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Dedication

In Memory of My Mother

Waiting for my mother’s arrival is my earliest memory. I have asked my mother many times where it took place and described the countryside, myself in a carriage near a lake, my grandmother’s face close to mine as she laughs, “Soon Mama will come. Do you hear how the train is coming, how it’s bringing your Mama?” And then soon my mother’s aroma, as if through a stream of warm air, and an enormous bar of chocolate that had melted in her pocketbook during the long journey to us at the dacha. I am flooded with the memory of her running to the lake holding the chocolate, her familiar face, large white teeth, the puffed sleeves of her dress that fit her figure so well, the taste of the melted chocolate. Where did this all take place, Mama? How old was I? Her answer was the squinting of her eyes she always made when she wanted to remember something, her look into space. She was not sure. But I remember that round blue lake and tall pines and myself in a carriage, though not anything else. Only the moment of joy in waiting for her.

I have always felt myself and my mother and my grandmother and everyone else related to me as parts of each other, and together we comprised a part of something big that had neither form, nor limit, nor end.

 





Jesus Came for Dinner

“Moishe, Moishe, what is it? Are you out of your mind? Why do you have this enormous awful cross hanging over your bed?” Moishe was lying down in a hospital bed hooked to various machines by long black wires. His eyes were barely open. His wife Dvoira was towering over him with indignation. He didn’t really want to explain anything to her—not that he was in pain, not that he didn’t want to die, not that he was scared, not that he was looking for an escape, and not that at the moment he had lost all hope and faith. There had been a knock on the door. Before he could muster “Enter” in a low lifeless voice, the door had opened, and Jesus, as he imagined him, had entered.

“Good evening. Shalom,” Jesus said and walked over to the bed on which Moishe had been involuntarily dying, as it seemed to Moishe. He was not ready. He had not had enough time to figure out his earthly journey and all that was related to it. And he did not believe in an afterlife, although he was not absolutely sure.

Jesus approached the bed and sat on it. He observed the tray with food that wasn’t touched and asked if he could taste the soup. “It looks really good.”“Please,” said Moishe, “be my guest.” 

Jesus pointed at the spoon on the tray with his own spoon that had appeared out of thin air and said, “Let’s share. I start. You follow.” Little by little they finished the soup. And then Jesus asked, “What is worrying you, Moishe?”

Moishe looked at Jesus. “What is worrying me? Do you have to ask? 

Okay. First of all, I don’t want to die.” “You won’t. What else?” Jesus kindly asked.

“How do you know? You died …”

“And I’m here with you.”

“Tell me,” Moishe said conspiratorially. “How is it there? What is it there? You understand, we Jews don’t believe in an afterlife. But no one really knows, and everyone is dying to know.”

Jesus laughed and shrugged, “So when they die, they’ll find out.” 

“Listen, I’m a rabbi, just like you. People come to me with questions to which I don’t know the answers. Why don’t you help me since you’re here? What should I tell people? Is there anything after we die? Or is this it?”

“Moishe,” said Jesus quietly, “Can I tell you the truth?”

“Of course,” said Moishe. “I’m all ears.”

“I don’t know.”

“What do you mean, you don’t know? If you don’t know, then who does?” Moishe was getting agitated.

“First tell me. What is life according to you?” Jesus clearly was enjoying the conversation.

“Life is the moment of absolute bliss.”

“Well,” said Jesus, “I may agree with you, but not everyone will. For example, one poet, when asked what life is, said life is a Jewish Street, a ghetto. What would you say about that? Or what was it for the Holocaust victims or the soldiers in Vietnam? Or for the tortured prisoners in Stalin’s camps? For famished children, battered wives, for all those with broken hearts?”

Moishe said, “I have no answers. You’re the one with answers. Why didn’t your father take care of all of this?”

“Ahh,” said Jesus slyly. “But who told you that my Father is a caring God? You humans think that you are made in God’s image. What if it’s not true? What if, on the contrary, God is made in your human image and reflects all human ugliness and cruelty? Did you ever think of it like that? Maybe He sent me here to help humans evolve ethically. Maybe you contaminated God and then came to Him with accusations of ‘How could you!’ ‘After life’ is just an invitation to an argument. Listen, your life is here and now. So why don’t you enjoy your present? For instance, how about you and I share this wonderfully appetizing apple pie.”

[image: scene break]

“Moishe!” exclaimed Dvoira. “You look so much better. You ate soup and an apple pie. Good God!” Moishe looked at the tray, and indeed the soup and the apple pie were gone. Dvoira touched his cheek. “You ate all of it by yourself?”

“No,” said Moishe. “I had company.”

“Oh? Who came? Who brought this balloon with the cross?”

“Oh, Dvoira, why do you care if there’s a cross or a Star of David?”

