.”

CHAPTER FIVE

The awoken brain manifested the time-tested hangover maxim: the sleep of an alcoholic is sound, but brief. Sound. But brief.

Sasha opened his left eye. Yes, it was still dark out.

“In-som-ni-a,” whispered Sasha, pronouncing the word syllable by syllable.

He woke up in his bed.

On the floor two mattresses were spread out. On the mattresses, covered with a blanket, lay Venka and Lyosha. Sasha could not see their faces.

“And Negative? Where was he? Did he go home…? Yes, he went.”

Sasha turned to the wall, pulled the blanket over his head. He did not want to get up. But to fall asleep again was not possible.

His eyes, under closed lids, felt uncomfortable. They wanted to open up and look around.

Sasha moved his head from under the blanket and saw the wallpaper, blurry in the darkness, yellowed by frequent touching. Its pattern was almost rubbed out.

He had no desire to think about what today held.

And also didn’t want to remember what happened yesterday.

Sasha couldn’t help remembering himself — drunk, loud — and grimaced in disgust.

What am I? Sasha thought suddenly.

Who and what? Am I bad? Kind? Hopeful? Hopeless?

There was no mirror to examine a reflection of himself in. It was as if this mirror had been smashed by a heavy boot. And, straining to see himself in the shards, he could only make out vague features that didn’t add up to a face.

Sasha avoided the agony of soul-searching.

He rarely got profoundly and deeply upset about anything. Only about things that were worth it. Like his father’s death.

He had never in his life committed a blatantly dishonourable act. Or even subtly dishonourable.

He had experienced no humiliation except for the stupid boyish ones, like when the upperclassmen took his money away.

When he had to crawl on all fours on the drill field training ground, together with his military unit, punished for playing yet another prank and supervised by a possibly drunk officer, Sasha felt indifference rather than anything else. It was a game with very serious rules. Which he immediately accepted. In the army it was almost easy for him. Although, of course, had he wanted to, he could have avoided the draft.

There have always been friends. There have always been women. If a girlfriend left, a new one appeared. Each time by chance. Sasha never looked for them. Although he was not handsome, no.

Sasha examined himself, shuffled the pieces of the mirror. There was almost nothing to be surprised by or upset about. No, simply nothing.

Ever since he’d matured to army age, everything became clear. Insoluble problems no longer arose. God exists. Things are difficult without Father. Mother is kind and dear. There is forever one Motherland.

“The Volga river flows into the Caspian Sea,” joked Sasha to himself without smiling inside. Yes, it flows there.

There was reason behind every single thing he did.

He only wondered why others did not live the same way.

Sasha came easily to the Founders, because everything else by that time had lost relevance.

“You have to work,” they said to him sometimes with disdain. “I do work,” Sasha would reply. He really did work — sometimes he loaded, sometimes he unloaded…once at a plant, as a security guard, janitor. Gave it an honest effort. But did that matter?

He no longer wanted to argue with anyone, because there was no sense in it. He only argued when he wanted to hear new, differing points of view. But each and every time the argument was the same.

A repulsive, dishonest, and foolish State, which slays the weak and grants freedom to the vile and the vulgar — why should one put up with it? What was the point of living in it, every moment betraying itself and each of its citizens?

Up until now, Sasha was not angry, felt no malice, just did what he thought was necessary.

He never thought seriously about the acquisition of power, the government did not interest him, he did not know what to make of it. He regarded money simply. He spent it if he had it.

And yet: What kind of person was he? Who was he — Sasha? Something was always lacking in his face, in his reflection.

I want a drink. Sasha suddenly broke off his own thoughts.

Yesterday you had a good drink from a puddle, you little saint, suggested the voice ironically.

Sasha waved it away and quietly stood up.

“I don’t know exactly where you’re off to, but I would like some tea,” Rogov said.

“Good morning, Lyosha,” Sasha said.

“What’s your plan?” Rogov asked in the kitchen. The tea steamed. He brewed it up in two glasses, black and thick. Sasha came out of the bathroom with a towel on his shoulder.

“Yours?”

“We’ll keep going. Across Russia.” Rogov grinned. “Here they might catch us. As I understood yesterday, they keep a pretty good eye on you here. I hope that’s not the case everywhere.”

“And me, I’m going to the capital,” Sasha decided suddenly.

“Why?”

“I want to see what’s going on there. What’s the point of hanging around here, not really knowing anything? And in general it’s easier to get lost there.”

Sasha himself was delighted with his hasty decision and began getting ready faster — he didn’t want to see his mother and have to explain.

He confessed this to Rogov, who supported him:

“That’s right, let’s go quickly. We can finish sleeping on the trains.”

They woke up Venka, gulped down some tea, smoked. Sasha boiled them some sausages for the road, and they set off” towards the station.

They dozed off on the bus, their heads on the glass, opening their sour, sleepy, and irritated eyes at each pothole — on and on, damn it, on and on…when will we get there…

“Is this where we kicked up a ruckus yesterday?” Venka marvelled at the station. “I don’t recognise this place.”

In the tunnel to the platform they hugged, then broke up — almost without any words, just Venka curling his lip into a sleepy smile.

And they went off in different directions.

* * *

Sasha did manage to sleep on the trains. He bought his tickets honestly so he didn’t have to run from ticket control. They woke him up once and went away.

He sat in the corner, slept sitting up, deeply, easily — young bones don’t care where they are thrown. However they fall, so be it.

Nonetheless, by the end of the many hours’ journey, a light tremor began inside him. In general, the last hour before Moscow was always tiring. Especially without cigarettes.

But he had cigarettes. And he endured.

We’re here, climb out! he said to himself and climbed out. Stretching gladly.

The capital was crowded, fussy. Overflowing with people who constantly bump into you and at the same time don’t even see you.

Without a place where you belong, the capital is a rapist. You wander all day and don’t notice how it takes you, tired, indifferent, like a greedy woman in a huge, blanket-strewn bed, she twists, turns you inside out, and then you find yourself alone, empty-headed, and God knows where in the midst of the infinite city, confused and angry. And this bit of skirt, as it turns out, didn’t need you at all. So what was she doing with me?

In the capital, you feel well only in the first few minutes, when you emerge from the train or jump off the light rail, and there are extra rubles in your pocket. With those, you will buy some soggy undercooked gunk, a sticky sausage, a bottle of beer. You’ll stand at the food counter at the station like any other provincial waiting for something.alone in the big city, young. Feeling great.

In the metro, instead ofwaiting with the crowd for the moving escalator, you choose to walk down all alone on one that’s out of order towards the rapidly approaching and departing trains. It’s always easy to tell a Muscovite from a visitor. Muscovites would never walk down the escalator. Only we don’t care — we are wild.

The metro is home to beautiful girls who can be watched. They are almost always indifferent and don’t put you in the mood to meet them. They feel your gaze and don’t show it. However, sometimes they turn away, irritated. And what of it? I like to look.

And this time, he also saw one that he wanted to watch for a little bit longer. She sat opposite him, softly and faintly smiling at something, and her moist, white teeth and bright mouth excited him. Sometimes she closed her eyes so you could watch her with impunity, Sasha thought. But this seemed shameful — like spying. She does not know that she is being watched. Sasha turned away.

He came out of the metro happy for some reason and headed for the bunker. That’s what the Founders called the party headquarters. In fact, it was a normal cellar that Kostenko accidentally inherited.

There had been several attempts to evict them, each to no avail. Unexpectedly the police swooped in, apparently planning, in the process of “building inspection,” to throw, for example, three kilograms of dope into the toilet tank and on this basis to close down a “drug house.”

But the police were not let in. The Founders reinforced the doors and windows, and as soon as cars with flashing lights appeared, they called all the media outlets. They arrived quickly and actively pestered the men in uniform, asking what was going on. The red-faced colonels cursed and left with nothing. Storming the bunker in front of the cameras of the occasional Russian and bothersome foreign journalists was clearly not in their plans. It was necessary to find some legitimate reason to kick the Founders out into the street, but the clumsy State machinery could not come up with one.

After the pogrom in Moscow the riot police drove to the bunker, cut open the door with a blowtorch, ransacked the premises, smashed and trampled all the equipment, kicked around those who were there, and tied them up. Then released them.

What happened next, Sasha did not know. It seems that they sealed the bunker. But sort of not. It was said that “good friends” of Kostenko — and he had good friends — convinced someone at the top to let the Founders keep the space.

Sasha walked down the long street towards the bunker and saw Yana sitting on the bench. She was smoking and gazing thoughtfully at the empty bench opposite her.

Sasha stopped and stood there for a few moments, not daring to approach — to cross this gaze or to sit down next to her, scaring away Yana’s quiet or maybe sad mood.

But she casually glanced at Sasha, standing at some distance, and easily shook her head as if wishing away a phantom, and smiled happily. Even a little softer than would be expected, because they hardly knew each other. They had talked only once or twice.

“Sasha!” Yana said affably. She was obviously glad to see him.

Sasha’s heart skipped a beat in sweet anticipation of something — it was a gut feeling and his gut was almost never wrong.

He sat down next to her, smiling, and lit up a cigarette — it was much easier to talk this way. And to be silent, too.

He asked about the bunker.

They left the Founders the bunker, Yana said, but the agentshad it under constant surveillance; two cars were on duty from morning to night. The Founders, one by one, were picked up in the courtyards for silly reasons, like for lack of identification. The cops took them away, beat some of them. They tried, as they say, to put the fear of God into them, to pressure them into turning on each other.

“For four days there’s been chaos,” Yana said angrily.

Sasha looked at her thin hands, the way she held a cigarette, and her fingers. They were elegant and slender. Yana took long drags, spoke softly, she had a throaty, clear voice, and she laughed wonderfully sometimes, like when Sasha made some stupid joke.

They remembered the breakthrough, the mayhem, and how much fun it had been, and how raucous. Sasha told her how they ran from house to house. The way he told the story was very funny. Yana laughed.

“And you got caught!” Sasha suddenly remembered.

“They let me go,” Yana said in an odd tone — a tone that suddenly made clear that it wasn’t a good idea to ask about any of it — and Sasha held back the questionsabout who caught her and how. She even started smoking nervously.

Sasha paused, surprised, not knowing what to say, but Yana, dragging deeply and quickly exhaling the smoke, turned the conversation to another topic.

“Do you need something from the bunker?” she soon asked.

“No,” said Sasha confidently, following his gut.

They got up and went to the waterfront, which was nearby. Sasha bought booze in cans, they drank it, and little by little came back around to good cheer.

Sasha ridiculed the cars, the people walking along, the children, the cyclists, the dogs — there was something funny about everything around.

The most amusing were the children. Sasha loved to look at kids. Sometimes he frightened the mothers, rising on tiptoe to peer into the baby carriages — maybe the Mums thought he might jinx them, this strange guy. But he just walked away, smiling.

“Look, what a little animal,” Sasha said about a toddler, eighteen months old, stomping along, clutching his mother’s finger in his small paw. Still unable to form words, the baby made unintelligible sounds.

“No, that’s just a little beastie!” Yana said, smiling. “They’re beasties when they’re five or six, with sharp teeth, a quick eye, grimy and already know a thing or two about scheming and cheating.”

“Yes,” Sasha agreed, “and this one is a beastie. A wildling, a darling.”

The river was muddy, and they threw their cigarette butts into it. Who could throw the farthest with a flick of the finger. Yana couldn’t do it, and she was smiling, and sometimes even laughing softly, contagiously.

It was getting darker and darker, and an unpleasant odour wafted off” the river.

“Where are you spending the night?” Yana asked, pushing over an empty can with the toe of her black boot. The can rolled, its thin shell clinking.

“In the bunker, I guess. Where else?”

“And I’m going to my place. Me and a girlfriend rent an flat.”

“She’s not a Founder?”

“No,” Yana said and for some reason laughed again. “Walk me home? And then you can come back…”

Yana looked at Sasha earnestly and just a fraction of a second longer than necessary. It didn’t seem that she was waiting for an answer, though — she was trying to make a decision or trying to gather confidence to do what she’d already decided to do.

“Of course,” Sasha replied without hesitation and looked into Yana’s eyes.

Generally, in such moments, he tried never to decide, to consider, or to calculate anything — and he went with what felt natural, whatever happened all by itself by the force of simple and clear instincts.

Near the metro the rain overtook them, and they stepped up the pace. By the time they were at the stairs to the station entrance, the rain fell harder, and it turned out that for a few seconds, they couldn’t make it through the bustle of people rushing into the metro station to get away from the rain. And then, for the first time, Sasha touched Yana — her slim back, or rather, her short denim jacket — and it happened very naturally as he guided her through the torpid crowd of men and women who either closed their umbrellas or just moved indecisively and slowly.

And Yana went where Sasha’s hand directed her, she went first — because to walk side by side through this crowd was not possible. Sasha was barely touching her but, although it was no longer necessary, he did not want to let go.

Yana slowly drifted away from him as if she were being sucked into the vortex, and very soon her slender figure, dark, short hair, graceful neck would be lost among the unnecessary backs, arms, heads.

She turned around, and her eyes were warm, they promised that everything would be okay, because everything was already okay now — “At least we escaped the rain” — Yana, without looking at Sasha, held out her hand, so that he could take it, would not get lost, and he easily took her cold, thin, but strong fingers, squeezed them lightly.

A minute later they were already walking side by side again, hand in hand.

“I have one,” Yana said when Sasha stepped towards the ticket line.

They went through the turnstiles. Sasha returned Yana’s metro pass. She glanced at the trips remaining and said, smiling:

“There’s nothing left.”

She turned the pass in her nimble fingers, looking at Sasha — they were already on the escalator — suddenly reached out, never taking her eyes from Sasha’s, and dropped the pass on the strip between the escalators. The card slid briskly at first, but they soon caught up with it where it had stuck.

In the Metro carriage, Sasha calmly put his light hand on Yana’s flexible shoulders, and they were already talking about something serious. Because it was now possible to talk about something serious. He talked about himself — Yana had asked. But since Sasha was not interested in talking about himself, he immediately steered towards other topics, and spoke of the times in which he lived and that which he had seen with his own eyes.

This was a foolish, unjust, dishonest time — Sasha never doubted this, and Yana never doubted this, so it was easy to speak of it.

When they came out of the metro, the rain had finished, but it had become quite dark. This was the last stop on a long metro line, almost the wilderness. They walked briskly, passing jokes back and forth like a beachball, each of them catching it easily when the other tossed it. They manoeuvred among puddles and Yana was cheerfully outraged at all the water. She hesitated before a massive puddle, and Sasha took her into his arms and carried her across.

“What are you doing?” she said softly, but clearly; a strand of her hair touched Sasha’s cheek, and he suddenly realised that Yana was shy, and he also understood — that he had won, that everything would proceed as he hoped, because now he was stronger.

Or she wanted me to be stronger, and for me this is not difficult…

In a small shop with a window to the street he bought a sweet cake and champagne.

They ran up to the third floor, Yana opened the door and said, with a voice that was suddenly cool:

“Come on in. Don’t mind the mess.”

She kicked off” her boots, entered the room, and fell back on an unopened sofa bed.

She clicked the remote, turned on the TV.

“Make yourself comfortable,” she said to Sasha without looking at him.

Of course, he didn’t like this very much.

“I’ll sit for a minute and then cook something. You must be hungry. Yulya won’t come home today. I’ll make you a bed on the floor; stay.”

Yana told him this in a distant voice, as if they hadn’t just been laughing together on the street.

Sasha said nothing. He sat down on a chair in the corner of the room, sometimes looking askance at Yana, who was flipping through the television channels, each click like bursting aplastic bag full of rubbish — pop! — and loads of something colourful and rancid burst out at you.

Yana was silent.

Sasha spotted Kostenko’s book on a small table and flipped through it, even though he knew almost everything that was written by the leader of the Founders by heart.

To keep the silence from becoming painful and to prevent the gap between them from opening into an abyss, Sasha asked, Tired?”

But the question itself must have been a little more intense than Yana was ready to accept, and therefore she replied without any emotion: “I’m fine.”

Sasha smiled.

So I’ll sleep on the floor, then, he thought without resentment. So I didn’t read her right, he continued, but some part of him didn’t give up and argued brazenly: Yes, I did.

Ten minutes later, Yana, without looking at Sasha, walked to the kitchen and asked from there:

“Will you have buckwheat? With something vaguely resembling meat?”

At least she’s starting to joke again, Sasha thought. He got up and walked into the kitchen after Yana.

She looked sadly at the small pan standing on the burner. Buckwheat was crackling away in it with some dark gravy.

A faded oilcloth with cuts here and there covered the kitchen table, a couple of dirty cups in the sink, no curtain on the window, a one-litre jar of water on the windowsill.

Sasha sat down at the table and looked at Yana: her tilted head and a strand of her dark hair.

She feels that I’m looking….

She did turn to him then. And even smiled a little.

“Now we’ll eat,” she said.

“Let’s have some champagne anyway. It doesn’t have to mean anything,” Sasha said.

He retrieved the bottle left in the hallway next to the shoe rack. He rinsed two cups, slowly, silently opened the champagne and poured it. He handed Yana a cup, and, without clinking glasses, drank some out of his.

Yana stood near the stove, watching the bubbles for a few seconds, then sipped some too.

“Champagne with buckwheat,” she said finally.

“Beautiful,” Sasha said.

She put two plates of food on the table. She sat down, her back to the window. She sliced a dry crust of rye bread into thin slices. She told him to help himself and immediately began to eat, staring into her plate.

Yana didn’t seem aloof, Sasha suddenly realised, but she seemed melancholy in a way that had nothing to do with Sasha’s presence.

Now their silence felt different, even natural, and was only broken by the unintelligible humming of the television in the other room and the quiet fizzing of the champagne — Sasha had just poured another glass for himself and topped up Yana’s.

He poked a little at the buckwheat but wasn’t hungry. Instead he drank. And Yana suddenly drank, greedily. Then asked for more.

Sasha stood up, looked out of the window. Outside was gloomy and unwelcoming.

The jar of water stood on the windowsill.

Yana, sitting with her back to Sasha, finished her champagne, put the empty cup on the table, and pushed the empty plate away.

Sasha saw this, watched the back of Yana’s head.

He was holding the jar of water, which he had picked up from the windowsill a moment ago with the intention of asking the stupid question: “What is this jar for?” But suddenly he took a half step towards Yana and emptied the jar on her head.

Perhaps it was a stupid thing to do. But she got up from her chair, smiling a few watts brighter than a minute ago, and held out her little palms, trembling from laughter, under the strands of her dripping hair.

“Such a bastard,” Yana said with a serene smile. “Oh, you bastard.”

She went into the bathroom. Immediately returned, still smiling, with a towel on her head.

“I’m going to the bathroom, all right?” she said cheerfully.

Sasha tried to think of a joke or at least some humorous response. I don’t understand…no… I’ll think about it…too shallow…. He didn’t come up with anything and simply nodded his head like a puppy.

He settled down in front of the TV, flipping through the channels in his usual manner for a few pain-free doses of vulgarity and ignorance. It didn’t work so he muted the TV. That’s better.

In the bathroom, the water roared.

What will be will be, it’s all the same…parks…what kind of parks? I always forget the poem’s exact words…. Old parks, keep spinning…spin on, spindle…

He really felt that whatever would be would be, that it was all the same.

Yana came out of the bathroom in a robe and slippers, furiously rubbing her hair with a red-and-white-striped terry cloth bath towel.

Without her make-up she became even more pure and charming, very clear and not severe at all. And her thin fingers whitewashed by the water…

Sasha went to the bathroom. He squinted at himself in the mirror.

I already saw this face in the morning. Five hundred kilometres away from here. I thought, what am I? Hopeful, hopeless…

He turned on the water, ran a wet hand over his face.

Yana made a bed for him on the floor and for herself on the couch. She’d just finished when Sasha came out. He watched, smiling softly as she bent over, smoothing the sheet.

The overhead light was turned off” and only a small lamp lit the room.

Yana brought the champagne bottle. And even, it seemed, took another sip.

She turned off the small lamp. In the twilight, she sat on the couch with her back to Sasha, quickly took off her robe — Sasha looked at her slender, almost boyish back, no bra — threw it carelessly on a chair next to the couch and lay down, drawing the covers to her chin.

As she lifted her eyes, she saw the dark silhouette of Sasha standing there and turned towards the wall to let him undress without embarrassment. And then to lie down on his bed, beside the sofa.

But he sat on the couch and put his hand on her head. Ran it over her back, stopping just below the shoulder blades, and felt goose bumps run across Yana’s skin.

“Are you cold?” he asked, smiling.

Instead of answering, she turned sharply — not towards Sasha but to the bottle of champagne on the floor. She awkwardly drank a few sips from the bottle. She returned the bottle to the floor and fell on her back, and Sasha saw her wide-open, confused eyes, her now uncovered small breasts. He slid his hand gently under her neck, leaned over, and kissed her softly on the lips, barely touching her. He tasted the champagne and then Yana’s tongue, quick as a cat’s, and her little teeth.

They kissed quietly and thoughtfully and even diligently, like blind people studying each other with their lips.

He stroked Yana; she was slender, delicately slender, and still a little damp from the shower, slightly cool and moist — but in one place she was hot and surprisingly wet: his hand touched her there…she sighed faintly.

Sasha pulled off his shirt and trousers, threw his clothes on the floor. It seemed that Yana was looking at him in wonder — her striking head on the small pillow.

He lay on his side near Yana, took her by the shoulder, turned her to him. She gave in, finding herself face to face with him, and suddenly threw her unexpectedly strong free arm around Sasha’s neck, like a child. She pressed her stomach and chest against him…against his stomach and chest. She kissed him on the cheeks, neck, chin.

She drew her light leg up his thigh and opened up completely. He lowered his body slightly, held Yana to him by her small buttocks, and that was all it took.

They looked at each other in the dark and didn’t close their eyes. To Sasha it even seemed that Yana’s eyes kept getting wider and wider. As if he had stunned her and then continued to amaze.

“Do you want some more champagne?” Sasha asked in the dark; his voice came out huskily.

“No,” she said, like the suggestion of champagne offended her.

“You were glugging it down before.”

“I was deciding.   I was scared.”

Sasha finished the champagne, set the empty bottle on the floor. He closed his eyes although he knew that he wouldn’t sleep. This happened to him sometimes.

Yana quickly fell asleep. She slept restlessly, startling and short of breath. Sometimes Sasha stroked her back to comfort her.

After half an hour, Yana suddenly spoke. “Gosha, why are you awake?” A second before she was sound asleep.

Sasha smiled. Yana, who hadn’t woken up after all, fussily turned to the wall, sticking her bum out. He put his arm around her.

“Gosha…” he repeated to himself. And he kissed Yana’s neck.

He dozed, on and off, but he had never been able to sleep easily beside a person who was practically a stranger just a half an hour ago and so suddenly had become his blood. Perhaps only for a short while, but still…to Sasha, she had become his blood. Is it possible to sleep after that?

Sasha got up a little before seven and went to the bathroom. He turned on the water — it splashed and sloshed loudly. He went into the kitchen, put the kettle on, remembered the cake from yesterday. He found it sitting on the shoe rack in the hallway. He was happy, of course. Like a child.

He drank tea standing at the stove — chasing it down with the delightfully sweet and sticky cake. He thought: Would it be all right.? — he brushed this question aside, cracked the window open, and lit up a cigarette.

No, it’s too perfect a morning. For the fourth day, Sasha, you’re moping around God knows where. And you are happy, fool.

And should be unhappy….

And he went to soak under the roaring water. The tub filled up, hot and turbulent. The walls, of course, were peeling and flaking; there was a sad bidet, and the tub itself had rust stains, but Sasha did not care.

He stared at the ceiling. A light bulb flickered there.

Yana must also stare at the ceiling. That’s how these rough spots appear on the ceiling…the plaster crumbles because she stares at it so intensely…

In the next room slept a girl who Sasha liked a lot. Dark-skinned, practically chestless, who yesterday…

The night that just passed, Sasha, not yesterday, said the voice to Sasha.

Yes, exactly…and you also, by the way, like her a lot, so much you’re not even being sarcasticfor once, Sasha thought triumphantly.

I am just sleepy.

You’re lying! Because of her everything is trembling inside of you too.

The voice trailed off.

Sasha cooked himself in the hot water until his mind became hazy.

He giddily brushed his teeth, washed his face this time with ice-cold water, and opened the door while pulling his jeans over his damp legs. At the door stood Yana wearing only his t-shirt and slippers.

“Yana, sweetheart,” Sasha said.

She quietly gave him a kiss.

Sasha didn’t know what to do with himself — have a smoke in the kitchen or snooze under the blanket a little longer. He chose the sofa, because the sleep scent of Yana’s light, warm body probably lingered there.

In the bathroom, the water roared.

Sasha buried his face in the pillow, bunched up the thin sheet. Yes, he’d guessed right. There was the light and warm and distinct smell. Singular and slightly bitter, like absinthe, everywhere she had touched fabric with her skin, her back, her side. And sweet where she had laid her little dark head.

Tormented by this sweet yearning, he turned on the TV.

For a while he stared blankly at the dust on the convexity of the screen.

The latch on the bathroom door clicked — Sasha turned off the TV. The screen briefly blinked and went dark. Sasha immediately forgot everything he’d just seen. Someone’s stupid face lingered for a moment in front of his eyes, twisted and giggly, as if unable to vacate the darkened screen.

Sasha did not turn to Yana — a little worried he might scare off her openness and affection, which could turn into something completely unexpected. And then his heart leapt in his chest — because Yana pounced on the sofa and slid under the covers, a few centimetres and in some places a few millimetres from Sasha, so close it seemed the pale, invisible hairs on their bodies were touching. She lay there, panting, quivering like a smooth lizard, some little-known, regal breed. Perhaps some kind of lunar lizard. And he could feel that she was smiling — not with her face, not her lips, but her entire slender, supple body.

Dogged, greedy, reckless from excitement, Sasha crushed her under him. Kissing her, biting her, pulling back sometimes to admire her.

Physically suffering and still prolonging it, he lightly stroked her white panties, not wanting to deprive Yana of this weightless cover. He realised that she would not run away anywhere now, would not break away for anything, but still held her firmly by the arms when he was on top of her, and by the hips or back when she lay on top.

“Your eyes are brazen,” she said with pleasure.

And a moment later : “I want to get a taste of your…” trailing off — and Sasha preferred that the phrase had trailed off, and he also liked the aloof, stubborn sound of the words Yana chose to pronounce.

He stiffened, almost frightened. After a minute he opened his eyes and caught sight of her.

She pushed a fallen strand of hair behind her ear. Her face was tense and serious, as if she was working on an important matter, requiring all of her attention. And she studied seriously, calmly — even uncompromisingly, it seemed — what she was working with.

After a second the strand of hair fell again, but Yana was no longer distracted by it. It obscured her face.

Fully conscious and with his eyes open, Sasha felt that he was knocked to the ground and beaten with rubber batons on his head and in other places — in the organs that supplied him air. His breath was gone, but somehow there was enough of it inside his body — so much that he didn’t need to breathe.

They beat him with style in a determined, building rhythm, and he manoeuvred himself towards the blows, eager to meet them with his whole body. He suffered the indignity readily, feeling like he wanted to scream but had no voice. And couldn’t.

And his leg muscles cramped. “Hit my legs,” he requested. “They’re cramping.” It seemed that the harder they beat him, the sooner the pain twisting his muscles into tight knots would cease. And the muscles could relax.

Out of nowhere, just for a second, he returned to the moment. He saw with his acute and painful vision: her sharp, wet chin.

Another blow and he lost consciousness, and he understood why they were beating him: they knocked him out in order to photograph him — several photographers at once, invisible behind the flashes of their cameras. Three or four flashes abruptly but painlessly snatched him back from the sucking nothingness. Each flash lit up his dilated pupils and his open mouth with his painfully dry teeth, which were chilled from rapid breathing and behind which a scream, billowing and hissing, threatened to break out.

They clearly wanted to capture the instant of his death. But the latest flashes appeared faint, vague, as if he was being photographed through fog.

And that was the end.

The next thing he saw was the floating hospital ceiling.

Sasha did not even have time to examine it properly, the colour of the ceiling and whatnot, when Yana returned again, and, blinking, he saw her face very close above him.

It seemed she simply kissed him. At first, he felt her hot — as if she’d drank hot tea — and tired mouth, and then — the faint but detectable, his own animal taste on her lips, combined with her saliva, and that was more than enough.

…More…than…

Yana really was like a lizard, with her flexible and fast body. Sometimes she, like a lizard, could not lie on her back and wanted to flip over, to disappear, dart off, to escape. Sasha firmly took Yana by the arms, shoulders — to study her, to catch her breath, to hold her constantly elusive gaze: dark, keen pupils.

He stroked her, suddenly realising that her skin — no, it wasn’t at all silky or smooth — but the opposite, rigid. And not very warm, like… Sasha tried to recollect a sensation similar to touching Yana’s back, her taut legs, and he suddenly found himself on the beach in summer, a kid, lying with his chest and belly across the circle of a black inner tube, which smelled pungent and sweet — like water, the sun, and other intoxicating things.

And Yana’s breasts weren’t round and hard like apples, and her nipples weren’t pointy. No, on the contrary, her breasts undulated, milky, small, childlike, soft and almost nippleless — only pink semicircles.

But when she was dressed, her nipples seemed sharp, defiant, flashed through Sasha’s mind.

And her spine.disappeared, then reappeared abruptly, because Yana, twisting out from under Sasha, arched her back like a predator, and then immediately went slack, powerless.

With an easy movement of the hips she freed herself from Sasha.

He thought that this was an accident and tried to bring her close, but Yana pulled away again — just a little — a few centimetres, while suggesting with her hips, No, no, not like this. Not…this way. Try…up a little more…

Yana didn’t say a word, and when Sasha guessed, she froze — like a clever animal freezes when it’s given a shot or when a barbed splinter is removed — her eyes tense and a little frightened, moist and supple body quivering a little.

“Ssss…” said Yana, and held Sasha back with her hand, her thin, delicately curved fingers on his hip. But a moment later, she moved in such a way he sunk in softly, and deep, deeper.

With each movement Sasha felt his heart turning white as all his blood drained to his groin. Thump, thump, thump, it went.

And when the heart reached a glowing white, almost grey hue, the blood reversed its flow and rushed like a shaggy, red-haired dog back into the heart and whirled there.

Sasha winced, pressing his hand to Yana’s belly, feeling her belly button somewhere between the fate line and the lifeline on his palm.

Yana shrieked, Sasha realised. She just shrieked.

He freed himself from her and gently settled on his side, and Yana lay on her back, legs tightly clenched. She breathed, her eyes were closed. Her eyelids tensed and trembled, like someone trying not to open her eyes, afraid or ashamed to see the light.

“Have a look…everything’s all right…with you?” she asked.

Sasha looked.

“Everything’s all right,” he said, and patted her hand.

“Yana, you’re astonishing. Incredible. Sweet. Sensual,” Sasha said, suddenly feeling a little choked up.

“And you’re a lean and hungry dog,” she said after a pause. Her tone was silly and amused.

“No.”

“Then…then you are a stray tomcat.”

“No, not me,” Sasha said without thinking.

“Why do you stray, tomcat?” Yana asked, still her eyes were closed, smiling with the edges of her lips. “Why do you rub against me with your wiry feline stomach? Engage in such bad behaviour?”

“Oh, it’s me? And I thought it was you. Wiggling that little arse. Why do you wiggle?”

“This occurs unconsciously.”

“In my view, very consciously.”

Yana grew pensive. Her quick tongue licked her lips.

“You have a very beautiful.thing.and I thought about how perfectly it would fit inside of me, so well-shaped…. And I finished, yes.”

Yana suddenly opened her cheerful, laughing eyes, and Sasha thought that here he was, walking across a field of brown, uniform grass, and he suddenly saw two vivacious flowers, each a reflection of the sun. And they’re pointing at him.

He leaned down and kissed these flowers, and his lips tickled.

Yana ran across the room naked, looking for something, her unworn panties bunched between her legs so nothing dripped.

Sasha watched her wide-eyed, fondly, thinking — there it is, this serene and warm body, and inside it, everywhere, everywhere possible, his liquid now streams, flows down the soft walls inside Yana.

Sasha stared at Yana’s back, her tight stomach, to see through her, like an x-ray — to catch the gleam off” his warm, white flow.

They were blood — Sasha felt they were absolutely almost divinely blood.

CHAPTER SIX

“Sasha, I urgently need someone reliable. But not you.”

Yana pulled hard on a cigarette and slowly let out the smoke.

They sat on a bench next to her block of flats.

Sasha watched passersby — of every age and gender — in his usual way. He liked to watch people.

“Why not me?” he asked.

“Because there is some work for you here. Do you have someone reliable?”

Shaman, Tinker, Brownie… Trucker? Oleg? Sasha recounted the most reckless of his guys.

Negative, he decided.

“I do.”

“Can he leave? Go away for a while?”

“He can. For how long?”

“If he is caught, and he will be caught, he will most likely… go to jail. For a year or two, I’m not sure…it won’t be in Russia.”

Sasha was quiet.

“So?” Yana turned her austere face to him.

“I will ask him.”

“Not on the phone.”

“When will he need to do it?”

“Yesterday.”

“I have to go home.” He was tempted to put this as a question, but he didn’t. “I am going. Today.”

“Okay,” Yana said. “I’m off to the bunker. Do you need anything there?”

“No,” Sasha said, scrutinizing Yana some more, as he had been all morning, or, rather, registering the minute fluctuations in her mood.

He said it and he meant it. He did not want to go with her because she seemed detached again. Everything about her said, “Nothing happened. It didn’t mean anything.”

Sasha smoked and shook his head as if trying to cast off something clingy and bothersome.

“Let’s walk towards the metro station,” said Yana. “You’re taking the metro, right?”

Sasha got up and threw out his cigarette — he didn’t like to smoke while walking.

In the metro they quickly parted ways. Sasha couldn’t resist leaning against the glass of the door in his carriage, trying to see Yana — maybe she was also looking for him.

And waving at you, he thought derisively to himself.

He couldn’t make her out. The train flew into the tunnel, and Sasha saw his reflection — thick dark hair, blurry, an uncertain gaze, and stubble that seemed peppered with grey hairs.

At the railway station he had some beer although he craved vodka and, while waiting for the train, he chain-smoked a few cigarettes.

On the train, he climbed into the top bunk, fell asleep easily, despite it being the middle of the day, and slept without dreams. The train attendant woke him up at one point — he opened his eyes and gave her his passport and ticket. A minute later, trying to give him back his documents, she had to wake him up again.

* * *

When he got to his town, it was late in the evening, but streetcars were still running. He loved to ride on the streetcars — they had a certain charm and, unlike the soul-sucking tedium of buses, a deliberate slowness going uphill and a cheerful but dignified rattling on descent.

Sasha headed to Negative’s place.

He sensed that Yana was somewhere around. From time to time, he peered at the occasional girl passing him in the street or touched and stroked the cushions of his index and middle fingers with his thumb, as if trying to remember, to revive the feeling of her skin in his hands. It didn’t work. Just fingers.

She doesn’t need me, he suddenly realised, and listened to himself. It was quiet inside. And bitter, yes. But the bitterness was soft, like medicinal sediment left on the bottom of a glass. He also felt something burning, faint and dull, in the pit of his stomach.

“…you are my cardiac plexus,” Sasha said without really understanding what he was saying. “Why are you being like this?” he asked her.

You’re going to see Negative. He stopped himself. He jerked his shoulders.

I know. I am.

Negative might go to jail.

I know. He might.

Sasha knew that Negative would say yes. Negative had long been itching to get into trouble, to pull off” something ballsy.

Negative, if anyone, was completely devoid of that juvenile, somewhat foolish romanticism and, Sasha was sure, had a good idea of what it meant to be…let’s say, unfree. Let’s also say, deprived.

Sasha wasn’t afraid of prison either — he was almost sure that he wasn’t.

There were people everywhere, they lived all over, and Sasha always found a common language with them, even if sometimes he didn’t understand them. “Didn’t understand” might not be the best way of putting it. It was just that the motivations for many human deeds seemed strange to him, or stupid or unseemly — and most often, primitive. Yet Sasha wasn’t used to showing his surprise or annoyance, nor was he used to expecting much of people.

He was rather calm and rather aggressive and wasn’t sentimental or spoiled.

“I will survive in prison,” he said calmly to himself.

As he was walking up the stairs to Negative’s flat, he decided to talk to Matvey, deputized head of the party in Kostenko’s stead, and suggest that he, Sasha, should go. Matvey must know what wascooking. Let Matvey decide.

Matvey and Yana were the leaders who set the agenda for the Founders.

Sasha rang the doorbell. Although the building was old and rundown, in a pre-condemned state, and its residents were mostly drunks who didn’t take care of anything, Negative had a solid front door, and the doorbell worked. Inside the flat, of course, it was extreme poverty, Sasha knew that, but it was clean poverty.

“Who’s there?” a young voice asked.

Positive. Sasha recognised the voice of Negative’s little brother, an upbeat, cheerful fellow, who had been nicknamed opposite his brother. Positive, or for short, Posik.

“Sasha Tishin.”

The door opened, and Sasha saw a smiley, mischievous face.

“Allah Akbar,” Posik said to Sasha.

“Hey, Posik. Is Nega home? Can I come in?”

Sasha tossed off his shoes and peeped into the nearest room, but no one was there.

“Is Mother home?” Sasha asked, for some reason whispering.

“Nah, working the night shift,” Posik said. “He’s in the other room. Go.”

Negative was watering plants.

Sasha knew how fond the gloomy Negative was of plants yet couldn’t help but wonder at it every time. There were a lot of potted plants in both rooms and also on the balcony. All of them thrived. Those that should blossomed right on time, and if there was a delay, it was surely on account of Posik, who, in his efforts to spite his brother, would periodically water a plant with special concoctions of, for example, urine, vinegar, and moonshine.

Negative could not remember or, more exactly, never knew the real names of the plants, Latin or otherwise, and so he referred to them by the monickers generously supplied by his inventive little brother.

When Nega had finished watering each plant, he held its fleshy or thin green velvety tendrils between two fingers and whispered something.

“Hi, Nega! Still tending your lawn?” Sasha was trying to be funny to play down the awkwardness of having stumbled into this intimate scene.

Negative turned around, as glum as ever. He didn’t say anything and continued his watering routine, now in silence.

Sasha sat down on the couch. Seeing Negative always put him in a good mood. Negative looked as solid as a boulder. But Sasha wasn’t in a good mood right now. He stared at the back of Negative’s heavy blockhead, almost sorry for him already.

“We’ve got to talk,” said Sasha.

“Seriously?”

“Yes.”

“Why are you sitting down, then? Planning to talk here?”

They quickly got ready and went out. Posik wanted to come along, but Negative got rid of him — in a quiet voice, with a couple of clear, non-profane words.

“Where did you all disappear to?” asked Negative, referring, Sasha guessed, to Rogov and Venka.

“They went their way; I, mine. I was in Moscow. They’ve got a job for a guy who may end up in jail as a result. And almost surely will. Besides, it looks like the job is not here. Not in Russia,” said Sasha, all at once to avoid dragging it on and trying to force himself to talk more slowly.

“Finally,” Negative said simply.

He had a twig and a penknife in his hands. He was paring the twig with the knife, his movements curt and precise. Sasha looked closer — the twig was dry, broken off a long time ago, probably picked up off the ground. Negative wouldn’t break a branch off a living tree.

“What do you mean by ‘finally’?” asked Sasha.

“Finally they’ve decided to get to work. When are we going?”

“When can you go?”

“I can go in three minutes.”

Sasha thought a little. He had planned to stop by his place. Maybe see his mother. He had not planned on going so soon. Tomorrow — he wanted to go tomorrow morning.

But why go home? To stress out your mother?

Sasha looked at his watch.

If we walk to the station, we will easily catch the two o’clock train, Sasha thought to himself, and then repeated aloud. Negative nodded.

In about three minutes, Negative came out with Posik. Posik was unusually solemn.

“Tell Mother that I went to Moscow for work,” Negative said.

“And what will you really do?” Posik peered at him suspiciously.

“Really I will go to St. Pete for work….Did you get everything I said? First, you do well in school. Second, you don’t smoke. Third, you water the plants. If you kill my plants, I’ll break your legs when I get back.”

“Okay, I got it. People live without legs.”

“Yes, and that’ll be you.”

They talked very seriously, not even smiling with their eyes, and Sasha didn’t feel like smiling either.

“Okay, Posik, don’t follow us any farther. Go home!” Negative shook his little brother’s hand, patted him on the shoulder, turned around swiftly, and walked away in his light, confident step.

Sasha also offered his hand to Posik, and Posik shook his hand, looking past Sasha at his elder brother’s back. Sasha turned around and ran after Negative.

“Now I’ll get on the train again. How much time have I spent on trains lately…? I think this week alone I’ve spent enough time on trains to have travelled around Europe and back,” Sasha said to Negative. Just for the sake of saying something.

Negative didn’t answer.

“I pop into Moscow as if it were the bakery next door,” Sasha said, speaking to himself. “Don’t know how many times it’s been this week. Already blown all my money there.”

“I confiscated Posik’s piggy bank,” Negative said. “He was saving for a parka and combat boots.”

“We’ll come up with something, Nega. We’ll get him some money.”

Sasha wanted to touch Negative’s shoulder but changed his mind. He made a small movement with his hand before cutting the gesture short. But Negative saw it. Sasha knew it by the changed tonality of his friend’s silence. The silence turned sombre.

“Don’t feel sorry for me, or I’ll feel sorry for myself,” said Negative after a pause.

Negative’s voice was such that it was hard to believe he was capable of earnestly and genuinely feeling sorry for himself. It was just his ordinary voice.

At the station, two policemen locked onto them. They stopped them and asked for their IDs. They took a long time checking their passports, looking up to match the photo with the face and clearly thinking of something else the whole time.

“Where are you going?” asked one of them in the unfriendly tone so typical of all the Russian police, who talk as if every person they run into is a known scoundrel.

“None of your business, jerk,” Sasha wanted to say.

“Suddenly felt like seeing my grandma and decided to pay her a visit,” Sasha said. “With a friend.”

The cop stared right into Sasha’s eyes; the face of this guardian of the law was inscrutable but, incidentally, not dumb at all. It was just that not a single muscle flinched on his face. He gave Sasha his passport back and turned away. The second one gave Negative his passport.

They bought the tickets. Then smoked a cigarette on the platform. Then another one. They smoked in silence for a while. Negative was often silent, though. It didn’t mean anything.

“What’s up in Moscow?” he finally asked.

He was, of course, asking about the party.

Sasha told him.

On the train, they climbed onto the top bunks, which they had deliberately selected when purchasing the tickets. They didn’t ask for bed sheets. It was perfect without them. Negative turned away and seemed to doze off.

Sasha couldn’t sleep. He lay with his eyes closed and just thought — out of habit, as all people do, interrupting himself, jumping from one thought to another, all to no end. Negative has no father. His mother will have to raise Posik all alone…

But Posik is his own boss.

And it’s too early to be burying Negative. You might end up going instead…

You also have no father. But you have no Posik, either. You don’t have shit…

Fatherless kids looking for someone who wants them as sons. We are fatherless kids looking for someone who wants us as sons…

You’re lying. There are Founders who have fathers. But they don’t need their fathers…because what sorts of fathers are they? They are no fathers. So I’m not lying.

And mothers?

What about mothers? They only know that they need their sons at home…

“If you love me, don’t stand in my way,” he once told his mother. But she did. So he stopped telling her anything and hid almost everything from her. She had her suspicions, of course.

I didn’t go see my Mum, shit. I probably should have. She’s all alone there…without my father. Does Yana have a father?

What the hell do you care?

No, I’m just curious. She’s not from Moscow. Moved to go to school or something. And now this…. She may end up in jail. Why isn’t she afraid? She’s so…delicate. Where did she get it all, this passion for marching in military columns, at the head of military columns, all our flags, all our rage…. Bezletov finds our rage so annoying.

“You’ve sacrificed Russia to your disillusionment, Bezletov…”

Often when he couldn’t sleep, Sasha conversed with someone in his head. And now he started an imaginary conversation with Bezletov. Dispassionately, though. Even in his sleep he felt too lazy to argue.

