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PART ONE

 

BEGINNING of the END

 

For until the law sin was in the world: but sin is not imputed when there is no law. (Romans 5:13)

 

Absolute, eye-burning darkness… A deafening tone of complete silence... An overwhelming sense of fear and the sensation of a rapid fall... He opened his eyes with great effort… A beam of painfully bright light blinded him instantly. He didn’t feel his body at all. He struggled to lift his left hand to shield his eyes from the glare. With tremendous effort, he forced himself to sit up.

The room was spacious, with shabby walls. In the center stood a wrought-iron bed, rusty and worn. On it lay a mattress made of gray burlap, stuffed with straw. He lowered his legs to the unpainted floor, which was made of rough, poorly hewn boards.

A doubt flashed in his mind about the reality of what was happening… He looked around. Right in front of him was a window. Behind it was a small square paved with gray stones. It seemed that he was not higher than the second floor. He turned his head with difficulty. In the corner to the right of the door was a battered cast-iron sink, a lonely faucet, and a large, tarnished mirror in a massive unpainted wooden frame above it.

***

Some chaotic doubts and a feeling of fear… He got up, walked to the sink. He couldn’t open the water in the faucet for a long time. Finally, he heard the sound of running water somewhere from the side… Hesitantly and slowly, a stream of water emerged from the faucet, resembling a large drop of mercury.  He cupped his hands beneath it, and as the water filled his palms, it began to drip down, transforming into ashes…

He jerked his hands back in horror and looked at them carefully. Only then did he realize that everything around him had no color… Everything appeared in some incomprehensible brownish sepia and flickered like an old movie…

He slowly and fearfully raised his eyes, trying to see himself in the dim mirror. On the other side of the mirror, a little boy, about five years old, with sad eyes looked back at him… He recoiled in fear. The boy turned and silently left the room on the other side of the mirror… There was a dreadful emptiness in the glass… Footsteps could be heard behind the door of the room. An irresistible urge to run took over him.  He pulled the door handle toward himself and ran out into the corridor.

***

It was a long corridor lined with rows of peeling, absolutely identical doors on both sides. He ran with intense effort, taking a right turn to exit into the stairwell. He hurried down the stairs, and at the bottom, he burst through the front door and jumped out onto… a flat roof.

In complete confusion, he walked to the edge of the roof and looked down, expecting to see a height no greater than that of the second floor… Instead, right in front of him, along the wall, he saw an abyss that descended into a pitch-black infinity… He jumped back in horror and backed away toward the exit… It was only then that he noticed a vast, slowly rotating black cloud above his head, pierced by slender rays of light that rose like a bottomless funnel.

At once, a terrifying sound of howling wind burst into his ears. A cloud of brown dust blinded him. With great effort, he groped for the front door and squeezed through. On the landing, he caught his breath, feeling nothing except an insane sense of fear…

***

He went back, and it turned out to be the same corridor. He opened a door at random, and it led to the same room, he walked in and sat down on the squeaky bed. His mind was empty… There were quiet footsteps in the corridor. He felt an irresistible urge to leave, to be anywhere, but here. He stepped out into the corridor again, but no one was there…

He walked cautiously along the corridor. The sound of footsteps echoed with great delay somewhere far behind him. The stairwell. He descended carefully once more. He slowly opened the door and stepped into the spacious hall on the first floor. The old, unpainted furniture was made of rough boards. There was no one in the hall. He walked to the center of the hall and approached the exit door.

***

He opened the heavy door. The unbearable howl of the wind and a cloud of dust swirled around the square. In fear, he slammed the door shut.

“What? Got lost?” a hoarse senile voice sounded behind him.

Startled, he turned around.

“Completely confused?”

A tall, thin old man of indeterminate age stood at the counter against the wall opposite the door. His face was deeply wrinkled and sweaty, featuring a long, thin nose and a gray, tousled beard. He wore something resembling a skullcap on his head and an old, greasy Eastern robe.

“Who are you?” he asked the old man in a trembling voice, and it seemed as though the voice came from the other end of the hall all by itself.

“I am the Keeper of this hotel, call me Hotelkeeper. And do you know who you are?”

And then he realized with horror that he could not remember his name, did not recall anything about himself, and knew nothing at all... Just emptiness...

“I… I don’t remember my name…”

“Don’t worry. Welcome to Midlpoint-Town,” the old man smiled, showing his big yellow teeth.

He looked in confusion into the black eyes of Hotelkeeper.