“Because I do.” Dvoira was indignant. “Because we’re Chosen People chosen by God.”

“It’s a matter of semantics, Dvoira. We’re not ‘chosen’ in the sense that God will bestow favors on us. Rather we’re a designated people. Designated to be responsible for others.” Moishe breathed heavily.

Dvoira said, “Moishe, first of all, calm down. You’ve just had surgery. No stress, the doctor said. Second of all, none of it is important right now. You know what is?”

“What?” he said. Dvoira bent down, found his mouth hidden behind the bristles of his mustache and beard and kissed him. Moishe looked at his wife and saw a young and beautiful woman as she had been fifty-five years ago when they met.

At this moment the door opened and followed by his mother, fouryear-old Joseph, their grandson, ran in. “Grandpa, Grandpa, I want this balloon.” He climbed on the bed and grabbed the balloon. He squeezed it tightly, laughing all the while.

His mother yelled, “Joseph, get off Grandpa’s bed! Let go of the balloon!” But it was too late. The balloon did not withstand the pressure from Joseph’s little hands – and burst. “You see what you did? Get off this bed.” But Joseph crawled next to his grandpa, embraced him, and squinted his eyes from the pure pleasure of being. In his hand a crumpled piece of blue rubber remained.

 





A Consolation Prize

As was her ritual on the way to her piano lesson, Emma wandered into the most prestigious pastry shop on Gorky Street in the center of Moscow to look at chocolate—crispy magic wrapped in a magnificent gold, silver, pink, blue or green shiny paper that seemed also to produce the sound of a slight whistle that called you to some other voluptuous universe upon the unwrapping. The wondrous waffle stick cost one ruble.

Emma had five that her Mama had been giving her to pay for her private piano lessons that would prepare her for a very difficult admissions examination to the very reputable Gnessin music school. On the rare occasion when Mama accompanied her to the lesson to discuss Emma’s progress with the teacher, if her report was brilliant enough, Mama would take her to the coveted store on the way home and buy a silver stick for Emma—never for herself, since money was very tight in their family. Emma would always give Mama a bite to taste the magic, and Mama would acknowledge that it was heavenly. But today Emma was distracted and walked quickly out of the store. Today she would play Three Fantastic Dances by Shostakovich. It was a set of miniatures in a style of music that Emma had never heard or played before. Its unusual harmonic features were haunting her. When Emma’s teacher had suggested that she give it a try, he added “Dmitrii wrote it at exactly your age, sixteen, when he was still a student at Petrograd Conservatory. He was on the brink of self-discovery.” For some reason the teacher had looked at Emma pointedly, and she felt proud. Once at home, Emma had looked at the music sheet and started to figure out how to play it. She got excited —even though it was modeled after traditional dances, Minuet, Waltz, and Polka, the music was exceptionally untraditional and humorous. It was so well crafted, Emma found it easy to lose herself in it. She practiced for hours.

She skipped down Gorky Street—a long stretch from the Byelorussian Train Station to Red Square with its famous red star on Spasskaya Tower, the round clock which sounded every hour for the whole country as if saying “We’re not sleeping here, we’re watching you.” Emma remembered how her teacher had— rather cautiously—handed her that sheet music. “Don’t lose it. It’s precious. You won’t find it in any music store.”

“What’s the big deal?” Emma had asked her Mama when she had returned home.

“You see,” her mother whispered, “Shostakovich is not well liked by the authorities because he tends to step over the line. He’s not like everyone else. You will hear it in his music.” 

And he wasn’t. Emma understood that from the first bars of his music that she played. And she had fallen in love with the Dances. She had worked hard on them, suspecting that this music was also important for her teacher. Today she would play it for him.

She continued down Gorky Street, glancing at the windows of specialty shops. Nothing new or exciting was displayed there—cheap plastic handbags, scarves with Russian folk designs, unfashionable dresses in gloomy colors, and other uninteresting garbage. All of a sudden, Emma stopped. Oh my God, it cannot be. My dream. It only happens in fairytales, she thought. In one of the store windows long upto-the-elbow black silky gloves were displayed. They shone invitingly as if promising a different life in a different world at a different time. Emma, who had only a school uniform and a dress that her mother had managed to sew for her to wear after school and on Sundays, in her mind was creating all sorts of outfits for herself and her friends. The main attributes of all her creations consistently were long gloves, ones she had seen in an American trophy movie about an opera singer. Everything that the gorgeous actress wore, she wore with long gloves, and they had caught Emma’s attention as the main accessory that a woman should have.

In the window next to the gloves was a price-tag—five rubles. Emma’s heart started jumping up and down. She thought she might have a heart attack. She walked into the store. There was just one woman ahead of her at the counter, and she was trying on the gloves. They were exactly like the ones in the movie. They promised beauty, success, love, happiness, everything. While the customer was talking to the salesperson, Emma decided on a plan of action: she would pay for the gloves with the five rubles her Mama had given her for the piano lesson, and she would skip the lesson, would call the teacher, and say that she was sick. The plan was perfect and came to her in a matter of seconds.