“You’ve sacrificed my country to your disillusionment…. For you, Russia has no ethnic purpose, let alone a territorial one…. You have gone mad, you have got bogged down in your ‘spiritual experience’ — that’s all you talk about. But the guiding force behind your conduct is not your spiritual search, not your vague definition of Good, which you betray so easily, as soon as you are offered an alternative theory of being — the guiding force is always your disillusionment, which caught up with you not so long ago and crushed you. You could have saved yourself from disillusionment if you had only looked inside yourself, checked all the nooks and crannies. There’s so much rubbish there…. You cannot be honest. You can only be ambitious. Maybe Russian people are incapable of repentance…. And our philosophers are wrong? It is a good thing that they are incapable, or else they’d all be broken. But are they at least capable of admitting the smallest of their faults? How about you? Well, I don’t want anything from Bezletov…”

The train was making a soft sound and rocking a little.

Sasha dozed off when it was almost morning and puffy-faced passengers started wandering to the toilet and back, brushing against his feet. He tried to pull his knees towards his stomach, but there was no room to compress himself like that.

Negative pushed him in the shoulder.

“Get up,” he said gruffly.

* * *

The bunker was always rowdy and fun, like a boarding school for young delinquents, a mad artist’s studio, and the military headquarters of barbarians who decided to go to war God knows where.

There were girls here whose faces,in an incredible juxtaposition, showed revulsion to the world around them at the same time as they showed their desire to save that same world. As strange as it was, the combination fitted.

The girls were either very good-looking or not good-looking at all.

There were a lot of young men with all kinds of hairstyles — either they were bald or had shaved heads or high-and-tight with fringes, mohawks, and even weird sideburns over the ears. Then there were some very out-of-place kids with perfect hairdos and nice sport coats, as well as simple working-class lads with their simple faces.

They all got used to each other very quickly and didn’t find anything out of place about each other anymore. The hair or the sport coats or the provincial accents.

Sasha knew many of them, had seen most all of them before, and wasn’t bothered by anything about them — he quickly picked up on the fact that almost all the Founders were good guys. First of all, because they willingly took their hits, multiple blows — their broken ribs, bruised kidneys, and split heads — sacrificing themselves in the end.

They set out to answer for everyone in a time when it had fallen out of fashion to answer for anyone but oneself.

“These are the best people on Earth,” Sasha had said to himself a long, long time ago, convincing himself then and there. He once tried to prove it to his mother too, but she did not believe him.

When they entered the bunker, Sasha shook some hands and hugged someone. Negative grimly surveyed the denizens of the bunker — naturally, he found them rather annoying. He would prefer that Founders walked around stoically, at the very least without all the shouting and gaggling, that they wore regular clothes instead of all these studded jackets or black dress suits, and that they quit smoking inside, tidied the floor, and fixed the benches. He himself would have fixed them immediately…

Kostya Solovy with his voracious eyes and red mouth, the guy who had swung a chain that time in the centre of Moscow, appeared,accompanied by a beautiful female Founder whose buttocks he was shamelessly caressing.

“A party member must have as many women as he can,” he was explaining to her in a soft, brazen voice. “A party member must proffer himself first to the best women. A party member must attempt to seduce all women because tomorrow he might be killed on the front lines. If a party member sleeps with the same woman two or three times, he must beat her up. The ideal ratio of beatings is one every ten screws. A party member has the right to kill a woman who does not understand him and continually nags him.”

The girl was laughing. Solovy winked at Sasha and walked by, but at the last moment he pushed the girl towards Sasha and announced, “A party member must demand lecherous behaviours on the part of a woman towards his party comrades.”

“Don’t be an arse!” The girl feigned offense at Solovy and stepped away from Sasha, who had the time to feel her soft, compliant, gentle body.

A tall guy with laughing eyes came out of the toilet situated right across from the front door. He was drying his wet, apparently just-washed hands against his trousers.

“Waste them in the toilet. Waste them in the toilet. My pee is wasted in the toilet. It’s wasted,” he said in a sort of a trance, mimicking the voice of the president of the country.

“Is Matvey here?” Sasha asked the duty officer.

“Over there,” he said.

Matvey came out of the room that the Founders called the Temple, where the tireless Kostenko used to work. Now it was Matvey’s turn to sweat in there from dusk to dawn for the good of the party.

He was short and thin with a small beard, clear eyes, a good smile. The Founders loved him, and many aped him without even knowing it — his phrases, his calm gestures and soft intonations stuck to people. Sasha noticed that other Founders had adopted Matvey’s inexplicably charming habit of saying, “Oh yeah, oh yeah,” when they agreed with something, and they wore short black or grey coats almost always left unbuttoned…

When Matvey saw the boys, he nodded, very seriously, as if to say, “Oh yeah, oh yeah, I understand why you’re here. And it makes me happy.”

“Hey, Sasha.” Matvey pressed Sasha’s hand with his firm, dry palm. Then he greeted Negative when Sasha introduced them.

“Let’s go outside,” Matvey said.

He gave his mobile phone to the duty officer and asked Sasha and Negative if they had mobiles. They didn’t. Every phone number on the cops’ radar was tapped, and everyone knew that.

“Everyone’s very curious about our conversation,” said Matvey, checking for something in his pockets. “We’ll go outside, right? We’ll take a walk. Wait a second, I’ll grab Yana.”

Yana was also in the Temple. She came out, walking softly, unsmiling; she didn’t even look at Negative and gave Sasha a nod. He answered by shutting his eyes and holding them shut a bit longer than was required for a blink. He tried not to think and he didn’t.

They walked for a long time through courtyards, to some place that Matvey knew, a place he must have scouted out recently while cutting through Moscow courtyards to the bunker. They came to a little kiosk; all four sat down, facing each other in pairs, and, with the exception of Negative, lit up cigarettes.

“Do you want me to call you Negative?” Matvey asked.

Negative nodded.

Matvey pulled on his cigarette and told Negative that he would go to jail.

“Are you ready?” he asked.

“I am ready,” answered Negative simply.

He’d have to go to Latvia. He’d have to pull the emergency brake on the Petersburg-Kaliningrad train. It goes through Latvia. Pull the brake and jump off the train some place in Latvia. Somewhere around Daugavpils. Then get to Riga. “You’ll have the money for transportation expenses. They have local trains that run in the morning. Someone’s expecting you in Riga. Here’s the address.” Matvey gave Negative a piece of paper and said he must dispose of it within ten minutes. “Do you have a good memory?”

“I will remember,” said Negative, trying to see the address with the help of Sasha’s lighter, which he had picked up off the table.

In Riga, everything had to be done very quickly. The goal was to seize the observation deck of the tower in the central square. Barricade himself in there. May ninth was approaching, and their derelict secret police had initiated more than a hundred criminal cases against Russian World War II veterans living in that proud Baltic state. “Commemorating the holiday in style,” Matvey said. A few vets were already jailed as “former occupiers.” Two old men had already died in prison. The Founders would start a commotion in the centre of Riga, draw the attention of journalists, European journalists preferably, and demand that this travesty be stopped. No one other than the Founders planned to do anything about it.

“You’ll know the details once you get there — when, how, et cetera,” Matvey said. He nodded to Negative as if asking him, “Is everything clear, my friend?” Negative nodded calmly: “Everything’s clear.”

“Matvey, can I help with this matter in any way? I would like to,” Sasha said, and suddenly realised that he should have asked earlier, but earlier, when they were walking, it had seemed stupid to ask — no point in jumping the gun.

When Sasha opened his mouth, Negative fixed his severe gaze on him. Sasha did not react and kept looking at Matvey.

“You can’t help with this matter at all. You can help with another matter,” Matvey said very calmly. Then he asked, without pause but in a much kinder voice, “Shall we go and have some tea?”

By the time they reached a coffeehouse, their spirits had considerably improved. On the way Matvey had told them about a simple new trick that the Founders had come up with, and it was very funny. Yana laughed a few times, in a good way, and even Negative smiled.

One night they posted anti-government flyers on poles by climbing on each other’s shoulders — the flyers were so high up that it was tricky to remove them. The following morning, terrified cops scrambled around the poles, unsure what to do. There was no way that they would climb up on each other’s shoulders in their uniforms. It took them a while to find a ladder. Then they carried the ladder along the highway, and that took a while as well. Only an hour later did they force some deadbeats from the drunks’ cell to scrape off the flyers.

At first, the merriment bothered Sasha, but then he thought, Maybe that’s for the better. For the better. Why would we be all sombre?

Matvey liked Negative’s reaction to the story, and he seemed to like Negative in general.

What Sasha couldn’t discern was Yana’s impression of Negative. He suddenly thought that she did not really care at all and did not feel particularly sorry for anyone. Maybe that’s for the better, he thought again. Really, for the better. It’s not as if she’s some Mother Teresa after all.

Maybe she sleeps with Matvey? Sasha thought, but this thought sounded strangely dispassionate and detached.

I don’t care whether she does or she doesn’t. I just want to see her. Touch her delicate fingers sometimes. No, often.

The coffeehouse was almost empty — there was only one man with his back to them. Matvey examined his back attentively and seemed satisfied.

Matvey ordered tea and sandwiches for everyone. They sat down and chewed with enthusiasm. Matvey was telling them about the lives of Founders all over the country — he had recently travelled to many places.

Founders adapted and spread like bacteria, everywhere — in the taiga, tundra, and steppes…. There were slant-eyed Founders, there were blacks, there were Chechens, Jews.

“We have a new party press secretary — a Jew, Yasha,” Matvey said. “His mother keeps calling him and giving him a hard time about something, and he responds by saying” — here Matvey did a good Jewish accent — “‘Mum, stop calling me a Jew. If I were a Jew, what would I be doing here?’”

Among Founders there were peculiar creatures such as sea captains, former Hare Krishnas, ex-cons, and even a cosmonaut.

Sasha asked about Kostenko and his case, and Matvey said that the chief was angry and wrote angry letters but that he was unbroken, disciplined his cellmates, had adjusted in prison right away, and gained everybody’s respect. “We get these reports not only from the chief,” Matvey said. “He is well-liked by the criminals.”

Sasha wondered sometimes about Kostenko, tried to understand this strange, aggressive, brilliant man.

Kostenko — as Sasha had noticed a long time ago — loved the word “magnificent” and the word “monstrous.” He used them a lot, as if painting with gaudy brush strokes. The world was populated with magnificent people and monstrous scum. Monstrous politics had to be replaced with a magnificent, colourful state, free and strong.

He did not think it below him to speak simply because, like no one else, he could speak in a sophisticated way if necessary.

Kostenko had written a dozen great, lively books — they were translated and read in Europe and America, and received special commendation by Subcomandante Marcos — although these two men, who had both started revolutionary brawls on opposite sides of the Atlantic, had never actually met.

And yet, despite his brilliant cultural achievements, which were recognised by everyone, even his enemies (with the exception of complete idiots), and despite his knowledge and expansive vocabulary, Kostenko favoured simple, expressive words that pointed to the very essence of things.

Kostenko’s own essence as well, thought Sasha, was caught somewhere between these two words — magnificent and monstrous. A magnificent man capable of monstrous deeds. Yes, that’s right. Kostenko’s magnificent impudence and his monstrous stamina. (In this case it was monstrous in a figurative sense, but still the definition fitted).

Suddenly Sasha remembered how surprised he’d been when, after reading Kostenko’s aggressive books, some subtly aggressive, others profanely aggressive, he had happened upon Kostenko’s poetry in the library — childish, absurdist poems published once or twice a long, long time ago, probably twenty years or so back. They had a surreal, primordial kind of worldview, as if a one-year-old exploring the world had found a way to speak and process things he saw for the first time — to process them the way he liked and to express what he had learnt without any prompts. The world in Kostenko’s poems was captured very precisely, in its primordial order, the way it should be or, more exactly, the way it was — we’d just been taught to see and interpret it incorrectly, which made us look at many things without understanding their true meaning or purpose.

This same happy quality — Kostenko’s ability to see things as if for the first time — was expressed in his philosophical texts, even though there was very little of the child left in them. There was no kindness at all. Sometimes there was a hint of something unearthly, as if Kostenko were completely disillusioned with humanity, and for good reason. He knew how to make proofs of his disappointments.

While the Founders dreamt only of ousting the wicked, immoral, deceitful rulers in Russia, Kostenko tried to lay out the future, envisioning at least two hundred years ahead. He saw something wonderful there. No, Sasha corrected himself — not just wonderful, but magnificent and monstrous. He was trying to define the contours of this future.

Matvey — Sasha looked at Matvey — was more down-to-earth than Kostenko and easier to be around. They had such a good time over tea, and Matvey ordered more food for everyone. Then he excused himself and said he needed to go.

He remembered that “Oh my, they are waiting for me at the bunker,” and Sasha believed that they really were waiting for him.

“Matvey, can I go with you?” Negative asked. “I have one more question.”

Matvey nodded. “Yes, of course. There is something I still need to discuss with you as well.”

Sasha stayed with Yana. She — Sasha sensed for a moment — also wanted to get up when Matvey did, but then she’d be leaving Sasha in a stupid situation all alone with a whole bunch of sandwiches or stuffing sandwiches into her pockets or leaving them on the table when Matvey had just ordered and paid for them…. In any case, she moved almost imperceptibly, then stopped herself, and remained seated. She chipped off a piece of ham and chewed on it. Sasha looked at her hand holding a glass and, without even trying to locate a more appropriate topic, he seized on Kostenko and his ability to see things in all their contrasts, in clarity, in vivid colours that have faded and paled even for very young people.

Yana listened calmly, then brightened up for a while — something joyful, wild, and inquisitive flashed through her eyes but quickly died out.

Sasha wanted to ask what Kostenko meant to her, to Yana. Whose reflection was caught in her catlike pupils? She must have got a good look when he squeezed her fragile shoulders…. They must have talked about something after the things they did together….The first thing a man says afterwards means a lot… although just as often it might mean nothing at all.

Sasha couldn’t ask his question. And so he talked and talked, twisting his thoughts one way and then another, while Yana, he noticed, seemed to have stopped following his train of thought too closely, and only when Sasha said something about Kostenko’s capability to see the world anew like a child, did she suddenly say, “I don’t like children.”

Sasha shut up.

Yana retrieved a piece of lemon from her empty teacup, licked her lips, narrowed her eyes, and sucked it without cringing.

“You asked me…” she said. “You asked me how I managed to get away after the protest. You saw my ripped hood. Surprised you, huh? I got caught. By an OMON guy. I suggested he let me go. And he agreed — cool, huh? We just went into one of the blocks of flats for ten minutes, and I was free.”

Yana was sitting with her back to the counter and stood up. Sasha also stood up, and, as she stepped forward, they found themselves face to face, very close. Sasha took her elbows, delicately, still unsure of what he was going to say or do next, and Yana drew closer for a second and kissed his lips.

Then she stepped back.

“Can I leave alone?” she said almost tenderly.

Sasha nodded, reacting merely to the sound of her voice.

She walked out, her heels swiftly clacking. Sasha sat back down. He detected the lemon, the taste of the lemon in his mouth, the blisteringly hot and sweet taste of the lemon.

Sasha licked his lips and looked at Yana’s empty glass. Black tea leaves, lemon seeds.

CHAPTER SEVEN

Negative left the next day, early in the morning.

“Come on, Nega!” Sasha said.

They were standing near the bunker.

Negative nodded quietly and walked off. Sasha looked at the tarmac.

“Where is he going?” asked one of the Founders with interest.

“He’ll be back,” Sasha said without meeting his eyes.

The duty officer came out of the bunker, called Sasha over, handed him a mobile.

“Here you go. Yana told me to give it to you. So you can stay in touch. They’ve asked that you don’t leave Moscow yet.”

Sasha shrugged.

“All right,” he said.

* * *

For the next two days, he stayed in the bunker, lying around for long stretches of time in an open space that served as a bedroom, staring at the ceiling.

The Founders lay around side by side on the floor. A huge portrait of Kostenko in military uniform hung on the wall.

Periodically Sasha pulled the mobile out of his pocket and looked at it. Of course, he wanted to believe that Yana gave him the phone especially so she could call him…to invite him somewhere…

But no one called him. Neither Yana nor Matvey appeared. He heard nothing from Negative. God only knew where he was. 

On the third night he was awakened by a strange chill. He drank some water from the tap, had a quick wash, smoked a cigarette with the duty officer.

Kostya Solovy stumbled out from somewhere within the bowels of the Temple, stripped to the waist, his boxers white and clean, thin but wiry, his nipples, for some reason, black, and a long scratch running down his beautiful back.

“A party member has the right to use the premises for sexual acts if procreation is the desired outcome,” he told the duty officer.

Ten minutes later Kostya Solovy emerged again, this time fully dressed, fiddling with car keys.

“A party member has the right to drive his women around in the red assembled-by-hand cars of the party, and in other cars,” he said confidently.

“A party member has the right to refuse to work and to be a woman’s dependant,” he added after thinking a bit. “If a party member occupies the dwelling of a woman with children, he has the right to consume food prepared for the children.”

And then he left. The duty officer closed the door behind Kostya, laughing.

They talked about something — Sasha initiated the conversation to stop thinking about Negative.

They brewed some tea. It turned out the duty officer — kind-eyed, with ordinary features and a gentle accent — was from Ukraine, had moved to Moscow to join the Founders. Sasha regularly met these spirited boys among the Founders, kind in the most basic sense of the word. On their own, it seemed, they were not prone to aggression…

Why then did they get so angry when assembled in a group?

No, it’s understandable why, thought Sasha. There were many explanations for anger. But what seemed surprising was that the cumulative positive charge was explosive, resulting in the sudden release of insane energy.

He considered explaining this theory to the Ukrainian guy but was too lazy.

They tossed words back and forth, joked around in low voices, smiled softly and sipped tea.

When Sasha, early in the morning, finally went to sleep again, the warmth and effortlessness of this unpretentious conversation stayed with him as he dozed off.

Sasha woke up in a good mood, left the stuffy bunker to get some fresh air. He stood squinting. He took a crumpled pack of cigarettes from his pocket.

After a few minutes a quick and sudden rain fell — Sasha did not even have time to finish smoking. The sound was gentle, cheerful, and tender, like a four-year-old boy riding by on a bicycle.

Sasha tapped the toe of his shoe in a fresh puddle and wandered off aimlessly.

He passed the surveillance car — the Founders had pointed it out to Sasha. The agents looked bored.

I wonder if they sit there all night? Sasha thought. On guard, to make sure that the Founders don’t assemble in the night, a sullen crowd armed with cobblestones laying siege to the Kremlin…

For a while Sasha walked without a single thought in his head, looking at the people he passed. They were walking their dogs in the clean and cozy courtyards.

He turned into one of the courtyards, sat down on a bench, lit a cigarette, squinting in the early sun.

The dogs, the dogs he was looking at now, looked great. In the capital, even in the daytime, during the strolling hours, there were more dogs than children. Here, in this city, it seemed to Sasha, there were several thousand dogs that lived incomparably better lives than several million people. Not just better than those tramps poking around in rubbish bins with their huge, rusted, heavy hands, but better than many others you might encounter on the outskirts of Moscow, and beyond that even more — the rundown women, the angry brutes, the who-knows-how-they-got-so-dirty children in their soiled clothes.

Sasha squeezed his hand into the pocket of his jeans and fished out the remaining coins. Counted them. Not a lot left. Well, okay. He walked to the all-night café where a sleepy young woman stood behind the counter and a tired waitress sat by the window.

Sasha ordered tea and lemon. A whole lemon.

Sitting at a table, he rolled the fruit in his hands, occasionally held it to his face. The scent was too dry. Sharp. Not the best. The kind he’d hoped for was soft, moist, and hot.

His mobile, which he’d set on the table, rang. Sasha hadn’t heard its ringtone before and shuddered. The tone was nervous, stylized to sound like the old-fashioned rattling of a heavy rotary phone.

The waitress turned. Sasha picked up the phone, heard Yana’s voice.

“Sasha?”

“Yes, Yana.”

“We seized the tower in Riga. Negative is there. He just called. They’re dropping leaflets from above as we speak.”

Sasha was silent.

He couldn’t be overjoyed — too hard to think about what awaited Negative after, soon now, when they were all caught.

Yana seemed pleased. Though she was also silent.

The signal dropped.

Sasha drank his tea in one gulp and went outside.

He walked, clutching the lemon tightly, as if he wanted to burst it.

At the embankment, he stopped to look at the water, not knowing how to feel — whether to be happy or to grieve. He heard the sound of brakes and only glimpsed, at the edge of his vision, two beefy, unnaturally beefy men, who, in a matter of seconds, bent his arms behind his back and stuffed him into a car.

Sasha looked out of the window, hoping that someone might see him, a free man, snatched off the warm streets, torn away from the noise of the trolley busses and the flow of the dirty water in the river. All he saw was the fallen lemon, rolling along the tarmac.

The car, an ordinary Zhiguli, darted off. Sasha shook his head, still searching — no, really, no one had seen a thing, no one would help.

Two sullen men sat on opposite sides of Sasha, both tiny-eyed with bumpy foreheads, similar in their heavy bullishness, like brothers. And each of them had about seventy kilos on Sasha. Their bulk squeezed him from both sides.

Sasha realised that he was in handcuffs. Good job, he thought and asked, knowing that he would not receive an answer: “Who are you?”

Indeed, no one responded. Only the driver, for a split second, glanced at the rearview mirror.

Sasha felt that he’d begun to perspire.

What did they pick me up for? he thought, trying to prepare himself for whatever awaited him. For the protest? Maybe the footage that shows me breaking something…? It’s quite an honour to be singled out specifically…right offthe street no less…. What else could it be?

Sasha was sure that he was dealing with the Kontora. Who else…?

The guy on the left lit up. Sasha looked at him. A fag, yeah, he really wanted a fag.

Sasha turned towards the other window, but it didn’t help — he didn’t know the city well and, except for Red Square, would recognise nothing. And he was not being taken to Red Square.

He watched anyway — the people, the cars, and he even winked at a cute girl, which was when one of the men sitting next to him shouted: “What are you doing, bitch? Lower your head, you little shit! They’ve been up our arses about you since dawn and now it’s our turn to fuck you. Get ready.”

Sasha put his head down but apparently not as low as they wanted, and a heavy elbow landed on his neck so hard that a strange sound came from his throat and he passed out for a moment.

When he opened his eyes a dark spot gave way to a pink one and then to a view of his sneakers with their dirty laces that had once been white. A lot of saliva had collected in his mouth.

Glancing to the side, he saw a pair of boots, perfectly polished, black. One boot tapped nervously. Obviously, the tapping man couldn’t wait to shove this boot through Sasha’s teeth.

Sitting was uncomfortable.

The driver braked sharply and suddenly, and Sasha jerked upright. Ahead flashed the wide arse of a Jeep as it cut off” their Zhiguli.

The driver swore, banged his fist on the horn.

Sasha for some reason tried to look into the face of the person sitting in the front, in the passenger seat, but couldn’t. He slumped down again, just for show.

The man to Sasha’s left finished his fag with a few deep puffs, pitched it out of the window awkwardly and the butt flew right back into his face, the cherry end hitting his eyebrow. Sasha could not contain a smile, and it did not go unnoticed.

“I’ll rub a fag in your eye,” the one with the singed eyebrow informed Sasha. He fished the smoking butt from between his massive thighs, and managed, in the end, to throw it out.

Sasha leaned farther down. Of course, he didn’t want to be beaten.

The mobile in his pocket vibrated and then began to rattle.

“You got a phone, huh?” they asked rudely. “All right, you son of a bitch, where is it?”

“Here,” he said curtly, lifting his head slightly and cursed himself for the tone of his answer, which came out in an apologetic, silly voice. He intended to neither apologise nor squirm, but it still came out that way.

They jerked him up by his hair, the recent growth in the back, and slapped his legs until they found the mobile in his pocket. One of them yanked it out. He looked at the incoming number, turned off the ringer, put it in his own pocket.

Yana is calling, thought Sasha, but his thought was cut off.

“Are you sure you didn’t pick up the wrong guy?” he asked as amicably as possible, trying for some dignity.

Finally. That one’s made a peep, noted Sasha.

What the hell am I talking to them for? We’ll be there soon…and then we can discuss matters, he thought, suddenly getting angry.

He wasn’t scared. He wanted to get it over with.

I mean, it’s not like they’re going to kill me!

They arrived, honked, a gate opened for them, and the car gently pulled into a courtyard.

Sasha’s companions got out of the car and lit up. They didn’t offer — he didn’t move.

“Get out of the car, dickhead,” one of them ordered.

He fought the urge to say something back. He climbed out in silence, scooting his arse across the seat. On the street, he raised his head, looked at the sun.

Surrounding him there were walls. And little windows.

Sasha was shoved from behind. He walked after the guy who had sat in the passenger seat, looking at his unremarkable neck, the back of his grey suit.

The iron door at the building’s entrance almost hit Sasha — he managed to hold it open and squeeze through. The second floor, third. Walls covered with green paint…wooden doors, room numbers on the doors, sometimes last names — he didn’t have time to read anything properly.

The man suddenly opened one of the doors; Sasha followed him in, stood in the middle of the office looking around.

A table, a chair…a few chairs, a coat rack, a filing cabinet. A barred window.

The owner of the office — Sasha immediately nicknamed him Grey (the other two were Singed and Greasy) — sat down in the chair, spun around to the filing cabinet, took out some papers, a folder, threw them on the table.

He slid the phone towards him, dialed a number, and said something quickly. Sasha didn’t catch what he said — he was too busy looking around, thinking: Everything is so ordinary, the furniture, the kettle, the teacups —are they really going to string me up right here…? It cant be.

Or can it be? It could. Wait and see.

Grey hung up the phone. Singed entered from the next room, judging by the nearby sound of a door slamming shut. He gently clicked the lock — to prevent interruptions, thought Sasha.

“Sit down,” said Grey, glancing briefly at Sasha. His eyes fast and inconspicuous, and his face featureless — turn away and you’d instantly forget it.

Sasha sat down sideways — everything’s uncomfortable in handcuffs.

“Why’s he got bracelets?” Grey asked, displeased. “Take them off!” he told Singed.

Sasha stood up again. Arms free, he rubbed his wrists — the blood rushed eagerly into his hands, tingling.

Singed searched Sasha, forced him to empty his pockets, but there was nothing in them.

“Your name, surname, patronymic.” Grey leaned back in his chair and opened the folder.

Sasha identified himself by name. And date of birth. And registered address.

Grey did not write anything down, just contemplated something in the folder, frowning occasionally while flipping pages.

At first Singed sat in the chair to the left of Sasha, and Sasha glanced sideways at him, resisting the urge to look at his eyebrow — to check if the cigarette butt had left a mark.

Then Singed stood up, and, brushing Sasha with his sleeve, stood a few paces behind him — at which point a dull ache settled at the back of his skull.

Somehow neither of them looks like the good cop, Sasha thought, almost calmly. Both are unfriendly bastards.

Now they’re going to greet you something inside him warned.

Singed went to the window, opened it, lit a cigarette.

What a porker, Sasha thought. He could sit on my chest and crush me. What the fuck are they feeding them?

It was clear that Singed was in a hurry, and possibly even annoyed at Grey for proceeding so leisurely. Singed inhaled, quick and deep, then, quick and loud, he blew the smoke out of his hard mouth. Sometimes he looked at the back of Grey’s head.

“So,” said Grey. “Time is short. Why don’t you quickly tell us about the operation in Latvia. Who organised it, the names of the organisers, where the grenade was bought, your people’s contacts in Latvia, and so on. If you want to preserve your health, don’t drag this out. The clock is ticking.”

Sasha stared at him for a while, trying to fix something that was tearing apart, breaking apart, falling apart in his head.

What should I say? Sasha asked himself with sudden clarity, and the chaos halted.

“I don’t know anything,” he said firmly.

Singed darted towards him.

“Get up,” he said.

Sasha stood up, anticipating…

“Now I’m going to hit you right here.” He jabbed Sasha in the chest with his thick finger. “Are you ready?”

Sasha looked directly at him without answering.

Singed grabbed Sasha by his shoulder and hit him abruptly. Sasha would have fallen if he wasn’t firmly held in place.

Mouth open, Sasha gasped for air, winced, and strained to breathe. Singed unclenched his left hand, and Sasha noticed that he still held the cigarette between his fingers. For some reason, Singed passed the cigarette in front of Sasha’s face, inhaled, and blew the smoke into Sasha’s open, gasping mouth.

He set Sasha back in the chair and again put the bracelets on his wrists.

Why did they bother taking them off…?

“Well,” said Grey. “I can tell you the names of the organisers myself. Matvey. Yana. Crutch.”

“I don’t know anyone named Crutch.”

“I see. So Matvey and Yana.”

“I never said that.”

“What do you mean you didn’t say it? You just said it.”

Sasha stared into the corner of the room, cooling the movement of his thoughts, trying through force of will to blunt himself, to become stupid, silent, non-reflexive. To zip up his mouth and not think. And then everything, sooner or later, would sort itself out.

“Anyway, Yana has already told us all this. She’s here, sitting in the next room. No one has anything much on you, not even enough to get you an administrative citing. Let’s take five minutes and quickly write down what you tell us, and you go home. How about it?”

“I don’t know anything, I’ve already told you.”

“Cocksucker!” Singed suddenly exploded. “Enough of you cocksuckers’ fucking bullshit! They’re fucking us because of you cunts. Cough it up quick, I’m sick and tired of you, worm. Or I’ll fuck you now myself. Where’s the tool?” he asked Grey, who nodded to the locker by the door.

Singed grabbed the thick rubber baton and poked Sasha in the forehead with it.

“Now we’ll ram this up your arse, get it? All the way up to the tassel. And you’ll walk around like a Christmas tree ornament. And inside, the other inmates will lead you around by it. What do you think about that?”

Sasha was silent.

“Well?” Grey asked.

“I swear that I don’t know anything about this. If you yourselves are so well informed, you should already know that I don’t know anything.” Without missing a beat, he asked, “Can I go to the bathroom?”

Sasha sensed with the base of his skull that Singed did not want to let him go.

“Tell us everything, and then you can go,” Grey said.

“I’ll piss myself.”

“You’ll come back, and we’ll talk?” Grey said, patting the desk phone with his hand.

Sasha nodded for some reason.

“Well, go on then,” Grey suddenly agreed. “Collect your thoughts. You should cooperate.”

And right away he picked up the phone.

He must need to make a call without me in the room, Sasha realised. Otherwise he wouldn’t let me go…

Singed walked Sasha to the bathroom at the end of the hall. A shabby little space with no mirror, with nothing at all. Just a toilet.

Sasha took a leak and for a few seconds stood there thinking. Nothing crossed his mind.

Now, they’re going do me in… What do they see in my face? Fear or…?

Sasha suddenly found himself lifting the toilet lid and peering into it. His face reflected in the trembling water. Blank — not scared, not proud. Just a face.

And he walked out….

“When did you arrive in Moscow?” Grey watched him closely, tapping his knuckles on the table.

“Four days ago.”

“For what purpose?”

“I come here all the time. To walk around. It’s a beautiful city.”

“When you were walking around, you met with Yana and Matvey. And you discussed something.” “We did not discuss anything.”

“So, you met, but you didn’t discuss anything. We’ll note that.”

“I didn’t express myself properly…”

“You expressed yourself perfectly properly.”

No.

“You didn’t discuss anything, but Yana called you twenty minutes ago, and said that the tower had been seized.”

Sasha was silent again.

Stupid, stupid, stupidly sit in silence, stupidly, stupidly, Sasha repeated to himself, pissed off at his own obtuse answers. Stupid, stupid — he kept thinking — stupidstupidstupidstupid…

“Well, come on, come on, sweetie, give it up now, quickly.” Grey was clearly in a hurry. “I’ll be honest and perfectly upfront with you: we were given three hours to deal with you all. Because you have caused an international scandal” — he stretched out the word international — “and you have let our president down.” Grey punctuated the word our. “But the most important thing for you to understand now is that we were given free rein. You know what I’m saying? So we can throw you out of the window, and then they’ll find you on the road, victim of a hit-and-run. And no one will even wonder at the cigarette butts in your eyes and the rubber baton up your arse. Do you believe what I’m telling you?”

“I believe you. If I knew anything, I would tell you,” Sasha said quietly in a voice devoid of emotion.

“As you wish,” Grey said. “I thought you might not believe me.”

“I believe you.”

“You don’t believe me. But now we will prove it to you.”

Sasha didn’t even have time to blink before Singed slipped a plastic bag over his head.

He breathed once and ran out of air. Grey studied Sasha closely, as if this was the first time he’d seen him.

It felt like his head was swollen and bursting with warm blood. Sasha opened and closed his heavy eyes, as if they might breathe for him. He slung his head around like a stupid animal.

They took it off, and Sasha shouted angrily, not mincing any words — he was fed up with…the lawless animals who…he doesn’t know anything, he doesn’t know…

Greasy came in, not paying any attention to Sasha, asked Grey to pass him a document, sat down, and began to read it quietly.

Sasha was so surprised he went silent.

“How are you?” Greasy asked Grey.

Grey shrugged uncertainly.

Greasy put the paper aside, made a call, and greeted someone happily, some lass judging by the warmth in his voice. Chirping cheerfully.

They started picking on Sasha again. “What did Yana and Matvey talk about?” “They didn’t talk about anything.” “What did they talk about?” “I didn’t see them.” “You fucking moron.” “I’m no moron. I didn’t see them.”

Singed gripped the tender muscle over Sasha’s collarbone like a clamp.

Sasha shouted again.

Greasy put his hand over the receiver for a second, made a terrible face, and whispered angrily: “Shut your gob, you little cunt.” And then immediately, changing his tone, returned to his playful babbling.

Sasha didn’t obey — Singed had not released the muscle — he yelled maddeningly, and a moment later the plastic bag was on his head again.

But this time he remembered that he could bite through the bag and the most important thing was not to exhale against that plastic barrier.

Sasha sucked the moist, thin, transparent skin of the bag into his mouth and gnashed his teeth, banging his head and roaring.

Then, with a gleeful whistle, he drew a breath. Singed slapped his face. To his own surprise, Sasha jerked forward, capsizing the chair and crashing to the floor, where he spit onto the swine’s boot. The same boot then greeted Sasha on the bridge of the nose, and he blissfully blacked out. Exactly his goal all along.

He came to annoyingly quickly — a carafe of water on his face. Excellent water, a little stagnant perhaps. But still very good, wet.

“There’s a lot of blood. Did you break his nose or something?”

That seemed to be Grey. Or so Sasha thought, blinking back the water flooding his eyes. It’s kind of thick, this water.

“I’ll fucking kill him,” Singed said.

“Shit, I thought he was already dead. Let’s go into the woods…” said a third. “Otherwise Vitalich will be all over our arses again.”

“Why would he be all over our arses? He knows the score.”

“He knows, but he doesn’t give a damn. It doesn’t concern him.”

Sasha could no longer discern the voices. And he realised that the thick water was the blood from his nose. Although, strangely, he wasn’t yet feeling any pain. They abruptly lifted him up, together with the chair, and a sharp pain shot through from the back of his skull into his nose; he let out a childlike moan — “Ay-aaay…”

Liquid flowed across his face. He lowered his eyes — saw his own crotch covered in blood. More falling in long, heavy drops.

His hands were unfastened from the chair, then fastened together again.

“Let’s go.” Someone pushed him forward.

Sasha wobbled. Now he was able to walk stupidly, to be stupid, focusing only on the heavy plunking of blood.

They stopped him near the door.

“Are we going to walk him out like this?” someone asked.

One of them picked up a cloth from the floor, wiped his face quickly, but as soon as the rag was on the floor again, Sasha snorted, bloodying himself again so as to look as revolting as possible, to make it flow in rivers. A dull flash went off” inside his head. But he felt some base pleasure when they shouted at him angrily: “Fucking bastard! Why, you fucking bastard…”

They forced his head down so that his face could not be seen and steered him down the hall — he purposefully snorted more, leaving a trail of blood like breadcrumbs in a fairy tale, as if he seriously believed that, by leaving this trail, he might be found and saved.

In the car, they wrapped the same floor rag, which they had apparently brought with them, around his head up to his eyes. They didn’t want him to dirty the car, Sasha realised.

The rag was damp with old mop water — Sasha sucked the moisture, his mind blank. They were driving him somewhere. Let them drive. He didn’t even take note of the route, the cars. He rested.

And then they were smoking. One of them said something — Sasha couldn’t hear what — and they began to laugh.

They went straight from laughing to interrogating Sasha again. They beat him some more, asked him all the same questions.

Sasha dodged as much as he could — answering nothing. For some reason it now seemed that they were not addressing him but ridiculously, mechanically shouting out, “Who?” “When?” “Fuckhead!”

A hunk of meat for tenderising…he was only surprised when he understood that what they intended by hammering his leg with a fire extinguisher was to break it.

Sometimes it connected, touching off” such deep pain that Sasha screamed and shook. And then he began incessantly shrieking. Not paying attention to what he was being hit with or where or whether he was being hit at all. This furious shrieking transmitted his whole being into his throat, and Sasha even separated from himself sometimes, somehow, hearing his own shrieks from the outside.

He was startled when his cries suddenly became louder by several degrees, as if someone had turned up the volume knob — only a moment later realizing that it was just that the rag had slipped from his face.

Spittle — not red but black — accompanied his shrieks, spattering the windscreen.

Grey turned around from the front seat, shouted: “Cover his mouth, for fuck’s sake! What’s wrong with you?”

They tied the rag on his face again, but after they stopped in the woods and dragged him out of the car, it slipped again, and this time they tore it off — there was no one to hear him now.

Sasha was thrown to the ground, and he looked at the empty sky.

The men, having tired of this peasant work, lit cigarettes, shuffled their feet periodically, sometimes looking at Sasha. They were beat.

Grey sat on his haunches beside Sasha, who suddenly heard Grey’s old bones crack.

“Listen, Sasha, my dear, you’ve arrived,” Grey said. “And you may not leave here, ever. You already understand everything perfectly well. You know how many of you are already here, people just like you, buried here? And no one’s looking for them. Nothing has changed in this country, and nothing will ever change. It must be loved and cherished exactly as it is. Do you understand me?”

Sasha was still looking at the sky.

“You and your young little friends won’t accomplish anything. You know that Kostenko signed on with the Americans? He’s a CIA agent! That’s why we put him away, for being a spy. Not for your rusty Kalashnikovs, idiot. Now’s not a good time to fight with America, so the machine guns were planted. Get it?”

So far not a single object had crossed the sky.

“I personally took his testimony,” Grey boasted.

Sasha suddenly lit up: “I’d like to see it. Let’s go?” he asked, barely able to form words, his mouth making a funny sucking sound and his tongue tripping over holes, where, just recently, there were teeth. “If his statement is there, I’ll give a statement as well.”

“So you do have something?”

“I don’t…but if Kostenko is CIA… I’ll sign anything.” Sasha tried to speak quickly, but it all came out sounding like a hammer hitting a rotten nut. Sharp flecks…and a fragment of tooth scratched his tongue…and he couldn’t catch a full breath.

“We’re not going anywhere, friend,” Singed said suddenly. “You’ll have to take the old man’s word for it. We’re not a taxi service, here to cart you around the city. Give us something, and then we’ll go and you’ll see. You’ll have all night to read it.”

Until now, Sasha assumed that Grey was in charge, but Singed, it turned out, made the calls. And the word “friend” from his mouth sounded like a threat. Worse than “fuckhead.”

Still, Sasha addressed Grey: “Can we go and have a look?”

Grey waved his hand wearily. Stood and walked to the car.

“Playing the fool?” Singed asked. “We drive back over there and do this whole dance again. Come on, talk. We won’t even document anything. Just between us. Agreed?”

“Agreed.” Not an answer, just a word that Sasha repeated for some reason. And then shut up. A lot of saliva had accumulated in his mouth, but he had no strength to spit. He turned his aching head slightly and let the saliva run down his face. It cut a crooked path between streaks of dried blood.

A few seconds of silence.

“So?” Singed said.

Sasha didn’t even move his eyes; he was utterly too tired.

Singed started shouting something, psyching himself up for the main act. He kicked Sasha’s prone body. Then they decided to stand him up, but he couldn’t really stand — they had, it seemed, broken his leg. Sasha fell a couple of times.

They removed his handcuffs again and then deftly bound him to a tree with them. Sasha felt the bark with his back, and his arms turned out unnaturally — they were barely long enough to hug the entire trunk…

Twisted up in this ridiculous posture, he looked down at his feet. He struggled to raise his head so that he could see all of these freaks, and he was barely able to, yet he noticed they had set out a bottle of wine and some primitive snacks on the trunk of the car.

Already started drinking, it seemed.

They tore his shirt off of him. And they said that now he would be punched in the cardiac plexus. Without the shirt they could easily make out the target.

Sasha could no longer distinguish among their voices.

A hit. Suffocation. A hit. Some oil paints spilled inside his head, viscous and toxic. He vomited bile down his face.

“Yana — the cardiac plexus…” Sasha remembered from somewhere, and it seemed like such terrible nonsense, because love does not exist, nor tenderness — only pain and pain.

They shouted, lifting his head up by the cheekbones, waving a bottle in front of his face.

They’ve already finished the bottle, Sasha thought, surprised that he picked up this silly, unnecessary detail when he was in so much pain.

Hell is when you can’t take anymore, but you’re not yet allowed to die, Sasha thought with clarity.

Someone broke the bottle on the tree to which Sasha was fastened. The shattered end, the “rose,” swung in front of his face.

Then for some reason they undid his belt, pulled down his jeans. Sasha stood naked, with his pants down, ridiculous and pathetic, like every naked and defenseless man.

“Even Christ kept his loincloth, you bastards,” Sasha said, and realised that he had begun crying.

“Some Christ you are, you son of a bitch,” someone said, and jabbed Sasha with the rose under the right nipple. Blood flowed gingerly in streams.

“Take it easy,” said someone to the one who cut him. “Or we’ll have to bury him for real.”

They won’t kill me, Sasha understood, but he no longer cared.

“Come on, I’ve got this,” said the cutter, but walked away, glancing at Sasha’s chest.

He thought they might lay off” him now, but he was mistaken.

Grey approached again, said something, Sasha managed a long spit, which hung there, swinging. He looked at the mosaics of blood across his abdomen.

They unfastened him from the tree, and he fell to the ground. Without the handcuffs…

They beat him — though it seemed like this had already happened — on the head,and in other places — in the organs that supplied him air. A long rubber baton rocketed into the air. It whistled as it fell.

Indeed — this had already happened…. His breath was gone, but somehow there was enough of it inside the body — so much that he didn’t need to breathe.

They beat him with style in a determined, building rhythm, and he manoeuvred himself towards the blows, eager to meet them with his whole body. He suffered the indignity readily, feeling like he wanted to scream but had no voice. And couldn’t.

Yes, this had already happened, yes.

And his leg muscles cramped. “Hit my legs,” he requested. “They’re cramping.” It seemed that the harder they beat him, the sooner the pain twisting his muscles into tight knots would cease. And the muscles could relax.

Out of nowhere, just for a second, he returned to the moment. He saw with his acute and painful vision: wet and severe chins bouncing.

Another blow and he lost consciousness, and he understood why they were beating him: they knocked him out in order to photograph him — several photographers at once, invisible behind the flashes of their cameras. Three or four bright flashes painfully snatching him back from the sucking, black vastness. Each flash lit up his dilated pupils and his open red mouth, from which a scream, curling and tangling, threatened to break out.

They clearly wanted to capture the instant of his death. But the latest flashes appeared faint, vague, as if he was being photographed through fog…

And that was the end.

CHAPTER EIGHT

Or was it just the beginning?

Just before dark, he came to. Maybe an hour later, maybe two. Underneath his belly felt damp.

At first, he thought: I’m not dead.

Then he thought: And I will not die.

He remembered: Why did they photograph me?

And suddenly realised: no one photographed him. It only seemed that way.

He tried to pick himself up. His arms, surprisingly, worked. But he couldn’t get up.

“Which parts are out of order?” Sasha said aloud to himself, grumbling quietly and, so it seemed to him, agreeably.

His bleeding chest, just below the nipple, stung wildly. And they seemed to have broken his leg after all. Something leaked across his brow from the crown of his head.

