To Lina Nikolskaya,

Aerial Tightrope Walker

And Jacob was left alone and
a man wrestled with him until the breaking of the day.

Genesis 32:24

So let nobody expect us to say anything about angels.
Benedict/Baruch Spinoza

Of the Human Mind

PART ONE

Left-handedness is today regarded
as a character of atavism and degeneracy...
1t is often encountered in the insane criminal
and, ultimately, in association with genius.

Cesare Lombroso



Chapter 1.

The phone rang, drawn-out and insistent, like the whistle of a train: long distance.

It was in the hall beneath a large oval mirror, and when her husband’s relatives rang,
it seemed to Masha that the mirror shook as if rocked by a passing train and was about to fall
off the wall.

A flat, official voice: “Please hold. Mariupol for you.” Do they pick these people for
their voices?

It was Tamara, her husband’s cousin.

She usually called to say Happy New Year or to report the death of yet another aunt—
Anatoly had a whole set of ageing relations in Mariupol.

Masha wanted to put him on right away but Tamara said:

“Hang on a sec, Masha. It’s actually you I want to talk to...”

And spluttering self-consciously she said that Aunty Lida’s niece had passed away
after a failed appendix operation in Yeysk. There now.

“What Aunty Lida?”

“Oh, you have met her and you met her niece at my wedding. Aunty Lida—she’s dead
now—she wasn’t related on our side, she was an in-law.”

And she was off ... In short, Aunty Lida was an in-law, not on the Mariupol side, on

the Yeysk side.

It was a long time since Masha had abandoned her attempts to remember all the family
connections of her husband’s abundant relations.
“And, just listen, the niece might be gone but she’s left her little girl. She’s only three.”

“Yes, and?”



And, clearly anxious, Tamara hastily relayed the fact that none of their relatives
wanted to take the little girl even though those same relatives were really pretty well-off: the
dead woman’s cousin was a dental technician, didn’t want for anything.

Since in that family the living and the dead marched amicably arm-in-arm from one
generation to the next with cheery banter and bickering, still arguing, still singing, still draining

their glasses, it was really strange that not one of them wanted to take the child in.

Masha gritted her teeth. Don’t get worked up, she told herself, no one meant to insult you. No
one’s thinking about what you’re going through.

“Tomka,” she eventually brought herself to say calmly, “Why are you telling me all
this?”

Tamara halted. An indifferent swell of voices boomed in the receiver and Masha
suddenly realized that, in order to have this conversation, Tamara had gone to the telegraph
office and waited in line for a booth...

“Well, maybe have a think, Masha,” Tamara said, as if apologizing. “After all, you
don’t have any children. Perhaps this is a chance? No matter how you look at it, you’re already,
what, thirty-six?”

“Thirty-four,” Masha broke in. “And I’'m not giving up hope. I’'m having treatment.”

“Well, you know best...” Tamara immediately sounded deflated, she had lost interest
in further conversation. “So, you won’t even take the phone number of that woman, the dentist?
Just in case?”

And for some reason Masha wrote it down, so as not to upset Tomka—after all, she
meant well, fool that she was.

It was all so easy for them, those milk cows in Mariupol with their full udders.



She put the receiver down and raised her head. A woman, still young, her mobile face
sprinkled with an enchanting smattering of freckles, gazed out of the oval mirror in its black
frame. Her husband, resting after his shift, could be seen behind her in the gap of the open
bedroom door. One bare foot swung like a pendulum keeping time either with his thoughts or
with a tune he was humming silently. His face was shuttered by an open book, the title and the
author’s name inverted in the mirro—impossible to read.

Further in, the depths of the mirror revealed a window onto a Kiev chestnut tree, its
crown studded with white candles, tossing in the wind while, higher and deeper still, the blue
void of the heavens ascended as reflection merged with source and vanished into
nothingness....

All of a sudden, it frightened her.

What? she asked herself, attending to an ill-defined but very keen sense of dread.
What’s wrong with me? What does this fear of the pit, wide-open in welcome, have to do with

an ordinary reflection in a household mirror?

Masha lay awake all night. She got up twice to dose herself with valerian drops. Tolya said
nothing although she could hear him tossing and turning until dawn.
Exactly twelve months ago, after years upon years of medical ordeals, they had

become parents to a big, bonny stillborn boy.