“Midlpoint-Town… It’s like the middle of something…”

“Right, right. The middle of everything,” Hotelkeeper confirmed cheerfully.

He looked around again, then shifted his gaze to his hands.

“Everything looks different…?” the old man continued to smile.

“No color… Everything is very strange… Why?”

“The main thing is not to go to the roof. It’s very dangerous up there…”

“I saw a little boy… In the mirror… Where did he go?”

“To the Crossroad of Roads.”

“I think I know him.”

“You know,” Hotelkeeper nodded. “Of course, you know.”

He turned and opened the door.

“Don’t get lost. The streets here have no names,” the voice of the old man was heard through the howl of the wind.

***

The unbearable howling of the wind and the spinning cloud of dust was wandering on the square. He turned around to see a crooked, old, rusty sign that read “Hotel CrossRoads” above the door of a two-story shabby building. Surrounding it were similar two- or three-story brick houses built in a medieval architectural style. He crossed the square and turned onto a narrow, gloomy street.

***

He didn’t notice right away that he was surrounded by complete silence. Only the sound of footsteps on the paved stone road echoed somewhere behind with a great delay. He stopped and looked around. And of course, he didn’t notice that the buildings behind his back slowly, like in the summer hot air haze, were unexpectedly changing their outlines to similar, but completely different structures. He continued to wander through the nameless, deserted streets, unaware of how the town was constantly changing behind him. Another turn and the howl of the wind with a cloud of dust hit him in the face. He saw a rusty sign “Hotel CrossRoads” ahead and felt a surprising sense of relief.

***

He opened the front door with difficulty and walked into the hall. Hotelkeeper hadn’t even changed his position since they had parted.

“Welcome home.”

“Home?” he wondered.

“Home, home,” Hotelkeeper happily confirmed.

“The door is very hard to open.”

“Hard isn’t so bad. The important thing is that it exists. If there’s a door, then there’s an exit…”

“Exit?”

“Or entrance. It all depends on the observer. The important thing is that it exists,” Hotelkeeper smiled slyly, revealing large teeth.

***

He walked upstairs and unmistakably opened the door of his room in a long row of similar doors. He approached the window. The square in front of the building, the howl of the wind, the funnel in the cloud of dust, the peeling old two-story brick houses of an incomprehensible faceless architecture. Suddenly, he spotted the same boy standing alone in the square. The boy turned around childishly uncertainly and looked at him. The cloud of dust covered the boy and when it spun away, there was no one left…

***

He walked into the corridor. The corridor stretched out before him as a straight, infinite line leading into the void. He shuffled past the rows of identical doors, then stopped and randomly pushed one open. The creak of the slowly opening door came from somewhere behind him… Ahead lay a dark abyss, filled with the fear of the unknown... He stepped through the doorway…

 


Chapter One

 

In complete darkness and with a sense of an abyss before him, he stepped into it, feeling doomed, like a suicide… He physically felt the resistance of some viscous medium of a different density in front of him and passed through it with effort in complete darkness. This medium, like a thin viscous membrane, unpleasantly passed through his whole body and only then did he feel his body as such…

Suddenly, a bright light struck his eyes painfully… The pain in his head was unbearable, but it subsided almost right away… Along with the awareness of his physical body, he recognized his “Self.” He gained a sense of awareness and a feeling of life. His memory partially returned…

“I remember myself! I know who I am!”

His heart pounded wildly in his chest.

“I know who I am!”

He stood in the dazzling bright light, straining his vision as he looked around. All he could see was a perfectly white space; he couldn’t even tell what he was standing on. Just an overwhelming expanse of white, and that was it. He was fully aware of everything happening around him and could clearly feel his own presence. His thoughts echoed in his mind, conveyed in a foreign, hoarse voice coming from somewhere nearby. He recalled what had happened to him before this moment and remembered his name.

 

MIDLPOINT-TOWN

 

It was the same room in the same hotel. He lay motionless on his back on the same old bed. With great effort, he opened his eyes. Everything appeared in a monotonous brownish sepia tone and flickered unnaturally. He sat up on the bed, and the creak of the mattress came with a long delay, echoing from somewhere off to the side. He looked out the window and saw a massive black cloud slowly twisting into a funnel as it rose into the abyss. He walked to the peeling sink and looked in the mirror, but he could not see his reflection. He stepped out into the corridor, where rows of identical doors lined the long hallway that seemed to lead to nowhere. He shuffled hopelessly down the stairs.

In the hall, just by the front door, he stopped and looked back. Hotelkeeper stood behind the same counter, staring at him with his dark eyes. At that moment, he realized…

“I know my name…”

Hotelkeeper nodded silently in agreement.

