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TRAIN 29 FROM MOSCOW TO SIMFEROPOL
MOSCOW—TULA
5 FEBRUARY 1989
11:10

TUBE slipped out of Dima’s boxers and aimed its head at
Olesya. The headlamp lit up bright golden. The whistle blared
three times, and the wheels started spinning, picking up speed,
riding invisible tracks. The whine of the little gears hurt
Olesya’s teeth. She clutched at the sheet; her palms broke into
sweat, her eyes focused on the toy; the rest of the kupé blurred
out. TUBE moved at her, the beam of its eye pointed between her
legs.
Dima stopped a breath away from Olesya. His naked body
didn’t have a gram of fat on it, ropy and wiry from years of
ballet practice. His skin goosed despite the heat turned up to
near cooking. All color drained from his face. He traced her
stare to his groin, yanked up his boxers.
The train heaved and jolted, swinging around the curve, and
the cold gray light was cut off by the dark.
Olesya raised her eyes. “It’s back.”
“I can see that.” Dima swung his legs off the bunk.
“It’s back,” she repeated. “It came back, Dima. It’s after
me. It knew where to find me.”
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He flexed his toes, looked back up. “It's not funny
anymore, you know.”
Her eyes widened. “Oh no, no-no, I'm not laughing.”
“Why not? Go ahead.” He studied her, his body tense. “It’d
be a welcome reprieve.”
She sat still, a perfect replica of her porcelain ballerina
figurine, once broken to bits and painstakingly glued back
together. “It’s back.” She shook her head. “Oh, I can’t stand
this. I hate this. I don’t remember. I just. Don’t. Remember.”
The train raced out of the tunnel.
The light made Olesya blink. “It’s maddening!” she cried.
Dima sighed. “I’m tired of this, Olesya.” He picked up his
trousers, dragged them up, pulled on the zipper. It got stuck.
He cursed under his breath.
“I remember the name, though.” Olesya looked straight at
him. “Listen. It’s called Trans-Urban Blitz-Express, TUBE for
short.”
Dima paused at the door. His smooth, narrow face contorted
with an effort to understand. “What name? What are you talking
about?”
“A toy,” Olesya stood, unconscious of her nakedness. Her
eyes glittered with a kind of a fever. “A toy train engine.” She
grabbed his arm. “That’s it. That’s what it was. I remember now.
Dima, I remember!”

Anske / TUBE /

4

He shook off her hand, rolled the door open. “I’m sorry. I
have to go.”
She watched him, breathless, uncomprehending. Her mouth
opened slightly, she tilted her head. Her long brown hair hid
her face like a curtain. She swiped it back, tucked it behind
her ears.
Dima’s mouth softened. He cupped her face and kissed her
quickly. “I can’t do this anymore. I can’t. I’m really sorry.”
He stepped out, rolled the door shut.
Olesya looked at it, frozen.
For a year they’ve tried to make love; they haven’t
succeeded once. At first Dima was patient, understanding, then
he grew distant, then angry. It started spoiling his
performance. Alla Borisovna noticed. Natasha did too. Olesya
knew it was only a matter of time before Natasha fucked him like
she fucked every Bolshoi dancer. Like she told her she would.
“Twenty one years old tomorrow. Tomorrow, and you haven’t
been laid once. Not once. You’re hopeless.”
She rammed her head in the door.
“Hopeless. Hopeless. Hopeless.”
She stopped only when blood gushed out of her nose, but not
to wipe it; blood has never stopped her before. It was a
picture. It came in a flash, for a second, before it vanished.
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A man’s hand holding TUBE, its head smeared in red that was
dripping down her legs.
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TULA STATION
11:36

Natasha sucked on the cigarette, blew out the smoke,
dropped the butt on the platform and stepped on it. It hissed in
the snow. Her eyes roved the vagon from one lit-up window to the
next, then flicked to the clock. The minute hand moved to twenty
after nine, and a scratchy female voice announced the Moscow—
Simferopol’s train departure in three minutes. Natasha tossed
the cigarette, pulled off her woolen hat and shook out waves of
rich, auburn hair. She smiled, turned away, and started walking
to the head of the train.
Olesya stepped out of the vagon. Her footsteps crunched.
Natasha looked back; her expression soured.