He couldn’t get up.

Sasha began to crawl.

Immediately he realised that his trousers weren’t on right. They were stuck at half-mast, tripping him up.

He tried to reach his belt and pull them up but nearly blacked out from the pain.

He rested and then slowly twisted, quietly, millimetre by millimetre, one finger reaching for his jeans.

It didn’t work. Kicking his legs, trying to pull the fabric taut, moaning.

He finally understood that, if he bent left instead of towards the right, where his chest was cut, it was easier.

It hurt but not as much. He hooked his thumb into his belt, gave a long pull, growled.

With some effort, he crawled again.

He pushed with his arms and one leg. It hurt like crazy when his chest scraped the ground and branches and pinecones. He cried out sometimes.

Lying on his back, he tried to fasten his shirt. His clumsy fingers could barely even move.

Couldn’t grab a button with fingers like that or find this button in the first place…. Somehow he tied the shirt around his chest.

And there was also a jacket. They tore it off, probably lying around somewhere back there…

While there was still some light out, Sasha crawled out onto a dirt road probably worn by the mushroom pickers. He crawled along the track — sometimes he managed to work his chest into the rut, and then it was not so painful.

He tried to shout but almost lost consciousness, forced a faint cry — did they puncture the lung with the rose, perhaps?

He lay down to rest sometimes but not for long, afraid to fall asleep.

Once he rolled over on his back and looked up at the sky. He was surprised to find that the stars made sounds. He clearly heard their noise, like the canopies of trees. They bobbed, slowly blinked, and rustled.

He crawled again.

“I won’t die in a ditch,” he repeated to himself periodically. Then he came up with another phrase and repeated that one.

“I didn’t give anyone up,” Sasha said as he crawled up the last slope, which he already noted from afar — this slope rose up to the tarmac road, over which rolled wonderful, warm cars.

It wasn’t until he was already sitting on the pavement, awkwardly waving his hand, that he realised with horror no one would ever stop for him once they saw his terrible, bloodied face and torn clothing in their headlights.

But a greater horror came from the fact that his abdomen was growing cold and his head was swimming, and it was clear that, if he fainted now — at this point — he wouldn’t survive, he’d never wake up.

He crawled out into the middle of the road. Someone stopped.

And only after that did he see the floating ceiling of the hospital reception area. Dark, almost indiscernible — because it was dark in the hallway.

Sasha stared at the ceiling.

At night — it must have been the same night — he was loaded onto a stretcher, rolled down the corridor. A nurse washed his body with warm water.

They shifted him here and there, did X-rays, rotated, flipped him; he moaned.

Then he was rolled into an almost empty room where there were two doctors, strong men in blue coats.

Without asking Sasha anything, they transferred him to a hospital bed. They cut his bandages and uncovered the wound on his chest.

He did not know what they were doing — but it seemed that a tube was inserted between his ribs for some reason. It seemed also that special tools pinched and pulled back the skin at the edges of the wound — they looked inside his body to see if there was anything interesting going on there.

This was more painful than the beating. Sasha screamed again, but he didn’t fight, didn’t keep them from their work.

Inside his body seemed almost empty like a doll. Empty but painful and scalding, and you shouldn’t look inside, and you shouldn’t go poking thin metal objects in there; it’s inhuman.

He screamed and screamed while all this was going on.

Then one of the doctors said quietly: “Why are you shouting; we’re not doing anything.”

“I’m sorry,” Sasha said in a suddenly clear voice and went silent. It was true; they weren’t doing anything.

The doctors calmly stepped back from the bed, where Sasha lay quietly, as if after a hysterical fit.

“Did you get in a fight with someone?” one doctor asked.

Sasha thought for a moment and said: “Had a fight.”

It didn’t make any difference what he said.

The doctors washed their hands and disappeared. An old nurse remained, quiet and discreet like a good ghost.

“What’d they find?” Sasha asked. “Will they operate? Is there glass inside of me?”

“They didn’t find anything. They stitched it up and that’s it. There won’t be any surgery,” she said.

Sasha believed her.

“Why didn’t you put a cast on my leg?”

“Why put a cast on it? It’s just bruised. They beat you quite a bit, I guess.”

She did not ask him about it — this surprised Sasha.

They rolled him into a hospital room. Someone else dropped in, asked him to call his relatives…he said he was an orphan, and the “ph” sound escaped through the space left by the missing tooth, emphasizing his orphan-ness…

Another doctor came…or two doctors…. They messed with his hands…pressed on his belly…put in an IV… Sasha fell asleep.

* * *

It was already light outside, but Sasha’s unusually heavy eyelids sheltered him from the annoying light of day. Or, more likely, the light of evening — he slept through the day.

Sasha lay, reliving the events of yesterday, not with his mind or his bruised muscles but with something else — and reliving it was easy. What he recalled was not the pain, not the humiliation, but the warm and responsive emptiness of his whole body. They had tried to invade this emptiness, but it freed itself, survived, and flushed out the pain, a few clots of red and black, cold blades, grains of glass…

And again the blood, still a little anxious but light,whirred inside him. And wherever his heart or soul was, he also felt light and unperturbed.

It’s not that Sasha tried to understand — to get to the core of something with his slow, lazy mind — but he entered a state in which a sudden realisation simply descended upon him.

What he understood — or perhaps what he dreamt — was how God created man in his image and likeness.

Man is a huge whirring emptiness in which every two atoms are separated by gusty winds and insane distances. And that’s what the cosmos is. If one looked out from inside a soft, warm body, like Sasha’s, and if one were a million times smaller than an atom, that’s what it would all look like — like the warm, whirring sky over our heads.

We too inhabit a strange and eerie emptiness that scares us. But we shouldn’t be scared — in fact we are at home, we are inside that which is our image and likeness.

And everything that happens within us — any pain we accept or unleash upon others — is connected to what surrounds us. And everyone will be punished and everyone will be rewarded, and it’s all inconceivable but also light and easy.

Sasha opened his eyes and saw that that was exactly how things were. Next to his bed was a nightstand. There was another bed across from him. A man sat on the bed eating an apple.

The man saw that Sasha’s eyes were open and waved at him, as if he was sitting on the opposite bank of a distant river and speaking was useless — no sound carried.

Sasha blinked hello.

He understood after blinking and thereby forcing several muscles on his face to flinch that everything still hurt. The first, small pain sent a signal to his whole body, and it all began to ache — in a dull, tormenting way.

Sasha lay and listened to himself: everything inside him seethed and cracked, as if somebody using an iron ladle had stirred his organs into a chaotic mess and left them that way.

In the corner, he saw a crutch, which apparently did not belong to his neighbour, who seemed to be on his way to recovery and walked, quite briskly, on his own two feet.

Sasha asked him to bring the crutch.

“Need help?” asked the neighbour.

“Thank you,” Sasha said, again feeling that the “th” sound dropped out, whizzed past the word itself.

The neighbour stood next to the bed, unsure if this was a “thank you — yes” or a “thank you — no.”

Sasha squeezed his eyes shut, realising that things were about to get unbearably painful.

“I’m Lev,” the neighbour said. “Let me know if you need anything.” And he walked away.

Sasha opened his eyes, glanced at Lev, and noticed that he belonged to that rare breed of grand-looking Jews — he had thick black hair, a stocky build, a memorable face, he moved fast and probably thought just as fast, and he had ready answers to a great many questions, to any question there might be.

How do I move again? Sasha thought, curling his toes and then contracting a muscle, then another — all of them hurt.

Turn to the side? Shift my feet off the bed?

He tried moving everything at once and was unable to restrain a groan. Lev jumped up and took Sasha by the shoulders, pulled him up carefully.

Sasha almost cried — literally everything hurt.

“My god, do I have anything left without a bruise on it?” he asked, straining to smile.

Lev blinked rapidly, unsure of what he could do, how to help. He offered Sasha the crutch.

“Need a hand?” he asked again.

No, no.

Sasha ambled towards the bathroom, stopping every second to cringe.

He came back as if he’d been beaten all over again — to move, to sit, and to get up was terrible torture. As he passed, the nurse chided him — said they brought him a bedpan. Sasha silently hobbled by her on his crutch, ready to weep, hating his helplessness.

He fell crookedly onto the bed, groaned, and then lay in silence, clenching his teeth, occasionally sticking his tongue in the empty space where the front tooth had been knocked out yesterday. When exactly it had been dislodged, Sasha could not remember and did not want to remember.

Maybe they’ll come back to finish me off? he thought without caring.

Let them come…

He lay still a bit more and concluded, You’re a fool, Sasha. As ifsomeone is going to come to the hospital to kill you, what nonsense…

Dinner was announced.

The nurse brought food, but Sasha didn’t touch it. A disgusting smell, something alive and warm, emanated from it.

He asked Lev, who had just cheerfully returned from the cafeteria, to take his tray away. He immediately did.

Then he offered Sasha a pink and firm apple.

Sasha held it in his hands and laid it on the nightstand. He with his missing tooth, he wasn’t in the mood to bite into it and risk breaking the others, which seemed shaky.

But he was already hungry. He asked Lev for a knife, took the apple from the nightstand, and cut it into small pieces that he inserted in his mouth. He could hardly chew — he pressed the apple with his teeth, trying not to hurt his sore jaw.

“Fantastic apple,” Sasha said, immediately vowing to himself never again to pronounce any words with the letter “s” but then added: “I’ve never eaten one so tasty.”

All of a sudden Lev looked at him with sincere joy and cheerful eyes. He sat on the edge of his bed, gently rocking, and seemed ready, at any moment, not to stand but to jump up.

“Did someone beat you up?” he asked.

Sasha cringed — he didn’t want to give a simple answer and he didn’t have the energy to tell the whole story.

“You don’t have to tell me if you don’t want to,” Lev said.

Sasha nodded.

“Do you have a mobile?” he asked.

Lev quickly opened the top drawer in the bedside table and handed Sasha a phone.

Sasha held it in his hands, wondering who to call.

Not his mother, of course.

I’ll call the bunker, he decided.

When he got through, he told the duty officer who he was and where he was calling from — he realised that he didn’t know the name of the hospital, which ward he was in, the room or even the floor number, which he vaguely guessed at. It seemed like the second. Turned out, it was the third — Lev stepped in with all the information.

“So what exactly happened?” asked the duty officer.

“Tell you later,” Sasha said.

* * *

The one person he never expected to see was Rogov.

Strong and calm, he strode in forty minutes later and smiled, which was especially nice — Rogov rarely smiled. Sasha too stretched his cracked lips in return, showing the hole in place of the tooth.

“Well, they worked you over nicely,” Rogov said, pulling a chair up to Sasha’s bed.

Sasha looked almost tenderly at Rogov. Here was clear evidence that he was not alone; he had brothers. Here’s Rogov — a brother — unpacking a bag with yogurt, fruit, bread, and a slice of ham.

“Can you speak?” Rogov looked Sasha over, as if trying to deduce as much as possible from his overall appearance so as not to have to ask too much.

Sasha nodded: I can.

Lev, who was lying on his bed, asked: “Should I go out?”

Sasha thought about it and said, “I don’t care. Stay…”

Rogov didn’t even turn to look at Lev.

Struggling to pronounce words and moving his jaw with difficulty, Sasha told the story. In summary, without too much detail, so it wouldn’t be clear to Lev what it was all about: “Yana called…gave me the phone herself earlier…got picked up on the street…went to the police station…then we were in the woods. They wanted to know who organised Riga…” and so on.

“I crawled away, yes. To the road. And then I can’t remember. Someone picked me up…or someone called the ambulance. I think it was an ambulance.”

Rogov chewed his lips, thinking.

“We’re not going to do anything, yet,” he said. “You need to recover. Did the cops come by?”

No.

“Strange, they should have come…”

“What are you doing here, anyway?” Sasha asked.

“I was needed. So they found me.”

“What’s up in Latvia?”

“Everything’s great there. Five guys jumped off the train at seventy kilometres per hour, jumped right out the window… I’ll be damned if I know how they didn’t kill themselves. One broke his leg, a boy from Lower Novgorod; the locals found him after three days in the woods crawling towards Russia — the other four made it to Riga. The rest took the tower and held it for six hours. Reporters from as far as Japan made the scene — a Europe-wide scandal…. A lot of people called the bunker to thank us. So far Matvey is the only one still on the run.”

“And Yana?”

“We’ll talk about Yana later. She’s here.”

“She didn’t get caught?”

“She’s in the bunker.”

Rogov left, and Sasha, unable to process anything, went to sleep.

He woke in the morning very hungry. Lev was reading something — a pile of books lay across his bed and nightstand.

He saw that Sasha woke, wished him “good morning,” smiled curiously. Clearly he wanted to chat.

“Morning,” Sasha’s lips mouthed.

“Want some tea?” Lev asked. He was already holding a teapot.

Sasha blinked appreciatively.

He wanted to brush his teeth — it felt as though some bloody goo stuck were to his palate. But of course he didn’t have a toothbrush.

“I understand you guys are with the Founders, Sasha?” Lev asked over tea.

“We are,” Sasha said, avoiding the name of the party and the s sound.

Lev nodded.

“I heard about your action in Riga. Nice work.”

Sasha said nothing.

The topic didn’t come up again until the evening. Sasha was due a round of therapy; Lev helped him get up, handed him the crutch. For breakfast Sasha tasted the fruit Rogov brought; he slept through dinner, and for supper he even ate a little cream of wheat — Lev brought it for him from the dining room. The porridge and the tea afterwards seemed unusually tasty.

He felt for the first time that he would easily recover, or rather that he was already recovering. And once again he thought with pleasure that he had made it — he’d made it.

Sasha found himself in a great mood.

He even smiled back at Lev, who always smiled when his eyes met with someone else’s, not in a pitiful, begging way but like a sprightly, well-fed, happy dog, wagging its tail in greeting.

Little by little, they began to talk. Sasha, out of politeness, asked how Lev had ended up in the hospital (and immediately forgot his answer), and Lev, in turn, was most interested in the Founders — as if he’d never in his life expected to come across a living extremist, and, it seemed, rejoiced in his good fortune as a naturalist would. He even at times rubbed his hands — and his fat fingers didn’t annoy Sasha. On the contrary, they seemed like such pleasant, warm hands, perfectly suited for ruffling the curly hair of a son, a handsome, dark-eyed boy. And to shake in greeting with such a hand — firm, but not seeking to crush your knuckles — was just as agreeable.

“No, you are, of course, a unique flower in politics,” Lev said, and Sasha cringed a little at this flower analogy, without, of course, taking much offense. “But what do you want? You know, I’m willing to confess to you — I was behind you for a long time, when you were equidistant from both the left and the right, and from the patriots and the liberals. It seemed to me that you were transforming the soil, covering up the old dirt, which had lost its sustenance and frankly everything else.”

“Except for the graves,” Sasha said.

“Yes, except for the graves,” Lev agreed and picked up where he left off. “But lately you seem to be turning into…well, let’s say black-hundredists. No? I don’t mean Riga — these dull-witted pro- Nazis should have been taught a lesson a long time ago. And I’m not saying that you’re all about to start ‘killing the kikes’ — thank god, you don’t seem like that type. But you give me the feeling that you can’t break away from all these age-old dogmas and worthless ideologies that have been around for most of Russia’s history — from Vasili III to Ivan the Terrible all the way up to the Bolsheviks — bringing about nothing but violence and chaos.”

“How did this whole country come about then if…violence and chaos…” Chaos whistled through Sasha’s missing tooth.

“It was moulded from this violence and this chaos, that’s obvious, Sasha, and history repeats itself every hundred years, it goes in cycles — first a bloody frost, then the snot of the thaw, then chaos, then a bloody frost…and so on…”

“Well, so be it, I don’t care,” Sasha confessed.

“What do you mean, you don’t care?” Lev was genuinely surprised. “Then why would you…? What are you all doing, then? Again, you want the bloody frost? You, personally — you can formulate your ideology?”

Sasha shrugged.

“You know” — Lev would not let up — “I’d like to see a futuristic anthropology in the Founders — and all you talk about is same old, same old: the nation’s future.”

“Although there is no nation,” said Sasha, recalling Bezletov.

“Sasha, my dear, you oversimplify me,” Lev said. “On the contrary, the nation exists and it is just thirsty for freedom. There is no need to create a new nation. There is no need to repopulate the country with outsiders. And there is no need to go into hiding in order to salvage what’s left of the nation. We have the people, the nation. But it’s not those who beat their chests and chant, ‘Russia!’ Those screaming are the outsiders, really. They are leeches. They are not the people. The people are what we might call the ‘new-well-forgotten-old.’ Do you understand? The same old people who have sown and ploughed all this time,who don’t give a damn about the Slavophiles and the Westernisers — because all they do is get in the way of ploughing and sowing.”

“And how does this ‘new-well-forgotten-old’ society contradict the idea of the nation’s future that irks you so much?”

“Because the idea of the nation’s future, Sasha, has been slipped to you by the angry and slovenly Slavophiles and contradicts anthropology. It contradicts evolution! It’s this idea that perpetuates the eternal circle we just discussed — from violence to chaos.”

“So do you have a better idea?”

“Sasha, I once again repeat to you — you need to break out of this circle, reject the Slavophiles and the Westerners and be what you are without all these superficial additives…”

“Which Russian history has added over the past thousand years,” Sasha said, matching Lev’s tone, marvelling for the umpteenth time at the morbid abundance of the letter “s” in the Russian language.

“The matter of what it has added is a separate issue, Sasha. A lot of things that would help figure out what this world is all about, but very little that would equip one to live in this world.”

“But my life is good.”

“Yes, I can tell by your glowing appearance.”

“But I don’t live in Russia. I’m trying to bring her back. She was taken away from me.”

“Some executioners took Russia away from other executioners. And no one knows which of the executioners is the better. The current ones let you live, at least.”

“In general that’s not an important question — who let me live?” Sasha was getting annoyed. “I’m willing to live with any authority if that authority ensures the defense of the borders and the capacity of the population to reproduce. The current government does not provide this. That’s the only difference.”

“Yes, here, in this country, blood has always flowed abundantly, and what you are talking about, Sasha, is terrifying,” Lev said.

“With all due respect, stop right there,” Sasha said. “It may have flowed — but women kept having babies, and the number of people never shrank. There was always just enough to fill the country, to a T.” Sasha was surprised by how this absurd “to a T” slipped out from the depths of his consciousness. “And now suddenly there’s not enough.”

“Because they got sick of having babies!” Lev threw up his hands. “How many children can feed off this insatiable ‘Russian idea’!”

“As if they’re thinking about the Russian idea when they don’t want to have babies.”

“Sasha, don’t get mad,” Lev said.

Sasha didn’t answer. He really was getting mad. He didn’t know why. Because he had got himself into this debate.

That evening, they didn’t speak any more, at least not about any “ideas,” but the next morning, instigated by the radio news, the conversation started over practically from the beginning.

Lev joked.

He said that “Russia is in theory a horse that in practice draws no dray” and also that “wherever conscience begins in Russia, medical anamnesis soon follows” and many other similar things.

“No, tell me, what’s your ideology?” Lev would not let up. “Or are you just playing around, quoting the language of all this communo-fascist scum?” he said, a little smile softening the harshness of his words.

“First of all, they are not scum, Lev,” Sasha said without a smile. “Second…second, all ideology is long gone. In our time, the new ideologies are…instincts! Actions! The handing down of intellectual ideas is outdated, has disappeared forever.”

“And what about your communo-fascists?”

“Land, honour, victory, justice — none of this requires ideology, Lev! Love needs no ideology. All that sustains us in the world — none of this requires evidence and justification. Only one thing matters to us now: changing the country, changing the world — in our image, because we’re better. In order to create peace, we need power — that’s all. Those who join me in the pleasures of taking, dividing, and multiplying the power — they are my brothers. I’m fortunate to have met those who it’d be my honour to die beside. I might have lived a whole life without meeting them. But we met. End of story.”

“But this is some kind of anarchy,” said Lev, who seemed quite happy with Sasha’s answer.

“Lev, I just don’t want to hurt your feelings.” Sasha, who until now had been looking up at the ceiling because it was easier to think and to speak like that, turned to his interlocutor. “I don’t want to, but I will say it. This is not anarchy. This is the greatest clarity. It is very clear to me, Lev, that we are the communo-fascist party. Moreover, Lev, those very same ‘new-well-forgotten-old’ people that you think so highly of — they’re so hardworking and kind — they’re as communo-fascist as you get. They’re your invention; they’ve never existed. They chose their fate, and they probably like it.”

“The people like the fact that their history is a succession of torture methods practised by their governments?” Here Lev became angry. “And when these people are pushed to the limit, they start killing the kikes.”

“Oh, Lev, let’s not get into this…the Russians don’t even know who the Jews are and whether they exist in nature. Just ten years ago one in a thousand knew that Mark Bernes was Jewish. And for that matter Utyosov.

“The anti- Semites in Russia have always been either Ukrainians…with names like Gogol, or, for example, Chekhov or Bulgakov or…the Poles with names like Dostoevsky. At worst, some Lavlinskiy… Blok, who they said was a Dutchman…and now Kunyaev who’s actually Tatar by blood…

“The rest of the anti- Semites in Russia are Jews themselves…. And I don’t even care about any of this.”

“They’re Jews, huh?” Lev asked anyway.

“Or just nutters or losers,” Sasha said amicably.

“And if the whole country is comprised of nutters and losers?” Lev asked, not without sarcasm.

“I don’t know what country that is…. Among the Jews, by the way, there are a lot fewer losers than among the Russians, but more nutters.”

Lev paused, frowning, breathing deeply through his nose.

“The problem is something quite different,” Sasha said, determined to finish the thought he had started. “What we’re speaking about is completely superficial, even forced” — here Sasha almost said forced by you — “and we should just forget about it.”

“Then what’s the problem?”

“Well, the fact is, what matters is blood and nothing else. One doesn’t come to an understanding of what is happening in Russia through knowledge or intellectual sophistry, with which you can mess up anything, any question, but through a sense of commitment to your blood, which springs from deep within you, probably from childhood, and then you have to live with it, because you can’t rid yourself of it.

“If you feel that Russia, like in Blok’s poetry, is a wife, then you should treat her like a wife. A wife in the Biblical sense, to whom you shall be loyal, to whom you are wed, and with whom you’ll live until death do you part. Blok’s brilliant on this count — wife. With a mother it’s different — we leave our mothers. And with children it’s different — they fly off when the time comes, like angels you raised. But a wife is immutable. A wife is the one that you accept. You don’t examine her, don’t scrutinise her with curiosity or suspicion: Who are you, what are you doing here, do I need you, and, if yes — why do I need you? But you love her, and this is what dictates what you do.

“And the choice you have, in this case, is no choice.

“It is not true, Lev, when they say that life is always a choice. When something is true in life, you don’t have any choice. If you have love, say, for a woman, you already have no choice. It is either her or nothing. And if you have a motherland…well, it’s the same…”

Sasha suddenly felt tired. He didn’t know that he could speak for that long. On top of that, he had never really even thought about what he’d just said before. Probably all of it lay, unarticulated, somewhere inside him, and it immediately came together when the need arose.

Lev shrugged in response.

After a pause, he said: “You can argue with someone seeking the truth, but it’s useless with someone who’s only trying to convince himself of what he already thinks.”

“You didn’t understand anything,” Sasha said.

“And you didn’t say anything.”

And this is where the argument broke off.

It was unpleasant to lie in silence, still arguing in their heads, but, fortunately, Rogov came by. Again bearing fruit. And cigarettes. He even brought a little bit of money. From Matvey, as it turned out.

They went out to smoke.

“Matvey showed up,” he said. “Everything seems to be okay. The Kontora left them alone for some reason.”

Sasha listened in silence.

Somehow he felt better immediately. Rogov was clear and opinionated — to him the world was a mechanism; if a gear bent, you fixed it to prevent any future malfunction.

“It’s clear you got it worst of all,” Rogov said.

“It’s still not clear what’s being done to our boys in Latvia,” Sasha said.

“That’s true,” Rogov said. 

Still, why hadn’t they held Yana? Sasha thought.

As if he guessed what Sasha was thinking, Rogov said, “Just after you were picked up, our guys saw Yana leaving the FSB.”

Sasha stared at Rogov.

“And what?”

“And nothing. When they told Matvey, he nodded and said to keep it quiet.”

Sasha fell silent.

“I don’t get it,” he said.

They smoked more, and, as Rogov was leaving, he hit Sasha with something much harder to take: “Your mother called the bunker. She asked what’s up with you…. Your grandfather died, she said.”

“When did she call?” Sasha asked quickly.

“The day before yesterday.”

“Why didn’t you tell me?”

“And what were you going to do? Race out there? Riding your bedpan…”

After seeing Rogov, Sasha lay down on the bed — the thoughts unravelled in his head; it was impossible to focus on any one thing.

Grandpa died…there were no other Tishins. Only one — Sasha.

At night, he dreamt about Grandpa. Recently, Sasha had dreamt something or other a lot. Grandpa sat on the porch, begging.

He woke up — almost in tears.

What does this mean? he thought.

Lev was silent, reading intently. Turning pages quickly. Sasha looked closer at his books — there were so many different ones, textbooks of some sort, European classics, the newfangled something or other, even one romance novel with a cheesy cover.

He got offended and to hell with him, thought Sasha.

He lay there, remembering his grandfather — how calmly he awaited death. He wondered whether his grandfather was calm on his deathbed because that was his nature or if he was just tired of life.

He remembered his childhood faintly. His grandfather’s face flashed by; it was impossible to hold onto, to remember how he frowned, how he spoke. All of it was unstoppably slipping away…

After lunch Sasha became completely melancholy, and without knowing why, suddenly said: “Lev, don’t be offended.”

“Come now, I’m not offended,” Lev said. But he didn’t smile. Only glanced at Sasha and returned to his book, but it was clear that he couldn’t read. He ran his eyes over the page again and again.

Sasha went out for a smoke so that Lev didn’t have to suffer.

He’s a very good man, thought Sasha. Why did we have to argue like that?

Smoking was nice — in the early days it made him dizzy, but now it wasn’t bad. It soothed him.

His grandfather’s death was sad, yes, but Sasha had got used to the idea that his grandfather was on the way out, that his time was almost up and his life was about to end.

And so he didn’t feel like an open, throbbing wound the way he did after his father’s death.

Or maybe something got damaged in me? Sasha thought. A thread of compassion ripped and torn…was that it?

There was no response, and Sasha waved away these thoughts.

The next day Lev was discharged.

They shook hands. Lev said something meaningless along the lines of “Get well soon.”

Then he also said: “People keep repeating the same old tricks. They act upon the same old impulses.”

“The pursuit of justice?” Sasha either asked or affirmed.

“No,” Lev said.

* * *

They removed the stitches from Sasha’s chest. Such funny little threads — he looked at them in surprise. And thought — well, a man is like a doll; you can just sew him up. Or gut him.

Soon Sasha was discharged — he seemed to have recovered.

He walked slowly down the street, grizzled, like a dog. Limping, of course, holding his chest. Pain shooting through him periodically — as if there were still some shards of glass somewhere in there. Nonetheless, on the whole he felt fine. And the streets smelled of late autumn.

The only thing he was sad about was that Yana hadn’t visited him even once.

He walked, with effort, to some sort of bench.

He sat on it, quiet and thoughtful, as if he hadn’t been outside for a whole year. He quickly became cold.

He limped over to the metro and got into a half-empty carriage feeling like a soldier who had narrowly escaped death and who was alive but almost certainly ruined. And now he rode the train, and nobody knew what had happened to him.

Sasha didn’t usually have such childish thoughts, but he was in a self-indulgent mood.

He’d think about his grandfather, then about Kostenko…then about Lev.

Lev is right, he thought. The State is the executioner. It strips you naked, and punches you in the cardiac plexus.

But this is not my country. Its foreign…or are you foreign to it, Sasha?

No, not me. Its foreign to everyone. It must be terminated.

He also thought about what he’d said to Lev about blood and commitment, and asked himself: But do you yourself have this commitment to your blood…? Remember, you were the one who left your own village…do you have this commitment to your blood?

Yes. I do. But I don’t have the words to prove it.

Oh yeah? How about Yana?

What about Yana?

Is she your blood? Is she your wife? When it got painful, you betrayed her — even cursed her.

Leave me alone, don’t want to talk about it. Don’t want to. I did not betray. Did not curse. I was just in a lot of pain.

He sought refuge from his thoughts. He began people watching. A guy sitting across from him, an ugly girl, a baby…especially the baby: looking around endearingly, wide-eyed, maybe eighteen months old, he guessed. He’s great. Oh yeah, a beastie.

At the bunker he was greeted joyfully, embraced — “Careful,” Sasha insisted; his chest hurt a bit.

Matvey wasn’t there, neither was Yana.

Did he even want to see her — couldn’t even figure out what the hell he wanted. Probably he did. Just a little ashamed of his knocked-out tooth, his disgusting, unshaven and emaciated face.

He lay down quietly, somewhere in the corner, in the dark, backroom of the bunker. The boys behind the wall chattered away, and this noise comforted his soul. He fell asleep.

* * *

In the morning, everyone gathered for a protest — Sasha had decided to go, but in the morning it turned out that he was still weak and couldn’t walk very fast. He wanted to go nonetheless. Maybe to see Yana. Despite his knocked-out tooth and gloomy appearance.

Sasha loved these crazy, booming walks through the city, all shouting and whooping. Wild flags everywhere, a triumphant feeling inside.

Scaring the people in the metro, the Founders made their way to the appointed location where everyone was to gather. They were loud and attracted unfriendly looks. Some of the looks however were approving or at least curious, as if wondering, “What are these wild things up to…?”

Sasha always felt more at ease as part of a chattering, motley crowd; he immediately transformed into a small but tenacious component of it.

They amassed near the monument to a revolutionary writer and lined up in rows. The monument stood like a stark black flame throwing up a straight, long shadow.

Sasha spotted his crew among the crowd — the lads and lasses from the hometown division. There was Shaman — a strong, black-haired chap. Tinker was there — a musician, crazy and honest eyes in a handsome face. Trucker — he had indeed driven trucks around the country before, the oldest one in the division…. Negative’s brother Posik was there with a dark face: he smiled in such a way that Sasha nearly cried and hugged him gently. There were also some young saplings — the Founders new draft class.

“Who are you?” Sasha asked a young woman, a young girl.

“Vera,” she answered.

The young men looked at Sasha sideways, shyly: they knew what had happened to him, respected him for it. But there were so many other Founders just like him, those who’d gone through beatings, imprisonments, hunger strikes, and survived — dozens of them, maybe hundreds already. All the attention embarrassed Sasha.

Following the latest clash in the heart of the capital, the authorities had assembled an unimaginable number of policemen. At first Sasha didn’t believe that the protest and march would be allowed, but people in the bunker explained to him that if their noisy excursion got the no-go, they’d illegally gather in some unexpected location. And then they’d be disbanded, and no one knew what might come of that.

They’re scared, the bastards, Sasha thought. He liked that they were scared.

With long strides and screaming at full throat, they marched across Moscow. From the sidewalk, any spectators likely could not even make out the column of Founders, surrounded as they were on both sides by two rows of policemen.

They stamped down every step, as if marking out their territory.

They shouted: “Revolution!”

Sasha noticed Rogov with his protruding cheekbones and clear eyes. Rogov shouted loudly and stubbornly along with the others, confident that he was engaged in something necessary.

Kostya Solovy, flanked by two charming female Founders, waved a huge flag on a four-metre lightweight plastic pole. The flag flitted in the air like a living thing.

Sasha marched in the ranks at first, but then got out of breath, and his chest hurt.

He retired to the pavement in a jacket — given to him as a present right off” someone’s back in the bunker.

The police reluctantly let him through, glaring at him hatefully. And Sasha calmly glared back at them. It occurred to him that he wanted to kill every single one of them — and he meant it.

Vera, the girl he’d just met, rushed after him, but they didn’t let her through, shoved her away.

Arseholes, thought Sasha. But he didn’t come to her defense.

In half an hour the column arrived in the square and staged a rally.

When Sasha got there, Matvey was already speaking from the top of a truck — pale, with dark eyes, protruding cheekbones. The Founders listened, trembling, ready to break away at any moment and do a repeat of what they’d recently done to Moscow. 

Sasha suddenly spotted Yana on the truck as well. She was standing near the edge, serious, beautiful, in a little leather jacket, a thin, semi-transparent sweater with wide stitching.

Isn’t she cold? Sasha thought.

He made his way to the truck, got behind it, touching the wheel with the toe of his shoe.

Two bulldog-faced investigators in plain clothes with thick backsides and thighs were smoking nearby.

Sasha overheard their conversation: “Have you heard these bloody morons bad-mouthing the president?” one said to the other, nodding towards the speakers’ truck. “They need a good beating. I’d mutilate every one of them myself.”

Sasha turned away, shuddering inside, either from horror or aversion or maybe even disgust.

What if I see my mates? Sasha thought about those who’d tortured him. What do I do then? Stare at them silently? Hide?

He knew, of course, that he wouldn’t hide — who would lay a hand on him anyway, with hundreds of Founders around? Nonetheless, a sticky, suffocating wave rolled over him…

He cadged a smoke from someone, moved aside, sat down on a bench, and lit up. For some reason, his fingers trembled.

When Yana appeared next to him, he lost his breath for a second.

“Hi,” she said.

Sasha nodded without opening his mouth, embarrassed about the missing tooth.

“How are you?” Yana asked.

Sasha shrugged.

“Fine,” he said, searching for the correct word. “Tolerable.”

He noticed that her hair was shorter. This made her look tough, even mean. But still very beautiful, Sasha thought.

“Don’t go yet. Matvey wants to talk to you. A plan’s come together: to file a criminal complaint,” Yana said. “About your assault. What do you think?”

“I don’t know, don’t really care…” Sasha said and paused.

He felt unwell, a tad queasy.

“Why the silence?” Yana asked.

“Why didn’t you visit me?” he asked. This came out crude and foolish, he understood immediately.

Yana, it seemed to Sasha, smirked sarcastically, as if saying, “Why would I visit you? Am I your wife, or should I visit everyone we have in prisons and hospitals?”

She did not answer his question. Instead, with her thin fingers, capped by brightly painted nails, she took out a thin, elegant cigarette and lit up.

Sasha cadged a cigarette from her and only now noticed how long and dirty his own nails were. He had had nothing to cut them with. Only once had he secretly borrowed Lev’s scissors — he felt it would be improper to ask for them because Lev may have thought that unhygienic and gross. Other than that, he’d simply had nothing to cut them with.

He squeezed his hand, smoked into his fist like an inmate.

“Did they take care of you?” Yana asked. “Does it still hurt?”

Sasha guessed, again by her voice, that it didn’t matter to her — did they take care of him or not, did anything still hurt, or had the pain already stopped?

“Why did they pick me up, any ideas?” he asked her suddenly. “Any chance you ratted me out? This all because of you?”

Yana looked at him attentively, with surprise even.

“Idiot,” she said.

She got up and walked away.

Sasha stood up too, without waiting for Matvey, and stumbled to the metro. He went to the railway station, bought a ticket for the elektrichka — he didn’t have enough money for the train — and he was on his way home.

The elektrichka shook; it rattled like old dishes. And wicked drafts sliced through the carriage.

He rode with a frozen expression.

Chilly, he wrapped himself in a jacket and nodded off” to the rattle of wheels.

His arm fell asleep and he dreamt that he was, once again, in handcuffs and about to be hurt — he cried out in terror, woke up.

The passenger across from him looked startled.

Sasha swallowed. He closed his eyes and felt revolted by everything that surrounded him — outside the window, in the past, and in the future.

He remembered also that he had just dreamt of clanging wheels under his feet. And these wheels were like a meat grinder, which wound and ground something crunchy and brittle. In the dream, lumps of black, raw earth and railway planks flashed by, and also something else, something white and solid…

CHAPTER NINE

In the first week of December, after three days of heavy snowfall — grainy, fierce, and coarse — word came from Riga that each of the young Founders who had taken part in the protest was sentenced to fifteen years in prison. They threw the book at them, tied in a nonsensical terrorism charge, when all they did was barricade themselves in a tower and didn’t harm a hair on anyone’s head. The grenade they threatened the guards with was a fake. On the news they showed the squeamish face of the judge, his grey mane, thin lips, angry eyes. Luakreze… Luarkeze… Luakrezee… Sasha immediately forgot his name. They credited that judge with sending seventeen Red Army veterans to Latvian prison in the past two years. Some of them died in jail — one of old age, the other as a result of a hunger strike…. The image of another old man flashed across the screen for a second — footage of a Parkinsonian, his hands shaking, being wheeled into his cell — and then the judge was shown leafing through some case materials…

“He has to die,” Sasha said tiredly.

“He does,” Rogov responded. He and Matvey had suddenly shown up at Sasha’s place.

They were all sitting around the table having tea. Matvey sipped the hot liquid and looked at the young men; his eyes narrowed. When Sasha said “to die,” Matvey fixed his gaze on him, as if trying to determine whether or not he was serious.

Sasha saw this and understood it and stared back at Matvey.

“Yes, Matvey,” he said.

Matvey nodded briskly and changed the subject.

When they had finished their tea, Matvey suggested that they step outside and left his mobile in the flat. Rogov left his as well. Sasha still did not have a mobile.

“Matvey, I need to know,” Sasha said once they were outside. “How did they get me? Who’s to blame for it? Why was my mobile tapped?”

“I’m sorry we didn’t tell you right away, Sasha,” Matvey said calmly, looking over his shoulder at Sasha — he walked in front of him, three steps ahead — and then went silent. He lit up a cigarette and thought for a moment.

“This one guy joined the cause at some point…” Matvey told them. “We called him Wiz. In the beginning, he offered to teach our guys hand-to-hand combat. He didn’t ask for money, didn’t want to know any secrets — so we took him on. He taught for a month and a half or so. Didn’t poke his nose into anything, I swear. So we stopped wondering if he was a double agent. Training our boys, that’s all.

“And one day he offered us a bunch of mobiles. We needed them — as you know, the party is broke. Wiz said he worked someplace that recycles old mobiles. The story checked out. We took the phones. Then you got caught and Wiz suddenly disappeared…. The other mobiles were used to plan other actions — we immediately called them all off. And you…there’s no question. You saved us.”

“Come on,” Sasha shrugged. “I really didn’t know anything.”

“You saved us,” Matvey said with a smile. “Three days later one of our contacts from the Kontora told me that they’ve got nothing on us — they haven’t dug up anything. You could have given us up but you didn’t.”

“What about the guys in Latvia?” Sasha asked.

“The Latvian Kontora is not in touch with ours. As far as the Latvians know, our Kontora organised the whole thing…”

“What about Yana?”

“What about her? She was summoned to the Kontora, where there are some agents who know us — well, you know what I mean — they oversee us. She went and said she didn’t know anything. They wasted some time with her and had to let her go. Besides that, it seems they didn’t pick up anyone but you. They didn’t have anything on anyone. Riga went off without a hitch. Not a single screw-up. You were their only chance… I’m frankly surprised they didn’t beat you to death. How are you feeling?”

“All healed like a dog.”

“Usually it’s ‘like a cat.’”

“Well, I healed like a dog. And I feel like doing something evil. Any suggestions?”

“We can’t work here,” Matvey said. “I’ve recently been summoned to…well, I’ve been to the Kremlin.”

“Wow, really?” Sasha sounded surprised. “The Kremlin?”

“The Kremlin. Where the president works.”

“Did you see the president, by any chance?”

“No. I can’t tell you who. A big cheese. He said, ‘Cool it for a while, or Kostenko gets fifteen years, and we shoot you all down one by one.’ He was very convincing. I have to admit, if they start shooting us down…well, that’s to be expected. And we’ve all been expecting that. Although we shouldn’t encourage them, if we can avoid it. But if Kostenko gets fifteen years, that’s really bad.”

“And if we cool it and Kostenko goes to prison anyway?”

“There is a chance that he won’t. Let’s see how the hearing goes.”

“What now, then?”

“We’ll work elsewhere. We’ll work abroad. Actually we’ve already got something. And we’re going forward with it. An occasion has presented itself.”

Matvey looked at Sasha casually, without pressuring him or asking for anything.

“I understand. I’m ready,” Sasha said.

“You’ll need a gun,” Matvey said. “Can you find one?”

Sasha shrugged. “I’ll try.”

“When you find one, come to Moscow. I’ll give you some advice on what to do and how. Here’s the address. That’s where he lives. Everything else is up to your discretion. We just need your photos. Passport-sized. Do you have some? Give them to me now…”

They went back inside; Sasha’s mother was already at home, fussing in the kitchen.

Sasha hadn’t told her anything when he returned from Moscow. He just stopped walking around the flat the way he always had — in shorts and without a shirt — to hide the scars on his chest.

But she noticed the missing tooth and his limp.

“Got into a fight,” Sasha said. Later he proudly showed her the implanted tooth, said he’d been to a dentist. Quite a fang, eh, Mum! He looked at her and thought, Your eyes are full of tears. Blink, Mum, this is unbearable.

But he didn’t say anything. She also kept quiet and didn’t ask any questions.

Sasha felt as though he could read her mind. She thought, He wouldn’t do anything bad, he just couldn’t…

But he could. And he wanted to.

“You have guests,” she said with a smile. She smiled with ease, without fear and hesitation like she used to when Founders were in her home. She must have thought a lot about it and understood that she couldn’t change anything at this point.

And the guests — both Matvey and Rogov — looked like good guys. They greeted her so nicely.

“Mum, we could do with a bite to eat,” Sasha said.

“Would you like some pelmeni?”

“Mmm, yeah.”

Mother counted out about thirty Russian dumplings for each of them, prepared a small bucket of salad, and sliced up a hunk of cheese.

Watching them out of the corner of her eye, she set the plates on the table and left.

Matvey was telling them funny stories about Founders. One was about Venka, who had recently resurfaced after having disappeared who knows where. The same night he took part in a night raid on the Latvian Embassy — they bombarded the walls of the building with paint-filled bottles and managed to spell out in black letters, For our vets, we’ll slice off your ears!

The cops chased Venka through the courtyards but couldn’t catch him — he buried himself in a skip. Venka insisted later that the skip was only filled with big plastic bags and no slimy scraps, but the boys didn’t believe him. This is the most interesting thing: it occured to the cops that he might be in there, in the skip, and so they poked a little with their billyclubs but were too squeamish to dive in.

And then yesterday Venka fell right into their hands: According to the tabloids, an FF member attacked Santa Claus.

There were a bunch of Santa Claus ice sculptures hastily installed around Moscow. An inebriated Venka broke one of them with a spade out of hatred for the, in his words, bourgeois celebration of New Year’s Eve and its big bearded spokesman.

In St. Pete some young Founders mounted an effigy of the president on the spire at the top of a building — this was actually the reason Matvey was summoned to the Kremlin — and in Ryazan they brought a herd of sheep, a dozen of them, with nametags identifying them as members of the ruling party, to a rally.

The police tried to confiscate the sheep as material evidence, but the Founders only gave up the nametags…

Sasha laughed sincerely at Matvey’s well-told stories, but at the same time he sensed — with the base of his skull or with one of his vertebrae — a slight, nagging chill, reminding him of what he had agreed to do and what he would, for certain, do.

He got distracted when he suddenly realised that his mother had turned down her TV — she must have been curious about what was so funny.

When he saw off his guests — they were spending the night in a local Founder’s empty flat and leaving the following morning for the next stop on their journey around Russia — Mother came out into the hallway.

She said goodbye to Matvey and Rogov, looking attentively into their faces.

“So what do you say, Mum?” Sasha asked when he closed the door, trying to sound energetic and cheerful.

He bared his teeth into the hall mirror, still unable to get used to how he looked with his new tooth.

She shook her head and didn’t say anything.

Drawn by something, Sasha followed her into the kitchen. The boys had washed their plates, and all that Mother had to do was wipe the crumbs off the table and turn on the kettle.

“Sasha, is something going to happen?” she asked with the emphasis on the last word.

Her question was not related to the stories they’d been laughing about in the kitchen, but to something else that Mother vaguely sensed.

“What could possibly happen, Mum? Maybe one day some comrades in uniforms will show up and go through my stuff. As a preventive measure.”
 “It’s shameful, Sasha.”