“I know where I was born…”

***

He opened the door, stepped onto the square. The howl of the wind and the spinning cloud of dust came right away. He crossed the square and as soon as he turned onto the first street, it became unusually quiet. Thus, he wandered through the deserted town, while the outlines of the buildings behind him gradually transformed.

Amidst the chaos of faceless streets, he unexpectedly came to the outskirts of the town. The paved road widened slightly and led to a crossroads. At the center of the crossroads, he paused to look around. Behind him lay the deserted Midlpoint-Town, and before him stretched a red-hued stone desert toward the horizon. In the low sky above it all, a massive black cloud swirled like a giant funnel, reaching up into the abyss.

He just stood there in complete bewilderment and confusion, looking around. Suddenly, he flinched in surprise, seeing a man sitting on a large stone by the road. Their eyes met… The stranger, of indeterminate age, wore Roman sandals and a tunic made of coarse fabric similar to burlap. He looked at him silently, his blue eyes and long hair falling almost to his shoulders, with gray at the temples and a neatly trimmed beard. There was something surprisingly familiar about him.

“Is it hard to understand everything?” the stranger asked in a hoarse voice.

“I don’t understand…” he admitted.

“Midlpoint-Town… No time… No shape… No color…”

“Is it real at all?”

“Of course. It’s very real,” the stranger smiled.

“Please, tell me the truth… I must have lost my mind…”

“No. You’re not crazy. The world is not what you see… You have to accept its other reality…”

The stranger got up from the stone. An ancient, elaborately crafted sword hung from his belt.

“My name is Svyatoslav Rusich, but you can call me Argo. I am the Guardian of this town…”

“I…” he stumbled in uncertainty in his voice. “I’m Dmitry. Dima. I think that was my name...”

“I know you’re Dima. Come on, I’ll take you back to the hotel.”

“I have this feeling… Of fear… What’s happening to me? What is this?”

“You have to figure it all out for yourself. No one can help you with this.”

Argo walked into the town, and after a moment of contemplation, Dima hopelessly followed him. They stopped in front of the hotel in the square, surrounded by a cloud of dust. Argo looked him in the eye.

“Now you have to go alone. Don’t be afraid. Everything depends on you.”

***

Dima quietly entered the hotel. In the lobby, behind the counter, Hotelkeeper, his face glistening with sweat, smiled, revealing yellow teeth.

“Hurry… Your time has come…”

Dima ascended the stairs to the second floor, and the corridor seemed endless once again. He randomly stopped at one of the doors and placed his hand on the wrought-iron handle. He opened the door and stepped into the void…

 

 


Chapter Two

 

The USSR, resort city of Sochi in the year 1974. The northernmost subtropics in the world. Hot summer. The southern night. Silence. The still water was completely black, occasionally it glittered with magical golden highlights. A huge yellow perfectly round moon, the size of a Georgian lavash bread habitually hovered in its favorite place. There were myriads of bright stars in the bottomless black sky. The sea slightly dissolved the humid stuffiness of the night. Dima and Sasha, along with four pioneer-girls from the first detachment of the Cosmos camp, walked along paths through holes in fences known only to them down to the beach of the Ordzhonikidze health resort or Ordzho, as the local boys called it.

Then, at the age of seventeen, it seemed to them that the world had been created solely for their enjoyment and that their youth would last forever. Usually off limits at night, the beach served as the perfect spot for nighttime swims. With bottles of champagne jingling in a homemade bag made from old jeans, Dima was the first to leap off a massive concrete breakwater onto the strip of pebbles below. He set the bottles down and began to assist the girls who were coming down uncertainly.

“Come on, girls. Careful, don’t get your panties caught on the jetty.”

Sasha, holding a guitar, jumped down next to him like an elephant. Someone dragged the abandoned wooden sunbeds to the water’s edge, and they settled down on them. The mood was great, and the jokes were funny. They pulled out faceted glasses “borrowed” from carbonated water vending machines. Champagne was poured into glasses for the ladies, while Sasha and Dima drank from the neck of a bottle. Sasha gently began to play a song by the Beatles.

“What a night,” Marinka stretched languidly, letting down the curls of her lush blond hair.

“Thank you, boys, for bringing us here,” Tomka supported, as if apologetically.

“First, you, silly, resisted so much,” Dima took advantage of the moment. “We’ll go swimming.”

“Oh, I didn’t take a swimsuit with me,” Tomka was confused.