Olesya stopped by the door to the first vagon, its windows
dark. It was empty. She sensed Natasha looking at her and
resisted the urge to turn. The Bolshoi Ballet’s krasavitsa,
Natasha had what Olesya didn’t: beauty, stage presence, Alla
Borisovna’s patronage, loving parents, sensual body, and plenty
of sex. They knew each other since ballet school, both accepted
at the age of eleven, the year Natasha’s brother was born and
Olesya’s father was killed. They spent together all their free
time, Natasha fleeing the noise of her apartment, Olesya the
emptiness. At puberty their friendship cracked. Men began
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lusting after Natasha. She reveled in their attention and lost
her virginity at fourteen, while Olesya shrunk away from any
kind of advance and practiced ballet until her toes were
bleeding. Then last year Dima Rumyantsev, a gifted dancer from
Leningrad, joined Bolshoi, and for the first time in her life
Natasha’s beauty was ignored. Dima fell for Olesya, the quiet,
timid, bland Olesya. Natasha was crushed. Dima became her
personal challenge, and she told Olesya as much. Their
friendship ended.
“Did you have another fight?”
Olesya turned her head. “No.”
Snowflakes sparkled in Natasha’s hair, her cheeks rosy from
the cold, and so lovely. Olesya looked away.
“Then what’re you doing here, all alone?”
Olesya felt eyes on her. She glanced up at the window but
it was dark. There was nobody there.
“I’m not alone,” Olesya said. “I’m with you.”
Natasha made a face. “Really? I’m gonna piss myself
laughing. You actually got out here to talk to me?”
Olesya said nothing.
“Well?”
“I can ask you the same question.” Olesya studied the
windows, then the exit door. A shudder passed through her body.
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The cold penetrated her coat with its slick, probing fingers,
and Olesya hugged herself, bracing against it.
Natasha was talking.
“—don’t know how you can stand that sweltering heat. I
swear, the provodnik is overdoing his job just to please me. The
way he looked at me when we boarded in Moscow? Oh my God. I told
him my kupé was freezing, and guess what he did. He kicked up
the heat! Thank God it’s freezing outside.” Natasha gave Olesya
a winning smile. “Though it would hardly matter to you, would
it? You’d be fine either way. You’re always fine. Cold, hot,
doesn’t matter to you. You’re like that idiotic porcelain kúkla
of yours. Indifferent.”
Olesya looked at the hat in Natasha’s hand. “Must have some
appeal to you, since you talk about it with such passion.”
Natasha gave a little laugh. “You misunderstood me. Should
I go talk to a wall? At least it will listen.”
“On the contrary,” Olesya raised her eyes at Natasha. They
were brimming. “I understood you very well. You never come out
without a hat when it’s below zero.”
“So?” Natasha blushed, shook the snow out of her hair, and
put the hat back on. “I was hot.”
“I’ll get out of your way,” Olesya said. “Like I always do.
Don’t worry.”
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A scratchy female voice echoed across the platform.
“Attention. Leaving from siding number two at 21:23, the train
Moscow—Simferopol—”
Olesya ran up to the door, tugged on the handle. It was
locked.
“I repeat. Leaving from siding number two—”
In the exit door of the next vagon appeared a short, stocky
man in the provodnik’s uniform. He grabbed onto the handrail and
leaned out. His little eyes spotted Olesya and Natasha, and he
grinned, revealing a pair of golden teeth. “Eh! You girls
decided to stay behind, huh? Heck, I don’t blame ya. Safer on
the firm ground than on this bone shaker.” He patted the
doorjamb and clucked his tongue. “Come on. Let me give you a
hand.”
Olesya lifted her leg and stepped on the rickety staircase.
The provodnik snatched her wrist with his firm, deft fingers and
pulled her up into the támbur .
Olesya turned around. “Natasha!”
She wasn’t moving, saying something.
“I can’t hear you. Quick!”
Natasha jabbed a finger at Olesya. “Dura! It’s your own
damn fault.”
“Dorogúsha,” the provodnik called. “Now is not the time.
Come on.”
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The train whistled.
“—your own damn fault you’ve lost him!” Natasha shrieked.
Olesya moved to step out. The provodnik held her back. “Let
me do this. You stay here where it’s warm and toasty.” He jumped
down onto the platform with surprising agility and ran up to
Natasha, saying something. She ignored him, her eyes on Olesya.
“I warned you, didn’t I? I warned you a hundred times. But you
wouldn’t listen. So don’t you blame it on me!”
“I never said—” Olesya cut herself short.