“We’re shameful?” Sasha was surprised. “They’re shameful. Grown-up men with guns come in here and rummage through my newspapers, poke around my desk. That’s shameful — them.”

“Do you think I care about them?”

“What do you care about?”

“You.”

“Mum, they are beasts, you can see that yourself. All of them.”

“I can.”

“They should be punished.”

“They should be.”

“They do abominable things day after day.”

“Son, it is one thing when they do bad things. It is a different matter when you do them.”

Sasha almost said that he was not going to do anything bad but stopped himself short, made a gesture of resignation, and quickly left.

As he walked back to his room, he kept repeating, mindlessly, “I don’t want to know anything, I don’t want to know anything.”

He fell on the bed and thought of Nega, Negative. About his stern face with attentive eyes. He also thought of Posik.

“I hate…” he said and wanted to punch the wall, but then he didn’t. It was abundantly clear that he was capable of hate, and that wouldn’t change.

“A Verochka is calling for you,” Mother announced, looking into Sasha’s room.

Of late, Vera, Verochka — skinny and plain but young, with pronounced shoulder blades and straight white legs — had accompanied him, or, to be more exact, followed him around…. Sasha kept remembering her reaching out towards him across the police cordon and the men in military coats pushing her off…

Sasha had decided to make her shed into a storage space for their flags and banners, which had previously been stored at Nega’s place until his infuriated mother threw everything into the street. Luckily, Posik had collected it all. As they were moving the red banners and long flagpoles into the shed, Sasha got used to Verochka being around.

“What is it, Verochka?” he asked, picking up the phone.

“Can I come and see you?”

Come.

* * *

At first, they didn’t trust this guy, but he clearly didn’t care whether they trusted him or not. He didn’t trust anybody himself. He was short but very sturdy, with almost completely round shoulders and a beefy neck — he seemed to be stitched together from non-human, bear-like or bull-like muscles. He had a heavy brow and an unpleasant smile — teeth bared with effort, eyes slightly narrowed — that constituted the extent of his ability to express human joy. Even this grimace rarely showed on his face — only when one of the local Founders, from Sasha’s division, did something really reckless. Oleg liked recklessness. His name was Oleg.

He loved to fight, was aggressive, even brutal. After he served in Chechnya, he demobilized, joined OMON, returned to Chechnya, and survived five deployments…

Back in his hometown, he was kicked out of OMON after he arrested and beat up an important man, the city prosecutor’s brother. The “important man” was himself in the wrong, but no one looked into the matter.

This offended Oleg — he easily took offense and, to be honest, he didn’t particularly like the Founders because many of them hadn’t served in the army, didn’t pump iron, and basically didn’t act like men - in his understanding, of course. At night, they painted the town, threw tomatoes, organised concerts that attracted a loud and drunken, hairy, dog-smelling crowd, singing and playing silly songs on the guitar…

“Fuck the lot of you,” Oleg said, but kept going to the meetings and really helped the Founders out a few times.

“Fuck the lot of you, fuck you,” he kept repeating, “But there’s no other place for me. If only some real bulldogs would join the party…. Have they all died out or what?”

Oleg always thought it his responsibility to talk to the police at rallies. He could sometimes negotiate a deal with his former division — the rank-and-file still treated him well even though they thought him a fuckwit for associating with Founders.

When other divisions showed up, they would take him in for disorderly conduct, but, as they dragged him towards the car, he often managed to cause such a ruckus that they would simply forget about all the other Founders, who quickly folded their flags and dispersed.

Later the local TV stations showed Oleg’s malicious muzzle and four or five men dragging him into a police car. He was a smart guy — he produced a lot of noise but, when the circumstances of the case were investigated, they never had anything more than a misdemeanour, malicious disobedience, on him. Maybe he screamed like a madman, maybe he swore. Maybe he intentionally collapsed to the ground as the guardians of the law dragged him off, and maybe he latched onto the earth with his stubby fingers and tore out chunks of tarmac and roadside bushes.

He knew how to fake hysterics in a way that made him seem completely out of control and incapable of being brought back to his senses. Sasha marvelled at these hysterical fits — at rallies and in random fights, when Oleg decided to show some of the local riffraff what he thought of them — and realised that he was a cunning fox. Repulsively cunning, even, like the lowest of the beasts.

He could, of course, be sober and lucid in any given interaction and with any given person; he didn’t fidget, made eye contact, and answered sensibly, the way that people probably do in serious prison conversations.

His demeanour might change at any minute and he’d have zero pity for every living creature — he’d break a person’s fingers in a fistfight. And break them he did — Sasha heard that crunch and remembered it. Oleg hated authority of every kind, and he wished upon all prime ministers and governors death — actual, physical death, preferably innovative and slow.

He, Oleg, had a gun, which he’d brought from Chechnya where he’d exchanged a bottle of vodka for it. He told Sasha this himself.

Sasha didn’t like to know too much or ask too many questions — he didn’t want to retain information that could later be extracted from him in one primitive way or another. That’s why he didn’t know what kind of a gun it was and whether Oleg still had it.

When he first heard about the gun, he didn’t need it. Now he did. He called Oleg and went, accompanied by Verochka, to see him at his home, which he had only visited once before.

They rang the doorbell. Oleg yelled that the door was open. As Sasha stepped inside, he saw Oleg standing in profile, fully naked in front of a mirror.

Sasha froze, taken aback a little, and broke into a smile, sincere but somewhat perplexed.

“Sasha, is that you? Why are you standing there?” Oleg covered his heavy package with one hand and motioned them towards the room. “Go there…”

Verochka giggled like a sweet little bell and slipped past.

“Why are you naked?” Sasha asked.

“I took a shower,” Oleg said.

He did look slightly damp. And seemed to emit a chill — must have been a cold one. He was staring at his mug in the mirror and seemed to have detected a pimple.

“Had a breakout,” Oleg explained. “I can’t leave the mirror until I pop the thing.”

“Okay then,” Sasha said and followed Verochka into the room.

She was sitting quietly, at the edge of the couch, and smiled; Sasha could tell by her smile that she was impressed with the man’s naked body and that she was interested more generally…that she had long been ready and wanted it. Only Sasha, for some reason, didn’t want anything.

He could do it with her, of course, but he could also live without doing it. Lately, ever since his chest had started to heal, he tormented himself several times a day with push-ups and pull-ups, and now he noticed that, all over his body, he had new, thin, and rigid muscles. He became slender and hard. And his head became empty and echoless. No voice answered back anymore, nothing evoked a response, and even memories, warm childhood memories, were gone. He cringed when he saw plastic bags, like when mother came back from work and removed bread from one of them; once Sasha tore a bag like that into tiny pieces with his quick, angry fingers.

“Why did you do this?” Mother had asked.

He didn’t answer. He didn’t know why.

“So how is Negative?” Oleg asked, now dressed in shorts.

Verochka stole a glance at his crotch — Sasha noticed.

“He’s fine, in jail.”

“Does he write?”

“He wrote one letter… I talked to Posik. He writes that he’s fine and feels well. Posik read me the letter on the phone. I’d be surprised if there were two dozen words. Less, I think…”

Oleg nodded, and his face expressed something that vaguely suggested compassion.

If Oleg liked any of the local Founders without reservation, it was Negative and Posik. Something about them made him happy. Maybe they reminded him of his old army friends, the most reckless and hotheaded of them. Those friends who were already dead.

Of course, Oleg had never seen Negative caressing his plants — maybe he wouldn’t like that. Although you never knew with Oleg.

“Want to have a fag? Outside?” Sasha proposed.

“And me?” Verochka asked.

“Have a look at something. Do you have anything to look at, Oleg? Maybe some photos of you scantily clad with a grenade launcher?”

As soon as they stepped out, Sasha asked about the gun. Or rather, just in case, he imitated shooting, saying, “You told me once that you have things like that.”

Oleg nodded.

“You need it?”

“I do,” Sasha said.

“Can you take me with you?” Oleg asked.

“Don’t know yet.”

“When do you need it?”

“For example, today.”

“For example, let’s go then,” Oleg teased him good-naturedly.

“Let’s go,” Sasha agreed. “What should we tell Verochka?”

“I’ll tell her myself. We’ll be back in half an hour.”

Oleg changed into jeans, an old shirt, and an old jacket. Pulled on his combat boots.

“Your girl?” he asked in the lift without trying to hide that masculine eagerness that characterises a particular kind of interest.

“I don’t know…” Sasha said without really thinking about the question — he thought about something else.

“What don’t you know? Have you slept with her?”

“Probably,” Sasha answered, not paying attention again.

“Weirdo.” Oleg made his unpleasant smile. “How did a weirdo like you get by in the army?”

“I did just fine,” Sasha answered, also smiling.

Downstairs Oleg pulled a bunch of keys out of his pocket and asked Sasha to hold a torch, which he removed from another pocket. He opened the door to the cellar. The old door creaked.

“I told you, hold the torch.”

“Why are you keeping it in the cellar?” Sasha asked.

“Where would you have me keep it — in the flat? At my countryhouse?”

“You could bury it somewhere.”

“Can’t bury it anywhere in the city, and outside the city…. What if I need it urgently? You aren’t planning to throw tomatoes all your life, I hope?”

Sasha didn’t answer. He wasn’t planning to throw tomatoes anymore…

Oleg removed another torch from his pocket, and now they both lit the path. They couldn’t see much anyway. They shuffled along the wet floor, walking one after the other down a narrow, musty, stinking corridor. Hot water pipes wrapped in rags stretched to the right; to the left, there were some rooms that must once, a long time ago, have served some function. Now they were dark and cluttered — the perfect hiding place for a corpse.

Sasha could also make out a distinctive squeak.

“Something is squeaking,” he told Oleg.

“Whatever,” Oleg said indifferently and, all of sudden, shouted, “Fuck!”

“What?” Sasha took cover behind Oleg’s back, frantically searching the floor with the torch.

“A rat,” Oleg said sullenly. “The rats are squeaking. The fucking bastards are probably breeding here. A cafeteria opened in the building. Wasn’t a single rat before…”

They kept walking, and Sasha kept the light on the floor under his feet — he didn’t want to step on a rat.

Oleg yelled at him, “Point the light forward. If you’re behind me, you aren’t going to step on anything…. This is the spot, I think. Here, take this torch too.”

Oleg began to pull apart a mound of old rubbish — he pushed a sofa over onto its side, shuffled some other broken furniture out of the way, and raked aside some earth with his feet. He took a military-issue trowel from his belt, poked the earth with it until he heard the sound he wanted to hear, quickly dug down, and pulled out a bag. He unfolded it with care. The torch illuminated a rag soaked in oil. And a black handgun. A PM, a Makarov pistol.

Oleg extracted the clip, examined and stroked it with his finger — it was full.

“I have four more clips,” he said, pushing it back into the gun.

Sasha held the torches and heard multiple loud squeaks nearby.

“Why are they squeaking like that?” he asked.

“How the hell should I know? Let’s have a look.”

He released the safety, racked the slide, sending a bullet into the chamber, and playfully raised the gun.

“Give me more light,” Oleg asked almost cheerfully, as some animal-like instinct alerted him to something and made the blood pump heavily in his veins.

They walked a few more metres in the direction of the squeaking and stopped when the sound got especially loud.

Sasha pointed both torches towards it, feeling somewhat unnerved by the premonition that he was about to see something particularly unsettling…and he did.

Oleg nudged a rickety cart with his foot, and, all of a sudden, the squeaking sounded more shrill and angry; the beams of light jerked for a second,then lit up at least a dozen twitchy rat heads. The rats weren’t running away.

Sasha struggled to stop his nervous hands from shaking and focused the torches, as steadily as he could, on the source of the sound.

“Fuck!” Oleg said. “What the fuck!”

Sasha swallowed.

“Come closer,” Oleg said fiercely. “Closer, I said!”

Sasha stepped forward; the light darted off, then homed back in on the noisy and revolting target.

The rats — much more than a dozen — had grown together and seemed conjoined at their tails and, in some cases, at their sides as well. Their tails were wound into a fist-sized knot matted with dirt, ichor, and gunk. Their forelegs moved, but they couldn’t crawl away because they all faced different directions.

A practically hysterical Sasha noticed that the rats’ hindlegs were dead, atrophied. Their small, angry eyes seemed completely insane. They squeakedincessantly.

All of a sudden, Oleg lowered the gun and fired into the middle of the knot — splitting, it seemed to Sasha, one of the rats into two halves, scattering its filthy, sloppy intestines.

Sasha was about to curse at Oleg when he fired again and must have hit the centre of the tail knot. Unexpectedly freed from each other, several of the rats began to crawl away, dragging their hind legs and tails — some short and others way too long.

Oleg stuck the gun in his pocket and stepped on a rat’s back and then, with a menacing swing, swiftly severed its head with his trowel. He went for another rat with the trowel, the flat side this time.

He hacked and crushed the rats, stunning them with the heel of his heavy boot, then using the trowel again — dismembering their repulsive little bodies, cursing sometimes in a foul and filthy way.

A few rats dragged an entangled mess of thin, string like entrails behind them as they crept away. Others had grown together at their sides and turned tight circles, erratically twitching, unable to escape.

Oleg’s face, disfigured in spasms of laughter or hatred, flashed in the dim light. His trowel rose and fell abruptly, like a hawk, landing with a juicy, raw sound.

“Did I get ‘em all?” Oleg asked about three minutes later.

Blood was splattered around, and the legs of several rats convulsed while, even in death, their angry little eyes gleamed.

“Let’s get out of here,” Sasha said.

* * *

He came back home with Verochka. He didn’t tell her anything.

Near his flat, he stopped to buy a bottle of vodka.

“What’s wrong with you?” Verochka asked.

“I am okay. Be quiet.”

She obediently went silent.

Mother was working the night shift.

The flat had just been cleaned and smelled of damp floor.

“Will you have a drink with me?” Sasha asked. “But just, let’s not talk. If you want, I can turn on some music?”

“Okay,” Verochka agreed, a little alarmed.

Sasha poured himself a glass and knocked it back, no chaser. Then he poured a little more into both glasses. He sliced an apple. Then he sliced a lemon. He looked at the lemon thoughtfully, remembering something.

“Can I have some lemon?” Verochka asked.

Sasha looked up at her with his heavy, vacant eyes and nodded.

Verochka drank, winced, chased it with some lemon, and winced some more. She rubbed her little nose, and her eyes filled with tears. Sasha smiled and felt sorry for her.

“Silly thing,” he said. “Come here.”

He kissed her small mouth; her tongue poked awkwardly and straightaway she started moaning quietly, in a way that might have been affected but was informed by a sincere desire to be liked and to exhibit a certain quality that every woman has but which Verochka had not yet acquired.

Sasha told her to go to the room, and she sauntered off, delicately covering her skinny, denim-clad bum with the back of her hand, showing all the lines of her palm and looking completely defenseless.

He quietly undressed her in the dark and fondled her for a while with his eyes closed, visualizing somebody else, of course. He turned her yielding body over several times as she let out tiny, plaintive yelps.

He remembered Yana’s face, the strange, tense, focused expression of a woman listening to herself — a young woman still discovering new things and developing a taste for them. He remembered this, and, clenching his teeth and without making a sound, he experienced a quick jolt of something closer to pain than joy, a dark, brisk spasm of pain.

* * *

The following day he was to leave. He folded a piece of cardboard into a double-layered bottom for his bag, hid the gun there, and covered it with his underwear and a couple of books. He didn’t buy a train ticket to avoid popping up on anyone’s radar — he decided to go by elektrichki.

Sometimes the cops picked up Founders on the way to Moscow — especially during big festivities in the capital, when headquarters asked the regions to keep tabs on the usual suspects.

Sasha stood on the platform and felt how unusually heavy his bag was — it seemed that anyone who took it in their hands would know immediately that there was something strange, forbidden in it.

He was startled when somebody called his name. He jumped nervously but stopped himself and slowly turned.

A smiling Bezletov approached him.

“Sasha, hello! Are you upset with me or something? I’ve been looking for you. Is everything okay?”

For a second, Sasha collected himself; then he responded. He said that he was not upset and that everything was fine.

“I’ve just seen my mother off,” Bezletov told him. “She’s visiting her sister. And I’m still afraid to drive in the winter.”

“You have a car?” Sasha asked even though he couldn’t care less how Bezletov was getting around these days.

“Oh, yes. I got a new job, too. You and I are class enemies now, or whatever it is you call it,” Bezletov said with a grin. “I’m working there,” he said, and nodded in the direction of the city centre.

Sasha acted as if he knew what Bezletov meant but he didn’t really know. He watched his train approach.

“Well, it’s time to go,” he said.

“You must give me a ring when you get back! Will you be gone long?”

“I don’t know,” Sasha said, starting to feel annoyed.

“Please call. I want you and your friends to meet someone interesting.”

Bezletov’s eyes widened, and Sasha could tell that Bezletov really liked him and cared for him, and that annoyed Sasha even more.

“Okay, I’ll give you a ring,” Sasha said, quickly shaking Bezletov’s hand and climbing into the train.

Everything’s so stupid, he thought. But he didn’t feel like changing anything anymore. And there was nothing left to change.

CHAPTER TEN

Matvey met him at the station.

They hugged.

They didn’t say much.

“Did you get it?” Matvey asked.

“I did,” Sasha said.

“A good gun?”

“Good enough to kill.”

“We’ll give it to our train conductor. She’ll hide it and give it back to you in Riga.”

“The train will take me to Riga?”

“Yeah, where else?”

“How about a visa?”

“We have a fake passport and a ticket in the name of…the passport holder. So now you have a different name…here, take it. Remember your name.” Seeing Sasha’s somewhat troubled face, he added, “The passport is good. Anyway, would you rather jump off the train? Dodging all those utility poles flying past?”

“I don’t know,” Sasha said, noting how naturally Matvey used present participles in his speech. I think “flying” and “dodging” are participles…

“Especially considering the St. Petersburg-Kaliningrad line that used to go through Latvia has been abolished on the Latvians’ initiative. That train doesn’t exist anymore. And they are losing a colossal amount of money because of it. We must have really scared them by seizing that tower…”

They walked through the Moscow night, and people hurried past them. Sasha thought, to his own surprise, that if they only knew what these two young men were talking about…what would happen then…?

They’d probably be surprised…they’d look back at us, Sasha thought.

“Here’s the home address…of the target…here’s the work address. And the phone numbers. All in all, you have ten days to do it. You have the return ticket too, but that’s up to you. It depends on how things go — whether you’ll be able to travel… openly.”

It started snowing. The snow fell straight down — there was hardly any wind. It looked like the cardiogram of a dying man — the straight lines suddenly blipped out and appeared again, rigid and silent, until they hit the tarmac.

* * *

He felt he’d be arrested as soon as he got on the train. Something absurd and stupid would happen; for example, the train attendant, a tired-looking woman in a blue uniform, would look at his passport and say disapprovingly, “But this is not you! You’re Sasha Tishin! The passport is fake! Look at this chap, people! His passport is fake!”

But the train attendant said nothing.

He climbed on the top bunk in his compartment and thought for a while whether he should take his boots off — they’d come soon and arrest him anyway, and then he’d have to put them back on.

The gun that Sasha had given to Matvey was now in the empty space behind the ceiling in an out-of-service toilet at the opposite end of the train. Sasha knew the name of the attendant and the number of her carriage — he was supposed to go and get the gun shortly before Riga, half an hour or so before. He’d have to ask her the security question, and she would give him the gun.

Sasha lay down and wondered how she would pass the gun to him — there would be people around, and they might notice the attendant slipping a package to a guy.

The door opened. Sasha, startled, looked wide-eyed at the man who entered the compartment, and the man looked around hesitantly, glanced at his own chest and shoulders to see if there was anything wrong with him.

Sasha turned away and scolded himself. But when another passenger came in, he couldn’t help but look again. Another man.

Maybe cops assembling? he thought.

He observed them stealthily, searching for signs giving them away as agents. Of course, he saw some.

A few minutes later, Sasha got tired and turned to face the wall.

Someone else stepped in.

The train moved off.

Sasha watched Moscow, dull and snowy, float by.

Their tickets were checked, and, once again, nobody yelled that there was a killer with a fake name on the train — he got his passport back. Sasha almost asked the train attendant, “That’s all?” when she handed him his passport.

He lay there, trying to keep his eyes shut, trying not to think of anything — especially of what he was going to do. The most important thing now was to get there. To get there, that was all.

Just get there, he repeated. He fell asleep all twitchy and kept waking up, looking around at the other passengers with his sleepy eyes, then going back to sleep.

The train moved slowly — it felt as if someone was strumming a vein inside his head. The vein might snap at any minute, causing excruciating pain and making the blood vessels in his eyes explode.

Or maybe it wasn’t a vein but a nerve, running everywhere through his aching head and through his frantic eyes and rooted deep in the tooth cavity, tangled around his brain and growing into the bone of the skull. Tug at the nerve and the whole head disintegrates.

Sasha kept turning in the top bunk. His body seemed to have a lot of bones — his elbows, knees, and spine kept him from finding a comfortable position; he wished he could turn into a soft jelly. That didn’t happen, though, so he got up, angry to be made of veins and bones, and went to smoke in the vestibule of his carriage. He forced the smoke out of his mouth and through the window. As it cleared, he saw a dimly lit but calm and healthy, well-put-together face in the window.

There are no cops, he realised, not on the train or anywhere else. No one will stop me. No one can stop me. Nothing can be stopped…

There, in the vestibule, Sasha suddenly knew that revolution was inevitable. He looked into his own face and saw it coming, bringing rage and terror — and there was no escaping it anymore.

* * *

About forty minutes before they were due in Riga, Sasha went to see the train attendant. He struck up a conversation with her and asked her the security question — she nodded without looking Sasha in the face. He bought some chocolate bars and a bottle of mineral water. She put it all neatly into a plastic bag. At the bottom of the bag was the gun wrapped in thick paper.

In the vestibule, Sasha removed the gun and, without unwrapping it, tucked it into his trousers. He refastened his belt. Then he walked through the carriages in his loose-fitting sweater, fast, lively, attentive, and internally aggressive, the bag with the water and chocolate under his arm. People walking towards him turned sideways to pass him. They spoke Latvian. He smiled at everyone he passed but few smiled back.

Sasha was ready to punch and kill anyone, and it made his smile incredibly light. It floated weightlessly on his face.

In the compartment, he smiled at his travelling companions when they looked up at him. Sasha suddenly felt that the gun filled some sort of a mental or physical void inside him, creating a balance — now his feet were firm, and his head was steady. The train jerked and its brakes screeched. Sasha had always liked that sound.

We’re there.

He stepped off” the train, trying to control the desire to whistle a tune. It was much warmer here than in Moscow.

No, I’m not hiking across town. I’ll take a cab.

He took a cab and told the cabbie the hotel name in Russian.

The cabbie, a tow-haired guy with colourless eyes, didn’t even nod as he put it in gear. With pleasure Sasha stretched his legs and then his whole body.

I wonder if he understands Russian, Sasha thought playfully about the driver.

The guy kept making a smacking sound with his teeth. Sasha frowned at him. He felt like grabbing him by his messy hair and, after a preliminary bonk against the windscreen, saying, “Don’t make that sound.”

Now, let’s see Riga! Sasha decided solemnly and wound the window down — the street noise drowned out the annoying smacking.

I see a bridge. You could play a melody on it. There is an oak on the other bank. This city is clean and cozy. I like it here.

He checked out the locals and their clothes, made eye contact, and even waved at some girl. She didn’t react.

They stopped in front of the hotel.

He slipped the driver a bill, uncertain if it would be enough. It was.

The driver made his smacking sound and left without saying a word.

Sasha entered the lobby with a smile on his face.

“Hello, I’m from Russia!” he told the receptionist.

The receptionist smiled politely.

In the room, he kicked off his boots and stretched out blissfully on the bed. He saw a city guide on the bedside table along with some promotional brochures, and reached out for them, saying, “So, what’s on our cultural programme?”

He studied the map of Riga, mouthing the names of places written in a foreign language.

River… Daugava. Sumpeter Street. Lubanas Street… Stipniki… Beberbeki…

Lidosta Riga and the icon of a plane. Maybe I should hijack a small plane and nosedive onto the judge’s house? Sasha thought.

He found the street where the court-house was located. Then the judge’s residence. Something fluttered faintly inside him but quickly died out. He examined the curved street, on which sat the house of the man who had sentenced Sasha’s friends to fifteen years. He suddenly felt the weight of the gun, still tucked into his trousers and covered by his sweater.

Where should I hide the gun? Sasha thought. I can’t keep it in the room — the maid might find it. I should go and hide it in the park. Where do they keep parks around here? Sasha checked the map.

Then he washed himself and shaved his thin, ugly stubble.

He put the gun in a plastic bag, bound it with clear tape, which he had brought from home, to waterproof it, hid it under his sweater again, and went out for a walk. He put the map in his pocket and headed towards the nearest park.

He glanced around with his quick, bright eyes, keeping an eye out for policemen. There weren’t many, but Sasha still tried to avoid them if he could without attracting attention.

Small, almost toylike streets pleased the eye. Sasha wondered at the people speaking around him.

So many people, and all speaking in a foreign language, he thought. How do they know what they’re saying? He’d never been abroad before.

He saw a cat on a windowsill and reached out to pet it, saying, “Kitty, kitty, kitty” — the cat arched its back and hissed. Sasha jerked his hand away and cursed; a woman’s displeased face showed up in the window.

Sasha imagined the cover of a local newspaper: Russian Tourist Assaults Latvian Cat.

He bought an ice cream and ate it with a smile; he was so busy looking around that he bumped into a policeman and smiled at him as well. The cop smiled back, showing good teeth.

He checked the map again and saw that he was close.

The trees in the park looked calm and solemn. Sasha touched them with his hands, saving the memory of the tree bark on his fingers.

There weren’t a lot of people in the park.

Sasha tried not to rush finding a good hiding place for the gun. He didn’t feel like parting with it. He’d got used to it.

What if some stupid dog finds it? Sasha worried.

Then I will strangle the judge with my bare hands, he answered, half serious.

He walked around for a while and then returned to a good spot he’d noticed earlier — a quiet place and a tree he liked, dark and stern-looking.

He stepped off” the path, trying to leave as few footprints as possible in the snow and jumping from one thawed patch to another.

He sat down, touching the tree with his shoulder, dug a small hole with brisk and forceful movements, and placed the bag in it. He covered it with some soil, sprinkled small, dry twigs on top, hung around his buried treasure for a bit, and then left, feeling surprisingly light. There wasn’t anyone around, it seemed. It also seemed that nobody had seen him.

Back on the path, he noted a number of recognisable trees and tried to remember the general layout — to avoid getting disoriented later. He counted the steps to the exit. Four hundred and twenty-two.

He didn’t avoid anyone on the way back and, when he spotted policemen, he wished that they would stop and search him. And find nothing. But no one even thought of stopping Sasha.

He dropped in at a restaurant, sat at a table, lit a cigarette, waiting to see a menu in the hands of an obliging waiter, although he didn’t plan to order anything. Even in Russia he had been to a café two and a half times at the most — he couldn’t afford it.

He decided to visit the judge today, after he’d had some tea.

He’d find the home and workplace of Mr…. Luarkeze? Lukrezee? Shit, he forgot again.

A quiet, unsmiling girl with bulging eyes came and gave him the menu.

“Tea,” Sasha said without opening the thick, dark folder with the list of dishes. She asked him something in Latvian.

Sasha raised his smiling eyes.

“Tea,” he repeated louder, as if talking to someone who couldn’t hear well. “Just tea. With sugar. Sweet tea.”

The girl nodded.

She brought him tea without lemon and took the menu.

He finished two cigarettes and studied the people in the café. The tea was good. Fine, fluffy snow fell for a while, settling on the cobblestones.

That’s how quickly cotton candy disappears when you lick it, he remembered, an old memory from childhood.

When he stepped outside, it was quiet and clear again. Perfect weather to shoot someone dead.

It was a long walk. Sasha was sorry that he had buried the gun so far away.

Sweet, beautiful, fairytale town, Sasha thought, looking at the elegant pink, white, and beige buildings, the cobblestones under his feet, the tall windows in the houses and the small ones up in the attics. Why are the people who live here so mean? If they weren’t so mean, no one would kill them.

The road was flanked with trees that looked like well-made brooms. Next to the curb there was a thin line of snow, which seemed to have come from nowhere, like litter. The presence of winter in the city was almost imperceptible.

There were a lot of streetlamps. Some of them bent their narrow necks, others stood on single black legs, and others hung like bowls over the doors.

The streets were clean, and people’s shadows fluttered in the light of the streetlamps.

There were very few signs and ads. Sasha quietly read the signs, one syllable after another.

He crossed a three-lane road with beautiful buses — the widest street he’d come across so far — and then again dove into the little sidestreets of old Riga. This must have been the old Riga he had heard about once. Maybe on TV?

Unlike the straight streets of Russian towns, the streets of Riga kept winding, making it impossible to see from beginning to end — only a few houses at a time, a few streetlamps, a few attractive but unpretentious shop windows lit up with warm, pink light. The houses grew together, and there were no gaps between them.

Nega must have wandered around here too, Sasha thought. He tried to picture him and remember the kinds of things he did.

Sasha suddenly realised that the defining quality of Negative’s personality was his sense of dignity. And one more important thing — at some point in time the word motherland entered their mutual code of basic, irreducible brotherly understanding. And that determined everything

Nega didn’t stand out in this respect — all Founders were like that, and whether they were fourteen, seven, ten, or nineteen years old, they all possessed a sense of surprisingly well-defined and unaffected dignity. Sasha remembered himself when he was younger — he wasn’t like that. And other boys his age were not, as far as he could tell.

Nega was different. Sasha was sure that nothing would ever happen to Negative in prison, simply because you don’t dare mess around with guys like that. Messing around didn’t work on them — it was easier to just kill them. Again everything is easy, and what are you supposed to do if it is?

With his mind bouncing from one topic to the next, Sasha hadn’t even noticed how he got there — all of a sudden he saw the house number at the corner of the building; he remembered this number but stared at it as if he were seeing it for the first time, and he tried to decide if it was lucky or not.

He couldn’t decide, so he turned around and crossed the street.

The judge lived in a two-storey pink house on a quiet sidestreet. The house was fenced. The iron gate was locked from inside.

Sasha looked at the windows, his eyes narrowed, his face calm. He pictured the curtain pulled aside and the judge’s face, his dark figure and white hands, appearing in the window… wagging his finger at Sasha. “Don’t you dare!”

He jerked his shoulders, put off” by the thought, and walked away. He looked for a bench to quietly sit on and wait. There were no benches around.

I’ll bring an armchair from the hotel, Sasha thought,put it here and sit and look. And an easel… I’ll pretend to be a painter…

Sasha chuckled, remembering his childhood drawings and Cs in art classes at school. It will be a great painting… I’ll say that I am a conceptualist. Primitivist. Cubist. Fascist…

He strolled around and wondered if the judge walked his dog in the evening, and if he did, where he went, and whether he had breakfast in a café, and whether he was driven to work or walked sometimes.

If he had a driver, maybe the car pulled up behind the gate to let the judge out. That would be bad.

I’ll run in, and the gate will close. Then I will sit on the judge’s back and wait for the police. Nice…

He came back to the hotel, feeling tired. He’d bought a pizza on the way, and beer. That was his dinner, which he ate quickly and with pleasure. Then he went to sleep.

Well rested and with no memory of his dreams, he woke at exactly eight o’clock, took a shower and, giving a friendly smile to the new receptionist, stepped outside. He took in the cool air, pulled the map out of his pocket, and headed to the court-house.

Today he liked Riga less, maybe because his head felt cold.

He walked determinedly, breathing through his nose and showing his teeth.

He easily found the court-house, and when he saw it, he suddenly sensed his heartbeat, heavy and fierce.

He didn’t go in, and decided to come back at four p.m. Then he would wait.

He needed to know, at the very least, if the judge walked home or drove. And, if he walked, which route he took.

Let me look at the map again…

Unfortunately, there were hardly any people around the court-house — it didn’t seem like a good idea to stand alone in front of the building, looking into the faces of everyone who walked through the heavy doors.

Should I buy binoculars? Sasha thought, looking around for a spot where he could stand with binoculars. There was no good spot.

He walked to the nearest café and suddenly felt hungry.

He took a plump menu off” the counter and sat down at an empty table in the corner of the café.

The names of the dishes and drinks were not in Russian.

Sasha quickly leafed through the menu and put it aside, cursing in his mind.

“I want soup,” Sasha said to a waiter who appeared in front of him. “Do you have soup? Any soup?”

The waiter nodded.

“And vodka. Do you have vodka?”

“Yes,” Sasha was told, and he brightened upon hearing this first Russian word in Riga.

“That’s what I want. One hundred and fifty grams. A salad of some kind. No, two hundred grams. And a salad. Will it take long?

“We’ll heat it up right away.”

“Just don’t heat the vodka.”

The waiter left without a smile.

Why didn’t he offer me a choice of soup? Sasha thought. I don’t care, of course. I’ll eat anything.

He wasn’t picky. He would eat anything, and drink everything too.

By the time the soup arrived fifteen minutes later, Sasha had had three cigarettes. His head was unpleasantly foggy, and he felt a bit nauseous.

He began to eat, burning his mouth, glancing at the vodka. He fidgeted in his chair — he felt hungry and nervous for some reason. The vodka swayed invitingly in the carafe. He poured himself a glass, downed it in one, chased with some bread, and burned himself again with the soup. He winced but felt a gentle warmth inside. A few minutes later he relaxed, stretched his legs under the table, and started checking out the people in the café. He didn’t notice anything special about anyone.

As he blew on his soup, he finished the vodka and ordered one hundred more grams with the salad. He thought, I still have some salad, some bread…food’s wasted without vodka.

Half an hour later, Sasha was serenely drunk and lazy.

He asked for the bill, paid with a big banknote, waited for the change, and stumbled away from the café.

Thinking of nothing, he headed back to the court-house.

He got disoriented on some side street and started asking around for the court-house. Some people shrugged and quickened their pace, others turned away, pretending that they didn’t understand Russian.

“They don’t like us here,” Sasha whispered gloomily, from time to time thinking more reasonably, Maybe it’s just that I smell of vodka?

He stopped in front of the court-house gate, leaning his shoulder against the door. He tried to find the cigarettes and the lighter somewhere in the bosom of his jacket. When he looked up, he saw the judge. He recognised him immediately. For some reason he expected the judge to be wearing a long black coat, face hidden behind the collar, but he wore a parka and good boots; he didn’t deign to look at Sasha, walked around him, and headed down the street. His white mane fluttered in the wind

Sasha stood next to the gate, resisting the urge to look, feeling the tension in the back of his head as he listened to the judge’s calm and crisp steps retreating.

A minute later he was following the judge. He stared stubbornly at his straight back. Sometimes the back disappeared, obstructed by other backs and by the street that bent gently like a sleeve. Sasha picked up his pace, bumped into people, walked obstinately and drunk in a sort of stupor.

He pulled out and dropped cigarettes, unable to light a single one of them, growing angry and cursing.

He finally lost the judge and stood in the middle of the pavement, looking around fiercely — where the hell could he have gone? Then he caught sight of the house number and understood. The judge was going home. It was dinnertime.

He woke up at four a.m. Four seventeen. He turned on the bedside lamp and, squinting, made out the short and long hands of the clock. He went to the bathroom and peed with his eyes still closed, determining by the sound whether he hit the toilet or not.

He brushed his teeth, drank some water right from the tap, and washed his face, slightly disgusted both with the water and with the face. He fell back on the bed and stared at the ceiling, no longer sleepy.

The ceiling was finished with oilcloth. That was how Sasha defined it — oilcloth. He didn’t know what it really was.

The oilcloth was yellow. Over the bed there was a painting. Sasha glanced at it sideways, too lazy to turn his head. He couldn’t make out anything.

He breathed deeply. He craved beer. Without looking, he tapped his hand over the bedside table — he remembered that he had tried to smoke before going to bed, and even got the cigarettes out of his jacket. The jacket was on the floor next to the bed. The boots were a little farther away, one with its sole up, the other on its side.

An ashtray would be nice, Sasha thought, lighting a cigarette.

He took a glass off the bedside table, placed it on his chest, holding it lightly with his left hand.

He didn’t have a single thought in his head.

“Completely empty…” Sasha whispered. “Like an abandoned shed…. Hey, anyone there? Some old stuff that nobody needs…maybe a rake? Should I step on it? No, not a rake…nothing there at all…”

He pulled on his cigarette, held the smoke, and exhaled slowly.

He tried to remember what he usually thought about when trying to fall asleep. Counting white sheep never helped him. Women only made it worse. Sometimes he thought of his favourite books, but now he couldn’t remember any. He also argued with people sometimes in his head, but it had been a while since he last felt like arguing.

He felt strangely hazy and heavy inside, but he was also certain that nothing could be avoided and that he, Sasha, would do all that was required of him. As if it were beyond his will and his control — like a verdict of the court. It had been passed and couldn’t be appealed. It could only be executed.

Sasha dropped the cigarette into the glass without putting it out, and it smoldered a little longer.

Then he just lay there. Some swirls of smoke on the left, a hazy painting on the right, a blanket at the foot of the bed, a scarce growth of hair on his chest, and two cold, dark nipples. There was nothing left to do but have another cigarette.

He fell asleep in the morning, plunged into fitful, nervous sleep; his body was heavy, his feet cold and wet. He curled up and wished he could curl even tighter, shrink into a corner, and lie there almost invisible.

He opened his eyes, glum and annoyed, around eleven.

“Get up, Sasha,” he said to himself. And got up.

Then, in front of the mirror, a toothbrush in his hands, he stared for a while at his reflection, clutching the toothbrush as if he were about to stab someone.

He brushed his teeth vigorously for about thirty seconds.

Ten minutes later, he was already outside, walking fast, concentrating on every step.

As he walked, he took out a map and oriented himself.

At the park entrance he started counting his steps but quickly tired — he relied on his visual memory and didn’t make a mistake.

He glanced around, stepped off the path, walked up to the tree and promptly, without checking the perimetre, dug up the gun and hid it in his jacket.

Somewhere, in a café or bathroom, I’ll load the bullet into the chamber, he decided.

And then I’ll throw the gun into the river.

As soon as the possibility presents itself, I’ll shoot. It doesn’t matter where. Even if they catch me, I don’t care.

He still had a lot of time.

What if he doesn’t make the trip today? he thought listlessly.

He will, he responded with confidence.

He found the court-house and walked past it without looking — the very sight of its walls and windows troubled and annoyed him.

He decided to pick a different café — not the one where he had got drunk the day before. To avoid drawing attention to himself.

Food. Will I eat? Yes, I will. And maybe a drink. No, I won’t eat, just drink. But I’ll look odd if I order vodka and a glass of water. I need something else.

Without even looking, Sasha pointed at something on the menu. He couldn’t read what it said anyway.

He was served something in a tiny pan. This must have been what they called julienne.

Sasha carefully chewed and drank the vodka, which he had poured with a calm and steady hand, without hurrying. The vodka seemed heavy like mercury.

If I splash it at the table, it will probably transform into tiny balls.

Sasha examined himself with detached astonishment and wondered why he didn’t feel nervous — not even the slight anxiety he’d felt before a fistfight in his hometown courtyard or in the army. Or that time in the woods? After that day, what was there for him to fear? It seemed that human feelings had limits — at least Sasha was sure now that he wouldn’t die from fear, wouldn’t faint, and wouldn’t go limp or freeze, even for a second.

Sometimes he touched the implanted tooth with his stubborn tongue, tried to loosen it, to push it out. As if under that tooth, in the bloody gum, lay the answer to why he was no longer afraid.

But then a new, almost unfathomable feeling was taking root inside him — a different, unearthly fear that had nothing to do with his stupid, physical body.

Sasha knocked back another glass. He ran out of vodka.

He went to the bathroom and locked himself inside a cubicle.

He inspected the ceiling, then took out the gun.

If they have cameras here, they’ll think I decided to shoot my balls off, Sasha thought, trying to cheer himself up.

He put a bullet into the chamber, turned the safety on, and hid it in his trousers, under the belt. Then he changed his mind, took it out, and put it in his pocket. He carefully took a piss and put the gun back in his trousers. He flushed the toilet and stared at the water.

He felt a little drunk. He decided to walk around the block until his head cleared.

He walked looking straight ahead, paying no attention to people and suppressing a single worry: What if he leaves while you’re wandering around?

The judge wouldn’t leave. It would be much worse if Sasha stood outside the court-house waiting for him.

What if the police stop you now”?

No, nothing would happen.

As he made his fifth circle, he clearly saw Yoke in the crowd. He was well dressed and walked past Sasha without recognising him…

After the sixth circle, Sasha lost count and stopped keeping track.

Unsure how much time had passed, he felt his heart sinking for a second and stopped.

The court-house, Sasha, he said to himself. Sasha, the court-house.

He got his breath back, looking down at the tarmac.

I feel even more drunk. After two shots…must be the local air…so much oxygen. I can’t handle it all…

Sasha stood still as a pillar. He thought to himself, I’m a pillar of salt. Why of salt, he didn’t know.

He couldn’t sense whether his feet were wet or his hands were cold.

The judge wore the same parka and the same boots. He looked tense and stern, Sasha thought.

He waited about thirty seconds and then walked after the judge, looking at his swaying grey mane.

Maybe now, he said to himself.

No, too many people.

Don’t drag it out.

I’m not. I’m going. I am ready.

Sasha walked, hands in his pockets, staring at the judge’s back.

He wanted to smoke but stopped himself. It would distract him.

Sasha felt as if someone had taken out all his organs, boiled them, and put them back in — overcooked and trembly.

His melting brain oozed around inside his skull. Only his eyes and his pale, shrunken fingers — strong, stubborn, steady — were still icy.

Judgment short, time long, Sasha repeated in his mind to block all other thoughts and to just stare at the judge’s back.

Judgment short, time long…he repeated these words so many times that they lost their meaning and merged into one — judgmentshort, timelong, judgmentshort, timelong — as if some farm birds were being summoned to be fed, geese with long necks: judge-time, judge-time, judge-time…

Now — right now, I said. He ordered himself to do it and it’d be done, like ripping off a bandage.

Walking faster, Sasha turned off the gun’s safety.

Then he ran resolutely until he was only about fifteen metres away from the man who was about to die. He paused — someone else was running towards him, or, rather, towards the judge.

What the hell? Sasha was furious, unsure what to do.

The running man was retrieving a metal object from a big plastic bag. A submachine gun. In the next five deafening seconds, the judge, who had no time to run or dodge, twisted up his face, fell, and shook as chunks of lead entered his body. He was shot point-blank from the distance of two metres.

When the judge was already on the ground, he took a final burst of machine-gun fire to the head.

Sasha crouched down automatically and stared at the prostrated judge, his dirty trousers and heavy boots — he didn’t dare look at the shooter. At first, the judge’s legs jerked, and then they stopped. The machine gun landed on the tarmac, and the man, whose face Sasha didn’t see, turned around, quickly ran in the opposite direction, and soon disappeared around a bend.

“Shit…” Sasha said quietly.

He got up and approached the judge’s body in disbelief. His grey hair stuck together — now that the judge lay on the ground, he seemed to have even more hair.

There was a lot of blood flowing out of the parka.

Sasha squatted and, for some reason, tried to look at the judge’s face — picked up a bullet casing from the cobblestones, rolled it in his fingers, and put it in his pocket.

They’ll be here any minute, and you’re hanging around with your gun, he thought to himself.

He looked up, still shocked. People looked at him, but no one dared to come close.

Sasha got up and walked off, fast and without looking back.

A few minutes later, he felt a tingling at the nape of his neck. Someone was following and watching him.

I should get rid of the gun.

You cant — they’ll see you.

If it was the police, they would’ve caught you already.

Should I run?

Sasha’s muscles contracted as he prepared to dash — and then he heard the sound of a siren, and a police car zoomed past him.

If I’d run, they would have stopped.

Lucky? Lucky again? Twice in a row?

Shut up and walk, lucky guy…

Sasha took a random turn and quickened his step.

He felt it — he felt the eyes on the back of his head. Sasha had never had great intuition, but now he knew it for sure.