“Why do you need a swimsuit at night?” Dima pretended to be surprised. “Is that right?” he tried to find support from the others.

“I don’t know, it’s kind of unusual,” Sveta drawled uncertainly.

“Girls, forget your peasant morals. We did not come here to collect scrap metal for the joy of our beloved Communist party.”

“Not scrap metal,” Sasha nodded his head, continuing to play the guitar.

“But for moral decadence.”

“For the decadence,” Sasha confirmed.

“Even in your pioneer charter, this is not prohibited,” pressed Dima.

“We are already Komsomol members.”

“Even more so. We’re not suggesting getting laid right away. Even that, I hope nobody will be against it. It’s just a swim. The water is wonderful; fresh water was poured in just yesterday. At the beach, all the pebbles were replaced with new ones for this occasion, and they didn’t even have time to paint them.” Dima rattled, completely not letting the girls come to their senses.

“The boiler room said that the water had already been heated,” Sasha clarified.

“Here, everything is in perfect order. Who needs more champagne?” Dima continued without letting them get a word in.

“Has the sea water been warmed up?” Tomka thought incredulously.

“Not only warmed up but also poured a fresh one. So, when you enter the water, please wipe your feet,” Dima was being clever.

Marinka got up and waded knee-deep into the water.

“How warm the water is. Charming.”

Dima took a sip of champagne.

“Careful, don’t get your panties wet.”

“I’m going swimming,” Marina concluded.

“Good girl. I’m with you. And for those who are shy, please go to another section of the beach,” Dima turned to Tomka.

“Oh, it’s dark and scary.”

“Then without any silly talk in the water!”

In the bright light of the moon, the girls began to slowly undress, clearly not deciding who would take off the last piece of clothing first.

“And what are you sitting for?” Tomka asked, awkwardly covering her big breasts.

“Tomochka, I’m admiring you,” Dima tried to laugh it off.

Sasha put down his guitar and jumped to his feet in one bound.

“Girls, race,” Sasha began to quickly take off his clothes.

Dima jumped to his feet and followed his example. As if on command, the girls began to take off their still childish panties. The moon openly revealed all the shapes of young bodies. The unburnt places seemed to glow in the dark. The feeling of shame dissolved by itself into the dark night. No one was shy of anyone else. Illuminated by the soft moonlight, the girlish figures seemed perfect. They themselves looked like naked mythical goddesses. And Sasha and Dima couldn’t take their eyes off them. The girls all jumped into the water with a squeal.

“Nishtyak1, you steamed their brains out,” Sasha praised his friend.

“Can you imagine how they will respect us if we disappear with their clothes?” Dima suggested.

The friends laughed and ran, screaming, before diving into the black water. Swimming underwater at random in the complete darkness, Dima tried to catch up with Marinka. Someone was floating on the surface. Dima dove closer and, with his last breath, reached out his hand towards the smoothly gliding female body. His hand gently touched her flat stomach and began to slide slowly downward, passing over her navel and moving further along her slender leg. He was critically low on air and was forced to surface quickly.

“Oh, is that you? You scared me so much,” Marina said, pulling away.

“No, it was a tiger shark,” Dima replied as he swam next to her.

“Don’t scare me,” she whispered. “The shark had gentle hands…”

“And these hands touched something so nice… I could be lying at the bottom right now, all blue.”

“I would have saved you,” Marina splashed water at him. “But I can’t dive at all.”

“Let me teach you,” he said as they stopped, floating in place. “Just listen to me. The most important thing is not to be afraid. You don’t have to do anything, just be careful not to get your knee between my legs. Now take a deep breath…”

Dima hugged Marina tightly, pressing her graceful, feminine body against him with both hands, holding her by the firm buttocks. They gradually sank beneath the water. Dima felt her touch throughout his entire body. Her delicate breasts, her belly, her pubic hair… Marina exhaled and shot up to the surface. Dima gently pushed her up while surfacing himself.

“It was great, but I was scared,” she said, trying to catch her breath. “Let’s swim back.”

They began to swim slowly. Dima was blissful. Meanwhile, on the shore, Sasha was playfully splashing around with three girls at once. When his feet touched the bottom, Dima pulled Marina back to him, embraced her tightly and they kissed.

“You’re going to crush me,” she whispered.

While continuing to hold her shoulders with one hand, Dima gently caressed her with the other… Marina buried her face in his chest.

“Ladies and gentlemen, the champagne is turning sour,” Sasha called out as he emerged from the water.

“Wait a bit,” Dima whispered to Marina.