His breath pumping white, his coat tails flapping, Dima
sprinted along the platform. “Natasha!” He waved to her.
She beamed, pulled the hat off her hair and shook it out.
“Where were you?” He stopped, out of breath. “I was waiting
at the end of the train, like you said.”
“I said at the head, silly. That’s that way.”
“Oh.” Dima glanced where she was pointing.
“You can talk when you’re inside, can’t ya?” The provodnik
seized both their arms and led them to the door. The whistle
blared a second time, and the train started moving.
Natasha got in first, then Dima. The provodnik swung in
last, grinning like a little boy. “That was close, eh?” His
remark went unanswered.
“You silly thing.” Natasha ran a finger down Dima’s cheek,
took her hand away, brushed the snow off his collar. “We almost
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got left behind. Unless…” she tilted her head, “it’s what you
wanted?”
Dima studied his shoes. “Yeah. Very funny.”
The train lurched and sped up. The provodnik stole a glance
at Olesya. She stood in the back of the támbur, in the shadow,
not breathing. He coughed into his fist. “I hate to interrupt
ya, but ya need to go back to your kupés. All three of ya.”
Dima nodded. It wasn’t until he pulled the latch to the
passageway and stepped aside to make way for Natasha that he
noticed Olesya. He stopped cold.
She stared at him, her eyes blank. The silence hung between
them, expanded, and ended. Dima sucked in his breath. Olesya
moved. He and Natasha stepped back, but she went to the gangway,
hesitated, pulled on the latch. It gave, and the door swung
open.
The clatter of wheels burst into the támbur on the wave of
cold air that smelled of piss, machine oil, and tar. Olesya
stepped on the rocking steel panels, put out an arm for balance,
crossed the threshold, and slammed the door shut.
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TULA—PLAVSK
23:44 (fix time)

“Ya gotta open the door for me, dorogúsha. I can’t have ya
in there. I’ll lose my job.” The provodnik rattled the latch,
pushed up his cap and wiped the sweat off his brow. He stood on
his tiptoes, peered down the dark frosted window, shook his
head, pressed his lips to the doorjamb. “Ya hear me? Ya’ll
freeze to death in there! That what ya want?”
Silence.
“Ah, Christ Almighty. Ya not gonna listen to me, are ya? I
tell you what. I give you five minutes. If you still in there, I
gonna get my key and force it open. You give me no choice.”
The vagon bumped over a gap in the tracks, and the
provodnik snatched the handhold, his face ashen. “Damn bone
shaker.” He crossed himself, pressed his ear to the gangway
door, sighed, and lumbered off to the passageway, slamming the
door hard. He stood behind it, looking through the window, then
slowly opened it and cocked his ear, listening. Shook his head,
fingered the bunch of keys hanging off his belt, looked at his
watch.
The minute hand moved painfully slow. The provodnik opened
and closed his kupé door, rolling it shut with the full swing of
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his arm, wincing at the noise, never taking his eyes off the
gangway.
A woman’s sharp, ratty face, gray hair pulled back into a
bun, poked out of the middle kupé. Her beady eyes found the
provodnik and pinned him with a steady glare. “Quiet! I’m trying
to sleep.”
“My apologies, ma’am.”
“It’s almost midnight.”
“It sure is, eh?” He glanced at his watch. “Ya see, one of
the passengers, now that I think about it, she must be one of
your dancers, she’s—”
The door slid shut.
The provodnik shook his head.
“All right. Ya hear me in there? Five minutes is up. I’m
gonna open the door.” The provodnik’s fingers flipped through
the keys and took hold of the biggest one, its shaft a thick
steel tube, the tip hooked. He slipped it into the lock hole and
turned, tugging on the latch.
The door flew open.
Olesya fell out of the gangway, her lips pale, her chin
shaking. She seized the provodnik’s shoulders, sagged in his
hold, made a strangled noise.
“Goodness!” He staggered under her weight. “Ya all right?”
He patted her back and kicked the door closed, shutting off the
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noise. “Let me make ya some tea. How about it? A nice cup a hot
tea. That’ll warm ya right up.”
He led Olesya to his kupé and a couple minutes later
returned with two podstakanniks, the amber liquid steaming. He
put them down on the table and sat at the end of the bunk, took
off his cap, unbuttoned his jacket, wiped the sweat off his
face. “It sure is hot in here. Maybe I gotta turn the heat down.