When he took another turn, he glanced behind and guessed at once who had been following him. An ordinary young lad. Definitely not a cop. Nervous-looking, hunched. Curly hair showed under his hood; his hair reached his shoulders. He had a long nose and squinted like someone who couldn’t see well. What a specimen…yet he looked determined. What are you up to, nerd? What do you want from me, moron?

Sasha walked about seven minutes longer; he hoped to find a park where he could ambush this arsehole and ask him what he wanted. One to one. But there were no parks in this part of town.

Sasha was calm and didn’t feel like parting with the gun.

He stepped into a construction site and crawled through a hole in a panel fence. Hopping from one brick to another — the ground was muddy and wet — he looked at the windows of the building as yet constructed up to the third floor. He didn’t see any workers.

He ran into the building and hid near the window.

I’ll wait a minute.

He couldn’t go to the hotel with this “tail.” Maybe he shouldn’t show up at the hotel at all.

I’ll figure it out, Sasha thought.

He knew his tail would be there soon.

And so he was. He squeezed clumsily between the fence panels — he was poorly built and had weak muscles and thin legs. He looked around inquisitively.

Come here, scout. Sasha pressed his back against the wall and slowly fell into a squat. He heard the squeak of footsteps.

Is he on tiptoe? Sasha grinned. Slowly raising his long legs? One hell of a tracker…

He turned his head and saw a boot land softly on the concrete floor of the building. Then another boot.

“Come in, my friend. Walk to the second floor,” Sasha spoke quietly, but when the guy didn’t immediately comply, he quickly added, shouting, “Hurry up, you bastard!”

“Who are you?” Sasha said when they were upstairs.

“And who are you?”

Sasha kicked his new acquaintance in the knee with his swift, strong foot and followed it with a punch to the forehead. That’s where he aimed — right to the forehead.

The guy fell and, pushing with his long legs, slid on his bum into a corner. Sasha picked up a heavy piece of brick.

“If you’re not polite, I’ll throw this brick at you,” he warned. He tossed the brick in his hand. “Who are you?” Sasha repeated his question.

A person.

“Catch this, person.”

Sasha chucked the brick, aiming a little over his head. It hit the wall and fell on his back — the guy covered his head with his hands. Then he stirred, moved his shoulders, and the brick fell off” him.

Sasha didn’t even try to pick it up.

The guy glanced at Sasha, then at the brick.

“Yeah, yeah, pick it up,” Sasha offered.

Nobody, of course, touched the brick.

“Are you comfy there?”

The answer was unintelligible.

“Huh?” Sasha said loudly, like someone halfdeaf.

“Comfy,” the guy repeated, hurriedly and indistinctly.

“You’re a dummy?” Sasha asked, even though he’d heard it right.

“I said ‘comfy.’”

“I thought maybe you were introducing yourself as Dummy. So you’re not Dummy, then? Why not — it’s a fine name. I’ll just call you Dummy.”

Sasha took out a cigarette. He lit it without any pretense. He simply wanted to smoke.

“Why did you follow me, Dummy?” Sasha asked.

There was no answer.

Sasha turned his back to the guy, looking for something on the floor.

He spotted a bucket in the other room and went to get it, confident that the brick would not be thrown at him.

When he came back, merrily swinging the bucket in his hand, he noticed that the brick had moved closer to the guy’s funny white trainer, and he laughed inside.

Without saying a word, Sasha brusquely hit the guy on the head with the bucket. It sounded loud and looked painful.

Sasha paused, then struck him with the bucket once again. This time the guy’s hands shielded his head.

“I asked you two questions: ‘Who are you?’ and ‘Why did you follow me?’, and so far, you’ve only told me you’re a dummy. Let’s get acquainted. There’s so much I don’t know about you.”

“I’m a journalist.” This answer was unexpected.

“Excellent. Show me your ID.”

He did. The ID was in Latvian.

I’ll have to trust him, Sasha decided, examining the ID he couldn’t possibly read. It’s enough that he’s not wearing a uniform in the photo.

“So why did you follow me, journalist?”

Three seconds of silence. Sasha swung the bucket.

“I noticed you yesterday. You followed the judge, all drunk.”

I am a fucking moron, Sasha thought.

“How do you know that was a judge?”

“I’m a journalist, like I said. Besides, everyone knows him; he’s on TV so much.”

“Why didn’t you call the police, then?”

“And tell them what? That you were strolling around? And what if it was just a coincidence — how would that make me look?”

Sasha nodded, motioned for him to keep talking.

“And today I just happened to be there — our office is nearby — and saw you standing there again. I waited a bit and saw you walk after the judge. I followed you. That’s all.”

Sasha tossed the cigarette on the floor. He kept quiet for a minute.

“So you know I had nothing to do with what happened, journalist?”

The guy nodded.

It occurred to Sasha that he’d asked a stupid question — if he had nothing to do with it, why the hell was he bonking this guy’s head with a bucket?

“Well, I suspect you don’t know,” Sasha said quietly, in a pensive tone, talking more to himself than to the guy. He set the bucket on the floor, bottom up, and sat on it, facing the journalist.

“So, here’s the deal,” Sasha said. “Once again, I had nothing to do with it. Somebody killed the judge, and I don’t know who did it. But if you squeal on me, I may have problems. Which I don’t deserve. And if you don’t, it’ll all be fine. We’ll both be fine. So what do you want to do? Squeal on me?”

The journalist shook his head.

“Why should I trust you?” Sasha said. “Maybe it’s best to kill you? Huh? What do you plan to do again?”

“I’ll go home.”

“Oh yeah? And then what?”

“I’ll walk my dog.”

“And then?”

“I’ll go to bed.”

“Do I need to walk you home?”

“As you wish…”

“Let’s go, then.”

It was dark outside already.

Fuck, now I’m wandering around with the gun again, he thought. Where should I hide it…?

He led the journalist to the opening in the fence.

“Get out of here,” he said in lieu of goodbye. He decided not to go with him.

He gaped at the journalist fitting his various parts through the opening, lifting up his legs and projecting them so clumsily, as if he were some creeping insect that had a few legs waiting hesitantly on the other side of the fence.

As Sasha lit another cigarette, the journalist’s face reappeared in the hole.

“You’re one of the Founders, right?” the face said.

Sasha couldn’t find the proper reply.

“Keep your hair on — I won’t rat on you,” the journalist promised, cheerful and at the same time snide, and disappeared.

It was stupid to run after him. In the middle of the street, the gun on him…

Sasha quickly wiped down the gun with his scarf and stuck it into a dirty, grey, grout-covered plastic bag, which he had found on the ground. He circled the construction site, holding the bag and looking for another exit. He didn’t find one. Behind the fence he saw a bush and threw the bag there.

He tossed the scarf into a rubbish bin.

CHAPTER ELEVEN

In the vestibule of the train, Sasha exploded with laughter. The train was leaving Riga, and Sasha stood alone with a cigarette and laughed, catching his own angry, grinning face in the window glass.

A bottle of vodka was tucked into the inside pocket of his jacket, and he drank from it without any chaser. He breathed heavily. Twisted his lips. He spat into the ashtray — the ashes flew and some went right into his eye.

He laughed again and then, as if tearing off a mask, cut short his own laughter.

The conductor came in, looked at him suspiciously. Sasha made a face at her after she turned away.

“Should I say, ‘Thank you, Lord’?” he said out loud, staring through the window.

I won’t say it.

Why, oh Lord, did you take this from me? I’ll get mine somewhere else.

He pressed his forehead against the glass, searching for something, someone. Reached in his pocket to touch the bullet, which he had picked up there, in Riga, near the corpse.

He passed through the carriages — emaciated, bony, ruthless, arrogant — not yielding to anybody. He got to the restaurant and sat alone at the last table, his back to everyone, so he didn’t have to see them.

For half an hour, he picked at his fried eggs with a fork.

What am I eating eggs for? I should be stuffing my face with meat.

“Give me meat,” he said to the waitress. “Pig, here.”

He went out to smoke in the vestibule — didn’t want to wait for his order in the company of the fried eggs, which looked sick with smallpox. He wished he’d never laid eyes on them.

He finished the vodka in the vestibule, awkwardly put the bottle down; it fell over. It rolled back and forth, clinking irritatingly.

He returned, ordered another hundred grams of vodka. Scrutinised the carafe closely.

The meat appeared, fleshy and hot. Sasha ate greedily. He decided to pour the vodka — but the train swayed, and he kept missing the glass. The waitress — Sasha could see her out of the corner of his eye — was bustling around a nearby table, and said that she would help momentarily.

“I’ll do it myself,” Sasha said and swigged from the pitcher.

“I’ll do it myself,” he repeated hoarsely, drawing in the air and affecting disgust towards what he’d just drunk.

This was how it happened: in Riga, he maintained his calm as he returned to the hotel, but completely muddled and utterly hilarious thoughts danced in his head: What does it all mean? How did things turn out this way? Who were these people — the guy with the submachine gun and…what did I call him… Dummy?

He couldn’t understand anything. It was as thought someone had given him a code without any way to decipher it.

He stayed in the hotel until the evening, arriving at no conclusions, comprehending nothing, and growing gloomier by the hour.

The next day he was leaving. He went to the railways station on foot, looking around the city with hatred, as if something had been taken away from him here.

Sometimes it seemed to him that he had freed up or even burned through an empty space inside himself in order to fit in all his vicious rage. And now this raging place inside of him felt hollow and sore.

He could not figure out how to release this swelling rage.

He set fire to his map of the city with a cigarette lighter, holding it, at first, with two fingers, then dropping it to the tarmac when the flame caught.

The passersby looked on — some slightly annoyed, others seriously perturbed. Sasha poked the map with the toe of his boot as it turned to ash…

And on the train… Sasha struggled against the inclination to set fire to the curtains on the window in the restaurant car.

He finished the vodka but never reached that stage of blissful intoxication where you could fall asleep feeling slightly giddy but not yet nauseous.

He ordered another beer and some stale snacks to go with it. The order was brought by new a waitress — not the one who had brought the vodka with the meat.

Sasha ate the excuse for food with hostility, washing it down with big gulps. One bottle of beer was not enough; he ordered another. He was becoming heavier and meaner.

He went to the bathroom and stood there feeling his face, which, after all the drinking, looked somehow different and strange, as if it was covered in clay.

It seemed as though, if he wrinkled it, if he shut his eyes hard, whatever it was that had stuck to his face would just fall away.

He looked at himself in the mirror: the face of a person. His face. He didn’t bother washing his hands.

He finished the beer, asked for the bill.

For a while he blinked at it in amazement, not understanding why it was so cheap.

Then he realised that the second waitress, who’d brought the bill, didn’t know about his pork and vodka.

Without the least hesitation, he paid only for what he’d been billed and left the restaurant car.

My carriage is a long way down… I must have passed through six or seven before I got to the café, Sasha thought.

He picked up his pace and dashed through the train, thinking, in a drunken haze, They won’t catch me — nah. They’d have to check every compartment. Won’t catch me.

Several times he passed attendants, who raised their surprised eyes at Sasha — apparently, he was walking too fast, slamming the doors too violently.

He flew past his compartment, went into the vestibule, lit a cigarette, and smiled a mean little smile, both hating and delighting in his own meanness.

“Enough to land me in hell?” he asked quietly. “Not enough? I’ll add some more.”

He looked out of the window. Someone else was standing in the vestibule. Before he’d finished half a fag, the waitress came, the first one.

“You only paid half the bill,” she said in a voice trembling with resentment and hostility.

“No problem,” Sasha said cheerfully, thereby making it sound all the more vile. He took out his money, almost everything he had, and without counting he shoved it into her squeamish hand.

* * *

After he got home, he called Matvey.

“Hey, Sasha, it’s good to hear from you. I know that it all worked out,” Matvey said without asking any questions.

“It wasn’t me,” said Sasha.

“I know, I know,” said Matvey.

Sasha sat for a while by the phone, looking at the receiver and the base. There was no one else to call. He couldn’t think of anyone he’d want to call.

He dressed and went outside. He just started walking.

It was morning, and he wandered around the city — grumpy, cold, and windy.

He always felt like a guest in this city. Like a little kid who came to visit some surly aunt and was constantly embarrassed to ask for seconds at dinner or to go to the toilet. Because the soup pans were small and held no room for seconds, and the aunt kept walking back and forth right outside the bathroom. And a strange dust covered everything, and the radio was on all the time, chattering like crazy…. The city gave him the same feeling — unpleasant and inhospitable. It was as though he were forever waiting to be picked up and brought home.

But there was no one at home. No one to pick him up.

Sasha was used to this, of course.

No one had ever seen him mope. He’d never swallowed an offense, not since seventh grade…

Sasha sometimes tried to recall: maybe he had forgotten and forgiven someone when he shouldn’t have. He couldn’t think of anyone. Always, whether he wanted to or not, he yelled, punched people in the face, and lunged at them like an angry dog.

And now he wandered, not knowing where to lunge. And he was hungry to boot…

He had to find a job. He was completely out of money. So he needed a job. This country was fucked up, but he had to find a job in it. Sweeping streets, mixing concrete, loading trucks, hauling bales, and then, at night, watching some TV, where these vile cretins put on their act, talking about how much they cared. Their faces…recently, Sasha felt sick the moment he saw their faces. He peered into their mouths and eyes. Turned off the sound at times, and then these abominable masks became so evident that goose bumps crawled furiously down his back.

He had to get a job, yes. And not watch TV. Or else it’d be unbearable.

I’ll go and see Verochka. He had to go somewhere because it was cold. Or was she at school? Didn’t she go to school? Or had she already been kicked out for her involvement with the Founders?

Unsure why, Sasha walked to her house — he was cold and had damp feet but no money for transport. No one was at home. The doorbell made an abrasive sound, and then silence.

He left behind him a trail of his own wet footprints on the stairs. He descended slowly like an old man. Stroking the handrail.

Should he go see Posik? Good old Posik… Nega had taken his money. Now Sasha would have to tell him that the judge who’d sent his brother to jail was dead.

Should I?

How was Posik, the good and kind Posik, supposed to react? Be happy and laugh? Say, “He’s dead — that’s wonderful. Brains blown out. It’s hilarious!”?

He wouldn’t say that, of course. Besides, he probably knew everything already. And who knew what he thought about it.

Bezletov said I should give him a ring. And where to call from? It seemed as though he had a mobile phone. Ring him on his mobile? But from where?

Sasha stopped by his mother’s work, her rundown medical unit, where she was a nurse. He went past the reception to the second floor and into her tiny office, where the pungent smell of drugs hung in the air.

Mother raised her eyes as soon as he walked in and then immediately looked right over his shoulder — as if she expected to see someone there.

An adult with a stern look and military bearing. Sometimes Sasha had a feeling that his mother really wanted someone to talk some sense into him. She often lamented that his father was gone without openly suggesting what he’d do if he weren’t. “If only Father were alive,” she’d say and look at Sasha with sadness.

Sasha never answered her and left, exasperated.

Father wouldn’t have done anything. He was tired, and he died. He might have continued to live tiredly. He preferred to die.

“Now why do you torment me so, my son.” Mother started on a high, plaintive note right away.

“Stop, stop, let’s stop that right now…” Sasha grimaced, looking at his mother — she looked tired, like every Russian woman who had been alive for more than half a century.

“Well, of course, what could a mother say…”

“Mum, come on. Make me some tea?”

“Where have you been?” his mother asked, setting up a small, rusty kettle.

“I went to Moscow.”

“What do you want out there in Moscow? As if someone’s waiting there for you.”

“You’re the only one who waits for me.” Sasha smiled and said it like a joke, but at the same time he knew that hearing it would make her happy.

“Then why are you gallivanting all over the world?”

“I just am…”

“You’re so restless, Sasha.”

“I don’t like to rest.”

“You know, I noticed that when you were little. You’d burst into tears at night, and if I really wanted you to sleep, you’d never fall asleep. Kept your eyes open with all your might. And if I decided that, okay, I would sit with you as long as necessary, you’d drop off right away” — Mother put the tea in front of him — “and sleep soundly.”

“Why are you telling me this?” Sasha asked, stirring the sugar with resignation.

“What I want to tell you, son, is — just don’t rush it.”

“I’m not in a rush.”

“If you’re right, everything will fall into place. Don’t rush it.”

“Okay, Mum. How are things with you?”

“What things? I have nothing but you…”

That’s the kind of talk it was.

He rang Bezletov. “Sasha, ring me back in a minute, if you don’t mind.”

“I don’t mind,” he thought irritably. For some reason he didn’t feel like calling back. But what’s there to do: go home? He’d go crazy there. He called back.

“Who are you calling?” asked Mother when he was dialing the number.

“Bezletov…”

“Maybe he can help find something for you?” Mother went right back to the same tune. “Get you a job? How about it, son? Wasn’t he working at the college…?”

“That’s right, we’ll talk about that,” Sasha joked, although in a different time and place, he would have snapped back. Whenever Mother met people whom she thought were decent, she immediately wanted them to find a job for Sasha.

In parting, she gave Sasha a five-hundred-ruble note, extracted from her emaciated wallet.

Sasha noticed there was only one more note left in there, and that was all.

What apathetic-looking wallet, Sasha thought. With red flowers and a sagging pouch…it looks upset. Ugh, it makes me sick…

Bezletov no longer taught at the university. He worked in the administration. Advisor to the Governor was written on the business card that Bezletov handed Sasha.

They were sitting in a café in the city centre at a wooden table painted with lacquer.

“Will you eat?” Bezletov asked.

“I’m broke.” Sasha wasn’t about to spend the five hundred Mother had given him, but he wasn’t going to refuse a meal either. Let him feed me, Sasha decided. He was very hungry. Sasha chewed a toothpick while smoking. So he sat there with a toothpick and a cigarette in his mouth at the same time.

“What’ll you have?” Bezletov asked.

“Will you have anything? I’ll have what you’re having. And I won’t have to make any decisions.”

Bezletov made the order, which was substantial — soup, a meat dish, and dessert. Sasha cheered up a little, and he checked out the waitress every time she emerged with a tray — to see if she was hurrying towards them.

“I’m going to introduce you to someone,” Bezletov said. “We work together. He has different convictions from mine. We often argue. But I would really like you two to have a chat. I think he’s figured out some important stuff…”

“Which I haven’t,” Sasha said, smiling when their soup arrived. Steam curled over the soup.

Bezletov smiled back.

Why am I so hungry? I’m even nauseous, Sasha thought, lapping up the soup. It’s probably because I’m cold, he excused himself.

“Well, Sasha, how are things with you?” asked Bezletov. He was holding a spoonful of soup, which he hadn’t tasted yet, as he fussed with his napkin.

Almost killed a judge, but then it didn’t work out, Sasha thought cheerfully, looking at the olive on Bezletov’s spoon. But he didn’t say anything at all, just made an ambiguous face.

“So where is this guy?” Sasha asked.

“He’s coming soon. He’s a busy man.”

“Is he also an advisor? What is it that you do?”

Now it was Bezletov’s turn to make a face in response to Sasha’s barely concealed sarcasm — Bezletov’s face said that, on this particular topic, he felt neither like joking nor, for that matter, talking seriously. Besides, it would take too long to explain.

“Sasha, you know…by and large, your destiny shouldn’t concern me. We are not close. But… I don’t want to sound cliché…. There’s the memory of your father. And you yourself, I find you interesting because…you seem alive…”

Sasha gave — or rather feigned — understanding nods without putting too much effort into it. Yes, yes, I’m listening to you carefully; yes, yes, you’ve got it right, we both loved my daddy, and I do seem alive…

Bezletov perceived this insincerity and scowled.

“Sasha, have you noticed that the actions of the Founders are a very strange mixture of courage and buffoonery?” He suddenly changed his tone. “Not only that, but your courage is the courage of a buffoon, who sincerely, at first, thinks that he will not be punished, and is then surprised when he is punished, and then continues his buffoonery out of masochism.”

“Exactly,” Sasha said. “That’s exactly it.”

He finished his soup and was now looking for the waitress with the pork.

“Here you go again with the clowning, son. It doesn’t wear well on you, don’t you think?”

“And who are you to call me ‘son’?” Sasha asked.

Bezletov looked at Sasha carefully for a second, thinking hard about something. Sasha, smiling, looked at Bezletov.

“Well, what does it matter?” Bezletov said, shaking his head. “Tell me, please, what do you want? I’ve got access to all your documents here — your party manifestos, your programme, your leaflets. I’ve studied all of this carefully. A lot of pretentious profanity, bellyaching, tantrums, a lot of words. But I don’t understand one thing: What is it that you want, exactly? I see a lot of courageous clowning around; you take a smack to the head and turn around and offer up your head again — but then what? You want to put things in order? And how would this order of yours manifest itself?”

“Order…the Russian order,” Sasha repeated with a wry smile. “You’re again confusing us with someone else.”

“So order is not what you want?”

“There you go: We want order — you’re annoyed. We don’t want order — you’re also annoyed.”

“Yes, because neither your order nor your disorder has any defining features, damn it! Not a single one! You’re planning to build the future but based on what? On Kostenko’s childish poems? Or on his crazy philosophy about Eurasian nomads?”

“Based on a sense of justice, and a sense of self-respect,” Sasha replied wearily. “If I had a son, I would raise him like this.”

“The country is not a son, Sasha!” Bezletov said this quietly because he remembered about the soup, and it would have been ridiculous to broadcast such a righteous declaration and then bring the spoon to his mouth.

“In this country, everything calls for a revolution,” Sasha said, watching Bezletov eat his soup. “You are a man of good taste, Bezletov. How can you not see we’re living in a nightmare? Any thinking person — whether he works in a factory or on a farm, in a white lab coat or in a uniform — understands that. Close your eyes, say ten Our Fathers — and then turn on the TV, and you’ll clearly see all the demons.”

“What demons, Sasha? What demons? If they’re anything they’re harmless fools. And this is no nightmare — you just don’t know anything because all you read is your dubious newspapers…”

“See, you’ve given up already.” Sasha looked at Bezletov and thought about the meat; he wanted some meat.

Bezletov shrugged — the shrug meant, My god, what complete nonsense!

“You’re yelling at me,” Sasha continued, “as if we’re the ones who started all of this, a handful of boys. And now we’ll shift the Earth’s axis, we’ll cast Russia into bloody chaos, and everything will collapse. I’m even starting to feel proud of us. But we are an accident, my friend. We were blown together by random drafts. The revolution does not come from the top or from the bottom — it begins when the truth thins out…”

“I’ve heard this somewhere before…”

“Me too.”

“The only truth that has thinned out is the truth inside yourselves!” Bezletov aimed his spoon at Sasha. “This is the thing you’re missing. It did not thin out outside you, but inside you. Inside you, Sasha! What you don’t understand is that people are changed by the inevitable — you haven’t learnt that yet. Do you know why you — all of you — are so eager to control everyone around you? Because you don’t know what to do with yourselves. In fact, every one of you is just working through your own psychological traumas…”

“Friend, this is vulgar. Seriously, it’s vulgar to speak like this. Aren’t you ashamed? A man made of clay is all solid trauma. You’re traumatised, I’m traumatised, everyone. And we’re all working through our traumas for our entire lives…. Why do you always want to reduce everything to a complex — always, by the way, to someone else’s complex. Why don’t you focus on your own?”

“Well, I don’t work through my complexes by pushing people around, and even shooting someone from time to time.”

Sasha shivered slightly.“You live in harmony with people who are stupid and cruel and vile,” he said after a pause. “You even work for them.”

“They are normal,” Bezletov said. “They may be lacking intellect, but they, unlike you, at the very least have common sense.”

“Friend, your words make me sick, I swear. I always thought you were a liberal, but not to this extent.”

Sasha wanted to say that Bezletov was a fawning liberal, but he held back, seeing that the second course was being brought in.

“Liberal — is that a dirty word?” Bezletov asked. He was not yet seriously angry, but laid the condescension on thick.

“In Russia, it’s worse than the plague,” Sasha answered simply.

Bezletov’s second course arrived, too, and for a while they ate in silence.

Couldve offered me some vodka, Sasha thought. He probably doesn’t drink during working hours, Sasha decided. Or he would stink of it when it came time to advise…And how does that whole advising thing work, anyway? The governor attaches him to his ear?

Come to think of it, it isn’t really working hours now; it’s probably around eight in the evening…. Oh, he’s probably driving!

Bezletov chewed his food thoroughly and swallowed slowly.

“And what is liberalism, Sasha?” he asked finally. “In your understanding?”

“Beyond all the blah blah blah in Russia, it seems to be all about money-grubbing and loansharking, mixed with a little freedom of choice, which you readily sacrifice in the name of liberalism’s so-called free market.”

“Am I involved in money-grubbing and loansharking?”

“In the argument we’re having, you surely have taken the side of the people who do just that and whose main purpose in life is to do just that.”

“But freedom is still important to me, Sasha.” Bezletov decided not to argue. “It is more important to me than, for example, to you. You do not really know what it is.”

“I don’t care about your freedom. I care about my country, its soil, its children, its workers, its old people. Your freedom does not concern me.”

“Will you confess that you prefer fascism?” Bezletov asked cheerfully. He was positively amused by his opponent.

Sasha put his fork on his plate. He lost his appetite.

“How you love this boiling word — ‘fascism’!” he said. “How you love to hear it sizzle! I swear, you have an erotic relationship with this word. You dream about it. None of my friends have ever uttered this word, not even once. I don’t even remember hearing this word except from lips like yours.”

“What makes you think I consider you fascists?” Bezletov asked sarcastically. “At first, it was a concern, but it quickly passed. You are not fascists. You are hooligans. You’ll never graduate to fascists. At best, you’re a poor imitation.”

“And it seems to me this is beneficial to some people,” said a heavyset man approaching the table with a puffy face and a beautiful straight nose.

Sasha was immediately struck by something unpleasant about his appearance, and he soon realised what it was: the man’s lips looked as though they were coated with the skin of boiled milk, and this made them grotesquely alive, meaty.

“Arkady Sergeyevich. My young friend — Alexander Tishin.” Bezletov played his prescribed role and introduced the two men.

“I already know, I know, I recognise this evil breed by the eyes.” Arkady Sergeyevich pooh-poohed the introduction. His voice was deliberately rude and loud.

Arkady Sergeyevich sat down at the table, and Sasha kept looking at his lips — all the more off-putting because they were somehow in constant motion, even when he, Arkady Sergeyevich, was silent. He either read the menu with his lips or mindlessly moved them — as if sampling the right intonation for a word, and, having tasted a few, was unsure which he wanted.

His cologne emitted a strong scent as though e he’d just come from the stables.

He looked a little older than Bezletov. Probably turned forty.

“Will you have some dinner?” Bezletov asked.

“No, just cognac and sandwiches for me,” Arkady Sergeyevich said, closing the menu.“Some cognac?” he asked Sasha.

“Definitely.”

The sandwiches and cognac arrived quickly. Four canoes with red caviar lay on a plate; the cognac was in large glasses.

“The proverb ‘The best is the enemy of the good’ does not mean anything in Russia, because it is never the best we seek but always the worst,“Arkady Sergeyevich said after a drink. He addressed Sasha exclusively — Bezletov had probably already heard all this.

“Until we ourselves understand this, nothing will change,” Arkady Sergeyevich continued, trying to catch Sasha’s eye, but Sasha was still transfixed by the lips of his interlocutor. “You and I are a lot closer in thought than, for example, Bezletov and I. Because you and I are both patriots. Both of us! For us, Zhukov is a holy name and Denikina a sacred one. And Bezletov starts wringing his hands, thinking, This one is not good for reason x, that one is bad for reasony.”

“Yes, they’re all great.” Bezletov dismissed him without any irritation at all.

“All of them are good for you, of course.” Arkady Sergeyevich, in turn, dismissed him. “Whatever topic you bring up with Bezletov” — the inside-out lips were again aimed at Sasha — “he pokes around in it, like someone with food allergies at a dinner party. And for us, the history of our motherland is everything. Aren’t I right, Sasha?”

Sasha didn’t even nod, but Arkady Sergeyevich was satisfied with the confirmation. “That’s how it is,” he said, and swallowed a sandwich as he said it. “And this monstrous mess initiated by the would-be reformers — we both hate it. And I, unlike you, was also at the barricades during that one unforgettable year, among the other ‘communo-socialist scum.’ And I was fired at from the tanks! And I, Sasha, still have not forgiven them this. And a time will come when we’ll get even. But not today. Because today — we cannot.”

“Who says?” Sasha asked, in order to somehow keep the conversation going. He didn’t really care who said what.

“Open your eyes, and you’ll see for yourself, Sasha,” Arkady Sergeyevich said, squinting at him fondly. “Russia cannot withstand another upheaval — she will break into pieces, and we won’t be able to put her back together again. What still holds this whopper of a country — half a continent — together? Judge for yourself. There is neither a common God, nor faith in the future, nor common hopes, nor common despair — there is nothing, not a single link! Only power! Yes, yes, Sasha, I can tell you don’t agree with me” — Sasha at this particular moment stared longily at a caviar sandwich — “but it’s the truth. It is ugly, inarticulate, false — but still, at least a little Russian, at least a little sane. There are good guys here, Sasha — they understand everything, everything. The men who worked the collective farms with their own hands, those who erected the factories, they are the best, they are old school, and they’re all gradually returning to power. They will slowly, carefully straighten out everything; they’ll dig themselves out of this ditch, and they’ll bring us out with them, Sasha…but if you…”

Arkady Sergeyevich drank a little more, and for some time sat there, his teeth clenched tight.

“Well, and then later, of course, you will be used as a scarecrow,” he said. “To scare the Russian children with. And they’ll find other ways to use you. All they do is use you. Fuck knows who is paying you the money. Who’s paying you, hm?”

Sasha suddenly yawned, looking his interlocutor in the eye, and, sighing, said nothing.

“Sasha, I’m seeing you like this — face to face — for the first time in my life,” said Arkady Sergeyevich, almost whispering. “But it seems to me that there’s one thing I’ve already understood about you. You’re like a child — you can’t accept that you’re guilty of anything.”

“I can accept it. And I’m right about everything.”

Arkady Sergeyevich paused and chewed his lips for a long time. Bezletov was finishing his second course, deftly wielding a knife and fork.

“About what, exactly?” asked Arkady Sergeyevich finally.

“About the fact that, for example, revolution and Russia are two inseparable, significant forces. There is no more Russia beyond and without revolution.”

“And about what else?”

“About the fact that there is not a favourable word left to describe your generation. You are rot and decay.”

Arkady Sergeyevich and Bezletov looked at each other and laughed. Bezletov’s laugh sounded like someone washing glass. The laughter of Arkady Sergeyevich was an asthmatic wheeze. Sasha laughed too.

“Well, I’m fucking finished with you,” he said almost affectionately and got up from the table.

He wandered around, making strange faces and sometimes talking to himself out loud in the city centre. Streetlights glared, the shop windows shone softly, music blared from everywhere: from the car windows, from the open café doors. Brightly attired girls wandered in pairs, alone, and sometimes accompanied by guys. The guys hung around alone, in groups of three, and sometimes with brightly attired girls.

I am a hopeless freak, Sasha thought quietly. I can kill. I don’t need women. I don’t have friends and never will.

You really are a freak, Sasha, he continued. Why the hell did you take money from Mother? Have you seen her boots? She’s walked around in rags for the last three years, and you take money from her. Couldn’t you earn some yourself?

Who are you, advising Bezletov to say his “Our Fathers”… You’re such a hypocrite. Sasha examined himself with disgust.

Where the fuck do these people get so much money? Sasha wondered out of habit, looking at the expensive cars and the well-dressed young people who stepped out of them. This car alone is worth more than my mother could earn in a hundred and forty years. Is it because she doesn’t work hard enough…? Or am I asking stupid questions again?

With nothing else to do, Sasha wandered into a twenty-four-hour supermarket. He moved spellbound from counter to counter.

He looked at the fish, too exotic even for a zoology textbook. The fish lay there, covered in oil, shiny like precious metals. There were shrimp, octopus, lobsters, squid, crabs, jellyfish, mussels — so many they must have been bred to such obscene numbers they couldn’t even be caught and instead were scooped right out of the water of some nearby lake. The only problem was to find a sauce refined enough to serve them with.

And these cheeses, too — from the storerooms and cellars of the fairytales of yore. Fragrant cheeses, like the best and most nubile of women. You couldn’t bring yourself to eat cheese like this; better to press it to your cheek and weep.

The meat, an indecent amount of meat, so much meat it drives you wild. Such bare, open flesh as one ought only see in the field, in the light of the campfire, after having hunted down and killed the beast — only then is the sight of all this bloody, skinned, and exposed meat somehow justified. And here — it’s just lying out in the open; what did we do to deserve it?

The garlands of plucked chickens; and geese, long and arrogant, even without their heads and feathers.

The herbs, fragrant, like a dream; tomatoes, big and red, like those from childhood; cucumbers so huge they wouldn’t fit on the canvas of a stilllife.

The fruit section with watermelons cut in half and full of juice, lazy-looking, sleepy grapes, oranges with round sides and tangerines with loose, baggy skins so easy to strip off. Kiwis, hairy like the balls of a Neanderthal, apples of all different shades, inviting pears, indecent bananas, and even some kind of fruit that looked like the red eye of a traffic light extracted by hooligans.

Rows of beer bottles of unknown varieties. Rows of bottles of vodka, all different shapes, as if designed by great architects distracted briefly from modelling a city of the future. And lots of other alcoholic drinks; he had no energy to read all the labels…

Brrr. Sasha ran out of the supermarket and stood at the entrance for a while, having a fag. He watched the beautiful cars pull up and calm people step out of them, and then, after some time, return with huge bags full of such foods as Sasha and his mother had never tried and neither had Posik, Negative, Shaman, Tinker…or, most likely, any of the Founders in this city.

Do you really want this food, Sasha said to himself. Can’t live without it.

What’s your problem, then?

No problem?

No problem…

Sasha pulled out his pack of cigarettes and saw that it was empty.

He returned to the supermarket, made a beeline for the tills, got in line. In front of him was a man in a nice leather jacket, specks of glistening snow melting on his collar, black fur taken from a beautiful beast. The man talked into his mobile. The saleswoman called out the sum; he nodded. He extracted a wallet from his pocket, opened it with one hand, pulled out a few large banknotes from a thick stack of bills — the whole while talking on his phone.

He collected his change, grabbed his huge bag with bottles clinking inside it, and, with the phone still pressed against his ear, he left.

Sasha bought his favourite cigarettes — broke the five hundred note. Standing near the till, he opened the pack, threw the cellophane package and the receipt in the bin, stuck a cigarette in his mouth, and lit it as he walked towards the door.

“There’s no smoking in the store,” the guard in a black uniform standing at the door thought it was his duty to say.

The man laid hisshopping on the passenger seat and sat behind the wheel, still talking on the phone. The car shuddered gently and drove off, showing Sasha its pretty back bumper.

“Busy people.” Sasha sighed and walked off.

For some reason he wasn’t cold at all; the cognac must have warmed him up.

Now I’ll go home, eat some buckwheat. I’ll boil a cheese sausage. When you cook it the water gets murky, as if washing liquid had been added to it…and in the morning, the pan smells as though a weary, faded, sickly mouse had drowned in there…

I’ll eat some buckwheat and go to bed. I’ll dream. What would I like to dream of? It’s crap when you’ve lived a quarter of a century on this earth and realise there’s nothing in particular you care to dream about.

Sasha wandered around downtown some more — it was night in the city, and the people in the streets looked energised, as if they’d just woken up.

He walked nimbly and slightly hunched, insensitive to cold and fatigue. With his tongue,he touched his tooth — the new one they’d put in. He rolled the bulletin his pocket.

He bought a beer at a stall and drank it in the cold, almost the whole bottle. Looked at the people; the people were having fun. They passed by, laughing, darted into cafés, emerged warm and smiling.

Sasha suddenly caught himself trying to replicate certain smiles on the faces of those passing him; he tried to make the same happy face. And he couldn’t do it.

He wanted to pee. He looked into the nearest courtyard, but there was a couple kissing there. He came back out onto the brightly lit street. Walked further, nervously clenching his abs.

He tried another courtyard but bumped into a policeman. Startled for a moment, he didn’t know how to explain what he was doing there in the dark. He turned and walked away in silence with the unfinished bottle of beer in his hand.

For two more minutes he stomped around, hopping from time to time, until he noticed another dark alley and turned down it, jumping over water-filled potholes. In this courtyard there were no people, but there must have been a café in the basement — three cars were parked nearby, their little alarm lights blinking.

Well, okay. Sasha positioned himself at a wall near the entrance to the café, quickly unbuttoned with his right hand while fussing about where to put the beer, finally set the bottle on the pavement, opened his fly, exhausted from anticipation.

He stood for a moment, trying to see the stars — the roof overhang blocked the view. A sparse, soft drizzle of snow had begun to fall.

He looked down — moved his leg to avoid the splash off” the wall. His foot went straight through a frozen puddle. He cursed, but he wasn’t angry. Looking around, Sasha noticed the whole courtyard was dotted with puddles.

Hearing someone coming up the café stairs, he hastily shook — one person, judging by the steps. A man. Well, no need to rush.

Sasha buttoned up and noticed with regret that the half-full bottle of beer had fallen over and spilled. He picked it up — not even a swig of beer left.

He turned towards the man who came out of the café and immediately recognised him: he was the one who had been shopping in the supermarket an hour ago. And here was his car.

Sasha could not recollect the moment he decided to do it. He had no thoughts at all.

He turned his head and, waiting for the exact moment the man closed the car door, he lightly tapped the bottle on the corner of the building. The jagged neck was now a rose. As Sasha predicted, the car door drowned out the sound of the glass breaking.

In one hand Sasha held the bottle so that it couldn’t be seen, and with the other he deftly pulled out a cigarette from the pack, and, squeezing the filter in his mouth, walked up to the car casually, with a loose, relaxed gait. He leaned against the driver’s window. Music was already playing in the car, and the man was looking in the rearview mirror, calculating a way to back out carefully.

Sasha rapped his nails on the glass:“Got a light?”

He saw the man’s irritated look behind the glass. In response, Sasha fashioned a smiling, creamy-sweet facial expression.

The window rolled down. “What do you want?” asked the unshaven but respectable-looking man.

“Shh.” Sasha spit the cigarette out, grabbed the man by the beautiful collar, and held the rose at eye level in front of the unshaven face. “You have a wallet in your pocket. Give it to me.”

“Okay. No problem,” the man said, rather calmly, or so Sasha thought.

Sasha took the wallet and thrust it into his jacket, tucking it through the stretched collar of his sweater.

“Now the car keys.”

The man turned off” the ignition and handed the keys over.

Without looking, Sasha threw the keys far into the courtyard of snow and puddles.

“Don’t follow me. Go and look for the keys. Or your car might get stolen,” Sasha said and ran. His right leg splashed into a deep puddle, kicking up an icy spray.

“Bloody hell — what kind of a mess did you make here, people?” he swore again, delighted.

Good for you — now run out into the bright street with that broken bottle in your hand, he remembered suddenly, turned around, and threw the rose into a puddle.

He crossed the busy street, aiming at a quick step rather than a frenzied run, turned into another courtyard, guessing that it led through. He guessed right.

About ten minutes later, after passing through a few courtyards, slipping and sliding on the ice, and falling once but still not out of breath, Sasha realised with some instinctive animal sense that he was not being chased.

He took off his hat and threw it away — just in case. If the man called the police, he would for sure mention the hat as a distinguishing characteristic. They’d catch him by the hat. Everything else he wore looked very generic. Dark jacket, dark jeans, black boots.

Or not dark? Sasha lifted his leg, staring at his boot. They’re damp.

He rifled through the wallet, pulled out a thick wad of cash, rifled some more — found some credit cards but no documents, not even a driver’s license. He dropped the wallet in a puddle, crammed the money in his pocket. It barely fit.

Soon he emerged onto a square, where, Sasha remembered, there was a taxi stand. The place was alive — mostly with drunk people. They crowded around the refreshment stands. Clear and sober, Sasha crossed the square to the taxis on the other side.

A police car drove slowly by him. The driver looked past Sasha, at the noisy young people standing on the pavement. Sasha slowed his pace a little, let the car go by, and continued calmly on his way. He didn’t even light up. Each beat of his heart was direct and honest — everything was in order, not a single muscle had flinched.

***

Sasha had never held so much money in his hands before, and he never even had an inkling that people could carry such sums around in their pockets. What for, exactly? To do some shopping at night…damn, what would you buy with it…? Probably enough for a motorcycle…they’re buying motorcycles at night? Taking taxis to St. Petersburg to see the White Nights? Why so much? How do you spend it?

He divided the money into three parts. He took one portion to Posik.

“This is the shared pot, Posik,” Sasha said. “Buy yourself a jacket and boots — Nega ordered it. Use what’s left to send him stuff. Until it runs out. When it runs out, let me know.”

Posik was serious.

“If anything’s going on — ring me,” he said.

“All right,” said Sasha.

“If you don’t ring me, I’ll…do something myself.” 

“I’ll ring.”

He decided to give another part to his mother, but not all at once, so as not to alarm her.

“Where’d you get it?” she asked, happy but also a little alarmed, even though he gave her only a small part of what he’d allotted her.

“Stole it,” Sasha said so sincerely that Mother didn’t believe him.

“No, tell me.”

“You need boots,” Sasha said as he left the kitchen. He never lied to his mother, and even now he didn’t want to lie to her.

He hid the remainder — not for himself, but for the future, just in case. He didn’t even think to keep it for himself — he didn’t need it.

He peeled away just one crisp bill, went to buy vodka: three bottles at once and a carton of cigarettes. Never before in his life had he drunk alone in an empty flat.

And now I will drink… Sasha eyed the bottles gaily. He sliced up a huge pickled cucumber, fried three eggs, boiled a cheese sausage. He sat in the kitchen, shaking his leg. As if he was getting ready to do something greatly important.

He felt that everything that had been aching inside of him lately went numb. And now, at this point, nothing could ever hurt him again. The only thing left to do was to cauterise and let it grow over once and for all with a dead crust.

And — so he cauterised. Chased with a slice of cucumber, closed his eyes, content.

Now. Going. To feel. Great, he thought to himself. And completely calm.

He chewed on some eggs, shredded the sausage into untidy pieces with a fork. After the second shot of vodka, he looked at the sausage pieces and the cooling sunny-side-up eggs with tenderness — he was tempted to wink at them — and crunched on the cucumber with his eyes blissfully shut.

The inside of his head warmed up a little, and it even seemed as though a soft light had been turned on. He blinked in surprise, unsure where it was coming from. It always seems as though it gets brighter, and then you have another shot and it gets even brighter, even warmer, even more fun. And so you have one glass after another, chasing this feeling and this flickering light, like a dog chases its tail, until you get all dizzy and fuzzy and then just collapse.

It’s too early for me to collapse, Sasha thought to himself after his third, registering that, had he said this aloud, he surely would have stumbled over some letters and combinations of letters so poorly glued together that they begin to fall apart even in a mild state of inebriation.

After the fifth shot, his appetite picked up — Sasha decimated the remaining eggs, already cool but tasty nonetheless.

Now was the time to have a smoke. But first he had another glass, his sixth, and started to feel a little heavy. His thoughts would grow more lethargic, hazy, lazy, and relaxed. So slow and relaxed that even if he had an idea, trying to think about it would be like moving heavy rocks inside his head — and then he’d strike a match to light a cigarette and forget right away what it was he was thinking about. Then he would smoke and crack up, trying to remember what it was. It had seemed so damn important just a moment ago.

Then he would get distracted and start thinking of something completely different. But before that he’d pour himself his seventh to commemorate his lost but very profound thought. And then of course it’d ramble back into his head when the bottle was almost empty and he was no longer interested in acknowledging it. “Go, go,” he’d say. “It’s not a good time.” When the bottle was almost empty, he felt like talking on the phone to a good friend, someone who’d stay up waiting for him to call.

Sasha could not think of anyone to call. Once upon a time, he would have called Negative, would have listened to the tone of his silence shift from irritation to a calm, temporary interest, and then back again to a dark but quiet discontent, for some reason so ineffably sweet to Sasha.

In Nega’s flat, Sasha realised, it’d always been preternaturally quiet in a special way. It’s because of the flowers! Sasha guessed. Those flowers absorbed all his eternal calm! Nega’s impulse to create and nurture has always been stronger than his desire to destroy everything — that’s why!