The morning after talking to Mariupol, Masha waited for the door to close behind her husband
to dial the number of the strange women who couldn’t—or wouldn’t—take in her orphaned

niece.



Everything went well: she got through quickly, the woman was in, the line was
incredibly clear and the conversation was brief, brusque and exhaustive as if fate was in a hurry
to skim through a page that had nothing much to say.

When she heard Masha’s opening words, the woman said, “You won’t take that
child. She’s incredibly thin.”

“What does that mean?” Masha inquired “Is she il1?”

“I’m telling you, you won’t take her. You’ll be too scared.”

“So... where is she now? Who’s looking after her?

“There’s a neighbour, she’s kind. Used to be friends with Rita, who died. She’s busy
trying to get the child into an institution.”

“Address!” said Masha, breathing hard. The woman spelt it out.

Masha replaced the receiver in silence.

That afternoon Tolya phoned from the hospital and said there were two tickets available to see
Arkady Raikin in action. “Should we go?”

“I don’t really feel like it....”

And she wasn’t herself the whole evening. She started going through their paperwork
for some reason. She sat quietly, pensively setting out school leaving certificates, diplomas,
their wedding certificate, like cards in a game of patience. The letters Tolya had written to her
when he was still studying at the Military Medical Academy.

He came out of the bathroom on his way to bed and looked at his wife. She hugged
herself as she hunched over the coloured cardboard files, her feet in their soft slippers tucked
beneath her chair. Masha looked up with an apologetic smile.

He sighed and said, “Go on, go. See what’s going on... But you’d be the one bringing

her up.”



Masha had an easy journey as far as Yeysk, with just one change of train, but when she found
the address she wanted on Shosseynaya Street, the little girl turned out to have gone off with a
children’s home to their summer quarters.

It was Shura, that same kind-hearted neighbour, who had got her onto the trip. Every
year, she helped in the kitchens of the children’s home’s summer quarters. “Well, judge for
yourself: it’s got to be worth it, free food, the sea air, you don’t even touch your pay packet.”
It took just ten minutes for Masha to learn all this from two old ladies, the garrulous denizens
of the bench always found at the entrance to any block of flats.

“Shura got herself into a right old state, worried herself sick: the child won’t eat, no
matter what you do. P’rhaps, out there, with the children, she’ll come round? Or she’s going to
waste away altogether.”

“What about the father?” Masha asked. “Is he around at all?”

“Him? Oh, he’s around...” echoed one of the old women. “He’s around alright, in a

lovely place. In the nick. Nice, free lodgings.”

Her companion started cackling at the joke and she laughed for a long time,
spluttering, wiping her hand across her mouth and saying over and over, “Aye, that’s right. In
the nick. He’s around, that’s for sure.”

Masha made her way to the bus station and bought a ticket, as instructed by the

neighbours, to Dolzhanskaya village.

... The summer quarters of the children’s home was in a four-storey building of what used to
be a holiday centre for either the iron and steel or the textile industry.

“It’s four years now since the building was transferred to the Ministry of Health and



they moved the children’s health and holiday centre in after renovations. They bring children
with cerebral palsy along and, you know, the treatment’s not too bad at all. And one of the
buildings is rented out to children’s homes as a summer residence.”

In addition to this information, Masha was obliged to listen to various facts from the
life story of an imposing gentleman in striped pyjamas: My Life and Struggle in the Tractor
Factory Assembly Shop.

He had fetched up alongside her out of nowhere as she went for a stroll to await the
children’s nap time—or more precisely as she paced to and fro beside the stone parapet of the

embankment—and he just kept hanging around, oblivious to her acute agitation.

It began with her being completely unable to find Shura, the kind-hearted neighbour, the one
who had arranged for the child to go on the summer trip. Masha was sent from one floor to the
next and everywhere Shura had “just been seen” or had “probably gone to buy food” until, after
studying Masha keenly from head to open-toed sandals, one of the dinner ladies in the empty
dining room, said:

“Shura ... basically....”

“What, basically?”

“Well, she’s ... she’s taken some time off. To have her teeth out.”