What do ya think? Ya comfortable? Want me to turn it down?”
Olesya didn’t answer. She was sitting by the window, cheek
rested against the glass, arms locked around the knees, eyes
fixed on the rolling darkness. Her nose thawed and was dripping.
“Here.” The provodnik pulled a clean, folded kerchief from
his jacket pocket and handed it to Olesya.
She took it without looking, pressed it to her nose.
He coughed. “Well, uh…ya comfortable? I guess I already
asked, didn’t I?” He sighed, took off his jacket, loosened his
tie and cracked his neck. After some time he glanced at Olesya,
hung his head, wiped his palms on his knees and patted them. “I
know what ya going through, dorogúsha. Oh, don’t I know it. I
know it very well. I tell ya what. It’ll pass. Just give it
time, and it’ll pass. You’ll see.”
Olesya looked at him. Her eyes widened. Her skin had gone
ashen, and she pushed herself into the wall.
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“What’s a matter?” He flipped his head to the door and
turned back.
Olesya was relaxed. “Nothing. It’s just…I thought you were
someone else for a moment.”
“Ah. I see.” He nodded his head. “Happens to me all the
time. Why, my dear wife Raisa, may she rest in peace, she visits
me near every day. I tell ya. It’s true. Just yesterday, when
you were boarding, I look up and there she stands, her back to
me. Her hair in a bun, like she always wore. I thought I’d drop
dead right there. I come up to her, my legs numb, don’t know how
I’m walking. I call her, ‘Raisa,’ and she turn, and what do you
know! It’s that woman that boss you around.”
Olesya smiled. “Alla Borisovna?”
“That her name?”
“Alla Borisovna Serova. She’s our choreographer, one of the
best Bolshoi choreographers. She’s quite famous.”
The provodnik shook his head. “Famous or not, she’s an
unhappy one. That what you get when you close yasself off to
people. Ya afraid to be hurt, but ya end up hurting yasself.”
Olesya looked away.
“I have a daughter, ya know? Lidochka.” The provodnik
grinned, his golden teeth shining. “She’s eleven. Wants to be a
ballerina like you. Wants to go to Moscow, dance at the Bolshoi
Theater. That her dream. I tell her go for it, but she don’t

Anske / TUBE /

16

listen. Stubborn, that one. She’s afraid of the stage, ya see?
Got what’s it called?”
“Stage fright.”
“That’s the one. I tell her, ya can do it, Lidochka. Ya
gotta face it, just go on that stage every day—they have one at
school, ya see, a little one—I tell her, ya gotta win over your
fear. Ya gotta go after ya dream. Gotta get it, it won’t drop in
your lap on its own. But she don’t listen to her old Papa.”
Olesya flinched.
The provodnik peered at her, his brow creased. “I’m sorry,
I forgot to introduce myself. Yuri Fiodorovich Temnenko. Ya can
call me Yuri.” He stretched out his hand. Olesya lifted her arm,
hesitated, placed her hand in his hold. He shook it, his grip
firm.
“Olesya. Olesya Grigorievna Belaya.”
“Well, pleased to meet ya, Olesya. I don’t mean to keep ya.
Just thought I’d make ya comfortable, is all. Ya can go if ya
want.” He stood up.
Olesya dragged in air and forced it out. “My father was a
provodnik.”
Yuri sat back down.
“He died ten years ago. In a train crash.” She paused.
“Killed instantly.”
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“Ah, that’s an awful way to die. I’m sorry.” Yuri patted
her shoulder. “At least he didn’t suffer, huh?”
“I don’t know.” She looked him straight in the eyes. “I’m
afraid of the trains.”
“You are, are ya? Well, what do ya know!” Yuri chuckled.
“Me too. Ever since I started my job.”
“Then…why do you keep doing it?”
Yuri thought about it. “To show myself I’m in charge of my
life, ya know? Not my fear. I love trains, ya see. But riding
them…it gives me the willies.” He shuddered, coughed into his
fist. The train rattled over the bridge, the vagon rocked, and
Yuri paled, gripped the edge of the bunk.
Olesya sat up straight. “How did you do it?”
“Hmmm?” His eyes focused on her.
“Get over your fear?”
“Well,” he puffed out his checks, let the air out. “It’s
like I tell Lidochka. Face it every day, little by little. Until
it got no grip on ya. Mind ya, it’s still there, it’s always
gonna be there, but ya got the upper hand.” He glanced at the
table. “The tea! Oh, we forgot about the tea!” He jumped up,
felt the side of the glass. “Damn my big mouth. It’s cold now.