Emma closed her eyes for a moment and heard the salesperson addressing her. “And you, young lady, what would you like?” 

Emma opened her eyes and slowly pronounced, “Gloves.” The word had a taste of smooth chocolate in her mouth.

“What gloves?” The salesperson’s surprised voice reached Emma’s ears.

“Black, silk, long gloves that you display in the window. Here is five rubles.” Emma extended her hand with a crumpled five-ruble bill in it.

“Oh, those. Just sold the last pair.”

Emma wasn’t aware of how long it took to reach her teacher’s house. An eternity, a few seconds. She was indifferent to the world around her. As soon as she arrived, she gave her teacher the five rubles and went directly to the piano. She noticed that there was someone else in the room, and usually she did not like to play with another student or another adult present. But this time she felt nothing. The world was unfair, cruel, and as far as she was concerned, if she died tomorrow, she could not care less. As usual she went through her scales and arpeggios, but somehow this time they sounded cleaner and better than ever before. The fear of failure left her. She was at the bottom; the only way out was up. She was not afraid of anything. Next, she played Mozart’s Sonata in G to which she applied a different tempo —presto instead of allegro. Previously she thought she would not be able to do it. Her teacher was saying something that she did not hear. She looked at him. He was smiling. “Oh well,” she thought, “I must have done something right.” 

Just before she started playing the Three Fantastic Dances, she remembered how in the very beginning her teacher had told her about economy of motion and how to place the thumb in the middle of a white key. Otherwise, it would result in a forward and backward movement that would make piano playing look very difficult instead of effortless. “Put the thumb at about a thirty-degree angle. You gain more control of arm weight, which in turn controls the fingers and the wrist position. Don’t swing your elbows. Keep them close to your torso. Shoulders relaxed and down. Practice a lot of arpeggios. Practice octaves by playing Chopin and Debussy. Play octaves with straight fingers. Love it. The music is there. All you have to do is to bring it out.”

After the lesson was over, at the front door her teacher said, “It was wonderful. You outdid yourself.” The teacher nodded towards the room with the piano where the stranger was sitting. “He loved it. You should be proud of yourself.”

“Who is he?” Emma shrugged her shoulders.

“Shostakovich.” 

When Emma walked out onto the street, a fragment of sun enveloped her whole being in a soft blanket of peace. She slipped into it like a glove.





Across a Campfire

Lord, how much has been said about love, how much has been suffered, how many fates have been broken? Once love strangles us, we go off into another dimension, and there is no way to help us unless we can manage to squeeze out of there. Love is always illegal since legality exists for ordinary life. Love transcends ordinary life. Lev Semenych was recalling an excerpt from a story that he had written God knew when. In fact, he had written it ten years before, at the age of nineteen. He was sitting now at a campfire somewhere in the forests near Ryazan—confused, unwashed, in huge leather boots and wearing a sweater of his father’s that his mother had kept as a relic. He hated himself as he had been then, the way he had been overexcited over everything on earth, whether it had been a new book, a film, a scientific discovery about which the headlines were screaming, or a well-turned woman’s ear that passed him in the metro. He had been a cretin, he thought. Even worse, he had been a cretin in love.

He had been in love with his French teacher at Moscow University, where he had been studying with the literature faculty. Her name was Nadezhda Aleksandrovna, or Nadenka as he called her in his thoughts.

She had a husband, children, a slender waist, and red streaks of hair like his mother’s. She smoked cigarettes through a thin, black holder trimmed with gold. In her squinted eyes hid something that evoked a desire to penetrate them, to get to the very bottom of them. Or so it seemed to him.

He wrote a great deal at that time, wrote for her. Wanted to amaze her, shock her. She laughed and once even permitted him to accompany her home. They rode in a cold, empty trolley somewhere far, and when the trolley turned, she leaned against him and clutched onto his overcoat as if she needed support. His flesh burned and trembled under the rough wool of his sweater, and it seemed to him that they were traveling in a carriage somewhere among the clouds and that the earth was far, far away, and no one would ever separate them.

They kissed for a long time in an unknown entryway, holding their breath each time some door slammed. The whole winter passed in this manner. He kept inviting her to his home, and at a certain moment she gave in and went. His mother was not in. Everything happened clumsily, fast, and unnecessarily. But Nadenka kept coming back and coming back, and soon they were both drinking tea with his mother in the kitchen. His mother sharply banged her spoon against her glass and talked of contemporary music, of Schnittke, and how she did not understand his music and did not plan to change her tastes in her old age. Looking straight into Nadya’s eyes, she added that everything was going to Tartarus, that everyone had gone out of their minds, and that in general she did not understand anything anymore.