Moreover, the manager, the only person Masha could talk to about the little girl, had
gone off to Yeysk in the morning and was only due back around four.

Masha went out onto the embankment which was bathed in the June sunlight.

Long white beaches on a heavenly spit of land were dotted with holidaymakers in coloured
bathing costumes. Clear and high, the cries and swipes of the volleyball players broke the

surface of the water-laden air that had not yet been baked dry by the sun. They were using a



sagging net full of holes. With a dull thud, one of the players sent the ball into the water in such
a powerful spin that a suntanned girl in a blue costume squealed in delight and raced after it...
The ball hung in the air for a few endless seconds, spinning amid the azure swell of the
lambswool clouds, the girl, feet catching in the sand, running towards it for an eternity ... until
it began its fateful descent and struck the wet sand a footfall from the water, rocked listlessly
to and fro and came to a dead halt.

A few steps away from Masha, a small group of men and boys huddled over someone
who was sitting on a wooden beer crate, his hands rapidly moving something around on a board
set up on an identical crate. From a distance, they could have been taken for stamp-collectors
had the entire company not emitted a peculiar sense of danger and excitement.

A belligerent silence reigned above them for two or three seconds to be shattered by
disappointed cursing, laughter and threats. In an instant, the company broke apart, revealing
the red tufts of the seated man’s hair and his nimble, tricksy hands, seemingly about to flee the
scene. Then it closed balefully around him again.

Some sort of game, Masha thought, bound to be gambling, which means cheating,
losing, despair, revenge...

Blinding glints of sunlight sparkled in the ultramarine depths, on which two lilos made
bright-red patches. The delicate opal lens of the smoke-grey sky ran down to the horizon. Like
two gigantic mirrors, sea and sky reflected one another until each became an exultation of
fathomless blue.

Why, oh, why did these waves, regularly breaking on the shore, the lazy bodies on
gaudy loungers, the pure water-colour line of the horizon leave her in the grip of such incurable
yearning, as if there was already no way out? As if a trap was about to spring shut? After all,
no one and nothing could make her...
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. so then I went straight to the People’s Control Post,” the old man mumbled,



excited by his own story. “What on earth’s going on on your shop floors then, comrades?”

“I’'m sorry!” Masha said dully. “I... I have to go.”

She turned round and left.

A harsh cry, a furious expletive, the clatter of the board being overturned behind her
and suddenly the redhead overtook Masha, flying along the embankment, short blue satin
trousers flapping in the wind.

Two youths were in hot pursuit, whistling and yelling something after him.

“You can of course have a look...” said the tall, broad-shouldered director (What a size! How
much material had gone into that white coat?). “Look, by all means.”

The conversation was taking place in a long room like a spacious corridor, glass doors
closing it off at both ends. It was both the weighing room and the reception area. It even came
complete with a massage table.

“Just don’t think we are torturing her. She’s not really one of ours, after all. It’s not
clear who she belongs to at the moment. Sit here. Pick up a book as if you were reading and
don’t show any particular reaction. I mean, don’t express your... No tutting, basically! Control
yourself!”

Masha sat in her chair for twenty minutes, trying in vain to calm her trembling heart,
staring at her open book. They had thrust some medical guide to movement therapy for cerebral
palsy at her.

A sprightly old soul was wielding a mop close at hand, ramming it under tables and
couches as if it was an ice-hockey stick. She was like a puck herself. Round and never still, she

managed to squeeze a cloth dry as she exchanged lively comments with the nurse.



The latter spoke with a typical Baltic accent, “I don’t remember zer faces, I don’t. I can
tell all ze children by zer little arms and legs. After all, I do ze electrophoresis wif zem every
year. As soon as I saw zat little leg wif a scar on ze knee, I recognized it right away: our little
Igor. Hello, my little Igor, my, how you’f grown! Don’t tell me vat he looks like. Tell me ze
colour of his underpants.”

The glass doors kept on opening and closing. Masha cringed inwardly every time. On
two occasions, some young girls wearing the very latest in short white medical attire slipped
in. The door opened again.

Masha looked up and almost let out a gasp: a chill flooded her heart then subsided,
burning like ice.