Sasha registered this thought as well, pouring what was left in the bottle into the glass in such a way that it formed a little dome at the lip. He didn’t even bother raising a glass as overfull as this — took his first little sip by lowering his head.

He didn’t call anyone.

He paired the second bottle of firewater with the rest of the boiled sausage, chopped up a fresh cucumber, and almost chopped the plate together with it.

None of his reasoning held together in his mind — the emotions took sharp turns, like flashes of electricity before the eyes. Sometimes irritation attacked him, sometimes compassion, sometimes laughter, sometimes rage.

Things flashed by like fast, rattling trains charging along at breathtaking speed…ragged flags flapped in front of his face. He exhaled the cigarette smoke through his twisted, contemptuous lips, and the flags disappeared. All that was left was the vertiginous haze.

He woke up and briefly struggled to remember exactly when he went to bed. But that moment had fallen out of his consciousness forever.

When he made it to the kitchen, holding himself up by the walls, the almost empty second bottle stood amid the dirty dishes.

Where is Mother? Sasha thought.

His eyes gloomily searched the room and found the clock — it was still early. He had slept for about five hours.

He quickly stacked the dishes in the sink. He snatched the unfinished bottle and the other untapped bottle, a crust of bread, splashed some water from the tap into a tall glass. As he entered his room with it all, Mother was already turning the key in the front door lock.

He hid everything behind the couch, covered himself up with a blanket (he had slept on the unmade bed without sheets) — and pretended to be asleep. He knew that Mother would peep in about two minutes later to check whether he was at home. He was at home, lying down with a heavy, dreadfully pounding head.

Damn, he hadn’t brushed his teeth. He swished around his rotten saliva, spat onto the heating unit — it would dry.

Mother looked in — he was lying under the blanket but with his eyes open: if he closed them, he’d get the spins.

The door closed softly.

Mother looked in for a few seconds longer than usual, Sasha noticed. She must be concerned about the money, where I got it from… I ought to tell her some sort of a lie.

Sasha leaned over the back of the couch, snapped up the open bottle with the remains of the vodka. At first, it would taste awful, and then very good, energising. But at first, awful.

He drank, shaking his head like a dog after a swim. He sat there for a minute with an expression of severe disgust on his face.

He drank some water from the glass and lay down. Now you can close your eyes and listen as everything blooms inside again.

Well…?

Somehow, it’s not working.

Sasha put a bread crust on his chest, broke off a little piece, rolled it up into a ball, put it on his tongue.

He lay there. The bread melted.

What time of year is this? Sasha thought, listening to the sounds outside. For a few seconds he fooled around, purposefully messing with his own mind, as if he really didn’t know whether it was winter or summer.

But he definitely couldn’t remember the date. He suddenly admitted to himself what month it was. Surely it’s December already, that’s for sure. It’s been December for a while. But not New Year yet. Wow, it’ll soon b New Year. Damn it…

And why “damn it”? As if you ever celebrated it. Last year you just simply went to sleep and slept the night straight through. Mum was on duty again. She’s on duty every New Year’s Eve, for which she receives a whopping three and a half kopeks extra.

It’s easy to tell when it’s winter even without opening your eyes, Sasha thought. He found this thought appealing. He quickly opened a new bottle, swigged from it, chased the bitter fire with some water, holding the thought in his head, trying not to lose it, flopped back down onto the pillow, and closed his eyes.

Now, about the winter…

Well, the simple things — a belated janitor grinds his shovel, collecting the snow. A very gentle sound when you are asleep and have no reason to get up. That’s an amazing feeling of bliss, because it’s snowing outside, someone else is working, and you’re lying there, under the covers. You roll over and continue that blissful state.

In winter, cars go slower, and the air is denser. The trolleybus lurches along with difficulty, pushing against the dense air with its wide brow. The trams seem focused and rattle attentively around bends, carefully guarding their iron bodies.

Spring, now that’s another story.

Then there’s lots of water — cars splash through it noisily, the pedestrians swear after the cars, everyone’s voices carry, the air is empty and tastes unpleasantly raw and tickles your throat. The trams run wild, threatening to fall apart. The neighbour behind the wall coughs so disgustingly loud like a bear that hibernated too long and woke up in an icy puddle. Emerged from the den thin, dishevelled, unpleasant, and then was beaten by angry and drunk demobilised soldiers — beaten on the kidneys, the lungs, his spine. That’s how the neighbour coughs — Sasha could kill him.

By mid-spring, the air is obscenely clear and soft, makes you feel like a budding leaf, such sickening tenderness obscures reason.

The world is full of sounds at the end of spring, it seems as though you will go deaf by summer. But it passes — you get used to it. In the morning birds — maybe sparrows…strays and their growing puppies living in the courtyard…drunken singing, music from open car windows — so much sound all blending together in an indiscernible racket. You live with this racket until every once in a while a sudden silence surprises you. A deceptive silence. If you listen closely, something is sure to be buzzing in the corner.

And here’s the autumn, leaves fall…fall, fall, fall…

Wet, slimy, wet, grey. Schoolchildren make some noise at first, but then it all grows more and more muffled…until the scrape of the janitor’s shovel begins.

He drank some more. He held the bottle in front of his eyes, thought about it and gulped again, three times, gasping for air, his throat full. That’s it; he’s toast.

Sasha fell asleep.

He lay motionless, breathing heavily, his forehead hot and sweaty, feet icy and also sweaty.

A few seconds before he awoke, he started running and he ran towards the judge, trying to catch up to him. He couldn’t reach him. He ran in slow motion.

Once awake, he went to the kitchen. Mum was sitting there sadly. All three of his bottles stood there for some reason. Sasha looked at them for a while, squinting against the light. Finally he realised that his mother had come into his room to check on her sleeping son, noticed his stash, and brought it out here.

“I’m hungry,” he said hoarsely.

But in fact he was thirsty.

“Do we have compote?” he asked. “Or better yet, pickle juice… ah, here.”

He took the jar of pickle juice. “I’m all dehydrated,” he explained.

“Why are you drinking like that?” Mother asked. “You didn’t drink before, and now…. Do you want to be like your dad?”

“That’s it, Mum, that’s it. I won’t anymore,” Sasha said. For some reason he was not ashamed. Because, perhaps, he knew that he wouldn’t become a drunkard. He just got drunk, so what.

He went silent.

Mum put an omelette in front of him. He ate greedily, burning his mouth. He hadn’t eaten all day. He kept looking over at the third, unfinished bottle — he didn’t want a drink but he wondered why there was so little of it left. He thought he’d only taken two sips…could he be drinking in his sleep? He vaguely remembered something like that. I’m such a mess…

“I have a shift to cover today. Promise me you won’t drink anymore?” Mum asked as she put on her coat.

“I won’t, I won’t” — she kept nagging, meekly and pitifully — “Go on, Mum, go on. That’s it, like I said.”

He sat in the kitchen, young, strong, not at all hungover. If anything, a little drunk still, just a tad. Not even drunk, just not quite sobered up. With a stagnant fog in his head.

He went back to the room and lay there with his eyes open.

The phone rang.

Do I feel like talking to someone? he asked himself. He didn’t want to talk to anyone.

He went into the corridor to the table with the telephone.

“Hello,” he said, glaring at the raging phone without picking it up. “Who wants us? Who needs us? Maybe it’s Yana? ‘I’m sorry, Sasha, you’re not an idiot. Buy me a lemon!’ Or maybe it’s Kostenko? ‘Sasha, you’re drunk. Get a hold of yourself, Sasha.’ Or is it Negative…? ‘Sasha, I’m still in jail. Is this the way you avenge your brother, Sasha?’”

The phone stopped ringing.

He turned on the TV and flipped through channels like a grasshopper on a rubbish heap. He suddenly landed on the black-and-white image of a mustachioed face, lots of armed men, Anka with a machine gun. Chapaev — yes, this was a movie he knew.

Though he’d seen the movie many times as a child, Sasha became immediately enthralled. They hadn’t shown Chapaev for about ten years.

Sasha looked at the screen with some strange feeling, without even following the plot but, rather, knowing it somehow word for word.

The film, for all its predictability, fascinated him, and Sasha couldn’t understand why.

Something trembled almost imperceptibly in the pit of his stomach; some tiny nerve twitched slightly.

He watched eagerly, homing in on every gesture.

And when, in the most wonderful part of the film, the hero, atop his steed, his cloak whooshing around him, led the wild and beautiful red-bannered fighting force, their swords drawn, to see the enemy — when Sasha saw this, he suddenly cried — burst into happy, pure, and gentle tears — and was unable to stop.

God, what is this? he thought. Why am I crying like this? 

He watched a little more, managed to get a grip on himself but could not help smiling softly sometimes. He turned off” the TV just before Chapaev was killed — there was no reason to watch anymore; he’d cry his damn eyes out.

He put the kettle on.

He took a cigarette and went into the bathroom to have a smoke there, sat down on the mat. He forgot to turn on the light and smoked in the dark.

It’s strange to smoke in a dark room with a strip of light under the door. You and the cigarette — your fingers highlighted in the orange glow every time you take a drag. Otherwise your eyes never leave the strip of light — it’s strange that people always look towards the light, any light, when darkness is all around.

And the whole flat can be heard in a new way. The steaming kettle making an insane noise. He’d never noticed the kettle making so much noise during the day. It’s having a fit! During the day, the kettle is subdued — can’t compete with the cars outside the window, the neighbours, the conversation in the stairwell, the barking. But listen to it now…

Sasha got dressed, made sure to grab his cigarettes and the bullet, and, after standing for a moment, looking at his shoes — making sure that he hadn’t forgotten anything — he walked out onto the street, quietly shutting the door behind him.

The tea sat steaming on the table in a large white cup — Sasha didn’t drink it.

Sasha rang the doorbell at Oleg’s.

Oleg opened up. His energetic voice made clear it that he hadn’t been sleeping. Sasha wasn’t surprised.

“Come on in,” he said.

“Who’s there, Oleg?” a female voice from the room asked, his mother or grandmother.

“Go back to sleep, it’s okay,” he said softly but distinctly.

“Want to go for a walk?” Sasha asked.

“You read my mind.”

“Come on. I’ll wait outside.”

Sasha smoked by the door. He hadn’t got through half his cigarette before Oleg appeared, fast, fit, and smooth.

“What do you need now, a machine gun?” Oleg asked seriously.

Sasha shook his head negatively.

“Did you use the gun?”

Sasha thought for a moment and replied: “It’s all good. I used it.”

“Oh yeah, I haven’t heard anything. The prime minister is alive, the president is alive. All the ministers are alive.”

“Censorship. They’re all dead.”

“I see.” Oleg smirked maliciously.

“Want to wreck McDonald’s?”

Any other Founder would have asked: “Now?” or “When?” or “How?” Oleg didn’t ask anything.

They walked briskly, their hands in their jacket pockets, two identical black knit caps except Oleg’s had a ridiculous pompom on it. Last winter Sasha had noticed this ridiculous pompom on Oleg’s black cap — God knows why it was there. It made Oleg seem even more menacing: a cruel child, an overgrown mutant — that’s what you thought at the sight of Oleg’s head topped with this fluffy ball.

“We’re not going in the right direction,” Oleg said.

“We need to stop by Verochka’s.”

“She’s too slow. Maybe we don’t need her?”

“She’ll be useful.”

“Up to you. I won’t wait, meet you at the shed.”

“Fine.”

Verochka lived on the ground floor of an old four-storey building. Sasha knocked on the low, barred window with his finger. Soon Verochka’s face appeared, sleepy but not frightened.

“Can you come out?” Sasha asked.

She gave a brisk nod.

Now he had the time to have a cigarette and a half — and judging by the quick clicking of Verochka’s heels in the stairway, she had been getting ready in a hurry.

“Verochka, I need to pick up the Molotovs from you,” Sasha said.

Verochka quickly nodded again, as if the inevitable time that she hoped would never come had finally arrived, and now it frightened her.

“So” — her hand darted quickly into her jacket pocket — “the keys… I have the keys with me. We’ll need a torch. At least a lighter.”

The crooked shed with a broken slate roof stood in the courtyard of her building. In the shed there was a potato cellar. There, behind the jars with tomatoes and cucumbers preserved by Verochka, were two Molotov cocktails — bottles packed with an incendiary compound. Sasha went down into the cellar with Verochka, the two of them periodically flicking their lighters. He gently took the bottle from her, stepped up the rickety damp stairs and handed it to Oleg.

He silently accepted, surprised by nothing, not asking about anything.

“I’m going with you,” Verochka said, staring at Sasha, when they were outside again.

“Of course,” he said.

The three of them walked in silence. Verochka kept close to Sasha, tripping over her own hurried feet — it seemed as if she wanted to step twice with each foot. Or make her step a little longer to fall in rhythm with Sasha. It wasn’t working. Sasha watched this out of the corner of his eye without irritation, understanding everything.

And her hand was always very close, sometimes touching his — as if she was just waiting for him to take her little fingers into his palm.

The two bottles strained against the inside of their jackets. Sasha decided that, if the cops stopped them, he’d throw the bottle into the police car and blow it up. And then come what may.

He didn’t want to set fire to the McDonald’s; he had different plans. Besides — burning was too much of an honour for these dog-food manufacturers.

They waded through courtyards without encountering any pedestrians except a few drunks — and in these moments Sasha felt the heavy and scathing voltage radiating from Oleg: he longed at every second for a fight; he was just waiting for one of them to bump into him with a drunk shoulder.

But no one touched him, even accidentally.

Sasha rolled the bullet in his pocket with calm fingers.

We need to stop by Posiksplace. I promised him and it’s on the way, Sasha decided. Now you’ll land the second brother in jail, he taunted himself. No, he’s underage. They won’t lock him up, he responded indifferently. Even if he were older, Sasha would still see if Posik wanted in.

The light was on at Posik’s — at three in the morning.

Sasha formed a snowball, threw it, missed. Moulded another one, missed again.

Oleg grinned wryly. His snowball flew into the middle of the window, nearly knocked out the glass. Two faces at once immediately appeared in the window.

Could it be Negative? Sasha faltered in surprise and joy. He waved at them as if saying, “Come here!” Could it really be Negative? he asked himself again.

But it was Venka, the merry devil. He burst out of the house yelling joyfully.

“Venka, what are you doing here?” Sasha was amazed.

“I brought Posik some news from his brother,” Venka said, smiling at everyone and everything at once — at Oleg and Verochka and Sasha and the weak night snowfall. “Check this out: a guy’s just been released, he was in jail with Nega, and he came to Russia to tell us how he’s doing. He really likes the Founders. And the guy’s a Latvian! Actually the son of a Latvian Communist.”

“So, how’s Nega?”

“Nega’s fine — I’ll tell you all about it. What are you guys doing up so early? Blowing something up? Will you take us with you?” Venka was practically jumping up and down on the spot. And he reeked of alcohol. Even Sasha, whose senses should have been deadened to alcohol over the past two days, smelled it.

“You want in?” Sasha asked again, looking seriously at Posik now.

Posik nodded.

“Of course, let’s go,” Venka said, managing to stand on the spot while moving all of his limbs at the same time, as if he had rolled around in sand and put his clothes on over his itchy body.

“Got fleas or something?” Oleg asked.

“Huh?” Venka said.

The five of them set off. Venka was noisey at first, but Sasha hissed at him, and he reluctantly fell silent, began talking to himself in a whisper. He was clearly still drunk, and possibly high as well.

“Let’s stop in here,” Sasha said, pointing to the rows of garages a few minutes’ walk to the McDonald’s in the square.

Sasha had stopped here before going to Oleg’s. He had hidden several solid rocks and a steel rod. The rocks were in a canvas bag. The rod stood behind the metal carcass of the garage.

“Here you go.” He handed the bag to Oleg.

Oleg weighed a couple of the stones in his small, strong hands.

Venka and Posik wandered around the garages, collecting shards of bricks and shoving them in their pockets.

Unselfconscious around Verochka, Venka urinated on the garage door.

Near the four-storey building where Sasha had led his merry gang, he told Venka and Posik to hang back on the street — so as not to make a noise in the stairwell.

He dialled the entrance code on the door lock. He’d figured it out earlier that evening — the three worn numbers were easy to see in the light of his lighter.

“Verochka, we don’t need you for now,” Sasha said, opening the door and entering the dusty-smelling entrance to the passageway. “Here are the bottles; hold them, so they don’t fall…. This is a through passage here, with exits on both sides of the building. Let me show you around.”

Stepping quietly, they climbed to the second floor. Through the dirty glass of the window, they could see the McDonald’s, its windows and signs aglow.

“Stay here and keep watch,” Sasha said to Verochka. “After we finish, Oleg, Posik, and Venka will come here. You’ll wait out the police. If the cops come through the entrance, use the exit on the other side. Leave the bottles in the hallway; don’t run with them.”

“What about you?” Oleg piped in.

“I’ll join you. A little later.” Seeing the surprised and annoyed look on Oleg’s face, he added: “Everything’s fine, okay? I promise. Ready to go?”

“And we don’t need the Molotovs?” Oleg asked.

“Not for the McDonald’s,” Sasha explained, whispering, when they were already in the street. “After the McDonald’s, I want to burn the Papacy down.”

The Papacy was what they called the president’s party — their office was located in the same area as the dog-food restaurant, just across a small public garden and a circular driveway.

“The cops will swarm and we’ll be done for.”

“It’s fine. What’s done is easily undone.”

Oleg shrugged. He was not afraid, of course. It was just that he knew Sasha was hiding something, and thus made his own escape plan, just in case.

Sasha and Oleg hung around awhile on the corner, keeping an eye out for anyone on a late-night stroll or any cars driving by — especially police cars.

Venka and Posik shuffled along ten yards behind them in the dark. Unable to remain silent, Venka was saying something to Posik, and overall they looked as though they were gearing up for a football match.

Fast and graceful foreign cars drove by occasionally. If you looked in, you could spot girls with shiny hair next to the drivers. If you listened in, you could discern the music playing in the cars.

“Are we going to stand here until dawn?” Oleg asked quietly.

Sasha changed his grip on the steel rod — his wool gloves kept catching on the metal — and started walking, quietly, with a spring in his step and a firm hold on the rod. He ran up to the window and nearly flew into a shower of shattering glass — Oleg had thrown the first rock from behind Sasha’s back. Sasha had not even noticed him do it.

The glass shrilled and crumbled.

Venka raged, as though in a dance. He quickly used up all his rocks, climbed straight to the window and,with his arms and legs, shattered the remaining corners of the plate glass, which crunched as they broke and fell like stalactites. Deftly, like a monkey, he ran out of the way. Having made a wide, spiked hole in the plate glass, he climbed inside the McDonald’s.

Sasha smashed a few windows but preferred to mangle the outdoor café: coffee tables under the broad umbrellas, a few bolted-down chairs — it was already December but for some reason none of this had yet been removed. The grooved rod hurt his hands, which only increased his rage. Out of the corner of his eye he noticed a taxi accelerating past.

He realised that it was better to use the rod as a lever rather than as a bludgeon.

He changed position and pried the tables and chairs from the black-tiled area with a crunch. Posik helped him.

“Hey, you mad bastards!” someone shouted. Sasha replayed the soundtrack from a moment before and understood that a car had just pulled over and that it wasn’t the police — they wouldn’t have yelled.

As Sasha turned towards the shouting man, Oleg lifted up a broken-off chair with surprising ease and launched it at the car. The chair spun gracefully through the air with its mangled leg.

Once he turned to face him, Sasha saw that the guy was yelling from the comfort of a beautiful red car; the passenger-side window was down and he leaned across the seat.

When Oleg threw the chair, the man hit the accelerator — he hadn’t turned off the engine. The chair hit the bumper loudly and rolled across the pavement.

The car stopped again after about fifteen metres — probably the guy couldn’t tolerate being hit with a chair. He jumped out, brash and fuming with anger, without a jacket, tall and strong. He was about to run towards the boys when he caught sight of another chair thrown by Oleg and a chunk of brick, from Posik, flying at the car. The brick landed on the rear window.

“Oh, you stubborn bitch.” Oleg seethed, searching for something heavier. By the look of him, Sasha reckoned that Oleg wouldn’t throw anything else but go right up to the car himself.“Let me see.” He greedily snatched Sasha’s rod.

By the time Oleg launched himself, rod in hand, towards the car, the man had already figured everything out and hurried back inside. The car howled. For a second or two the wheels spun idly on the ice until they found traction with the tarmac. The rod flew after it — connected with the left front headlight. Weaving demonically with one yellow eye, the car retreated.

“Let’s go, guys!” Sasha ordered. “Oleg! Posik! Where is Venka? Venka, damn! Venka!”

Venka came through the wide, spiky window, looking sly and placid.

“I wanted something to munch on. Not a fucking thing in there,” he complained. He kicked the remaining glass for good measure.

“That’s it — all of you go into the building and lay low!” Sasha told them in the courtyard. He stood there for half a minute, catching his breath; spat, clenched his teeth, unbuttoned his jacket, took off his hat and hung it on the limb of a tree, and, rolling the bullet in his pocket, returned to the ruined café.

He lit a cigarette on the way. Then he stood there trying to look like an innocent bystander, admiring the devastation.

The police arrived on the scene quickly, without their emergency lights on. One hurriedly jumped out — a warrant officer — followed by a second patrol officer with a machine gun in a military coat. The driver remained seated.

Sasha smiled affably at the police.

“What are you doing here?” the warrant officer asked; he’d dashed towards Sasha at first but slowed down upon seeing his relaxed posture.

“I heard some blokes trashing the place, came over to have a look,” Sasha said. “On my way home from my girl’s. Bastards, huh? Why the fuck would they do it?”

“You saw them?”

“Only from the back. From a distance. They’d bolted by the time I got here. Two of them. Tall.”

“What were they wearing?”

“I couldn’t see. They ran that way.” Sasha pointed in the opposite direction from the courtyard where his boys had gone.

Another police car noisily pulled up.

“So? Catch one of them?” they asked, nodding at Sasha.

“No, he’s a witness. Take his information!” the warrant officer told the guy with a machine gun. They guy took a plump notebook out of his inside pocket.

“Have your documents on you?” he asked Sasha.

“No, I don’t need them to see my girl. She lets me in without a passport.”

The second car drove off in the direction Sasha pointed.

“Name?” they asked him.

Sasha named one of his army comrades, a Siberian guy. He made up the home address and telephone number.

“Come down to the station with us?” asked the policeman.

“What for?”

“To identify the offenders.”

“But I told you, I didn’t see them,” Sasha said, smiling as the same car that Oleg had thrown chairs at pulled up.

The driver jumped out of the car, slamming the door, all red with rage — you could see it even in the streetlights.

“What are you standing around for?” he screamed immediately at the police. “You should be rounding them up!”

“Why are you shouting, citizen?” the warrant officer asked quietly.

“You see my window?” The man pointed at his car. “See the headlight?”

A crack was spreading across the glass, like the smile of someone with a half-paralyzed face. The headlight was busted good.

“I see it, so what?” The officer didn’t understand.

“I drove up and shouted at these heathens, ‘Are you fucking out of your minds?’ Got out of the car — they threw a brick, a chair, a metal pipe. There’s the chair in the road! You guys didn’t notice? And the pipe’s there too! Come on, I’ll show you the damage!”

“We’ll look in a moment. You’re saying you witnessed the whole thing?”

“What the shit have I been saying to you? Witnessed! They could have fucking killed me!”

Sasha noted that the man was a familiar type, the kind who had unexpectedly and recently grown rich and at the same time grown arrogant and fussy and was incapable of any consistency of communication, easily shifting from rude to hysterical. Next to him, even the cops seemed decent.

“How many of them were there?” the lieutenant asked.

“Three.”

“And you said two?” The lieutenant turned to Sasha.

“I saw two,” he said, still smiling, moving his honest eyes from the policeman to the man in the foreign car. “They ran away when I walked up.”

“Do you remember any identifying characteristics?” The lieutenant turned to the man.

He stood, frowning and trying to remember. “All of them shorter than me, for sure,” he said. He somehow described Oleg, remembering his pompom, blue jeans, a short jacket, and a bony face with small, angry eyes. About Posik, he only remembered his height and dark pants. “Oh, he had on a jacket with pockets, and a hood. No cap. A light blue jacket.” The man stammered recalling Sasha. He thought and thought to no avail.

“Didn’t see the third one,” he said. He paused for a moment, and added: “A dark jacket, wool knit cap… I don’t remember his face. The hair, I think, dark. Brunet. Or light brown.”

“Wasn’t he wearing a cap?” the lieutenant asked.

“I saw the back of his head. His back was to me. He was prying off the tables with the pipe.”

“So he’s the one who threw the pipe at the car?”

“I don’t remember… I think so, yes… I don’t remember.”

“And then what happened?”

“They ran away.” After each answer, the man generously supplied profanities, which sounded particularly disgusting coming from his mouth.

“Did they cause you any injuries?”

“No, they just ran away. Threw everything down and ran into the courtyard” — and again the profanities.

“You tried to catch them or something?”

The man nodded slightly. Apparently, he didn’t want to seem like a coward.

“Your car wasn’t quick enough to catch them?” the lieutenant asked quickly.

“They went into the courtyards. How the hell would I get through? Traffic’s blocked on every side.” “Into which courtyards?”

The man looked obviously confused. No one seemed to notice but Sasha. He looked around and pointed at the courtyard where the boys had really gone.

“And you say there?” the warrant officer turned to Sasha and pointed in the opposite direction.

“Are you sure you’re not mixing it up?” Sasha asked the driver, not answering the officer. “I came from over there, and I saw them going the other way.”

There was an awkward pause. Sasha was smiling.

This arsehole drove off so fast, Sasha thought cheerfully, he didn’t see anything.

“Maybe it was that way,” the man said finally. “I was looking at my car — the broken window, the headlight. They ran away while I was assessing the damage. I didn’t notice where they ran. Only heard their steps. Who the fuck knows.”

The officer shrugged.

“Will you be filing a complaint?” he asked.

“Absolutely.”

“Do you know where the police department is? Drive over there. We’ll be looking for them in the courtyards.”

“I’ll drive around behind you,” the man replied.

The officer shrugged again.

The three car doors slammed in succession, and the cars left.

Watching them go, Sasha suddenly noticed a piece of the broken window glass stuck to his shoulder, the jagged edge clinging gently to his jacket.

He didn’t go back into the building — instead he waved in the direction of the window, where the boys were hidden from Sasha’s view, and pointed across the square.

“Go to the office, the office!” Sasha said as he walked, although no one could hear him of course.

He thought of something and went back — he picked up a chair that lay in the road.

They got there before Sasha because they were closer and waited for him.

“In short, guys, there’s no time,” Sasha said, running up to them and only then noticed that Venka was spray-painting Scum we hate you on the façade of the building,

“Where did you get the spray paint?” he asked.

“I always carry some with me.”

“Put a comma after Scum. And an exclamation mark.”

“After the comma?” Venka asked with utter seriousness.

Sasha did not answer him. “Verochka, give me the Molotovs. Break the windows, guys.”

While Posik scoured the streets in search of more bricks, Oleg pulled himself up by the lattice of the window, covered his hand with his sleeve, and punched through the glass.

He turned his violent face to Sasha and extended an open hand from his sleeve. Sasha put the bottle in his palm.

“It’s lit!” Oleg said softly, jumping down. “Let’s throw the second one through another window.”

While Oleg fiddled with the cocktail, Sasha wedged the chair from McDonald’s between the bars on the window, took the spray can from Venka, and wrote five letters on the tall, black front door of the office: D, U, P, E, S.

Then, having dismissed the boys, he stood in an archway on the corner, his shoulder to the cold wall — he watched as, a hundred and fifty metres away, the windows of the office grew warm and bright as if a good, enjoyable party had just begun and made everyone merry.

He occasionally whistled as he walked back through the city. He knew no one would catch him. The main thing was not to hurry. They catch you when you are running away. Sasha was not running away.

CHAPTER TWELVE

He spent the night at Oleg’s aunt’s flat, which wasn’t on the cops’ radar. His aunt had died, and two neat rooms had been empty for a month.

The Founders saved this flat for emergencies and didn’t come around unless absolutely necessary; only a few people knew about it.

The sun was already coming up by the time Sasha got there. He had a key.

Just as he expected, no one had gone home — the floor was covered with port wine bottles and attractively sliced cheese and sausage. (Sasha looked closely, trying to figure out who had done the slicing — Oleg or Verochka — and decided that it was Verochka.) He saw Venka sprawled out, Oleg hugging his knees to his chest, and small, quiet, and melancholy Posik curled up like a puppy.

Of course Venka was babbling. And surprisingly, Oleg looked at Venka amicably, without any annoyance. Maybe because Venka was talking about Negative, or maybe for some other reason.

Verochka lay in bed, clearly exhausted, but when she saw Sasha, she sat up and looked excited and a little frightened. She had worried about him — Sasha guessed — wondered why he had stayed in the square.

“Fuck you, Sasha,” Oleg said, slightly inebriated. “You’ve got some nerve. I can’t believe it — what the hell did you say to those cops? At the McDonald’s.”

Sasha waved his hand and smiled contentedly, brushing the whole thing off.

“No, seriously.” Oleg didn’t relent. “Did you confer with them again just now?” Oleg burst into hoarse and happy laughter. “‘Now they ran that way, officers’?”

“Yeah, check it out,” drunken Venka guffawed. “I thought you’d gone nuts and decided to give yourself up on the spot. Sent us into that building and tipped off the pigs…. It turns out you’re a wacko, Sasha, worse than me…”

Oleg poured Sasha some booze. Sasha accepted it out of politeness though he didn’t want to drink. He asked for a piece of the thinly and daintily sliced cheese.

Verochka listened to the boys, shifting her proud and admiring gaze back and forth between them and Sasha.

“I’m going to bed, guys. I need some sleep,” Sasha said, sensing Verochka’s stare, persistent and now also excited. He nodded at her — Coming, sweetie? — and she got up, graceful and happy, her small, childlike feet on the dirty wooden floor.

My little toes, Sasha thought with tenderness.

Oleg watched them go with envy.

The next morning Oleg pounded fiercely on the door and, without waiting for an invitation, pushed his wild face inside. (Heprobably hoped Verochka was naked, flashed through Sasha’s head.)

“Get up right now, lovebirds! Yana’s on TV!” he yelled and disappeared immediately. He didn’t even wait to get a look at Verochka. Under the blanket, she was naked.

Sasha jumped up, pulled on his trousers, and ran out bare-chested — everyone was up and crowded in front of the TV. Their faces looked stunned. On the screen for a few brief seconds Sasha saw the face of the president covered in God knew what and looking helpless, angry, and humiliated. A mixture of white, orange, and red dripped down his suit jacket, as if someone had puked all over him. The president opened his mouth and moved his lips in silence, gasping for air. Some people hovered around him, looking scared, holding handkerchiefs or tissues but hesitating to do anything.

“The plastic bag the woman threw at the president was apparently filled with tomato juice, mayonnaise, ketchup, cream, overcooked chopped pasta, and another substance with a sharp, unpleasant smell,” the presenter explained. He seemed to have trouble hiding a smirk. He was one of Kostenko’s good old friends and hosted the last independent show on Russian TV.

A schemer and a millionaire, born into the family of a Jewish doctor and a Russian teacher and raised in the backwaters of Russia, he seemed to know that his show would soon be shut down, and, for that reason, he was taking it to the limit.

Only on his show and only in the past couple of years could anyone hear anything about some organisation called the Founding Fathers or about Kostenko being jailed. His broadcasts were now completely off” limits.

“Right there in the theatre, in front of dozens of cultural figures, Yana Sharonova was badly injured. Our reporter managed to get footage of the tiled floor the girl was dragged across, facedown, after she committed an act of hooliganism upon the head of the state. The floor, as we can see, is covered in blood and, according to witnesses, chips of the girl’s teeth. Bystanders reported hearing a crack as they broke her arm. The girl offered no resistance other than to cry out, ‘This was a political action.’”

Sasha shuddered. The presenter obviously enjoyed the images and his own commentary — he was sure that these were the final moments of his show, but he also knew that this report would be carried by stations around the world.

“The president’s security guards immediately confiscated all materials shot by the photo and television correspondents on the scene, but we were fortunate enough to secure ours,” the presenter reported.

“Our sources in the Founding Fathers claim that Yana Sharonova has recently served in a leadership role in the party. She is credited with organising the seizure of the watchtower in central Riga and the demand for the release of World War II veterans from Latvian prisons. Due to a lack of evidence, however, Sharonova remained at large.”

The report that followed talked about the Founders’ most publicised actions of the past few years — the havoc wreacked in the centre of Moscow, ministers covered in mayonnaise and wearing cream pies on their well-fed heads, the president’s effigy on the spire…

“And now the most recent news from the provinces,” the presenter announced happily.

Their McDonald’s, looking as though it had weathered a deadly hurricane, flashed across the screen. Unable to control themselves, Venka and Oleg burst out laughing, and even Posik smiled.

The footage showed the door with the word DUPES, the façade with the word Scum!, and the interior office — burnt-out walls, charred radiators, and husks of melted tech rubbish, most likely computers. The presenter narrated over the visuals.

“This is the end,” Sasha said quietly — he was the only one who didn’t smile the whole time. “They won’t forgive us the president.”

“Come on, it will be fine.” Venka waved the comment away.

At that very second an old phone rattled, its white sides trembling. They all looked at each other.

Oleg picked up the phone.

“It’s for you, Sasha,” he said.

It was Shaman, one of the local Founders, calling.

“Sasha, your mother is looking for you.”

“Shaman, where are you calling from?” Sasha interrupted him.

“Don’t worry, not from home. Mother is looking for you. She’s crying.”

“What happened?”

“She says that the cops came for you. They pushed her around and rummaged through your flat, she says.”

“What do you mean, ‘they pushed her around’?”

“I don’t know what it means. She says they pushed her around. She didn’t want to let them in. They knocked down the door or something. I didn’t get it. She’s crying, I’m telling you.”

“Okay, I got it, she’s crying.”

As soon as he put down the phone it rang again. Oleg picked up. He listened silently and set it back down on the receiver.

“Cops have been to my place,” he said.

“You got a phone call from home?” Sasha asked. He knew that if so, the cops would be here soon.

“It’s fine. I taught my grandmother how to do it. If cops show up, she’s to call me and say, ‘Olya, I made a stew! Come round!’ So that’s what she said. She couldn’t memorise it for a while, so I had to make a crib sheet for her and stick it on the wall over her bed.

Oleg laughed, pleased with himself. Sasha looked at him, thinking carefully. Finally, he decided, We’ll stay here for now. But I have to go and see Mother. They pushed her around. I’ll push you around, fucking bastards.

They washed their faces, had some breakfast and tea. Sasha noticed Venka’s desperate eyes flitting across the row of empty wine bottles from last night and said, “No one goes outside.”

“We’re out of cigarettes,” Venka said merrily.

“Verochka will get you some.” His girl had just walked into the kitchen and smiled in a new way.

Now everybody knows that Sasha is my boyfriend, it seemed to say.

Then again, what do I really know about her? he reconsidered a moment later.

“Where are you going?” Verochka asked.

“I’ll be back soon.”

“Sasha, we’re also out of money,” Venka smiled.

Sasha gave Verochka a crisp, attractive bill. Venka let out a happy cry.

* * *

He walked across town and felt that the streets and squares loathed him. These resentful, boring spaces seemed to want to push him out. And all of that angry, biting, pulsating energy he had inside was no longer enough to fend them off. The city was too powerful.

“Judgment short, time long,” Sasha repeated stubbornly, unable and unwilling to really understand what these words meant.

“I’ll do whatever it takes,” he said, touching the bullet in his pocket. It felt cold in his fingers, and it was impossible to warm it up.

He gave a wide berth to his building and went into the five-storied building next door, straight to the attic door, which turned out to have a huge padlock. He tried to reach the attic through another entrance, but it was same thing there. He tried a third entrance and was lucky. The lock must have been broken, and Sasha only had to pull it apart. The door gave, grated against the floor as he opened it. The pitch-black interior reeked of mould and wet stone.

He lit the way with his lighter and, still unable to see, stumbled around until he found a passage to the roof. The hatch was tied shut with a piece of wire.

He climbed out into the light and stood close to the edge. He squatted and studied the courtyard, the windows of his flat, and the occasional passerby…

He didn’t have to look long — in the far end of the courtyard he spotted a black Volga, recently parked, with no snow on its roof. Its antenna swayed in the wind. Sasha was sure this car had never been here before.

He went back down, taking the steps a few at a time as if he were late for a hot date.

The city had only one public telephone exchange and Sasha headed there.

No one answered at home.

He walked outside — it was already dark and dreary, even though the day had just begun. The snow fell roughly and persistently, and Sasha didn’t have his hat.

He hesitated for a second and then decided to go to the town centre to retrieve it.

He got there quickly by bus, snuck into yesterday’s courtyard — his hat was still hanging on the twig, but it was icy and covered in snow — it felt uninhabited. He grabbed it, put it on, and thawed it with his head.

The cleanup operation around the McDonald’s was almost complete, and they were replacing the broken windows. He didn’t go close to the burnt-down office — he’d noticed from afar that there was some activity there. There seemed to be cameras at the scene, too. The local journalists had got there finally. Finally woken up.

He got on a dignified but tired-looking trolley bus and rode one full lap of its route. He watched while people packed into the carriage and then, by the end of the route, he watched as they deserted it completely, leaving only the conductor, a big, loud woman who had barged her way through the mass of passengers for an hour collecting tickets — suddenly alone, sighing and looking around sadly with pallid, wandering eyes.

“What’s with up you?” the conductor asked Sasha at the final stop.

“I missed my stop. Can I ride back with you?”

“We wait here for ten minutes,” she said in an unhappy tone. “And you’ll have to buy another ticket.”

“No problem,” he said.

He thought about his mother and Yana. Mother, then Yana, then Mother again — he felt unbearably sad and sorry for both of them, and both seemed so dear to him that he’d give up his life this minute for either of them with no regrets.

They knocked Yana’s teeth out, Sasha thought, and remembered her quick mouth, her lips, her moist tongue, the bright eyes that changed mood so frequently.

And then, immediately he thought about his mother, and there was nothing inappropriate or immoral in this transition.

How dare they lay a finger on my Mum? My mother? he thought, staring straight ahead, into the ugly calendar decorating the plastic wall behind which the driver was smoking, and Sasha smelled the smoke and craved a cigarette.

It wasn’t until late in the afternoon, when he was already cold and hungry, that he got hold of his mother, and she answered immediately as if she’d been waiting by the phone.

“Where are you, son?” she practically screamed.

“Calm down, Mum, I’m fine,” Sasha answered, looking around for some reason, studying the faces of the people standing next to his phonebooth, and speaking distractedly. “I’m outside… I mean, I’m calling from this place. How are things with you? What’s happening”

“How are thing’s with me? Nothing’s happening. I called some repairmen — they’re putting the door back on.”

“It was bashed down?”

“Well, you told me never to open the door to them and to say to leave a summons in the mailbox. So I didn’t open it,” his mother said, in a plaintive and, at the same time, reproachful voice.

“Did they hurt you?”

“No, Sasha, no one touched a hair on my head — please don’t do anything. Nobody hurt me. They threw our things around the flat, smashed my plant against the floor — they called you all kinds of names — I don’t know why — and then they left. What could you possibly have done? Where are you?”

“Nowhere, Mum. I’m nowhere. Just relax and don’t be scared. I haven’t done anything wrong, you know? Okay, time’s almost up. Bye, Mum! Everything’s fine! Everything will be fine!”

He hurried to hang up.

He left the telephone exchange, walked to the next bus stop, and regained some clarity and calm. He even felt warmer. Then he hopped onto a bus.

It was already dark outside.

In the courtyard of Oleg’s block of flats, he paused and looked up at the windows. All he could see was the light — no friendly faces in the window.

Well, what do we have here, in the courtyard? An OMON transport hiding around the corner maybe? Sasha took a look. And who’s this character here? A guy was smoking. He looked at Sasha. Okay, I’ll smoke, too, then. And do another lap. Around this nice building…

Sasha took a step, but then he stopped and turned around — it wasn’t so much because he recognised the face (it was too dark), but that a feeling tugged at him, the short coat and the movement of the hand that brought the cigarette to the mouth.

It seemed as though the guy knew Sasha, too. “Matvey!” Sasha even threw open his arms, surprised and happy.

“Sasha.” It was clear from his voice that Matvey was smiling.

They hugged sincerely and warmly.

“How did you find this place, Matvey?”

“Rogov and I spent the night here last time.”

“Ah, you’re right. I forgot. Have you been waiting long?”

“No, I’ve just got here, maybe seven minutes ago. Just got off the elektrichka. I’ve just been looking around, wondering if the place is being watched.”

“Same here.”

“Why, did they start coming down on you guys, too?” Matvey’s voice grew more serious.

“We don’t really know. We did some wrecking and burning in the city centre yesterday. Laying low for now. Has there been any fallout from Yana?”

“Fallout…” Matvey chuckled, suggesting the word didn’t begin to cover it.

“All right, no sense in waiting around.” Sasha understood that this was serious and that Matvey was tired. “Hang on — I’ll go and check the flat, and if I don’t come back, you’d better go somewhere else.”

“Don’t rush, Sasha. What do you think the chances are that they’re…waiting there for us?”

“No, it should be fine. Our guys are there. Venka’s among them, by the way…”

“Venka?!”

“Yeah, Venka, why? They would have broken a window if something was wrong, or sent me some kind of signal. They’re waiting for me. It should be fine. I’ll be right back.”

Sasha walked upstairs to the door of the flat and listened for a few seconds. At first he heard only the humming of the TV, and then Venka’s cheerful voice broke the silence, and Sasha felt relieved.

He opened the door and looked in.

Oleg and Verochka were in the kitchen having tea. Verochka flew off” the stool like a little bird to greet Sasha. She gave him a peck on the lips with her small, beaklike mouth, a bit moist.

Oleg grimaced at Sasha, his way of saying hello.

He’s been hitting on my Verochka, Sasha thought playfully.

Venka and Posik watched TV in the other room, some noisy crap with lots of gunfire.

“I’ll be right back,” Sasha said happily.

They came back in a minute later. Matvey smiled his good smile, said, “Hello” to Oleg and Posik, bowed to Verochka, and then, when he saw Venka, said, “I can’t even look at you,” but without much fire;whatever had ignited it must have burnt out already.

Venka blinked his pale eyelashes guiltily, trying to determine how angry Matvey was. When Sasha walked by him, he caught a whiff of alcohol — he must have cadged some money off Verochka for a bottle.

“So, how about some tea?” Matvey suggested.

“Let’s put the kettle on. Will you wait here a sec?” Sasha asked the guys. He closed the kitchen door.“What’s up with Venka?” he asked.

“We kicked him out. He drinks from dawn to dusk, smokes pot, and brings ridiculous amounts to the bunker. Of course, there is no bunker anymore.”

That very morning Yana had snuck into the opening reception of a new theatre with a fake press badge, hid in a balcony, and managed to drop the bag right on the president’s thin-haired head — that very morning Matvey walked from home to the bunker.

As he approached, he saw a police cordon and nearly got picked up. The bunker had been raided, and it seemed that everyone who happened to be there was annihilated.

“You didn’t know about Yana’s plan?” Sasha interrupted Matvey.

“She didn’t tell anyone!” Matvey said in a clear, low voice — not because he didn’t want anyone to hear but because of the terrible things that happened to Yana. “She didn’t tell anyone, no one at all, Sasha! No one would have let her! This is the end, Sasha! They’ll kill her there! All the people who were still with us — anyone more or less close to the top — they all refused to talk to me. This very morning! I started calling people as soon as I found out. Some of them just hung up, others literally told me to fuck off. Then I put the mobile on a bench, and two minutes later, as soon as I walked away, a crew of thugs wearing ski masks showed up to get it. It was a funny spectacle — I watched from a taxi across the street. I watched for a bit and then got out of there. I went back to the flat I’d left just an hour before — and, just imagine, Sasha — they’d not only searched it but gone and thrown all the furniture and everything else in the flat right out the third-floor window into the street. They knew they wouldn’t find anything there — they’d looked ten times already — so they just threw it all out and broke the windows to boot.”