Let me make you another cup.” He made to go.
Olesya touched his arm. “Can I ask you something?”
Yuri stopped.
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“Can you…open the empty vagon for me?”
He frowned. “The empty vagon? What for? It’s freezing in
there.”
“I don’t know if I can return to my kupé. I just want to be
alone for a while.”
“Alone, huh? Well, ya can stay here and I’ll sit in the
passageway.”
“No, I can’t inconvenience you any further.” Olesya got to
her feet, wrapped her coat around herself. “If…it’s not any
trouble.”
“Trouble?” Yuri rubbed his chin. “No, no trouble. No
trouble at all. If it’ll help ya—”
“But you said you’ll lose your job.”
“Ah, nonsense.” He flapped his hand. “I was just trying to
scare ya to open the door.”
“No, you weren’t.”
Yuri squinted at her. “Stubborn, huh? Just like my
Lidochka. Ya heard me then? When I was talking to ya?”
Olesya nodded. “I’m sorry. I couldn’t bring myself—”
“It’s all right. Come on. Promise me ya won’t stay there
long. Promise? Return before morning.”
Olesya looked down. “I promise.”
They were at the gangway door, when Olesya suddenly stopped
Yuri’s hand, the key in the lock. “You said you love trains?”
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Yuri started. “I certainly do. Used to collect them, the
models, played with them for hours. There was, what’s it called.
Press! That’s the one. And Pionerskaya by MosKabel. Schetmash.
Sokol.” He was folding down the fingers on his free hand.
“Sokol. That one was hard to get, they made it in Riga. I
remember—”
“No,” Olesya interrupted. “I mean…all kinds of trains, not
just in the Soviet Union, but all over the world.”
Yuri grinned. “Try me.”
Olesya brushed the hair off her face and tucked it behind
her ears. “Have you ever heard of a train called Trans-Urban
Blitz-Express?” As she said it, her body stiffened.
Yuri’s face lit up. “Why, I know that one, all right!
That’s an American train. Very fast. They made it right after
the war. Classy. Expensive. Made the models, too. I heard it was
impossible to get them, sold out in hours. In America, that is.
Never mind here. I heard one guy got his hands on one, but it
got stolen.” He noticed the silence. “Why? How do ya know about
it?”
“I don’t. Not really.” Olesya turned away. “Just…the name
popped up in my head. Must’ve heard it somewhere.”
“Ya don’t have to tell me if ya don’t want to.”
“I would,” Olesya said, “if only I remembered.”
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01:04 (fix time)

The black woods had ended and the snowy fields began,
rushing past, gray in the moonlight. Olesya stood by the window,
her nose pressed to the glass. She’d decided against going into
one of the kupés, afraid she’d fall asleep and break her promise
to Yuri. The passageway was cold and dark. That was good. The
cold would keep her awake, and the dark would soothe her. It
always did, when she considered taking her life.
She touched the bruise on her forehead, then her nose,
still tender. The rhythmic clatter of the wheels and the gentle
rocking joined the wind outside that whined like a child. Olesya
closed her eyes, quickly opened them, peered in the darkness.
Faint scratching came from the door at the head of the
vagon, by the provodnik’s kupé. Olesya drew back from the window
and listened.
Nothing.
She remained still for a long time, hardly breathing, then
slowly relaxed and looked back out the window.
The scratching started anew.
Her heart in her throat, Olesya squeezed the handrail,
holding herself steady. She took a deep breath and, her eyes on
the door, took a step toward it, and another. The door slid
open. Olesya froze in place, her spine made of ice.
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A little girl stepped out, not older than five. She was
dressed in a cotton summer dress with buttons from neck to hem,
her hair tied in pigtails. She clutched something long and
metallic that didn’t quite fit in her hand. She turned around,
taking extreme care not to make any noise, peeked into the kupé
and, satisfied, quietly slid the door shut. Then she pressed her
ear to it and listened, mouth open in concentration, eyes
unfocused.
The tension in Olesya’s body snapped. Her knees buckled,
and she stumbled forward. The little girl jumped. She saw
Olesya, flung a hand to her mouth and pressed a finger across
her lips.
“Shhh! You’ll wake him up.”
Olesya stared.