A small skeleton in just a pair of knickers. She had seen skeletons like that once before,
behind the barbed wire of Buchenwald in a documentary shown before a film at the cinema.
She remembered closing her eyes and laying her head on Tolya’s shoulder.

How the child, the knobbly stem of her spine visible through its mantel of skin, could
stand, move, stay on her feet at all was a mystery! And beside the enormous manager, the little
girl looked like a mosquito that could be blown away with a breath.

Masha’s insides shrank and she buried herself in her book. She wasn’t seeing the words
but the skeleton’s huge green eyes and a mop of reddish, chestnut curls.

“Now, then,” boomed the director, “let’s move our little legs, shall we, Anya-Anyuta?”’
Then, as she led the little girl past, “Say hello to the lady.”

Without looking up, unable to smile or even move, Masha heard a faint, dry whisper.
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Clo. ..
When the door closed behind them, Masha stood—the book fell from her knees—and
said with some force, “What’s going on?! How could you do this to the child?! What does she

weigh? Can’t you see she’s wasting away?”



“Who are you talking to?” said the nurse with the Baltic accent. “To us? Zat child’s
been wif us for five days. What’s your relationship wif her?”

Masha fled the room.

The next morning, she stood outside the glass door of the holiday centre’s dining room, trying
to make out a mop of chestnut curls. There was no shortage of them but she couldn’t see
anything: her vision was blurred. (It was the tourist season and she had been unable to find a
room the evening before and had spent the night in the waiting room at the station.) She had
imagined all sorts of horrors, such as the little girl dying of starvation during the night.

Next she went downstairs to the manager’s locked office. She waited for the burly
figure in its white coat to appear at the end of the corridor, stood in her way and said with
desperate determination,

“I’m taking that child. Please explain the formalities.”

They spent the next hour and a half in the office where, as directed, Masha noted down point
by point the nine circles of hell she aimed to negotiate with all the documents in record time.
She just couldn’t pull herself together, timidly attempting to put money on the table,
stuff it into the pocket of the manager’s vast coat or place it between the pages of some
cardboard-covered account book and constantly grasping the woman’s heavy work-worn hand
and stammering beseechingly, “If someone could only sit with her a bit and feed her, please,
even just a few spoonfuls but more often, please!” until the manager pulled her up sharply and

they both burst into tears, offering one another unspecified thanks.



All this time Shura, the kind-hearted neighbour Masha had been unable to find, stood
outside the slightly open door of the manager’s office, listening, thunderstruck.

Once it was clear that everything had been arranged and this woman who was already
of a certain age had burnt all her bridges, Shura screwed up her eyes then forced them open,
staring at the blue square of the window at the far end of the corridor. All of a sudden and with
fervour, she crossed herself awkwardly. In a flash, she realized that she had done it the wrong
way round and her blood ran cold: Not like that, like this. She spat three times over her left
shoulder and with an equally furious gesture made the sign of the cross properly over her ample
bosom.

She was afraid she might scrape the parquet floor or cough. She was afraid the
arrangements might fall through and the little girl would not be taken away.

But more than anything—more than of her own death—she was afraid of that little

girl.

Chapter 2.
So, light of my life, my little mirror, would you like me to tell you a sad tale of love accursed?

Don’t laugh. It was true love between Mrs. Clarkson, my landlady over here, and a
wild goose that plopped down on her lawn one day.

I could write a lot about this just now because I'm all worked up. The final act of the
drama played itself out before my very eyes yesterday. Or rather, I was sitting in that shed of
mine, which they dignify by calling it an annexe—ripping me off royally in the process—and
pretending to rehearse the super-virtuoso passage in the finale of Beethoven’s Fourth
Symphony, where the bassoons sort of chirrup and finish after the clarinets. And the Second
Movement has that really difficult and saucy dalliance on tippy-toes in demisemiquaver dotted

rhythm, which totally contradicts what my never-to-be-forgotten tutor, Nikolai Kuzmich, used



to say: “The bassoon, my lad, is a melancholy instrument.”

But unlike in the stories, this Scheherazade carries on her tale while she may. So,
about three years ago, a magnificent snow-white goose fell onto the lawn in the backyard where
they have a garage for the tractor, lawnmower, garden tools and other stuff.