At that moment, Marina clearly understood the reason to wait. She couldn’t hide her smile.

“I’ll swim back and forth,” Dima said, finding a solution.

“Be careful, don’t get caught on the bottom,” she smiled.

Dima dived in, swam a little, and quickly returned. Marina was wringing out her thick, sun-bleached white hair at the edge of the water. Sasha was rattling the glasses as he poured champagne. It was warm and quiet. Dima, squelching in the water, approached Marina, and she smiled at him. He gently began to shake the water droplets from her body. The drops glistened faintly, giving her wet skin a special allure.

“We are waiting for you,” Sveta called Marina with Dima.

“Sa-sha, play something, a-ah,” Toma asked in a singsong voice, snuggling up to him from behind.

“When to play, so it’s Sasha. But when to give… some tenderness, no one wants it,” he pretended.

“I’ll give it to you,” Tomka replied without thinking at once.

Everyone laughed.

“I mean champagne,” she said defensively.

“Then I dedicate this song to you under this champagne,” Sasha said as he picked up the guitar.

A small virtuoso performance followed. He began to sing.

“So, how you can trust after that to people

I gave in to him under the moon

And he took my white breasts

And tied them up in a knot on my back…”

Tomka leaned on him from behind, preventing him from singing further.

“Ugh, what a vulgar person you are,” she drawled with mock resentment.

“Let’s go for a walk,” Dima whispered softly in Marina’s ear.

They stood up silently and walked naked along the water.

“Where are you two going?” Sveta called out to them.

“Collecting shells,” Dima replied.

“And once it was called having sex,” Sveta sneered.

“There is no sex in the USSR. We only have the right to bonk quietly,” Sasha corrected her and sang a song by the Rolling Stones.

“I can’t get no satisfaction.”

***

Dima and Marina walked along the water for a while and saw a wooden sunbed discarded on the pebbles.

“Let’s sit down,” he suggested.

They sat down. Dima hugged her with both arms. He kissed her. Softly and impatiently, he began to pull her gently to lie down.

“Wait,” Marina said.

Dima lay down resentfully on his own, leaving her sitting next to him.

“Don’t be offended,” she whispered, leaning over him and kissing him on the lips.

“I love it so much when you kiss me,” Dima whispered to her, trying to be romantic.

She rested her head on his chest.

“Kiss me again,” he said.

She tried to get up for a kiss.

“No, no. here,” Dima pointed to his chest.

She kissed him.

“How salty you are from the sea.”

“And now a little lower,” he pointed to his stomach.

She smiled and shifted a little lower. She felt his hair on his lower abdomen with her breast, and kissed his stomach…

“And now even lower... to the navel,” he stroked her head, gently pushed her, helping her to overcome indecision and move lower.

She sank lower, clearly feeling his arousal. Hesitantly, she kissed his navel.

“Even lower,” he gently prodded.

She lowered her head limply, laid her cheek right on the spot.

“I’m afraid,” she whispered, barely audible.

“Don’t be afraid, silly. Feel free,” Dima whispered as convincingly as possible.

Marina raised her head. Her hair, still damp, fell loosely and almost covered her face. She gently, tenderly touching it, hesitantly took it in her hand…

***

Sasha was sitting like in a flower bed among three girls. He had just finished another song and wearily set down his guitar.

“Well, who’s there, on the spill,” he said, snapping his fingers. “The waiter!”

“Sasha, you’re at the bar,” Tomka wouldn’t let him go, pressing her big breasts against his back from behind.

With a dramatic sigh, Sasha poured out the rest of the champagne. Even a fabulous night has to come to an end at some point. It was getting light. Dima, hugging Marina, returned wearily. They began to get dressed slowly and reluctantly. The girls had to return to the reality of Soviet life, back to the pioneer camp.

***

Dima had been training hard for about six months at an underground karate school, which was banned during that time. After classes with his sensei, he quietly bent the rules and passed on his knowledge to Sasha on the volleyball court of the former Chaika health resort, which had merged with the Ordzhonikidze health resort. Most of their training sessions took place at night when there were no onlookers. Sasha patiently endured all the difficulties of training and bravely took punches from his self-appointed sparring coach.