The girl moved into the strip of the moonlight, and Olesya
choked on her breath and sunk to her knees. She was looking into
the mirror, long forgotten. The girl was wearing the dress baba
Zina had sewn from Papa’s old shirt for her fifth birthday. The
shoes were pale red sling-backs, matching the dress, only in the
dark they looked gray. Mama always brushed her hair into
pigtails—they curled at the ends. Papa loved playing with them,
twirling them around his finger.
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Little Olesya pressed the metallic object into Olesya’s
hand. It was cool to touch, smooth and hard. “Take it away, so
he won’t hurt me anymore.”
Olesya’s hand was slack.
“Take it.” The girl shoved it. “Take it!”
Olesya’s fingers closed on the object, she lifted it to her
face. It was TUBE, her toy train engine.
“Who?” Olesya croaked.
“Shhh!” The girl glanced back over her shoulder.
“Who’s hurting you?”
From the kupé came the creak of the bunk and a man’s voice,
thick with sleep. “Olesya? Olesya! Where are you?”
“I told you to be quiet!” There were tears in the little
Olesya’s eyes. “Now you’ve done it! Now you woke him up!” She
spun on her heels and sprinted to the head of the vagon. “I’m
right here! I’m coming! I’m coming!” She slid the door open,
stepped in, and closed it behind her.
It was quiet then, and for some time Olesya couldn’t move,
watching the door. She was unconscious of the toy in her hand,
of the pain in her knees pressed to the hard floor. She saw
something, before the little girl vanished. Dark streaks on her
legs. It was blood. Olesya remembered the unpleasant feeling of
it creeping down her inner thighs and sitting there until it
dried to a crust.
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PLAVSK STATION
06:38 (fix time)

The vagon rang with voices. The bundled-up passengers
elbowed their way inside, faces red from the frost. Their
mittened hands dragged fat suitcases and silent children. A
heavy woman stepped on Olesya’s foot, brushed her aside. Olesya
tumbled back into the gangway, wheeled her arms, grabbed the
doorjambs. TUBE flew out of her hand, dropped to the floor, and
rolled. A little boy spotted it, triumphantly snatched it.
“Look, Mama! Look what I found!” His eyes ablaze with
excitement, he held up the toy.
The heavy woman yanked on her hand and barked without
looking, “Get moving, Nikita, or I’ll whip your ass. Hear me?”
Nikita’s eyes flared wide, his chin started shaking.
Olesya squeezed between the bodies, wrested TUBE from
Nikita’s hold. Their eyes met and held. Nikita sucked in air.
“Give it back! It’s mine! Mama!”
“What?” The woman snapped around her head.
Nikita pointed. “She took my toy!”
Olesya ducked, backed off into the gangway, leaned her head
on the bellows, closed her eyes. Her heart was racing. The
scratchy voice on the platform announced departure. The woman
scolded Nikita. He wailed. Yuri asked for their tickets, told
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them the number of their kupé, offered tea. The woman slammed
the door. The train whistled. The coupling creaked under
Olesya’s feet, and she dashed to the támbur.
The vagon started moving.
Olesya placed TUBE on her palm. It was heavy, about fifteen
centimeters long, round and smooth. Its body golden, the head a
darker shade, reddish, with a round headlamp, an engine grille,
and a coupling hook. The wheels were polished, shiny, eight in
total. Red blocky letters on the sides spelled TUBE: Trans-Urban
Blitz-Express. Olesya’s eyes were transfixed on the toy, both
familiar and foreign. Someone coughed in the door.
Blood rushed to Olesya’s face. She flung her arm behind her
back.
“Eh! There’s my lost ballerina. How ya doing this morning?
Better?” Yuri grinned. His golden teeth sparkled. The doors
swished open behind him. Dima’s voice said good morning to Alla
Borisovna.
Olesya tensed.
“Hey, you!” A snap of fingers.
Yuri winked at Olesya, spun around. “Why, a very good
morning to ya, my dorogúshas. I take it you slept well, didn’t
ya? Ya look like ya just came out of—”
“Which way is the diner?”
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“Ah, the diner! Of course, of course. It’s breakfast time,
ain’t it?” He glanced at his watch. “Would ya look at that.
You’re fifteen minutes early! They start serving at seven. I can
make ya some tea—”
“Which. Way.”
Yuri chuckled. “The diner? Why, that’d be that way, ma’am.