Every so often, the Clarkson family uses it for one of their garage sales. Did I tell you
that last year I paid them a dollar for a Sevres teacup from two centuries ago? The handle had
come off and an ugly job had been made of sticking it back on, practically with plasticine. I
steamed it, took it to pieces, fixed it with an extremely delicate specialist glue, breathed on it,
licked it ... and now it’s there on the shelf, the almost pristine gold rim sparkling on the blue
background ... although my passion for antiques seems like lunacy given our homeless state.

It’s just occurred to me that I have my grandfather to thank for my insatiable love of
the elegance of real porcelain. He had a chocolate-coloured porcelain dog, apparently suffering
from post-hunt exhaustion, behind the glass of the sideboard. It was from before the war, and
do you know how I know? From the mark. The Lomonosov Porcelain Factory mark on its belly
was green. After the war, they used purple ones. Then there was a white dish with Young
Pioneers on the rim, a boy playing the bugle and a girl in a scarf, her hand raised stiffly to her
forehead. My grandfather was always telling me it was from the 1920s. I used to ask if Young
Pioneers even existed in the 20s and he’s say, “Fine, so the ‘30s then.”

Sorry for rabbiting on! I was a Young Pioneer myself. I was, really. I remember it
perfectly.

And now we make the incredible journey from Zhmerinka 1952 to the State of Kansas
in 1998. It’s still the same century, to be fair, utterly vile, slipping away in darkness and
disgrace.

But, back to the goose. It had been left behind, exhausted, and then it turned out to

have an injured wing.



Mrs. Clarkson rescued it from the neighbourhood dogs, nursed it back to health, cared
for it, and all summer long it stuck to her heels, like a dog. She sent photos to all her friends.
An article appeared in the local paper even, with a photo and the caption: “Mrs. Clarkson and
her pet.”

It left safely in the autumn as its residence papers required.

Then the following spring, it came back with a partner.

The geese sauntered around the yard as if they’d come home and he was clearly proud
to be showing his girlfriend his domain. Just like the first time I showed you around Rudesheim.

Do you remember our room in Rudesheim Castle? And the Eiswein in the stone cellar?
And the drunken local football fans bellowing out folk songs? And the metal carriage of the
cable car in the fog and the funny, bug-eyed albino in the red Tyrolean hat who came out of it
towards us, the one who (weirdly!) frightened you so much?

Anyway, the geese: the summer after that a whole colony arrived. They took up all
the yard, wouldn’t let anyone go through, hissed at and chased any trespassers. They regarded
it as their territory. Their droppings fouled everything. The student daughter came home for
the holidays with her boyfriend, was bitten by a goose and left the next day. The son decided
not to come at all. Poor exhausted Mrs. Clarkson barely made it to the autumn and most
probably had a prayer of thanksgiving said at her church, praising the merciful Lord for her
seasonal deliverance. (She’s very devout, actually. There’s a portrait of her great-grandfather
in the lounge with the touching inscription at the bottom of the canvas: “My deeds are righteous
and my way is meek.”)

This spring she put her trust in herself rather than higher forces and prepared in
advance for that romantic time when the birds fly over. She hired two wolthounds from a
breeder at a near-by farm, which shot off like torpedoes when they spotted the flock of geese

descending on the yard in the form of a great white tent and, quivering with fury, chased the



poor geese until the evening so that they were unable to land.

The geese hovered above the lawn like the white blasts of a snowstorm, a blizzard
poised overhead, hissing and cackling. The battle was a sight to behold! The air shook with the
din: the disheartened, disgruntled calls of the geese, the gulping yelps of the hunting dogs,
baying and growling.

And, in floods of tears, Mrs. Clarkson watched the combat from her kitchen window.

Something was amiss in her well-tended, well-ordered world. Something had broken
down.

Even I felt uneasy and not just because it’s impossible to play the bassoon when a
ghastly cacophony is making the surrounding air vibrate. It’s just that for some reason this sad

story reminded me of guess what and whom?

Imagination’s a strange thing and memory even more so.