Matvey didn’t seem upset — he was just telling his story.

“I have a wife and a little kid at home,” he added.

Sasha threw a questioning look at Matvey, afraid to ask.

“They left for her mother’s place right away, didn’t even try to get the valuables,” Matvey said, having read his look. “My wife said the bastards looked as if they’d just as soon throw her and the kid out of the window, too.

“I wanted to hide out in one of our Moscow flats,” he continued, “but they were there waiting for me already. Luckily our guys found me in the street and the agents didn’t. The guys said they’d been chasing me all over Moscow — they must think that Yana and I organised it together. But then again, they’re picking everyone up. Anyone they can find.”

Sasha was silent for a while.

“So it’s the end of party activity in Moscow?” he asked with a sad smile.

It seemed to Sasha that Matvey wasn’t sure if he should answer.

“No, it’s not,” he said, and paused again. “We have a few training camps, started when Kostenko was still around. They haven’t pinpointed a single one of them yet. And even in this crucial a situation, I wouldn’t go there. Kostenko told me before he went to jail that if we lost even one of the camps, he would strangle me himself.”

Sasha nodded — he liked this answer.

“Shall we ask the boys to join us for tea?” Matvey suggested.

They poured tea into cups and invited everyone to the table.

“So, do we have to get out of here, then?” Oleg said as Verochka poured their third round of tea. On the table there were crackers, bagels, cheap cheese, apples.

Sasha watched with amusement as Matvey cut out a hunk of apple and dropped it into his tea — he hadn’t seen anyone do that since his village childhood.

“What do you say, Sasha?” Matvey asked. “Where else can we go? We need to hide out for three days or so to let these bastards calm their nerves. In three days I may just turn myself in if necessary. Five days after our massacre in Moscow, I gave myself up. They took me in, held me for a night, and let me go. Of course, who knows how it might go this time…. Nothing like this has ever happened before, has it?”

“It hasn’t, you’re right. We need to go. Any suggestions?” Sasha asked Oleg, Verochka, and Posik.

They were all silent.

“To my village, then,” Sasha said. “They won’t find us there. Not until the first snowdrops bloom will they find us there! The problem is how to get there ourselves.”

“Maybe take a cab?” Verochka asked.

“No, cabs won’t go there. It’s too far,” Sasha said, although it wasn’t just a question of distance. His hope was that a mild December had thawed the roads.

“I have a car,” Oleg said.

* * *

At six a.m. Oleg went to the garage. They waited for him in the kitchen, smoked a lot, looked out of the window, dropping their ash into tin cans they’d cleaned out for breakfast. Verochka kept trying to get closer to Sasha — she stood beside him and looked into his eyes.

The snow was falling heavily that morning, and Sasha watched it with sadness. On top of that, it was minus two Celsius.

A little after seven, an old beige Volga pulled up to the entrance of the building. Oleg got out, slammed the door, and for some reason looked inside the car. He glanced at the flat windows and noticed the faces gazing down at him but didn’t wave at them and didn’t smile.

Matvey sat up front and they crammed in the back with Venka, Sasha, Verochka, and even Posik — but they made him lie on the floorboard while they drove through the city. They even covered him with a blanket.

As if the people sitting in the back all had cold feet. In the trunk they had four huge bags of food that they’d bought the night before.

“The back of the car is sagging,” Oleg informed them glumly. “The first traffic cop’s going to pull us over for having too many people.”

“The important thing is not to get caught in town,” Sasha assured him. “And then…”

“There’s a traffic police checkpoint// on the way out of town — you can’t go around it.”

“Then we’ll walk around it. On foot.”

And so they did.

Oleg dropped them off about fifty metres before the traffic police checkpoint, on a deserted road outside the city — behind them, staring at their backs, were the last bleak tower blocks of a working-class district. There was some woodland on the left and depressing wastelands on the right.

The Volga, huffing, puffing, and snaking left and right, slowly drove off, dirty snow flying out from under the skidding wheels.

“There he goes with all our grub,” Venka said as Oleg pulled away.

“Do we just walk along the road?” Verochka asked Sasha.

“No, that seems kind of stupid. They may have our mugshots at the checkpoint…”

“Shoot to kill, no negotiations,” Venka added.

Verochka gave Sasha a frightened look, and he smiled back at her.

“So, what are we waiting for?” Matvey asked in a cheerful voice.

“Let’s cut through the woodland,” Sasha said in the same tone.

“The snow is knee-deep,” Verochka complained.

Sasha went first and immediately discovered that on the slope off verge, where snowploughs had been piling the snow,it came way above the knee.

The boys laughed. Posik thought he could crawl or leap like a frog, on all fours, but disappeared below the surface. And Sasha had to pull Verochka out and pretty much carry her in his arms, the snow swallowing her waist.

In the forest there was less snow, but it was still hardgoing and after a little while they got tired. Venka and Posik had a snowball fight anyway.

Posiks in a good mood, Sasha thought happily.

“What do we say if we run into a cop? Took a wrong turn, comrade militiaman?” Venka cracked himself up.

Verochka kept falling behind, dragging her feet in her little boots — they must be full of snow by now, Sasha thought. From time to time he stopped to let her catch up and walk together, arm in arm, but that was harder for both of them, so he ploughed ahead.

“Matvey,” he said quietly. “What do you think will happen to us? I mean to the party?”

Matvey gave Sasha a serious look.

“Well, a smart guy like you can see the writing on the wall as well as any of us, Sasha,” he said.

Sasha paused to make clear it to Matvey that he’d expected a different answer. And Matvey took the hint.

“Sasha, we don’t stand a chance,” he said. “But what does it matter?”

Sasha reached out and touched a tree’s bark.

“It doesn’t,” he responded sincerely.

They decided to get back on the road an hour later. Their frozen, unbending legs made them walk like letter A’s.

“Sasha, I might as well be barefoot,” Verochka lamented.

Sasha, suddenly cheerful, said, “I keep forgetting to ask you, Verochka: How did you wind up with the Founders?”

Frozen Verochka didn’t answer, just shook her head.

Oleg’s car was parked a little way ahead on the road, and they ran towards it with their unwieldy knees, the wind in their faces.

“Turn up the heat, brother!” Matvey said, jumping inside the car, and then he turned to Sasha and asked, “Is it a long way to your village?”

“It is,” Sasha said. “But my grandma’s there. She’ll take care of us…. Take the next turn, Oleg. On the left.”

Sasha tried to contain a smile as he pictured just how great it would be — to be well-fed and warm; they’d take a walk, sledge down some hills…and why not? Then they’d fix up the house.

I’ll take my friends to my father’s grave…show him that I have good friends… we’ll drink to him on his grave… I’ll bow to my grandfather — I’ve never been to his grave. Huh? Lord, please shepherd us there!

Sasha’s heart sank when he remembered himself asking what else he needed to do to land in hell…

And now you nag the Lord about shepherding you?

I’m not asking for anything. Not for anything, he responded.

“You know how I wound up with you guys?” Verochka suddenly touched his shoulder.

“What?”

“You asked me how I wound up with the party. My Mum told me once that, when she was a little girl, she decided to write a letter to someone, a boy or a girl, in another town in our country. She closed her eyes and poked the map with a pencil. It landed on Dagestan, on some little town. So she wrote a letter: My name is Masha, and I want to be friends with you. I’m in the fifth grade, and I get mostly Bs and sometimes Cs. She wrote a random address — Lenin Street, building number, flat…and she got a response — can you believe it? From a girl in Dagestan, just a year older…. And then they wrote to each other for a long, long time and visited each other, all until I was born…”

“And now?” Sasha asked and for some reason immediately forgot what exactly he was asking her about.

“And now my Mum hates me,” Verochka said, and it seemed to Sasha that she had understood correctly whatever he was asking about.

They turned off” the main onto a dirt road, and now the car moved more slowly, swerving a little from side to side.

Sasha checked Oleg’s face to see if he was angry, but his face was inscrutable.

They passed a village; the snow, stubborn, desperate, and profuse, kept falling, like an ambush, and halfway to the second village they got stuck in it.

Having only just begun to warm up, they got out of the car again and pushed it, pressing the ice-cold trunk with their ice-cold hands. It only worked after Oleg asked someone else to get behind the wheel — Sasha was the only one who knew how to drive, and so he steered. As soon as Oleg leaned into the car with his short arms, it moved.

“You’re strong as an ox,” Matvey said with admiration.

They got back in, loud and happy to be free. They flew through the second village, where the road was a little smoother. But as soon as they left the village, they got stuck again, this time for good. They beat against the trunk for an hour, grew angry, cursed, tortured the car…

The barely lit village was a black outline behind them.

“Even if we get it out, we won’t make it much farther,” Oleg gave his vedict, walking around his poor, dead Volga. “Yesterday, we’d have made it. Today there’s not a chance. Let’s go to the people.”

They knocked on the first door without a plan, and it opened.

“There you are,” the man who opened the door told them, a big, bare-chested guy in a quilted coat and baggy-kneed tracksuit pants. “I told the old man, ‘They will come.’ Come into the house. Warm up.”

He let them all in.

“You’re a big bunch…did you transport the girl in the trunk?”

The guy shut the front door behind them.

“The lady of the house isn’t home, visiting the neighbours. I’ll make you some tea.”

He didn’t really look at his guests, as if he didn’t care who they were and what they looked like. He squeezed between them into the kitchen and, without turning his head, said to them in a seemingly displeased tone, “Come in, come in, I’m telling you, don’t stand in the doorway…”

“We need a tractor, mate,” Sasha said loudly — like many denizens of the city, he had developed the bad habit of speaking to villagers as if they couldn’t hear well. The man did not respond.

“All right, let’s take our shoes off for now,” Sasha said, smiling crookedly.

Awkwardly, as it always is in a strange house, especially a village house, they started taking off their shoes.

It was half dark, lit only by one weak bulb, and there was some indistinct smell.

“Let’s go.” Sasha pointed to the interior, fabric-covered door.

They walked through the door, leaving wet sockprints on the hardwood floor. They tiptoed for some reason — as if somebody in the house were asleep.

It was dark but warm inside the small room with its low ceiling. The weak evening light shone through a small window.

Next to the window was a long painted bench. In the middle of the room stood a big table covered with a floral oilcloth. There was a little couch on the other side of the table. The boys sucked in their stomachs and crammed themselves onto the bench in front of the table.

“Sit on the couch.” Sasha attentively walked Verochka across the room.

They sat and peered around. Venka breathed loudly as if there was something he wanted to say but felt too — if this word could be applied to him in any sense — shy.

The man came in, a kettle in one hand and a bunch of glasses in the other.

“Hand me the trivet, over on the windowsill. For the kettle,” he said to Verochka. “The teapot’s there too.”

He clicked a switch, and a dim yellow lamp turned on. Sasha examined his friends — they sat there, looking a little tired but not quite dispirited.

“The tractor driver’s passed out drunk. And his tractor is out of order,” the man said.

He made another trip to the kitchen, came back with a one-litre jar of jam and a big spoon, and left again.

He opened the door a minute later — with a hat and warm pants on, his coat buttoned up — and said, “I’ll go and fetch the missus, otherwise you’ll sit here waiting until late in the night.”

Sasha wanted to tell him not to worry about it — they’d be fine — but the door closed.

They served themselves tea.

They took in the room fully. There was old, thick wallpaper all around, an icon in a corner, a worn-out rug on one of the walls, and a chest of drawers. There was also a little white door into another room. All of a sudden someone stirred behind the door; a bed squeaked, and a person could be heard moving with some difficulty.

The little door opened, and a small old man stepped through. He had a tangle of white hair on his head and the face of a child about to start crying.

Look at this little wood sprite, Sasha thought. Must be the wife’s father — the guy we saw is way too big to be this old man’s son.

“It’s been a while since we had a delegation like this,” the old man said. “Back when we had three a week, November to May. Must’ve buried all the old folks already? No one around to visit anymore?”

Sasha had already surmised that travellers with cars stuck in the snow and mud were not a rarity in this house.

The old man stood there for a while and then shuffled out of the house, quietly groaning. They could hear him searching for a coat, mumbling something and swearing in passing.

“Where is the toilet here?” Verochka asked in a quiet voice.

“There, follow the old man, he’ll show you.” Venka finally broke his silence. He did, however, have a talent for saying any old nonsense so innocently that now even Verochka smiled.

“No, seriously — Sasha?”

“Seriously, Verochka. It’s outside. Do you want to go?”

Verochka shook her head.

They took turns eating the raspberry jam with one spoon. Venka stuck his feet on the radiator and hummed contently. Following his example, Verochka leaned her back against Sasha, flung her legs over the threadbare armrests of the couch, and wedged her feet between the rungs of the radiator.

They were slowly warming up.

The front door squeaked. Verochka moved, trying to shift into a more formal pose, but Sasha stopped her. “Sit, sit, it’s the grandpa. He doesn’t care how you sit.”

“You’re a big bunch, though,” the old man said, entering the room and picking up where he’d left off. “Eh, kids? You’re not visiting gravestones — running from something, maybe. I keep waiting for all of you townsfolk to come running to the village — the time draws near. Has it begun to burn yet, the town? It will soon enough.”

He sat down in the corner next to the door and looked at them with his amused, or maybe tearful eyes — it was hard to tell, especially in the feeble light of the yellow lamp.

“God is hanging so low now, looking us right in the eye, and we still can’t see Him. In the old days, someone would sin, and God might take years figuring out whether to punish him or not. Sometimes He’d leave it for the sinner’s kids to pay his debt. He’d wait out the sinner’s death to see if he got reformed. That’s how it was when He still had faith in the human race. Now the Lord shows Himself right away — like a father smacking his snotty brats’ hands with a spoon for sticking them in the potatoes before their elders — that’s how they did it in the old days and that’s what the Lord does these days. He lost all patience — must’ve grown tired of us. He’ll give you one sign, mark it with a peg; two signs and then bring that rod down across your spine — break it in half! Have you noticed that, kids?” The old man looked around the room. “Earned any pegs on your journeys?”

Matvey looked at the old man with curiosity; Venka, as if he were some forest creature prattling on in a strange animal language; Posik looked out of the window; and Oleg drank tea and scraped the rest of the jam out of the jar.

He finished the jar, got up, left, and came back with a bag of shopping from the car.

“Sit down and have some tea with us, Grandpa,” he said warmly, laying the food out on the table.

“I’ve had my share of tea and my share of bread already. Must be eating somebody else’s share now. And I’m telling you, you’ll all run soon — once you understand how tired you are. But there’ll be nowhere to run — all those who could’ve offered you shelter are dead. They all died in your hearts, and there won’t be any shelter for anyone. These days people think that Russia can’t be measured in time, that it’s always been and always will be. But if you divide the whole thing by the stretch of time I spent on this earth, it only comes to seventeen stretches. Russia’s history is seventeen old men. The first was born in the Khazar time. On his deathbed, seven decades later, he cut the umbilical cord of the second. The third remembered Prince Svyatoslav… the fifth found himself in the middle of the feudal wars, and the sixth saw the Tatars…. The twelfth lived through the Time of Troubles, the thirteenth in Razin’s time, and the fourteen thin Pugachev’s. And soon enough I came around — seventeen old men aren’t so many. All seventeen of us could fit in this little house — end of story.

“Of course, when we were young, we thought, Our children won’t repeat our sins, but our children don’t know heaven or earth. All they know is hunger. And a stupid hunger, too — born in their heads. They can’t get their fill because only those who look for truth will ever get their fill.

“You all go to church there, I’m told. You think if you cover the road to church with your footprints, the void in your hearts will be filled. People hope to tame God by burning some votive candles. They think they’ve got Him fooled. They think they’ve got Him in their hands, where He’ll excuse and justify their weaknesses. Their meanness and laziness, which they sometimes call mercy and sometimes call kindness. And whatever goes wrong, they point straight to God and say, ‘That’s what God willed. That’s what God said. That’s what God designed.’ Then they keep clawing and grabbing, and then some. But how would these clueless folk know what God designed, what He willed and what He simply lets pass?

“The saddest thing is not that man is weak but that he is angry in his weakness. And the more he sees others taking note of his weakness, the angrier he becomes…. There’s no way out for you anymore, that’s the thing.”

“Up on your soapbox again, Grandpa?” the first man said with a smirk as he entered the room. He was back to his tracksuit pants and tank top.

“I’m just saying the tractor’s been out of order since October,” the old man responded animatedly. “They won’t be able to get out. There’s only four men in the village, and that’s including me. They’ll have to wait until the snow melts.”

“Go, go, we’ve heard your tales a thousand times.” The younger man sent the old man away, sternly but not rudely. And the old man left, blinking as if he was about to cry or chuckle.

The owner’s wife came in and smiled so warmly that all of them except Venka felt relieved — Sasha, for example, had been worried how she might react. Venka was probably the only one who didn’t care.

“Why didn’t you offer to dry their clothes?” she scolded her husband. “Don’t you see their feet are wet?”

“They can dry their clothes, I don’t mind.”

Soon Verochka was presented a washbasin full of hot, aromatized — tart and sweet — water, and she didn’t feign politeness but blissfully dipped in her shaky little heels.

The boys dutifully surrendered their socks in exchange for wool socks — two for each foot — almost all of them torn, but scratchy and warm.

They fried up a pan of sizzling potatoes. Oleg emptied one of the bags of groceries they’d brought from town, opened some tins with attractive labels, sliced a generous amount of cheese and sausage, and offered some vodka to the man of the house, who conceded, “Why not?” Without even asking, Oleg opened a bottle of wine for his wife.

“Good lord, boys, I don’t even remember what wine tastes like anymore. And the bottle is so pretty.”

“What about the old man?” Sasha asked. “Shall we call the old man?”

“Unthinkable without him,” the owner said, and called for him.

The old man sat at the table quietly, ate little, and didn’t look at anyone.

As usual, after the third glass everyone cheered up — only the woman never got past her first glass of fortified red wine, saying sweetly, “Oh, I feel jolly already;” she just wetted her lips with it and squeezed her eyes shut with pleasure. It was clear that she didn’t want to waste it by drinking it on her own. Better to save it and share with a friend later on.

They talked casually, spinning yarns and telling tales. Sasha said they were visiting his grandma, and it turned out right away that they knew some of the same people — the villages were close to each other — and even shared some distant blood relatives.

The grandpa soon snuck out without having said a word and Posik — Sasha noticed — looked sad again.

“What’s wrong, Posik?” Sasha said quietly, drawing him close.

“I forgot to water the plants,” he answered.

They all slept on the floor in one room, some of them under blankets, others under old covers — squeezed but pleased, relaxed after dinner, and in good spirits.

In the morning, one by one they froze down to the bone in the ice-cold outhouse in the backyard and then flew back into the house, light and clear-eyed.

They each had a round of tea — the owner’s wife had left early in the morning, and the owner was in the shed, fixing something, while the chickens squawked grumpily. The grandpa didn’t get up — they could hear him groan when he turned in bed.

Sasha switched on TV, and the news happened to be on.

“Hey, isn’t this that guy’s show? What’s his name…? Kostenko’s friend?” Venka’s face lit up.

The show was being hosted by a stern-faced young woman. The news segments were the same as usual, often pointless — someone had a meeting, someone was appointed to a post, a pipe collapsed, something else caught fire, cutting out electricity or heat — maybe both — to three city districts, and now babies were being evacuated from an icy maternity hospital. None of this came as a surprise to anyone. The most wretched types might comment on all this in nonchalant tones: “It’s always been like this — they just didn’t tell us before.” But what else was there to say?

Sasha thought through this lazily, staring at the TV and sipping tea, when he was struck dumb, tea caught in his throat — Lyosha Rogov’s dead face appeared on the screen.

The news presenter was already mid-sentence before he understood what she was saying.

“A member of the leadership council of the Founding Fathers, Alexey Rogov, was found dead under the balcony of his own block of flats. His neighbours report that there were strangers in his flat around the time Alexey jumped or was thrown out of his window. One of Rogov’s neighbours, who lives on the same floor, reports hearing the visitors who arrived at Rogov’s place an hour before the tragedy introduce themselves as operatives of the Federal Security Bureau.

“It should be noted,” the presenter continued, “that the three men in civilian clothes who reportedly emerged from Rogov’s flat left the scene only after examining his dead body on the pavement. The neighbours recorded the license plate number of the vehicle. This news organisation ran the number, and it came back as belonging to the municipal division of the Federal Security Bureau. The FSB media office had no comment.”

They all sat still, glued to the screen. The grandpa groaned past them out of the house, but no one even looked up.

“Another member of the Founding Fathers leadership council, Konstantin Solovy, was found dead today in the stairwell of his block of flats in Moscow. He suffered multiple stab and slash wounds.

“Our correspondents report that, in the past thirty-six hours, several other members of the leadership council of the Founding Fathers party have been assaulted by unidentified men across Russia. Some of them have been hospitalised with traumas of varying severity.

“These events occur just a day after Yana Sharonova,one of the leaders of the Founding Fathers, committed an act of hooliganism towards the president…”

The now-familiar images flashed on the screen, and Sasha, once again, saw Yana, her hair brushed back very smoothly, her face exposed and especially delicate…

Then the smiling presenter appeared on the screen and announced that this was the final broadcast of their news show, and she thanked the viewers who had been with them all these years.

For a moment everyone was silent.

Sasha stepped out and stood in the softly falling snow.

Matvey followed him.

“All this over that shit-faced bastard’s pride…they’re so upset about that shit-faced bastard.”

Matvey didn’t say anything.

Then he asked for a cigarette.

He pulled on the cigarette, drawing in his cheeks and showing his handsome, sharp and protruding, cheekbones. His Adam’s apple moved, as if Matvey was trying to swallow something still alive and fighting to get out.

“Let’s go back in, Sasha.”

The owner brought out a horse with frightened eyes.

“Here’s our tractor. No snow is too deep,” he said somberly. When they drove past the house where they’d spent the night, Oleg slowed down, maybe, to wave or honk at the grandpa, but the old man didn’t come out and didn’t look out of the window.

“Damn — I forgot to change out of the socks they gave us,” Venka said. “I still have the wool ones on.”

No one responded.

“Keep them now,” Oleg said finally. He didn’t like the oppressive silence.

Matvey, annoyed, turned to Venka. He looked at him, sizing him up.

“What the fuck — you think I’m not sorry about the lads, Matvey?” Venka exploded. “I am! So now what? Sulk for the rest of my life? When we get back, I’ll take out one of theirs.”

They were silent for three minutes longer.

“That’s their retaliation,” Matvey said, “and there’s probably more to come. Which means there’s no more hope. Kostenko said that we should act only when there is no more hope…”

Now everyone was silent in a different way — waiting to hear what Matvey would tell them.

“We have divisions in the forty largest cities. We can seize every city administration in one day,” he said.

“And then what?” Venka asked cheerfully.

“And then we’ll find out.”

Matvey was deep in thought, squinting and staring at the moving windscreen wipers.

“I’ll take care of Moscow — I know what’s to be done. Will you guys be able to figure it out here, Sasha?”

“We will,” Sasha said firmly, although he wasn’t sure of anything yet.

“It should be much easier here,” Matvey continued calmly. “We’ve all wanted this. We’ve waited for this. So we need to do it. Now. Otherwise we’re done for.”

“You don’t have to talk us into it, Matvey. No one’s against this,” Venka said.

“You fucking slacker — you’ll just drink and sleep and drink right through the whole thing,” Matvey said, again swiveling around from the front seat.

“Fine,” Venka snapped. “I’ll stay here, then.”

“Fine.”

They all went silent again. This time they thought about what Matvey had just said.

“You must be wildly frightened of death,” Verochka suddenly said in an angry and tearful voice. “Your Russia is dead, and any rational person can see it. What’s the point in clutching at it? Don’t you see — sooner or later everything dies? Man, dog, rat — they all die! They die!”

“I’ll throw you out of this car,” Sasha said calmly.

Verochka sobbed quietly. She cowered and rubbed her little knees and bit her thin lips. Sasha felt like breaking her skull.

“I’ve got a way,” Oleg said, as if Verochka wasn’t even there.

CHAPTER THIRTEEN

Sasha didn’t sleep all night, but he felt as energised as if his chest had been rubbed with snow. He often smiled the way people do when they’re preparing a nice surprise for a close friend or loved one. Any minute now, a party popper would pop, sprinkling everyone with coloured strips of paper, and a small mechanical rabbit with floppy ears would jump out, yapping gleefully and rolling his terrifying electric eyes.

Sasha and Oleg did a couple of laps around the city, planning everything down to the last detail. Oleg sneered with delight and repeated often, sometimes completely out of the blue, “A bastard is bad and I’m badder than three bastards.”

Afterward, they went over the whole plan and again toured the city. They feared no one. Several times they came upon a police car and drove past as if charmed — no one stopped them. The traffic cop with the striped stick either kept getting called on his radio, or one of the cars in front would commit some violation and he would whistle after it viciously.

“Someone’s taken back all our ‘pegs,’” Oleg said, after another lucky incident.

Sasha knew what he was saying: Oleg remembered what the old man had told them in the village. Although at the time it seemed as though he was only focused on eating the raspberry jam.

“Do you believe in God?” Sasha asked him.

Oleg sniggered.“I knew a sniper. Sometimes he’d put this small baptismal cross into his mouth before taking a shot. Said it helped.”

“Of God, red fires Russia’s ravings are; where angels roam through the smoke…” These words suddenly came to Sasha, and he said them simply and softly, without feeling, and they made him think of the seventeen old men in white shirts sitting in the black, smoky hut, his own grandfather among them. “Can you also see the angels roaming through the smoke?”

Oleg shook his head, and it was not clear whether that meant: no, I cant see them; no, I wont say; or no, you’re not asking the right question, not at all…

Sasha fell asleep on the final evening for about forty minutes and had a quick dream.

In the dream he reached his grandmother’s house in the village. He quickly let the geese and chickens out of the barn and bid them follow him to the car.

As always in a dream, there was some strangeness: he drove there in a car but entered the yard in a truck. And now Sasha was rushing — he wanted to finish something before his grandmother came out.

He started unloading bodies from the back of the truck, and they plopped out as though they were wet through. The geese eagerly rushed to the fallen, pulling on some long object with their beaks, spreading wide their white wings and cackling. The chickens were afraid of the geese wings and scattered in fright, but then they bent their heads down and rushed in again to peck and peck some more.

Sasha turned around, saw his grandmother looking at him from the doorstep. And his father was sitting on the bench, smoking.

He woke up and remembered calling to the geese and chickens to gather them: “Judge-time, judge-time…”

“Did you nod off?” Oleg asked. They were parked in the garage.

For the first time Sasha felt something gentle, human in his voice. But he may have imagined it.

“Will it work, Oleg?” he asked hoarsely and cleared his throat. He yawned, his mouth so wide that he felt it in his back. He reached for a cigarette. They went through a terrifying amount of fags, as much as four packs per person per day.

Oleg didn’t answer, of course. He didn’t answer such questions.

“So, you’re sure that Verochka won’t rat us out?” Oleg responded with a question that he had asked probably three times in the last few days.

They had dropped her off” at the railway station the last time they saw her.

“I won’t say anything to anyone,” Vera had said, leaning towards the car, looking with her red and dry eyes at Sasha. “Do you hear me? Nothing and to no one! I promise. And please forgive me. I’ll leave today and go to a different town, to my grandmother’s place. End of story.”

She gave Sasha the key to her shed — she hurriedly tried to detach it from a key ring with a bunch of other keys, and her nail broke…

As she walked away, she said with exasperation and without turning around: “Fools. You’ll all be killed!”

It seemed as though only Sasha heard these words.

“I’m sure, Oleg. By the way, let’s go and pick up the flags.”

They arrived at her building. They walked to the shed — a nasty stray dog jumped out at them and barked so hard that it looked as if it might cough up its ferocious tongue. Oleg passed by without paying it any attention. Sasha wanted to kick the dog’s muzzle, but it hopped away and went even more ballistic.

“Take some pickled tomatoes,” Oleg suggested, leaning over the cellar door, where Sasha was rooting around for the flags in a pile of banners, armbands, portraits of Kostenko…

“Here.” Sasha handed him a jar.

Following it, two staffs, collapsible, plastic, and the colourful party cloths.

“Open them,” Oleg said when they got in the car.

“It’ll splash everywhere.”

“I want some. They’re almost like alcohol. They go straight to your head.”

They drove through the city at night. Sasha opened the jar with a knife, pulled the tomatoes out with his hands, the pungent juice flowing all over him, and swallowed them, leaning forward so as not to drip on his trousers. He launched the smaller tomatoes into Oleg’s gob, which eagerly opened. He chewed, squinting and energetically working his jaw.

The streetlamps carved up the night like a drunken scalpel. Oleg fooled around and drove with full beams on. If a passing car turned on its full beams in response, he got arrogant and steered towards the oncoming lane, forcing his spontaneous nocturnal opponent to slow down.

Venka and nine local Founders were waiting at Oleg’s flat. Last night, they had driven around the city selecting the older and angrier ones — the wild children, trial-tested and fun. Shaman, Brownie, Trucker, Tinker…

They decided not to let anymore people in on it so as not to accidentally blow their cover. Investigators had paid visits to many of them over the last few days. They’d acted rudely but hadn’t detained anyone — they were looking for Sasha and earnestly swore they’d get him.

“Any news from Matvey?” Venka asked, opening the door.

“No. No change,” Sasha said softly, stomping his boots, knocking off” the dirty snow.

“When?”

“When the time comes.”

They sat together in a circle on the floor, opened a bottle of good vodka. Poured some for everyone — Sasha and Oleg splashed out only a few drops for themselves.

Venka, who hadn’t drunk in four days and whose eyes looked like frozen dumplings, inconspicuously poured himself some water. He had even lost weight because of his unusual sobriety.

“Brothers,” Sasha said simply, and even with a slight smile. “The party tells us: Everyone owes the Russians, the Russians do not owe anyone. The same party tells us: Everyone owes the Russians, the Russians owe only themselves. We want to bring back only what we owe to ourselves: our motherland. Forward.”

They laughed through toothy smiles. Drank easily. They had cheese, greens, and an opened jar of tomatoes, which they tucked straight into.

“One more,” Sasha ordered.

They poured the rest of the bottle.

Sasha nodded to everyone gently and drank up in silence.

“And now to bed,” he ordered.

He went for a smoke before going to bed.

“Where is Posik?” he asked Venka, who followed him.

“He went to water the plants.”

Sasha nodded and said nothing.

“He promised to return in the morning…” Venka glanced into Sasha’s eyes. “I keep forgetting to tell you: Negative passed word along…he asked, basically, that we’re not to drag Posik into anything.”

“What time did he say he’d be here?”

“Well, in the morning. He’ll probably roll up on the first trolleybus.”

“He won’t make it in time. And that’s good.”

“So, tomorrow?” Venka said, and a comprehending smile spread over his face like butter melting on pancakes.

“Today, Venka. Go to sleep.”

Sasha had a cigarette, looking out of the window. He flicked the butt out of the window. It blinked, crumbling into sparks under the snow.

* * *

At two thirty in the morning Sasha woke the lads. They called a couple of taxis; Sasha and Venka rode with Oleg in his Volga.

The taxi drivers were a little surprised when the lads got out on the outskirts of the city, near the old park.

Oleg parked the Volga in the same place, locked it, said, “Wait for me, girl!” and slapped its side.

“Go to the park. There are some swings there. You can swing around for a bit,” Oleg suggested to the boy- Founders shuffling around in the snow.

“We’ll call you.” Sasha nodded to them. “Wait.”

The three of them went — Sasha, Venka, Oleg.

“Is your City Hall in the woods?” Venka asked merrily. He didn’t know the plan yet.

Behind the park stood a lonely two-storey building — a former boarding school for mentally retarded children. It wasn’t known what had happened to them all, but in recent years it had been occupied by the Special Forces unit of the Ministry of Internal Affairs, where Oleg used to work.

Even now Oleg occasionally went there in the evenings — to the gym, to pump iron — after the senior officers had gone home.

“Venka, we need weapons,” Sasha said. “We’ll be picking them up right now. Listen to me, listen to Oleg, and everything will be fine.”

They walked around the building’s fence enclosure to the back. A massive, creaking gate stood before them.

Always wanted to lick a gate like this with my tongue when I was little, Sasha remembered for some reason.

Oleg crawled under the gate and called for Sasha and Venka from the other side.

“We’re out of range of the surveillance cameras here,” he explained as they climbed through one by one.

They walked to the building, looking around. An ample yard, a pull-up bar, tyres dug into the earth on the one side, and a short row of garages on the other.

“And here’s our fleet, our rides,” Oleg explained calmly — to the right were police jeeps and two OMON transport buses that Sasha knew from the rallies. On the sides of these buses, he remembered, was the picture of a fanged beast. Every time Sasha was dragged into this bus, he tried to get a better look at the beast, to figure out what sort of mutant it was.

“They definitely can’t see us?” Sasha asked.

“Everything’s fine,” Oleg said. “Stand here, behind the car.”

Very slowly he approached the rear, iron door. He pressed the bell. Turning a smiling face to the security camera, he waved.

“It’s me, it’s me!” he said out loud, even though they couldn’t hear him yet — and he also, of course, didn’t yet see whoever he’d just greeted. In his other hand, he held a can of tear gas.

He waited for about a minute.

Oleg insisted that there was only one person on duty in the guardroom at night, sitting there and dozing off” — most likely, the day guard. The duty officer usually sleeps at night. The day guard and the duty officer’s assistant take turns.

According to the ordinance, there should be at least two people in the guardroom — but no one had complied with the statute in a long time, Oleg explained to Sasha.

“Finally!” Oleg said.

Sasha put a hunk of snow in his mouth. He looked out from behind the jeep and saw Oleg in profile as he stared blankly at the closed door, his arms hanging by his sides, completely relaxed.

Someone must have said something from behind the door, because Oleg again bared his teeth, which was his usual way of smiling, and said: “Yes, it’s me, it’s me, open up, it’s cold…. My wife kicked me out of the house, I’ve got no place to go…”

“I thought you weren’t married,” the man who opened up said. He stood on the doorstep and didn’t let Oleg in. Sasha immediately noticed his epaulettes, indicating rank.

This is the officer who was supposed to be sleeping, Sasha thought.

“Now I’m married, Comrade Lieutenant,” Oleg said, and headbutted the officer across the bridge of the nose. Purposefully dropping the tear gas, he caught the officer by the lapels with his left hand, struck him again with a crunch — one, two, three. He leaned back and drove his elbow, like a millstone, into his opponent’s jaw, putting into the blow all the Herculean strength of his ugly, muscled body.

Carefully holding the officer up, Oleg planted him in the snow, but he immediately fell down, clutching his face in his hands, slightly kicking one leg. Sasha flew over, snatched the pistol from his holster and the handcuffs from his belt. As he cuffed the officer’s hands, generously covered in blood and yielding easily, he heard someone in the building running up to the door and shouting: “What the fuck is going on? I’m going to fucking shoot!”

“Gosha! It’s me, Oleg — what’s up!” Oleg held up his hands.

“Oleg, what the fuck’s going on here?”

Oleg jumped towards the man. He flew after him into the building. Sasha saw a pistol rolling on the floor and Oleg sitting on top of someone — he clutched the overtaken man by his throat, and said: “Gosha, friend, don’t. Lie still, Gosha. Stay down.”

Oleg released his hands only when Venka and Sasha appeared next to them — Gosha groaned, his face disgustingly red, and his eyes rolled back in his skull.

Oleg stood up and turned the man on his stomach. They clasped his hands with the handcuffs from his belt.

“Gosha, come on, wake up.” Oleg sat the guy up with his back to the wall, patted his cheeks. Around his neck Sasha noticed Oleg’s bright pink fingerprints.

I wouldn’t want those hands reaching for me, flashed through his mind.

“Why didn’t you use the tear gas?” he asked Oleg.

“I’m used to solving problems with my head,” he said seriously.

They ran about ten metres down the dark and narrow corridor, leading to a doorway and the guardroom.

The heavy steel door to the guardroom was closed. Sasha looked through the huge and apparently impenetrable glass window to see if there was anybody there. On the table was an electronic control panel covered with multicoloured buttons and two phone receivers attached to it. In the corner a small TV set flickered — he could not discern what was on the screen…. Two armchairs, a keybox, a chair, another steel door leading to the utility room…Sasha didn’t notice any people.

“Come on, there’s still a third,” Oleg called to him.

He held the gun that he’d picked up from the floor.

“Chamber a round,” he said, seeing the other gun in Sasha’s hand.

Passing the guardroom, they walked through a wide, lit corridor. Sasha clicked the safety off” his gun and slid a bullet into the chamber.

Oleg quietly opened one of the doors, and Sasha saw rows of bunk beds over his shoulder. Oleg quietly went to the bed on which a man lay on his back, wearing camouflage and even a beret pulled down over his eyes. Oleg put a gun to the sleeping man’s forehead.

“Take his gun,” he told Sasha.

While Sasha was busy with the holster, Oleg peered into the sleeping man’s face, saying softly: “Who’s on day duty here? I can’t tell. Someone young, such a sound sleeper, you could fuck him and he wouldn’t wake up.”

Sasha took the gun, stuck it in his pocket.

“Come on, get his handcuffs…and don’t forget the keys.”

The disarmed man woke up only when Sasha secured his hand to the back of the bed. He jerked, tried to get up, reached for his holster with his free hand — he did it all in silence.

“Is this some kind ofjoke, guys?” he asked, finding nothing in his holster, looking into the darkness. Seeing the boys, unfamiliar to him and dressed in civilian clothes, he suddenly shouted hysterically: “Alert!”

Oleg hit him on the head with the butt of his pistol.

“Next time don’t fall sleep,” he said, exiting the barracks, then, suddenly remembering something, he abruptly returned. “I bet you have a mobile…you’re going to start calling people…”

He found the mobile in his breast pocket.

“Venka, did you drag those guys over?” Oleg asked, coming out into the corridor and squinting in the bright light.

“Fuck!” Venka said. “I forgot.”

When they rushed back outside, the lieutenant, his legs wobbling comically and kicking up snow, was almost at the gate.

On the way, he seemed to have bumped his car, and the alarm started screaming.

They tore off after the lieutenant, who, having fallen on his back, was trying to push himself under the gate with his feet.

They barely pulled him out — and as he kicked furiously, the three of them dragged him back to the building.

“You’re fucked, arseholes, get it?” repeated the lieutenant, lisping and coughing.

Gosha, the other one, was still sitting against the wall, but he had got his breath back a bit. He stared wild-eyed around him.

“What the hell are you doing, damn it?!” he said to Oleg, even tried to kick him with his foot. Without reacting, Oleg bent over and wrapped his mouth in duct tape.

They also taped the officer’s bloody and apparently broken face. He breathed through his nose, blowing out a load of red snot.

“What if he chokes?” Sasha asked.

Oleg waved his hand — if he chokes to hell with him.

“Let’s put them both into the barracks,” he said. “We need to fasten the day guard’s other hand. If it had been me I would have already opened the cuffs by now. With a pin or something.”

But the day guard was sitting on the bed, his head low, stroking his forehead with his free hand. Oleg had dented his head, after all.

“Venka, keep an eye on them,” Oleg ordered, thrusting the gun in his hand.

The door to the guardroom opened simply — you had to press a button hidden in the corner. Oleg knew where the button was.

The television was showing pornography.

“Freaks.” Oleg grinned wryly. “They put the day guard to sleep and had themselves some porn. The whole country can slip through your fingers that way. Call our lads in. Tell them not to bust through the front door; walk around to the back.”

While Sasha called directly from the phone at the console, Oleg found a scrap of paper under the glass on the table, which had the name of a city and a three-digit number written on it.

“Now we’ll call the security services and break open the ammo stash,” Oleg said.

Sasha met the Founders at the door — they went into the building, looking all around. They stood in the corridor, some of them surprised, some stiff” and tense — but no one showed any fear or agitation.

Oleg dialed a number on the phone and said: “Madrid 972, opening for twenty minutes.”

“All right,” a friendly female voice answered him.

Taking a long key from the box, Oleg keyed in a code on the door leading to the utility room, which turned out to be the ammo stash repository. He inserted the key, made three turns. The door clicked. Oleg pulled it, heavy and stubborn, towards him.

They went into the ammo stash — it was completely filled with steel boxes. Wielding a bunch of keys taken from the lieutenant’s belt, Oleg opened the drawers. Each was full of weapons.

“Fuck me!” Sasha said when he saw the enchanting sight of so much ammunition of all calibers inside the drawers.

“Take it all,” Oleg ordered quietly. “There’s a hundred Kalashes, a hundred Makarovs, six grenade launchers, three PKMs, three SVDs, fifty grenades…also some Kedrs — Russian-made Uzis… and some other stuff, I think.”

Oleg took out a Kalash and patted it affectionately.

Brownie came in and looked around, stunned.

“What do we have here?” he asked.

“Kids in a sweet shop,” Oleg said. “Come on, guys, why are you standing around? We have nineteen minutes. Stack it all in the hallway for now.” He put a machine gun into Brownie’s hands.

After seventen minutes the hallway was littered with weapons and boxes of ammunition. Venka stuck his face out of the barracks and looked admiringly at it all.

“Venka, take the keys to the locker rooms.” Oleg threw him a ring of several keys. “There are uniforms there and a string of handcuffs. Cuff my brother’s feet too, or else he might hop away.”

Oleg closed the empty ammo stash and again got on the phone with security to cheerfully report that everything was in order: “Madrid 972, activating the alarm.”

Sasha’s team of Founders stopped for a moment in the hallway, taking in the sight of all the weapons. Someone lit a cigarette to clear his head.

“Guys!” Sasha said, looking at the clear and honest faces of his friends. “Guys. Today in Russia there will be a revolution. This morning, our brothers across the country will wreak righteous havoc in their cities. And we will do it here. That’s it — let’s get to work.”

“Moscow included?” Trucker asked.

“Moscow included,” Sasha said.

“Choose your uniform size by your height,” Oleg shouted. He tossed packages of winter camouflage down from the lockers — the fabric smelled strong and made a swishing sound — assault vests, and body armour.

“Armour on request,” Oleg yelled, stripping down to his underwear and deftly dressing. “I personally don’t need any. I don’t want to live forever. Come on, come on, guys, we’re running out of time. Venka, did you strap in my brothers? Good work…”

Oleg was the first to get dressed — he transformed instantly into a camouflaged animal, sneered, and uttered his usual: “A bastard is bad and I’m badder than three bastards…. Damn, how long have I been waiting for this!” He cocked the machine gun, threw a Kalash over his shoulder, slipped a Makarov into the holster, expertly fit the Kedr into his assault vest, shoved some grenades in, then jumped up and down on the spot. He was ready.

Some of the guys who had never served and weren’t used to the gear struggled with the uniforms, held the assault vests up in front of their faces, puzzled, like savages.

On the floor lay the Founders’ civilian clothing — the pathetic shirts, ridiculous trousers, worn-down boots, and jackets with rips in the linings.

“What’s up, devils? Shed your miserable skins! You’ve never even seen assault vests before!” Oleg was inspired and fussed around everybody. “You sloths, can you even unhook your girlfriends’ bras? I’ll show you!”

“Oleg!” Sasha, who managed to quickly figure out his own uniform, called to him. “Someone on the radio is calling for base.”

“That’s night patrol,” Oleg said. “Why the hell are they calling in so early?”

The OMON had one night patrol, four guys in a jeep. Oleg had planned to summon and disarm them, but later — he and Sasha had agreed to take care of them later…

Oleg went to the guardroom, picked up the radio, and waited, chewing his thin lips, until they again said, “Come in, base.”

“This is base,” he said flatly.

“What took you so long?”

Oleg turned his walkie-talkie in front of his face, thinking, and said calmly: “What do you want?”

“Open up, our heater’s broken. We’re freezing. Who is this anyway? Gosha?”

Oleg threw the radio on the table, took off” into the hallway, quickly glanced around — the pile of weapons and uniforms on the floor, the four Founders still half-naked, white-bodied and thin, undone belts hanging off their trousers, loose laces in their boots… he turned and slapped the light switch with his heavy paw. The lights in the corridor went out.