Just go straight and straight, never turn, and ya won’t miss
it.”
“Old durak,” snapped Alla Borisovna’s voice.
“Excuse me,” Dima’s voice was quiet. “Have you seen the
young woman from our kupé? Her name is Olesya. Short, skinny,
light-brown hair? She’s been gone since last night.”
“She a dancer like you?”
“She’s my dancing partner. We’re from the Bolshoi Ballet,
touring with Swan Lake. She’s our Swan Princess. If we don’t
find her…”
“Nope! Haven’t seen her.” Yuri walked into the passageway
and closed the door behind him.
Olesya listened to muffled voices, her fingers crammed
around TUBE.
Yuri walked back out, mopped his face. “What a godawful
woman! I tell ya, she near ate me alive!”
“Thank you,” Olesya said. “Thank you so much.”
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“Ah, it’s no trouble. Ya said ya wanted to be alone, didn’t
ya? Well, they were looking for ya, ya know? All night and all
morning. Maybe you gotta go see them, eh? Tell them you’re okay.
That Alla—what’s her name—”
“Borisovna.”
“Right. Alla Vasilievna.”
Olesya smiled.
“Boy, don’t I know the type. Ya just wait.” Yuri shook a
finger at the window. “Next station she gonna call the militia,
get the whole town up on their ears looking for ya, mark my
words. So ya better—”
His eyes strayed to Olesya’s outstretched hand. His mouth
fell open. For a moment he didn’t breathe. His rugged face
smoothed to that of a young boy, eyes shining.
“Trans-Urban Blitz-Express.” His voice was a whisper. He
looked up. “Christ Almighty. Where did ya get it?”
She shrugged. “I…had it for a while. I thought…you said you
love trains, collect models, and I thought…you can have it, if
you want. I don’t play with it…anymore.”
Yuri’s hands shook. “May I?”
Olesya nodded.
He picked up TUBE with his thumb and forefinger, balanced
it on his palm, turned it sideways, tipped it over, rocked the
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wheels, put it back up. “It’s authentic. I can’t believe it. Ya
had it how long, ya say?”
“Since I was five.” Olesya paled. “Since I was five,” she
repeated. “Yes, I got when I was five.”
“How old are ya now?”
“Twenty. Twenty-one tomorrow.”
“Are ya? Well, happy birthday.” Yuri’s eyes were absent.
His lips moved silently. “That makes it what, sixteen years?
Yeah, sounds about right. Nineteen-seventy three, huh. The last
production. Exceptional quality. Rare, collectible item.” He
took a long look at it and handed it back to Olesya. “I can’t
take it.”
“No? Why not?”
“Too precious a gift.” He squinted at her. “Are ya trying
to bribe me?”
“No.” Olesya shook her head. “No, not at all.”
“I helped ya because I wanted to. Ya hear me? So ya keep
it. Ya gonna get married, get yasself a little boy. He’d want to
play with a toy train, won’t he? I know he will. All boys do. Ya
save it for him. I’m on old man, I don’t need me no toys no
more. I got me this.” He spread his arms. “A mean old bone
shaker. Suits me fine.”
“But you said—”
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He put a hand on her shoulder. “Olesya, dorogúsha. I can
tell ya don’t mean to give it to me. Ya just want to get rid of
it, don’t ya?”
She paled.
“Well, I ain’t accepting a gift that’s not meant for me.
All right? Ya give it to who it’s meant for, before he come
looking for it, or ya keep it yasself.” He took the hand off her
shoulder, fixed the cap on his head, and pressed his lips
together. “I gotta get back to work.”
Olesya watched him walk away, rocking with the vagon.
“Yuri!”
He turned around. “What ya need now?”
“You forgot something.” She flicked her eyes to the gangway
door. It stood wide open.
“Ah. Right.” Yuri slammed it shut, took out the biggest key
from his bunch, locked it. “Now ya satisfied?”
He left without waiting for an answer.
Olesya let out a long breath. Color returned to her face.
She tried the latch. It held fast. She walked up to the exit
door window, pressed her cheek to the glass and for some time
stood motionless, watching the huts roll by, dark roofs trailing
smoke, trucks rattling along the snowy roads, semaphores
blinking. She looked at TUBE in her hand. Her face twisted. She
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tossed it on the floor, kicked it. It caromed off the wall, hit
the gangway threshold, flipped on its back, started spinning.