Why do people in the backwoods of America often remind me of my neighbours in
Guryev? Why is that? After all, here, you get sheer bliss at the touch of a button while there,
in the town I grew up in, there were sandstorms, the murky, leaden Ural River, the endless,
endless steppe, thick mud, elm trees, oleasters, stunted gardens under the windows. And
allotments by the river, where people planted potatoes (that’s what they used to say, “Let’s go
down to the allotment!”’) and where black nightshade ran wild. The kind we call wonderberries.

Do you even know what wonderberries are? They’re a weed, small, sparse bushes
with sickly-sweet black berries. Only fit for the garbage, my mother used to say, not something
decent folk should eat. But when my father died and I instantly became a neglected child, I
used to escape to our neighbours, the Solodovs, to eat my favourite wonderberry pirozhki.
(They fried them in cottonseed oil so as not to waste the sunflower oil.) The Solodovs were

sorry for me, and the unsolved murder of my father, the chief engineer at the Guryev Oil



Refinery, electrified all the neighbours for many years and cast a compassionate light on the
orphan.

The Solodovs plied me with my fill of wonderberry pirozhki.

They made an entertaining family: crazy, complicated, clamorous, quarrelsome—
each member with their own particular character, even the littlest children. I was friends with
the middle child, Genka, a liar, a troublemaker and all-round bad news. Nowadays, he’s a monk
at the Valaam Monastery which has always been famous for its extremely strict rule and I see
no contradiction in this at all.

Their dad, Uncle Vasya, originally from some Mordvinian village or other, was a big
party boss. A bright guy and honest too, he was a heavy drinker. And then he used to torment
the whole family. He’d yell at his wife, “Lyolka, you are such a moron, premium grade!” He’d
throw his crutch at the children, like Long John Silver, and his aim was always true. With his
one leg and his obsessive approach to everything, he decided he would plant a real orchard
around the house and every day he turned his dream into reality with uncommon perseverance.
He would drag a spade and chair into the garden, sit on the chair and use his one leg to dig a
hole for the latest fruit tree. He planted forty-seven of them. This feat is impossible for you, a
child of fertile Ukrainian soil, to understand.

Uncle Vasya pulled it off.

He was married to Aunty Lyolya, daughter of an enemy of the people. You can’t
understand or appreciate this anymore either, thank goodness.

When she was young, Aunty Lyolya was such a beauty, with her golden plait and
insufferably blue eyes that party protégé Uncle Vasya forgot all about the intelligence, honour
and conscience of our times and took her on, along with an entire brood of younger brothers
and sisters. And her elderly mother too, who must be spoken of separately and with caution.

Kapitolina Timofeyevna, they called her—a dried-up, tough old lady, practically of noble



blood. That was on the one hand.

On the other hand, her children and grandchildren believed she was illiterate. The
contradiction didn’t seem strange when we were children. We simply didn’t think about it.
Now, though, I’'m convinced that Kapitolina Timofeyevna was abruptly afflicted with illiteracy
when her three eldest adult children—after their father’s execution—disowned their mother via
a newspaper and she was left out on the streets with the three youngest. As for whether a
particular revulsion for the Soviet written word played a part or whether it was run-of-the-mill
terror ... who can tell these days?

She was strict and if something wasn’t the way she wanted, she would grasp the
victim’s hair and drag them round the house. Frenetically hard-working, she kept the entire
family in clothes. There was nothing she couldn’t make—trousers, coats, those tapestry
portraits of Pushkin (that were fairly like him but had too ambitious a range of colours: dark-
green seaweed side whiskers—all in silk embroidery thread—outlining sunken, cocoa-
coloured cheeks).

And so, just imagine, Uncle Vasya did not shy away from saddling himself with all
this dangerous brood. What’s more, he fought with his austere mother-in-law as long as she
lived and, when he died, he mourned her with real tears, went on a drinking binge even, banged
his head against the wall and said, ‘They don’t make them like that anymore.” Sometimes,
when [’d played so long that I couldn’t keep my eyes open, I’d spend the night there, on the
couch in the main room—although I could quite easily have crossed the road and gone home.
My mother never recovered after my father died, though. She was numbed by a strange,
tenacious pensiveness about her lot in life. When she came home from work to a cold, untidy
house, she would collapse on the sofa and lie there for hours, listlessly munching apples from
the ones my grandfather brought every year from Zhmerinka. She would look listlessly out of

the window and she hardly spoke to me. Nowadays, it would be called severe depression and



it’d be cured in about three months but back then all the neighbours criticized her for being
feckless and thought she was a bad mother.
So from time to time, I stayed at the Solodovs’ overnight.