Nadenka was sad on the way home. Brushing snowflakes from her face, she whispered, “Your mother hates me. Despises me. And she’s right. I should be at home with my husband and children. But I …”

“She’s not talking about that, Nadenka. Not about that,” Lev Semenych hotly assured her.

“Then about what?”

“About our life in general, about the country, about Soviet power, about …Oh, you know.”

“No, I don’t. Lev, I don’t want to talk and think about that. My husband’s a member of the Party, so please stop making insinuations.

They may send us to Paris, you know.”

The winter passed, and spring began. Snow on the pavement turned into puddles, and the first daffodils showed their yellow heads. He saw Nadenka more and more rarely. She avoided him. Lev Semenych was shot through with jealousy of her husband who, he was sure, was touching Nadenka’s long braids, possibly loved to breathe on the ends of them as he did. And who clearly was calling Nadenka his own.

Then she left. Headed off to Paris. With him, her husband. And her children. Did not even say goodbye. Suffering brought Lev Semenych to scribble an even greater number of pages, some of which made their way to the publishers. And thus it started. They published everything that he was able to write. From time to time it seemed to him that he was a hack, but the current carried him along, and it became impossible to escape it.

Lev Semenych looked across the short tongues of the fire and saw how Nikolai Petrovich, the local forester, was stretching and yawning, then crossing himself on his toothless mouth. Nearby a branch cracked as if someone had stepped on it in the dark, either an animal or a holy spirit.

“Well, I’ve lived to see the day when I can only chew fish,” said Nikolai Petrovich unexpectedly with a smirk in his voice. “God grant that I don’t choke on a fish bone; there are so many of them, you can’t even count ‘em. Scientists count ‘em, but who knows what for. You count how many bones in one fish, and another’ll have more or less of ‘em. Yessir, it’s a hopeless task for those scientist fellows.” Nikolai Petrovich gathered up his saliva and noisily spat. A bird sang, and a wind blew from the river. The flames of the campfire twitched.

“And just what do you know about scientists, Nikolai Petrovich, that you speak so bitterly of them? You’ve become angry because you’re alone. It’s no good being alone in the forest. You should get married,” Lev Semenych remarked in a sly, legato voice. The sky slipped over him as if in accord with his point of view, and it seemed as if the stars would fall any moment and start running over him like ants. “They say a wife is a good thing, Nikolai Petrovich. What do you think?” Of course, thought Lev Semenych, it was rather nice on the part of this misanthrope to host him without asking for how long he had come nor why, even to invite him to come fishing with him. Although, of course, this Nikolai Petrovich could become curious as to why a Moscow city slicker had appeared in these Ryazan forests, what he was searching for in a strange land where everything was solemnly quiet and where, it seemed, eternity reigned.

Nature here was a single whole that breathed deeply and regularly. There was nothing to which nature was hurrying. It could not have cared less about time and dates. The twentieth century? Then let it be the twentieth century. The seventies? Then the seventies. And so be it and good. For nature it was all the same. Nature had eternity, and therefore it was calm and beautiful. He who fell into Nature’s embrace at first spun like a top from inertia, then began to slow his run, and in the end stopped, fusing into the harmony of the surroundings, even becoming part of them.

Lev Semenych looked at Nikolai Petrovich, wondering whether he had heard the question about marriage. But Nikolai Petrovich either had not accepted the question as being one of those to which one must answer or else for some reason was insulted, and only mumbled something under his nose, got up, and started to descend to the river. After several steps Nikolai Petrovich stopped and looked around. The darkness was all the same to him. Everything here was his. He understood and loved these regions in the heart of Russia. He loved solitude and was glad of his profession of forester, the same profession as that of his father and even of his grandfather under the Tsar. What was Soviet power to him? It did not bother him. Those in power came and went, but the forest remained. Nikolai Petrovich had been born, had grown up, and would die here.

Such silence. Not a soul. Except for the city slicker over there at the campfire who thought that he understood everything in life. A scholar. A writer. But what did he understand, this man who probably kept running to his mother to wipe his nose? The bastard. No, Nikolai Petrovich did not like Lev Semenych. The latter’s long nose was not to his taste, his manner of speech was different, too complex. And those whiskers of his. No, obviously a mama’s boy. Young, but thinks he knows it all. Why had Nikolai Petrovich bothered with him, promising to show him around, go fishing with him? And now just listen to this quiz kid make judgements about marriage. Only troubling the soul.

In fact Nikolai Petrovich had a wife. She had died, it is true, may she rest in peace. They had


























cover.jpeg





images/image-2.jpeg





images/image-1.jpeg
Rance Me To
The End @(’ love





images/image.jpeg
Yolume 2





images/flourish.jpg