“Three of you on this side of the exit, three on the other,” he commanded clearly. “As they come in, put everyone on the floor. Shout loudly. And don’t shoot. Sasha, Venka, you can use the butts of your guns — hit them hard.”

He went down the dark, narrow corridor to open the door. When the night patrol went through the corridor, the butts of the Founders’ guns would put them down.

Sasha stood to the left of the exit, saw Venka’s silhouette opposite him. Although he could barely see Oleg, he guessed that he was looking through the peephole.

“Are you asleep in there, you heifers?” someone shouted from behind the door.

Oleg slid the bolt to unlock the door, turned around, and walked away slowly. The door flew open behind him, and the weak light from the streetlamp fell into the hallway.

“Your car alarm is blasting, and you’re all asleep, huh?” someone asked gaily as he entered.

Sasha smelled the wind and the snow. He took his machine gun off” his shoulder and held it in his hand, the gun’s butt at the ready.

Judging by the voices and footsteps,a few men entered together.

“Hey, Private, tell the lieutenant to turn off his car alarm. The cat must have jumped onto the roof…”

Oleg kept walking without looking back.

“Why are you dressed for the North Pole?” someone asked. “Is there a draft in the guardroom or what? And it’s so dark in the hallway! Hey, turn on the light! Private!”

“Russik, hold on, there’s blood on the floor,” one of them said.

“Shit, you’re right, there is blood. Private, fucking turn on the damn light! Have you got your period? Cat got your tongue?” Then muttering in a quieter voice: “I told you something’s not right…”

The door closed behind the last of the arrivals. It was dark again, and the sickening sound of the car alarm from the yard was muffled.

Oleg stood between Venka and Sasha, looking straight ahead and not turning around.

The sound of boots stomping down the corridor approached. Hearing this, Oleg took a couple more small steps forward.

Sasha first saw the hand, reaching for Oleg’s shoulder, and then the hulking man himself, trying to turn this hapless private to face him: “Hey, slowpoke!” the guy said.

Sasha hit him in the back of the head with the butt of his gun, and as the man fell he almost took Oleg down.

At the same time Venka, clutching the machine gun like a baseball bat, both hands wrapped around the barrel, charged the second — his face went crack and he collapsed onto his back.

Sasha knew that he’d acted too soon — he should have waited for them all to arrive — and now there were still two more in the small corridor, which was tricky to fight in, especially if they started shooting…

Sasha rushed into the corridor, stepped on the chest of the man downed by Venka, and shouted, “Everybody get down!” He was unsuccessful at knocking the third guy out because he was worrying about the fourth guy, managing only to hang on him, as if they were embracing, and the guy tried to free himself by hitting Sasha with a powerful knee, crushing him with his torso, and smashing his fists into Sasha’s back.

This fucker is tough, Sasha thought as he, unsure what else to do, sunk his teeth into the guy’s salty, stubbly cheek and at the same time felt a sharp blow to his shoulders and fell on the man whose face he was tearing with his teeth.

Sasha realised it was his own Founders who took him down.

Suddenly, there was light — someone had flipped the switch. Sasha stepped back, looking into the bewildered eyes of the guy whose cheek was dripping black drops of blood.

Venka grabbed the guy’s hand, someone — yes, it was Tinker — seized his other hand too, and someone sat on his legs.

Sasha stood up, looked around.

About seven metres away, Oleg seemed to be making a nest on the patrolman’s back, punching the back and sides of his head, but the man would not give up. He crawled on all fours, struggling to stand. Two Founders, one of them naked to the waist, fussed around, unable to help Oleg.

It took Venka and three guys to tie down the man whose cheek Sasha had bitten through.

Sasha picked up a gun from the floor and ran outside. The fourth one might have escaped. Or…

Outside, loud music was playing. Sasha stopped for a moment, not understanding what it was or where it was coming from.

The night patrol jeep was parked near the entrance, and inside it the radio was blaring so loud the speakers crackled.

The driver’s door was open.

Sasha walked around the car and saw the driver poking around in the cabin.

He stood in front and cocked the gun.

The driver turned around, smiling, wiping his dirty hands with a rag. He looked at Sasha, reached inside the cabin, and turned off” the music.

“We got fed up with that alarm’s racket…we drowned it out with music. Where is the lieutenant? Asleep, that lazy bastard?” he said, turning around. “And our heating doesn’t work. Fucking jalopy…”

For a moment they looked at each other.

Inside the building there were shouts and profanities.

“What’s going on in there?” asked the driver, wiping the smile from his face and looking into Sasha’s face. “You one of the new guys, huh?”

“Hands up!” Sasha said. God knows where the silly phrase came from, but he couldn’t think of anything else.

“Fuck you,” the driver said and dived into the cabin — something was lying on the back seat, an automatic — he grabbed it but didn’t have time to turn around. Sasha rammed the butt of his gun into the driver’s back a few times, and then once in the head until he collapsed.

“Can’t follow simple orders, can you, guys?” Sasha spat angry saliva into the snow.

In the far corner of the yard, behind the parking lot, there was a roomy cage. They dragged the handcuffed men there, their mouths duct taped.

“What is this pen, Oleg?” Venka asked, straining — the night patrol commandos were unimaginably heavy.

“We used to have a dog; it died…”

“Won’t they freeze?” Venka grinned at the men they had just thrown in the snow.

“It’ll heat up soon…”

“In the spring?” Venka guffawed, unsure what Oleg meant.

While dragging the camouflaged captives, their eyes darting wildly, Sasha stopped for a moment in the middle of the yard and suddenly imagined what it must have looked like: the milky streetlights, soft snow falling on his hot forehead, the car alarm squealing…

…Venka’s contented face and Oleg’s angry one…

…and a bunch of guys in uniform behind bars, in the snow, huddled around the absurd, empty bowl left over from the dog…

…and the bloody beard dripping down the patrolman’s face over the white tape covering his mouth…

…the commandos moved awkwardly, as if each of them were in a cocoon…

Sasha shook his head to get the snow off his hair, dark from sweat. He smiled at one of the Founders and heard Oleg, as he closed the cage behind the last of the commandos he’d dragged out from the barracks, raging: “What a crew! Could hardly even take four guys — the twelve of you! And who turned on the light in the corridor, by the way?”

“I turned it on,” Brownie said. “Because I could fuck all when you started fighting.”

“All right, guys,” Sasha said. “All of you did really well. Oleg, do you hear me? Excellent!” Then louder and more spryly, he said: “Load the arsenal, guys! The two jeeps and the transport bus are ours… Oleg, hand out the keys to the vehicles.”

They opened the iron door, letting an invigorating draft into the building. They hauled the guns, the cartridges, the grenade launchers, the ammo, and the heavy box of grenades into the bus with a fanged beast on its side.

“This is incredible!” Venka kept saying. “Check it out, Sasha! Fucking amazing. Don’t they have a helicopter? Oleg! Don’t you have a helicopter? Or a tank? I want to bulldoze the city in a tank.”

They piled the armour in a heap and — why waste something good? — uniforms too…

Oleg unlocked another room and took out a long box packed with rations.

“Enough, Oleg.” Sasha tried to reason with him. “We’ve got to go.”

“That’s it, let’s go.”

Little by little, it grew light outside. The streetlamps blurred, as if someone had added water to painted yellow brushstrokes.

“Start your engines, gang!” Sasha ordered.

Oleg ran to open the gate. Sasha drove the first jeep to the exit. The bus rolled up behind it with Trucker — who else? — at the wheel…. The bus was followed by another jeep driven by Shaman, who took joyrides all the time and really knew how to drive…

Without turning off” the engine, Sasha got out of the car to hand a canister of gasoline to Oleg: “Here, I found it.”

Oleg nodded. He ran towards the building with the canister.

“Hey-hey!” Venka, sitting in the passenger side, leaned over Sasha’s lap and waved to the men gathered in the dog pen. “Good night! Be good now!”

Oleg was inside for two minutes, then he emerged pouring a trail of gasoline behind him. He took out a box of matches, lit one, threw it — a thin, hot flash of red streaked away…

“Look at that!” Venka laughed, turning his smiling face around to see Oleg set fire to the building. “Look at that, Sasha! The higher-ups will show up for work in the morning, and this whole mess of guys, night patrol and all, are here in this cage. And everything’sburnt down. Just a cage with guys on a pile of ashes. Yeah? And that one, with the bloody snout and bitten-through tape, says: ‘Comrade Colonel, in your absence everything burnt the fuck down! We couldn’t save it! We’ve lost it all!’”

Oleg jumped into the driver’s seat and slammed the door. In the back lay the grenade launcher, the powerful Kalashnikov, and boxes of ammunition.

Sasha banged the horn with his fist,hit the accelerator — tyres throwing up snow, the jeep launched through the gate. The shaking bus rolled out behind them. They raced down the road into the empty park. Venka yelled excitedly.

“I set fire to the cellar,” Oleg said, rubbing his gasoline-scented hands with a snowball that he’d gathered up on the way to the car. “The alarm won’t go off” until the fire reaches the corridor, we have about fifteen minutes…. Stop by my Volga.”

“We don’t have much time,” Sasha said.

“Stop, Sasha.”

Sasha hit the brakes.

Oleg jumped out and opened the Volga. He returned with a flag.

“Something like this should be done with style,” Oleg said. “Everything you do only once in your life, you must do with style,” he repeated.

He attached the red and black flag to the staff, stuck it out of the window, and secured the staff between the door and the seat. Sasha accelerated. The flag whipped in the icy wind like a living thing, like a deep-sea fish exposing its loudly flapping sides to the biting snow.

Sasha thought of nothing, he feared nothing — he was sterile and transparent like a syringe.

They raced through the city, scaring the oncoming cars, slamming on the brakes, stopping right at the door to the three-storey building housing the police headquarters.

They swiftly jumped out of the jeep with machine guns — safeties off, locked and loaded.

The bus with the fanged beast on the side and the second jeep parked in the street.

“Venka, you know the score,” Sasha said.

“Venka knows the score,” he replied.

The door to the foyer of the police headquarters was open. The three of them entered.

Opposite the main entrance was the guardroom — here it was twice the size of the guardroom in the building that was now burning.

A policeman sat at a wooden table in the lobby. His machine gun lay on the table.

“Hi,” Oleg greeted him cheerfully, offering his hand. The policeman shook his hand, looking Oleg over as he proceeded to the guardroom. At the thick glass separating the lobby from the guardroom, Oleg picked up the phone to communicate with the duty officer — a wide-faced and sleepy guy with a mustache and epaulettes indicating the rank of major. From behind the glass, he looked like a catfish in an aquarium.

Sasha also shook hands with the policeman and followed Oleg in while Venka stayed put.

“Who’s on patrol today?” Sasha heard the dissatisfied voice of the policeman behind him. “I’ve seen your senior before, I think, but this is the first time I’ve seen you. Commandos do their training at night now or what?”

Venka was silent.

Talk to him, Venka! Sasha thought.

“Or what,” Venka said cheerfully.

“Listen, Nikolayevich.” Oleg spoke into the phone. “We have a small problem. Arrested a guy for fighting. He had some dope on him. Keeps saying he’s the prosecutor’s brother, his real brother. The story checks out — names match up from his ID. And that’s not all, Nikolayevich…. ”

He listened to the answer.

“Our senior is in the car with us, Nikolayevich. Look, let me come in,” Oleg said calmly. “Why am I talking into this thing…? This isn’t really a conversation for over the phone. Open up, come on.” Sasha understood by his voice that Oleg was grinning.

The officer pushed a button under his wide table, the lock clicked on the iron door into the aquarium, and, as he entered, Sasha heard the policeman at the wooden table say to Venka: “Soldier, why are you holding your machine gun by the barrel? Didn’t they teach you anything?”

Without looking back, Sasha understood that Venka had swung his machine gun into the policeman’s head, probably a few times. The table, the chair, the falling man — all of it crashed.

The wide-faced major was already out of his chair, fumbling with his holster when Sasha ran into the guardroom…another wild-eyed officer popped out from a small utility room…

A round of shots rang out — Oleg fired his machine gun at the ceiling, screaming: “Down on the ground, you bastards! Down on the ground, I said!”

It took Sasha two leaps to get to another room — Oleg had sketched the layout of the building and he remembered it. He saw the receptionist by the phone — her white hand on the handset, as if she had just thought to ring someone. Sitting next to her and to Sasha’s side was a policeman wearing a pea coat for some reason and bearing the thick stripes of a sergeant…. A third person, a tall and thin warrant officer, stood next to the table, and upon seeing Sasha, he put his service cap on his head as if he was preparing to give a report.

“Move a muscle and I’ll kill you,” Sasha said. “You there, hands on the table. Do it now, I said!” The policeman in the pea coat reluctantly lifted his heavy, pasty paws, which looked as if they’d been boiled, from under the table; the receptionist frantically thrust out her other hand, even waved it for him, as if saying, “It’s empty, empty!”

“Now, Comrade Warrant Officer will put the handcuffs on the sergeant.” Sasha pulled the bracelets out of his pocket and threw them on the table. “Sergeant, get up, hands behind your back. Should I start making holes in you, or can you move a little faster?”

The warrant officer took the handcuffs and, wincing, as if they were hot, snapped them on the wrists of the now standing policeman in the pea coat.

“Need a hand?” Venka burst in.

They disarmed all of them, taped up their mouths — the woman’s too — put bracelets on everyone and sat them down on the floor.

The Founders bounded into the guardroom, excited and jumpy like juvenile dogs. They were instructed to enter the building only after they heard shots being fired; before that, the policeman would have suspected something — what’s with this riffraff, who is this ragtag patrol? — and he wouldn’t have opened the door to Oleg.

The Founders pointed their guns, still expecting danger, and looked at pieces of plaster that had fallen from the ceiling when Oleg fired a round at it. They shuffled around without speaking.

Oleg looked into the four small surveillance screens showing the courtyard and the plaza outside the front entrance.

“The patrol policemen are here,” he said calmly. “Run and give them a welcome…three of them.”

They spilled out together.

“Let them in and disarm them,” Sasha said to the boys. “Don’t kill anyone unless you have to.”

The Founders met the three calm and tired-looking policemen at the door. Only one of them had a machine gun hanging from his shoulder. Sasha walked past them without saying hello, searching for the door lock so no one could get in behind them and interfere. Ah, there was the lock.

“Offer no resistance! This is a drill!” Venka announced loudly and cheerfully, as though in a circus, to those who entered.

Clumsily they knocked down the sluggish policemen, but they did it quickly and angrily. An obstinate one landed a punch to one of the Founders and they smashed his head with a gun butt — a generous puddle of blood spread across the foyer tiles.

Sasha didn’t have to intervene — he stood and watched as his vicious guys operated, took away guns, snapped on bracelets; kicked someone wailing like a nut — in the face, in the chest, in the teeth…

Oleg watched it all from behind the guardroom glass, an icy expression on his face. The phone rang; he picked it up and said something.

Who’s he talking to? Sasha thought.

Three of the Founders dragged the patrol policemen to the guardroom, and someone else was already banging on the front door again. Only now, Sasha noticed, the one policeman who was sitting in the lobby, who Venka had knocked out, was still lying here under his own wooden table — his legs sticking out from underneath, scraping his heels on the floor trying to get away.

He felt like asking Venka, who was standing right there: “What the fuck were you thinking, leaving him there?” but he didn’t say anything, couldn’t decide what to do, and opened the door…

“What’s with the welcoming party?” asked the first one, seeing the Founders in OMON uniform, not yet noticing their sweaty, dishevelled look, their crazy eyes, bouncing around like squirrels in a burning forest.

One after another six people came in, and by the time the last one entered, the first one had already frozen, having seen the policeman lying under the table, without his service cap, with a broken face, in a pool of blood, his mouth taped shut…

When it had all begun the duty officer opened the door to the right to let Oleg into the guardroom — but there was, as it turned out, another door on the left, which they forgot about — and through that door you could get out of that little room, where they were holding the captured policemen…

Out of this door emerged the duty officer himself — his jacket torn, bare belly hanging out, his hands behind his back. His face must have been taped by Venka and, instead of a white strip across his mouth, his whole head was wound in crooked ribbons of tape as if he was a burn victim. Because Venka wound the tape tightly, his facial muscles had shifted in a horrific way. The duty officer looked as if he’d had a stroke, one eye much higher than the other. Besides, Venka had left a small hole, only as thick as a finger, over his mouth — out of which could be heard the quick, quiet whistling of his breath. It seemed as though the duty officer wanted to say something, but the hole was not big enough for him to speak…

The policemen who entered, all six of them, stared in fascination at the duty officer and the one lying on the floor in a pool of blood.

“Ha ha, got you. Good one, huh, guys?” Venka said, beaming, but it didn’t work. One of the policemen pulled the automatic off his shoulder.

If fighting starts here, let alone shooting, we cant handle this crowd with only eight of us, Sasha knew this,not with his brain but with the front of his skull — he felt it in his skin, chest, nerves.

“Attention! We’re taking the building!” he cried. “We have two hundred of our people in the building! Don’t move! Everyone will live! But the building is ours!”

As if on cue, three Founders emerged from the guardroom, machine guns at the ready.

“Everyone to the wall! To the wall! Hands on the wall!” Sasha screamed, snatching the collar of the policeman nearest him and pushing him to the wall. At any moment someone could pull a trigger — and then everything would be over.

“We’re taking the building! Face the wall!” Sasha shouted, somehow understanding that the policeman had changed his mind about resisting.

“Hold it! Hands on the wall! The building is wired! Don’t move!” Oleg shouted in a hoarse and well-practiced OMON voice as he rushed in from the guardroom.

One of the policemen still resisted, but it was too late — he was the only one…. They knocked him down, stepped on the back of his head…

The duty officer still stood there with his contorted face, unable to do anything about what was happening…

They’d used up all the duct tape, so they gathered the men together on the floor in the middle of the room, faffing around with their guns for a long time — the guns were attached with special straps and didn’t unhook easily. They left Tinker to stand guard over them.

“Sasha, son of a bitch, you should’ve looked through the peephole!” Oleg swore, opening the ammo stash. “Why the fuck didn’t you check? You could have let a whole battalion in here!”

“Why didn’t you check?” Sasha retorted. “I thought it was the driver. Who are they all?”

“They’re the night patrol policemen.” Oleg let the Founders into the ammo stash, shouting, “Round it all up quick!”

They dragged the weapons to the bus just outside the door.

“We can’t carry it all — there’s far too much of it,” Sasha said. “Let’s bail. We’re behind schedule.”

“Come on, yes, or the other patrols will be here soon. It’s almost the end of the shift. They’ll make too much trouble,” Oleg agreed.

They couldn’t fit any more weapons into the bus. Gun barrels stuck out as if they had dragged a huge, vicious hedgehog onto the bus and it was pushing against the glass with its spikes.

They ushered all the captured policemen outside, where they stood handcuffed in front of the building, looking absurd, some with crooked strips of duct tape over their mouths, some without. The receptionist was in fancy shoes — a young Founder threw his jacket over her shoulders. Several of them had blood on their faces. They looked at the unknown tribe in camouflage — some looked with contempt, some with dismay, some with impassioned hatred.

“We release you in peace! Go to the people!” Venka announced as if he was speaking from the pulpit. “Go on, I’m telling you!” He shook his machine gun.

The policemen wandered away in their handcuffs, stumbling, kicking up snow. Gasoline was already being poured on the building.

“Demons!” someone looked back and shouted.

No one paid any attention.

“I’m sorry we don’t get to watch it burn,” Venka complained, looking at the building.

“I’m not sorry,” Sasha said, and started the car.

The city whitened, slowly emerging in the sick, acidic morning light.

The houses seemed to step out from the thin fog like sorrowful ghosts in hospital gowns.

Sasha’s face felt frostbitten — his cheeks were numb and the nerve endings retreated into the back of his head. If you had set fire to his hair he wouldn’t have noticed.

He shifted gears, stamped on the accelerator.

Not seeing it in time, he ran over a speed bump and the car bounced. The guns and the boxes of ammo rattled.

“Hit the brakes, there’s another one,” Oleg warned.

Sasha slowed down. A police jeep rolled towards them, decreasing its speed as well as it approached the speed bump.

“Look at the little ducklings all in a row?” The radio crackled with the cheerful voice of one of the patrolmen in the approaching jeep, amazed to see three OMON vehicles lined up so early.

“We’re afraid to be alone,” Oleg replied enthusiastically and then he said: “Hang there a second, will you? Patrol, wait!”

The police jeep stopped.

“What’s with that fucked-up flag?” the patrolman asked, jumping out of the jeep, pointing towards the Founders’ flag.

“What’s with your fucked-up face?” Oleg said. With the butt of his gun Oleg hit the driver’s head, which made a sound like a watermelon cracking in half.

Sasha and Venka ordered the rest of them out of the car at gunpoint.

The other Founders burst out of the bus, laid everyone out on the pavement, someone suggested flipping the police car over — ten of them grabbed it,pushed it on its side with a crash.

They all turned around when they heard the heartrending wail of sirens.

“It’s the fire department,” Oleg reassured them.

The big snorkel truck drove right up to them with a long and angry howl, demanding everyone disperse from the road. The second fire engine rolled up heavily, its siren shrieking and flashing.

Sasha walked calmly up to the first fire engine, paying no attention to the fireman who jumped from the cabin, shouting, “What the hell are you guys doing here? Your base is on fire! The police headquarters is on fire! What is this?”

Sasha fired a round into the huge wheel — kept walking and, clenching his teeth, strafed the rear wheels of the truck.

The fireman followed Sasha perfunctorily, as if the two of them were inspecting the truck, but he looked alternately at Sasha and the tires of the truck with horror.

“Turn off” the fucking siren,” Sasha said.

He went to the second truck. The firemen were already jumping ship…

With their tyres flattened, the trucks settled down, as if wounded.

From out of nowhere, a car rolled up; the driver sized up the situation, then abruptly turned around with a screech and sped away.

They got into the vehicles again, not bothering to do anything more with the patrol than take away their weapons.

The city belongs to us, thought Sasha, frowning and stamping the accelerator. This is our city…

Inside he felt as though he’d been presented with an enormous gift box at a holiday party but inside there was only shredded cardboard, an old shoe, rancid leftovers, a stopped clock, an empty picture frame, and a rusty nail.

“We have a couple hours now until the pandemonium dies down,” Oleg said, “until they start making phone calls…”

“It’s a piece of cake apparently!” Venka marvelled, sprawled out on the seat.

“And did you think it was something serious?” Oleg asked.

“What was serious?” Venka turned around.

“This… their… State,” Oleg said with extraordinary contempt.

“Well, since we’ve got time,” Sasha said. The brakes screeched terribly, and he changed course for an all-night supermarket he knew.

“Hey, hey, hey!” Venka yelled — not really afraid. “Take it easy!”

The blunt nose of the jeep leapt up the steps and crashed through the glass doors of the supermarket. Sasha turned off the engine and set the handbrake.

He climbed out awkwardly —the front of the jeep was tilted upwards, and large, slippery shards of glass glinted underfoot. Sasha held onto the door to catch his balance.

Inside the supermarket, he pushed away a security guard in a black jacket. He pulled the phone out of his pocket, but Oleg snatched it from his hand and chucked it away.

“What’s going on?” squealed the saleswoman. “What do you think you’re doing? Just because you’re in a uniform, think you can do whatever you want?”

They passed her by and dispersed throughout the store. The saleswoman ran into the back room. The Founders were gathering up bottles and attractive-looking jars.

Sasha stood in front of one display and then another. He didn’t understand what he wanted. What was all of it, anyway — what was it for?

He chose nothing and just looked lost. He swung his machine gun, smashed it through a thick glass case, scattering a pyramid of jars, and walked away.

He bit into an apple on his way to the checkout. It had no taste.

“Back to the cars, gang!” he yelled. He waited for everyone at the entrance.

The security guard sat on a chair nearby, watching with resignation and contempt as the camouflaged devils left with their pockets full, smoking cigarettes.

“No smoking inside,” Venka said, taking his cigarette from his mouth.

“To City Hall, my brothers!” commanded Sasha when they were outside. “The governor is still alive…”

“The governor is still asleep,” Venka guffawed.

As the jeep climbed down the steps, the bus and the other jeep roared off. They sped to catch up with them.

Three minutes later a police car pulled up alongside them, yelling through a megaphone: “OMON patrol car! We demand that you stop! OMON patrol car!”

“Why don’t they call us on the radio?” Venka asked Oleg. “Why shout like that? They’ll wake everyone up…”

“This division uses a different channel,” Oleg said. “The cashier probably pulled the alarm — they’ll all come for us now…”

Oleg clicked around on his radio, looking for the right channel, thumped the button and said: “This is OMON, who demands that we stop?”

After a few seconds, a faltering voice came through the radio: “Hit the brakes now, shithead, or I’ll shoot!”

“No, you hit the brakes, or I’ll toss a grenade out of the window,” Oleg said. “Look to your left! Through your left window!” He stuck his hand out, clutching a grenade. Sasha saw in the rearview mirror that the ring was between Oleg’s teeth.

Oleg spat the ring out and announced loudly on the radio: “Thar she blows!”

The car pursuing them slowed — the driver spun the wheel, the car veered into the oncoming lane, lost control, and bumped into a pole; Sasha noticed a policeman jump out of the passenger door and throw himself on the pavement.

The grenade exploded.

“Anyone dead?” Sasha asked. There was a bend in the road and he couldn’t see anymore in the side mirror.

“Who the fuck could it kill?” Oleg answered. “Only if they die from fear…it’s a stun grenade…”

There was only one car in the City Hall parking lot.

The tarmac was swept clean, and the rubbish bins were emptied.

They rang the buzzer at the tall glass door. A youthful policeman with chubby cheeks ran out, smiling, and hastily opened the door.

“I don’t get it — what the hell’s going on?” He was talking at a hundred miles an hour before he even opened the door. “All this commotion on the radio. Something’s burning, there’s been a shooting, right?

“What’s going on out there?” he asked again when the door was open. He stared at the boys, smiling.

“Go and take a look.” Sasha abruptly yanked the policeman out of the door. He walked into the building.

They confiscated the policeman’s gun, gave him a humiliating slap, and left him standing outside.

Another officer, an older one, was sitting in a booth to the left of the entrance, looking seriously at the radio as if he expected something from it.

“Good morning,” Sasha said. “You’re being sent home. Martial law has been declared — there are terrorists in the city.”

The policeman looked incredulous.

“Terrorists? Where?” he asked irritably, half rising.

The jolly Founders, loaded down with weapons, entered the building like pirates.

“Here,” Sasha said.

They dispersed throughout the building, unlocked some of the doors, broke down those they couldn’t unlock. Oleg instructed them where to set up the machine guns.

“Two at every post. A post every ten offices — count them out…”

Sasha immediately scouted out the governor’s office. He marched slowly down the echoing corridor. He crossed paths with a cleaning lady carrying a bucket and mop.

“Auntie, where does the governor hang out?”

“He isn’t here yet, soldier. Probably no one’s here yet. They’ll start arriving in half an hour…. There’s his palace — there, you see, in the middle of the hall.”

“I’ll wait.”

Sasha tugged the handle, and the door opened.

This is probably where the secretary sits, Sasha guessed, looking around a bright room with cabinets, a printer, a fax machine, a computer on the desk…flowers in a vase…

One door led to the left, another to the right.

On the tall, richly upholstered door to the right was a sign engraved with the governor’s name.

The simpler door to the left was ajar. Sasha pushed it open with his foot and entered. At the table sat Bezletov, looking at an open laptop.

“What’s all that ruckus?” he asked, shifting his gaze to Sasha and not recognizing him. “Another renovation?”

Sasha stood there a moment, wondering what to do.

“Bezletov,” he said finally. “Get out of here.”

He went to the window and looked out. Two confused policemen stood there not knowing what to do; without noticing them, the Founders carried the weapons in from the bus.

“Sasha.” Bezletov recognised him, standing up.

He squinted, looking Sasha over. A muscle trembled in Bezletov’s cheek as if he’d been pinched.

“What are you doing here, Sasha? Get the bloody hell out of here! What is this circus? You’ll ruin my reputation once and for all…”

Weapons were already being carried into the secretary’s room.

“Sasha, are you there?” Oleg called, looked in and saw Bezletov. “Who’s that? The governor?” he sneered. Venka’s mug, ready, as always, with a laugh, peered over Oleg’s shoulder.

Sasha shook his head, stepped out of Bezletov’s office.

“The governor’s office is there.” He pointed towards the tall, handsome door. “Bezletov, where are the keys to his office?” he shouted without turning around.

In the office of the governor there was a long table, a few chairs, and a TV in the corner. On the wall hung a huge portrait of the president. The president was walking, clenching his thin fist. The background of the picture was black — as if the president had just emerged from the darkness and was now hurrying somewhere.

Oleg slammed a Kalashnikov down on the table and unloaded two grenade launchers from his shoulder.

He walked in front of the windows, pushing the beautiful curtains open.

“We won’t last long, of course, but we’ll shoot it out for a bit if push comes to shove…”

Venka prowled around as if he was looking for something to break.

“Here’s another little room.” He found an inconspicuous, curtain-covered door. “There’s a fridge here, take a look,” he continued.

In the doorway stood Bezletov, silently observing what was going on.

Sasha plopped down in the governor’s chair, rocked back and forth. He picked up the remote from the table and turned on the TV. Some smiling women flickered across the screen.

“You’re nuts!” Bezletov shouted.

“Who is this, I still don’t get it?” Venka asked, emerging from the little room with a wedge of cheese and a bottle of cognac.

Sasha didn’t answer.

“Shall we fortify our position somehow?” he asked Oleg.

“Nah.” Oleg broke off a piece of Venka’s cheese, took the bottle of cognac, studied it. “We can handle the cops with the ammo we’ve got. If they send in the troops, we don’t stand a chance anyway.”

Sasha nodded. He remembered something — got up, patting down his pockets.

“Lose something?” Oleg asked.

“Hm…? Yes, a bullet casing.”

I left it in my pocket, my jacket pocket…. It’s probably burnt up by now, Sasha guessed.

“You need a bullet casing?” Oleg demanded, and shot at the portrait of the president. Hit him in the forehead.” Come to think of it, I was just looking for a reason to give it to him,” he said, picking up the bullet and handing it to Sasha.

Bezletov summoned his courage, took a few wooden steps closer to Sasha and tugged on his sleeve. “Sasha, who are these people? I demand that you get out of here now, along with this riffraff… ”

Oleg grabbed Bezletov’s thin white fingers with his thick red ones, slapped the handcuffs onto his wrist; the cuffs’jagged edge flashed opened and snapped shut.

“Come here.” Oleg jerked him, easily guiding Bezletov to the wall between the windows, and then fastened the other cuff to the radiator. “A bastard is bad and I’m badder than three bastards…get it?” He breathed into Bezletov’s face so hard that he recoiled reflexively.

“Aren’t you ashamed, Sasha?” Bezletov asked. “Maybe you’re going to shoot me, too?”

“Professor Bezletov, judging by your tone, you don’t believe that I will. No need to kid each other…”

“Okay, you guys chat, I’ll go and check the posts,” Oleg said with a sad face. Venka grinned and went after him.

“Sasha, listen to me. What’s the point in this? I’ve already asked you, and I’ll ask one last time: What’s the point? Are you using your head right now or not? What’s the point, Sasha? What are you doing this for?”

“The point is I know what’s worth dying for. And you don’t even know what’s worth living for.”

“Sasha, the most terrible thing is that your soul will die even before you do!”

“People like you save yourselves by devouring Russia, and people like me — by devouring our own souls. Russia is nourished on the souls of her sons — she thrives on them. Not by the righteous ones, but by the cursed. I am her son, even if I’m cursed. And you are a filthy mongrel.”

Sasha went to the window and saw several police cars approaching. He let loose a burst of machine-gun fire right out of the window — shattered glass flew, curved, sharp splinters…

The police cars slowed down, turned abruptly, and sped away.

“Yeah, fucking bastards!” Sasha laughed. “Scary, eh?”

Using both his hands and the butt of the gun, he broke away the shutters. Wind rushed into the office, inflating the curtains like sails.

“Sasha, turn on the TV, the news is coming on now!” Oleg returned with a flag in his hand. Venka and several excited Founders who’d probably had some vodka followed behind him.

If the news airs, then all is lost for sure, Sasha thought.

There was an opening montage of tricoloured horses galloping in different directions.

Their jaws taut, everyone stared at the screen.

Matvey was shown being led away quickly, almost running. They held him by the elbows, his head bent down in a humiliating way, but as he passed the camera he managed to stand up straight for a moment: a bright, joyful eye glowed in the bloody mess of his face…

“Tonight, an attempt to capture several government agencies in Moscow was put down…” the news presenter reported.

Kostenko, smiling fiercely and madly, was shown clinging to the bars of a cage. Archival court footage read the inscription at the bottom of the screen.

“We were able to get a comment from the leader of the extremist party via mobile phone,” said the presenter. “Here’s the interview….”

An unfamiliar and unpleasant, lisping voice came through. It didn’t sound anything like the nourishing, brutal, confident bark of Kostenko.

“They beat me in the face with a wooden club. They demanded the immediate dissolution of the party…” The disembodied voice pronounced the words with great difficulty.

“How did you respond to the demand?”

“I told them to bloody fuck off. Now I have no face.”

The image of Kostenko in a cage disappeared, and the news presenter came on again.

“According to our data, at present, the representatives of the extremist party have managed to capture some thirty regional administration buildings across the country. Casualties are reported among the ranks of law enforcement officials…”

“Brothers! Half the country is ours,” Sasha said, turning off the TV. “The people are behind us. Let’s be worthy of our people. Take your positions.”

They embraced collectively.

“Venka, my friend.” Sasha stretched out his arms.

“Is this goodbye or what?” Venka said. “Stop squeezing me…”

“Sasha, this is the right thing!” someone said, leaving the room. “Sasha, it’s what we had to do…it’s the right thing!”

An hour later, a tank rolled up to City Hall, cracking the tarmac. Behind it were four armoured personnel carriers.

Rumbling, the vehicles surrounded the building on all sides.

Troops appeared in the park around City Hall.

The cleaning lady walked away from the building towards the armoured vehicles, looking back every few seconds. She carried a bucket and dragged a mop, which left a line in the snow.

“Listen, Oleg… I keep forgetting…” Sasha said, sitting by the window, clutching a machine gun. “Does it bother you that we’ll use these weapons to kill your fellow cops?”

“If we hadn’t taken these weapons, we would be unarmed and they would kill us with them. Though we are in the right. And they are not. And they have a choice, but we do not.”

Sasha nodded. He thought so.

“But in fact, my fellow cops are sitting at home.” Oleg sneered. “Because they have no uniforms and no weapons. And they have no place to gather — we burnt everything down. And there is no one to gather them. Look — there are no OMON, no patrolmen at all. There are only military, army…”

Outside the window a hoarse voice sounded through a megaphone.

“Attention! I demand your attention! The building is surrounded! You must surrender immediately!”

Sasha took out a cigarette and lit up. He sat down, his legs outstretched.

Bezletov sat at the other side of the long office, his face buried in his free hand.

His shoulders sometimes trembled, and Sasha thought that he might be crying.

“We know there is an Alexander Tishin in the building,” said the lifeless, metallic voice. “Tishin! Put down your arms and surrender yourselves! And you’ll all get out of this alive!”

“Sasha, do you want to have a chat with them?” Oleg asked. “I have a megaphone I took from the base.”

Sasha put the machine gun aside, picked up the megaphone, and stood at the window, fully exposed.

“I, Sasha Tishin, think that you are scum and traitors! I consider the powers that you serve vile and disgusting! You’re rotten through and through, your ears teeming with worms! That is all! Go to hell!” And he threw the megaphone out of the window.

Behind a wall, he took another deep drag on his cigarette, which he had held between his fingers as he spoke…. He looked at the cigarette butt, then flicked it out of the window too.

“Sasha,” Oleg called to him softly. “Look!”

He saw Posik run out of the park as if something had startled him and rush towards to the building.

They shouted after him, harsh and angry, but he didn’t stop.

A shot rang out and Posik fell, shouting in pain.

Sasha saw him, crouched, holding his leg…blood was visible in the snow.

Posik wriggled until he was facing the shooters and shook his small, trembling fist.

Sasha approached Bezletov, pulling the pistol from his holster. He fired at the handcuff” chain connecting him to the radiator. Bezletov jerked forward, already free, looking in awe at his hand, making sure it wasn’t shot. Sasha grabbed him tightly by the sleeve of his jacket and launched him at the window, picked him up with his other hand between the legs of his trousers, and neatly pitched Bezletov over the windowsill.

“The bastard is bad…now I’ll show you how bad,” Oleg kept saying, getting into position at the other open window, a grenade launcher on his shoulder. “Now I’ll show you the Brest Fortress,” he said demonically and hoarsely.

Venka chewed on something and looked blankly out of the window. For the first time, there was not even a hint of a smile on his face.

Sasha sat on the windowsill, the machine gun on his knees.

Everything is frozen, he thought wearily. It will thaw, and muds will flow…

He put his left hand out. It was strange that the snowflakes flew around it, without landing on his hot skin, sweat moistening the sharp lines in the palm of his hand.

He unbuttoned his jacket vest, pulled out his baptismal cross, and put it in his mouth. At first, it chilled his tongue, then it became warm. And then — a touch sweet.

Two competing but strangely compatible ideas occupied him: that soon, any minute any second, everything would end — and that nothing would end. It would continue going on, just like this.

GLOSSARY

Black Hundreds — A violent right-wing faction of ultranationalists that adamantly opposed the Russian Revolution of 1905 and shared anti- Semitic, monarchist, and Orthodox views.

Brest Fortress — The site of a fierce World War II standoff between Red Army soldiers and German forces in Brest, Belarus.

Caucasian — Refers to populations originating from the Southern Caucasus region.

Collectivization — A Stalin-era policy whose goal was to convert and consolidate privately owned farms and plots of land into collective agricultural producers.

Elektrichka (s.) / Elektrichki (pl.) — Local or regional trains that travel shorter distances than the national railroad. They are also ticketed differently: Whereas one must give one’s name and passport when buying rail tickets, elektrichki may be ridden without creating a travel record.

Federal Security Service (FSB ) — The successor organisations to the USSR’s Committee of State Security (KGB).

Kontora — Slang for the Federal Security Service.

Muscovite — A resident of the city of Moscow.

Muzhik — Directly translates as “peasant” but also serves as an informal term among men.

“New-well-forgot-old” or “Everything new is the well forgot old” — A common Russian proverb, which may refer to a moment in time when a particular up-and-coming new trend references a similar one from the past.

OMON — A Russian special forces police unit generally dispatched in high-risk and crisis situations; particularly notorious for violently breaking protests.

Sankya — An affectionate, diminutive pronunciation of the name Sasha (which in itself is a diminutive of Alexander). Likewise, Kolkya is a diminutive of Nikolai; Kostya of Konstantin; Lyosha of Alexey; Vaskya of Vasily; Venka of Venyamin; Verochka of Vera; etc.

Tarring the gates — An old village tradition used to besmirch the honour of a woman living at the residence.

Verst — An antiquated Russian unit of measure, about 0.66 mile or 1.1 km.

“Waste them in the toilet” or “Rub them out in the outhouse” — An expression famously used by then- Prime Minister of Russia (who would later become Russia’s president) Vladimir Putin during a press conference on terrorism in 1999.

Zhiguli — A classic Soviet model of a car produced by AvtoVAZ, the largest automobile manufacturer in Eastern Europe.

GLOSSARY OF NAMES

Mark Naumovich Bernes (1911–1969): A Soviet actor and singer of Jewish ancestry known for performing some of the most poignant songs of the World War II era.

Alexander Blok (1880–1921): Early twentieth-century Russian Symbolist poet who is often regarded as one of the nation’s greatest, along with Pushkin. In his later life, his work exhibits strong political undertones. His 1918 long poem, “The Twelve,” was a response to the October Revolution. It drew comparisons between Bolshevik soldiers and Christ’s followers.

Vasily Ivanovich Chapaev(1887–1919): Renowned Russian commander during the time of the Russian Civil War; often hailed as a hero of the war. In contemporary popular culture, Chapaev is a frequent character in many well-known Russian jokes.

Anton Chekhov (1860–1904): Russian physician, author, and dramatist. Best known for his works The Cherry Orchard, Three Sisters, Uncle Vanya, and numerous short stories.

Anton Ivanovich Denikin (1872–1947): One of the most famous anti- Bolsheviks (White Army) generals in the Russian Civil War. After the Revolution of 1917, he was accused of attempting to overthrow the provisional government.

Fyodour Dostoevsky (1821–1881): Widely considered one of the greatest Russian novelists of the nineteenth century. Best-known works include The Idiot, The Brothers Karamazov, and Crime and Punishment.

Nikolai Gogol (1809–1852): Widely revered Ukrainian-born Russian writer of short stories and novels. His classic works include the stories “The Nose” and “The Overcoat” and the novel Dead Souls.

Mikhail Khazin (1962–): Russian economist and publicist. Author of Sunset of the Dollar Empire and the End of the Pax Americana.

Stanislav Kunyaev (1932–): A Russian poet and literary and cultural critic who denies certain facts of the Holocaust. Best known for his work Victims and Liars of the Holocaust.

Lavlinskiy: Evgeny Lavlinskiy is the most famous pen name of the author Zakhar Prilepin.

Leonid Osipovich Utyosov (1895–1982)/ Real name: Lazar (Leyzer) Iosifovich Vaysbeyn or Weissbein. He was a famous Soviet jazz singer and comic actor of Jewish origin. Best known for his starring role in the 1935 film Veselye Rebyata (Jolly Fellows).

Georgy Konstantinovich Zhukov (1896–1974): A renowned and influential officer in the Red Army. He helped lead the Red Army to liberate the Soviet Union from the occupation by the Axis Powers. Afterwards, he orchestrated the pivotal takeover of Berlin.

Ivan the Terrible (1530–1584): The Grand Prince of Moscow. Under his tsarist rule, Russia expanded its territories, becoming more multi-ethnic and -cultural due to its acquisition of Kazan, Astrakhan, and Siberia.

Vasili III (1479–1533): The Grand Prince of Moscow. He was the son of Ivan the Great and the father of Ivan the Terrible. He played an important role in Russian expansion during the sixteenth century. He adopted many of the styles and architectural designs of the West.
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- Join our Book Club on Goodreads, Library Thing and Shelfari, and receive special offers and information about our giveaways;

- Share your opinion about our books on Amazon, Barnes & Noble, Waterstones and other bookstores;

- Join us on Facebook and Twitter for updates on our publications and news about our authors;

- Visit our site www.glagoslav.com to check out our Catalogue and subscribe to our Newsletter.

Glagoslav Publications is getting ready to release a new collection and planning some interesting surprises — stay with us to find out!

Glagoslav Publications

Office 36, 88-90 Hatton Garden

EC1N 8PN London, UK

Tel: + 44 (0) 20 32 86 99 82

Email: contact@glagoslav.com


Glagoslav Publications Catalogue

• The Time of Women by Elena Chizhova

• Sin by Zakhar Prilepin

• Hardly Ever Otherwise by Maria Matios

• The Lost Button by Irene Rozdobudko

• Khatyn by Ales Adamovich

• Christened with Crosses by Eduard Kochergin

• The Vital Needs of the Dead by Igor Sakhnovsky

• METRO 2033 (Dutch Edition) by Dmitry Glukhovsky

• METRO 2034 (Dutch Edition) by Dmitry Glukhovsky

• A Poet and Bin Laden by Hamid Ismailov

• Asystole by Oleg Pavlov

• Kobzar by Taras Shevchenko

• White Shanghai by Elvira Baryakina

• The Stone Bridge by Alexander Terekhov

• King Stakh’s Wild Hunt by Uladzimir Karatkevich

• Depeche Mode by Serhii Zhadan

• Saraband Sarah’s Band by Larysa Denysenko

• Herstories, An Anthology of New Ukrainian Women Prose Writers

• Watching The Russians (Dutch Edition) by Maria Konyukova

• The Hawks of Peace by Dmitry Rogozin

• The Grand Slam and Other Stories (Dutch Edition) by Leonid Andreev

• The Battle of the Sexes Russian Style by Nadezhda Ptushkina

• A Book Without Photographs by Sergei Shargunov

More coming soon…
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