I can remember waking up to the anthem of the Soviet Union coming from the radio

Half-asleep, my eyes hardly open, I could see a bare-headed Aunty Lyolya. She would
be sitting on a chair, head thrown back, resembling a mute victim, soft throat awaiting the
knife-blade, full-figured, languorous in the early morning, in her lilac flannelette dressing
gown: a lamb waiting to be shorn of the golden fleece. Behind her stood little grandmother
Kapitolina Timofeyevna raking through those incredible Samson-like tresses in broad strokes.
She kneaded them with her hands first, ploughed furrows, dug deep trenches. Then, she
separated them with a ten-toothed comb, spread them wide and transferred them from one side
to the other. Finally, she braided and twisted the strands, moulding and sculpting a plait. When
she’d finished this arduous task, she heaved the glossy golden snake over her daughter’s
shoulder.

I used to watch this ceremony thorough half-opened eyelids, transfixed. For some
reason, when [ was a boy, it seemed to me to be a sacrament of an intimate nature.

Years later, waking up beside some woman or other, I realized that everything to do
with a woman’s hair is an utterly unsolvable mystery.

But, there, I’ve let my tongue run away with me again.

I find it hard to imagine when this letter will reach you and, of course, I am no longer hoping
for a reply. In any case, I prefer your silence to your otherworldly mirror writing that always
fills me with the reverberating horror of a snowstorm.

When on earth are we going to meet up?



I have a contract with the orchestra in Des Moines until October. It’s a bit far to travel
from here but I’m settled in this sleepy little town out of state, which exists only on the county
map. The linden trees are unbelievably lovely and I simply can’t be bothered to move house. I
drive to rehearsal or take the bus if I fancy a nap en route. It takes two hours, with a stop in
Kansas City.

And here, my little one, in the Midwest, people are as provincial as can be. Especially
those who travel by bus, the poor. Here’s an example from yesterday. A homeless black man:
with a wild horse’s eye, a fine mellow baritone voice, a phlegmy, husky, random laugh framed
by strong white teeth. A hideous outfit: ripped jeans, a faded checked shirt over a greasy 1970s
turtle neck, brown trainers.

And he talked nonstop for the whole two hours in that, you know, black dialect they
have, that’s impossible to understand. He talked into space in a lively, friendly fashion as if he
was speaking to someone invisible. The other passengers sat staring out of the window, their
ears blocked by their headphones.

During the brief stop, stretching his legs after sitting for so long, he became absorbed,
dancing on the pavement to music no one else could hear, a paper cup of coffee in one hand
and a lit cigarette in the other. His head seemed to be on a swivel, his shoulders, arms, hips and
knees turning in circles as if he was trying over and over in vain to embrace an invisible
someone, to take them in his arms.

And, pray tell, when will I take you in my arms?

I’'m fed up with the local orchestra and its petty squabbles and I’'m not going to renew my
contract beyond October. I’ll apply for somewhere nearer to you. Professor Miatlitski is trying
to persuade me to go to him in Boston.

Imagine, he’s in his mid-90s and making plans for tours and masterclasses for another



ten years. “Simon, he says to me, “don’t be a fool.” (The Professor says my name the way they
do over here and I rather like it. There’s something aristocratic about that “Simon”. Not like
the plebeian, playful “Senya” that has bounded along beside me all my life.) “What is it about
thin and wasted Europe that draws you like a bee to honey?”

“Ah, but what honey it is!” I reply. So it won’t be long till I start trying to find you.

Please, show yourself. Give me some sort of sign.

Where are you now, my mirror girl? Frankfurt? Montreal? Berlin? What tricks and flirtations
with the world beyond are you devising? “The Ring of Fire?”” Boxes in which lovers disappear?
Mirror balls and flying heads?

Who is looking into you, my darling, who is reflected in you?

Consider these rhetorical questions. I trust you’re not being faithful to me? To hell
with sexual fidelity!

Just come back to me from time to time. Just come back, for pity’s sake...