After one of those night sessions, still dusty from the sand on the court, they went for a swim in the sea. They decided to go straight through the underground tunnel of the Ordzhonikidze health resort funicular, which connected the health resort to the beach. They walked almost entirely by touch in complete darkness along the steep stairs beside the rails. The tunnel curved, with a steep descent leading to a nearly horizontal continuation. Suddenly, Dima saw bright stars at the end of the tunnel against the darkness of the night sky. He had seen these stars many times before. He had wandered through this tunnel at night countless times, but only now did he truly feel and sense the immense depth of the space before him. It seemed that the tunnel ended somewhere in open space. One step out of it, and he would fall into the abyss. Surprisingly, he felt no fear about taking that step. In fact, there was something compelling him to do so, yet he was acutely aware that the final decision to step forward rested with him. Suddenly, Dima sensed someone watching him from the depths of space, an inexplicable feeling that brought no fear, just a vague awareness of that gaze. Captivated, Dima came to a halt. Sasha bumped into him in the darkness.

“What happened?”

“Look, the exit from the tunnel is round like a huge pipe. Imagine, this pipe goes straight into space.”

“Yeah, to the Cosmos camp, to our girls,” Sasha joked.

“No, no. I’m serious. It’s like an exit to space, to eternity...” Dima stumbled. He lacked words to express himself.

“Maybe we will someday be part of this eternity,” Sasha said very seriously.

They quietly went down to the sea, swam, and then lay down on the sunbeds, gazing at the stars more attentively than ever.

“What do you think? Is there a God?” Dima asked.

“Well, if the communists say that He does not exist. Then it means He does.”

“I’m serious. For real.”

“If we exist and realize it, then God exists too. And what do you think?”

“I think He does. Yet sometimes doubts creep in. How I wish I could know everything about this world, to understand the past and the future…”

“Then it would be scary to live.”

“Scary to know the day of your death?”

“That too. Are you afraid to die?” Sasha looked at his friend.

“I don’t know. I never thought about it. Sometimes I just have this feeling of uncertainty, a sense that I’ve already lived this moment. Like today in the tunnel,” Dima fell silent. “You know, I’ve had the same dream several times. I’m sitting by the sea, just like now, and suddenly I see a wave approaching slowly. Higher and higher it rises, and eventually, it covers the whole sky. And then everything disappears beneath it…”

***

Getting bored, they wanted something exotic, so they went to pick up French girls. It was Dima’s idea to go to the Svetlana boarding house, where the French participants of the Russian language seminar were staying. They made a couple of laps around the dining hall building, where the French were slowly choking on the dishes of Soviet cuisine. They waited until the unsuspicious foreign girls slowly began to spill out of the doors onto the street.

“The main thing is that everything should look natural,” Dima taught Sasha. “We go head-on, otherwise, we might scare them off.”

They noticed a group of five young girls cooing nonchalantly. It took Dima some time to pluck up his courage. After making a small circle, they moved to approach the girls. Just as they were about to collide with them, Dima bared his molars in a charming smile.

“Excuse me, can you tell me how to get to...” he suddenly stumbled. “Well, how is it…” nothing came to his mind.

“Quoi?” asked the dark-haired French girl, walking ahead of the others.

All the others stared at Dima. He was so confused that it looked quite appropriate.

“We don’t understand you,” sang the dark-haired one.

“Ja, Ja, natürlich,” Sasha replied, somewhat out of place in German.

“Are you a German tourist?” she kindly guessed, addressing Sasha.

“Nicht German tourist. In Sochi live,” Dima finally found himself and for some reason spoke with an accent, intuitively believing that it would facilitate understanding.

“You live in Sochi, and you’ve lost your way home?” the meticulous French girl suspiciously smiled.

“And you also live in Sochi?” Dima went on the attack.

“We live in France.”

“Oh, our sixteenth republic?” Dima quipped.

“Oh que non!” the dark-haired one smiled.

The French girl enjoyed the joke, and Dima was eager to build on his success.

“I study French at school,” Dima mimicked French accent.

“But you don’t sound like Russian,” the French doubted.

“So that you understand easier.”

“You speak French?”

“L’amour, toujours, abat-jour,” Dima laid out almost all of his French vocabulary. “Je ne beaucoup pratique pas.”

“Oh, you don’t have much practice?” she miraculously guessed.

“Yes, without practice it sucks.”

“We… evening at ten o’clock,” she said, holding up ten fingers. “There,” she pointed with a slender finger upwards. “Cafe Teremok, come French and Russian speak.”

“Cool,” Dima replied happily. “We’ll come together.”

They said goodbye.

“Wow, French has quickly surrendered,” Sasha remarked in surprise.

“You need the right approach,” Dima answered sounding like an expert.

***

The friends, as they promised, came at ten. By that time, they had borrowed some money from their friends. On the open terrace of Cafe Teremok, eight young French girls sat at tables pushed together. Three half-empty glasses on the tables, lisping chatter, loud laughter. They all got acquainted. It felt unusual to shake hands with the girls. Dima only remembered the name Isabelle, the dark-haired girl with large black eyes, with whom he had spoken during the day.

“Well, what, babas2 are sitting bored without any booze,” Sasha said to Dima.

“We are not babas,” Isabelle protested loudly, waving hir thin finger in front of Sasha’s nose.

“What? Someone called you babas. What a scoundrel,” Sasha right away began to wriggle out.

“You are a scoundrel,” Isabelle shot back.

“Okay, babas. I am a scoundrel,” Sasha agreed. “Well, matryoshkas, are we going to drink vodka?”

“We are not matryoshkas, we are not babas,” Dominique chimed in, sitting next to Sasha.

“Okay, girls, you are ladies.”

“Yes, we are ladies,” Dominique confirmed.

“You know, women are divided into ladies and non-ladies. Ladies, but not for you,” Sasha was powdering their brains.

“Ladies not giving you?” Dominique asked, trying to make sense of the pun.

“Yes, ladies don’t give me. But I would like to.”

Suddenly she giggled loudly and rattled in French. And all the girls at once joined the discussion.

“You don’t have enough sex?” Dominique brought out the verdict of the general discussion.

“Is this a rare case for you?”

“You speak so funny. We’ve met boys from the Eighth school. Seminar of Russian language. Boys say sex not good speak,” Dominique rattled with a heavy French accent.

“They are Komsomol members over there, they have a high morality club there,” Sasha announced to a completely stunned French.

Dima looked around cautiously.

“Sanek, keep your voice down.”

“If you speak so freely. We want you to teach us some bad words.”

“Sure, no problem,” Sasha at once reassured.

The French girls pulled pens and notebooks out of their purses as if on cue.

“I’m going to get a bottle of vodka,” Dima got up.

When he returned, the girls, with red ears, were excitedly writing in their notebooks. Sasha used gestures to convey “the pearls” of his native language. Dima arranged the glasses he had brought and poured from a half-liter bottle. He looked at it with regret, feeling it was not enough.

“Well, girls, shall we have a drink?” Dima announced, raising his glass.

The girls put down their notebooks and took the glasses in disbelief. They began to sniff the contents and frown.

“Do as I do,” Sasha commanded, downing his drink in one gulp.

It was hard not to laugh at the sight of the French girls drinking vodka. At first, they pinched their noses with two fingers, as if using a clothespin, then, slowly and with constantly changing expressions, they took their drinks. The effect was immediate; all eight of them quickly became tipsy. They spent the rest of the evening enjoying themselves on the terrace because, in youth, you don’t need much to be happy.

***

The next day, they met in front of the dining room after lunch. The girls, like old friends, took turns giving slightly confused boys a kiss on their cheeks.

“Comment ça va?” Dima flashed his French skills.

“My head got f...” Isabel pulled out her notebook and opened it, “...up,” she finished the word.

Dominique reached for her notebook.

“I got it,” Dima reassured her.

“And you did well; you obviously did a good job on your homework,” Sasha praised. “Well, where are we going?”

A brief conversation in French ensued.

“There’s a nice terrace at the Pearl Hotel,” Isabelle replied on behalf of everyone.

“No, we can’t go to the Pearl Hotel,” Dima emphasized, raising his hands.

“What’s the problem? We got money,” Isabel said, looking perplexed.

“It’s only for foreigners,” Sasha tried to explain.

“What’s the difference?” the meticulous French was asking.

“No, the cops will arrest us, la flieg,” Dima recalled the French slang term for a cop.

“We’re not stealing; not doing anything wrong,” the girls persisted.

“Soviet citizens are not allowed to enter Intourist Hotels. It’s the law.”

“I don’t believe it,” Isabelle insisted. “You’re joking.”

“I swear, it’s true,” Dima sighed.

“Stupid law,” Isabelle pronounced her verdict.

“Girls, let me play the guitar for you,” Sasha suggested. “But I have to go home and get it.”

They decided to go to the Ordzhonikidze health resort together, in the neighborhood where boys lived. On the bus, French girls announced loudly.

“We never pay! No conductor on the bus, no pay.”

They were all traveling as stowaways.

***

Ordzhonikidze amazed the French with its beautiful parks. They settled in the second complex of the Ordzhonikidze health resort, which used to be called the Paris Commune before it was renamed from the Chaika health resort, where French communists had once vacationed. Of course, the French liked the name right away. They lay down on the warm asphalt path in a deserted, picturesque park, surrounded by beautiful flowerbeds with exotic palms and cactuses. Isabelle, demonstrating for Dima, was the first to sit on the asphalt in the Turkish style. Sasha ran home to get a guitar.

“Well, girls, what are you going to sing? The Marseillaise or the International?”

To the complete admiration of the French, Sasha began to play the Marseillaise, that he had learned at music school. The girls applauded, and requests started coming in, but Sasha did not disappoint anyone. If he didn’t know a particular song, he could easily pick up the melody. The girls sang with great passion. After a while, Sasha took a break, and the conversation shifted back to topics such as freedom, democracy, dictatorship, what was allowed and what was not, and how to live with it.

 

MIDLPOINT-TOWN

 

Dima stood lost in the middle of the crossroads paved with old stones. Behind it stood Midlpoint-Town, and ahead, as far as the eye could see, stretched a rocky, reddish desert.

“Still hard to understand?” a voice sounded behind him.

Dima flinched, turned around. Argo was sitting on the same large stone by the road.

“Why am I here…?” Dima asked uncertainly.

“The crossroads, it’s a choice… When you have to make a decision, you’re always at a crossroads...” Argo smiled.

“And the hotel… What is the hotel…?”

“The hotel, is life… You always stay temporarily, and you always have to pay for everything when you leave it…” Argo got up from the stone. “Come on, I’ll take you back.”

“I remember… Myself… My friends… Was it all real?”

“Of course, it was.”

“I wanted to run away… To leave my country… To see the world. Right?”

“Come on,” Argo went into the town.

Dima looked back at the desert; it had become frightening. He followed Argo to a paved stone square. The buildings around were unrecognizable, and only the hotel remained unchanged in its architecture. Dima entered silently, walking down the corridor lined with doors. He randomly opened one of them…

 

 


Chapter Three

 

Soon, Sasha’s stepfather sent him to a technical training college in the Moscow region, away from his family, so that he wouldn’t be a burden. Two weeks later, Sasha ran away. Somehow, he made his way back to Sochi. He didn’t go home because he was afraid of his mother, and instead, he showed up at Dima’s doorstep. Dima greeted him with undisguised joy.

“Can I stay with you?” Sasha asked with uncertainty.

“Of course, I don’t think my parents will mind.”

Dima’s parents treated Sasha very well, knowing that he was fatherless in a large family. The friends ate and went to the sea. Dima decided to lay out his plan on the sea.

“Sanek,” Dima glancing back a few times. “I have decided to run away from the Soviet Union. Are you gonna go with me?”

However, Dima asked without doubting the answer.

“Of course,” Sasha answered without hesitation. “How you gonna do it?”

“I don’t know yet, but I don’t want to go through Turkey.”

“When you get there, where you wanna live. In France?”

“I think in the States.”

“States, cool. We’re going together.”

“Just don’t tell anyone about this. Promise me!”

“Yes, I swear!”

Then, they spent a long time discussing various ways to cross the border. It felt a bit scary to talk about it. They whispered in low voices, covering their mouths with their hands so that no one could read their lips from a distance.

***

They returned to Dima’s house in the evening. On the way, Sasha was spotted by his younger half-brother. Soon, a furious Sasha’s mother appeared at the apartment door.

“Where’s Sasha?” she asked, without any greeting.

“Hello,” Dima replied, smiling as cordially as he could. “Was Sasha supposed to come back?”

Without engaging in any unnecessary conversation, she squeezed her impressive figure past Dima through the door. She went straight to Dima’s room, where Sasha was sitting on the couch in an innocent pose of humble angel.

“Sasha, go home!” Mom commanded in the voice of a garrison sergeant.

Sasha got up and obediently followed her. Dima realized with longing that crossing the border due to the unforeseen absence of one of the participants was postponed indefinitely.

 

MIDLPOINT-TOWN

 

The room in the hotel. Dima was sitting on the iron bed while Argo lounged on a stool, seemingly unfazed by the situation.

“I could never imagine how much you can admire the colors and beauty of that world...”

“To be blind is voluntary human nature,” Argo replied from the stool.

“How can this be…? One moment I was there… And now I’m back here…?”

Argo smiled slyly.

“This is Midlpoint-Town… The place in the middle of everything: time, space, life, and death.”

“Which of these worlds is real?”

“Do you remember the Theory of Relativity? Time is not universal for everyone, but relative to the observer. Reality is also relative…”

“Who are you, Argo
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