The passageway door opened. A swaying man stepped in the
támbur, reeking of vodka. A cigarette hung off his lower lip.
His muddy eyes found Olesya.
“Hey, pretty! What’s your name? Want some?” He offered her
a pack.
“No, thank you. I don’t smoke.”
Olesya brushed past him, swept TUBE off the floor, went to
the toilet, and threw it in the trash.
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PLAVSK—MTSENSK
07:35 (fix time)

Alla Borisovna stuck the spoon in her porridge and pushed
the plate away. She picked up the cup, took a small sip and
grimaced, set the cup down. “This is disgusting. This is not
coffee, this is pigswill.” She snapped her fingers. “Waitress!”
Olesya and Natasha exchanged a glance, drank their tea in
silence.
A gaggle of soldiers at the table across the aisle
snickered. One of them, barely nineteen, his face riddled with
pimples, leaned over to another and whispered something in his
ear. They exploded in laughter.
Alla Borisovna pursed her lips. “Hey, waitress! You!”
A corpulent woman in a dirty apron stopped wiping the table
with a soppy rag, swiveled her head with difficulty,

looked

over at Alla Borisovna, snorted, and resumed her wiping.
“I need you over here.”
The waitress smacked the rag on the table. “Lady, can’t you
see I’m busy?”
Alla Borisovna snatched at the button on her cardigan and
started twisting it. Her fingers trembled. “What insolence! Your
job is to serve your customers, not insult them. I’d like to
talk to your nachalstvo.”
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She made as if to get up.
The waitress scowled, labored over. “What do you need?”
“I’m not paying for this.” Alla Borisovna pushed the coffee
cup toward the waitress.
The vagon jerked and swayed. The silverware rattled. The
coffee spilled over the rim of the cup. A brown stain spread on
the tablecloth that was white at one point of its life but over
the years of abuse attained a sickly, yellow-gray color. “This
is not coffee. This is a joke. It’s sink slops! Take it away.”
The waitress stared open-mouthed.
The pimpled soldier poked his neighbor, flipped up his
thumb and threw a sidelong glance at Natasha. She caught it,
tilted her head, shook out her hair and passed her fingers
through it. Her lips curled in a smile. Olesya looked away,
gulped the rest of her tea, whacked the podstakannik on the
table. It toppled. She righted it.
“Who do you think you are?” The waitress was saying, her
piggy eyes locked on Alla Borisovna, hands on her hips. “You
think you someone special? You don’t like our food, nobody is
making you eat it.”
Alla Borisovna stopped twisting her button and folded her
hands in her lap, stretched up her neck. The former glory of her
years as the Bolshoi prima manifested in her poise. The waitress
caught her breath. The soldiers stopped talking.
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“I’m Alla Borisovna Serova. I’m sure you’ve heard about
me.” She waited for her words to sink.
The waitress suddenly crumbled. She held on to the edge of
the table, her knees shaking. “Oh, Alla Borisovna. Oh, dear God.
What a dura I am. Forgive me, for God’s sake, please forgive me.
I didn’t recognize you.” She giggled nervously. “The coffee. Of
course. It’ll be just a moment. If you don’t mind waiting. I’ll
be right back.” She turned to go, then turned back. “It’s such
an honor, Alla Borisovna. Such an honor. I watched your every
ballet as a little girl. Me and my mama both. We’re ardent
admirers of yours.” She stopped herself. “What am I doing,
babbling your ears off. I’ll be right back with your coffee.”
“Thank you.” Alla Borisovna basked in the attention.
Forks stopped scraping the plates. The conversations
ceased. Heads turned in her direction, and the passengers poked
one another, pointing, talking in awed whispers.
Alla Borisovna tented her fingers and pinned her eyes on
Olesya. “This is what you threw in the trash.”
Olesya flinched. “I…what? I’m sorry. I don’t understand.”
Natasha rolled her eyes, looked at Alla Borisovna.
She didn’t return her glance.
“No doubt you don’t. If you did, we wouldn’t be having this
conversation. Which is, frankly, a waste of my time. But as a
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courtesy to your tenure at Bolshoi I’m obliged to make an
official statement.”
Olesya paled. “I’ll work very hard.”
Alla Borisovna raised her eyebrows. “This is what you don’t
understand. I don’t need you to work hard. I need you to show
emotion. A horse would be more expressive than you. I could
train a horse to show more artistry then I’ve seen you show over
your three years at Bolshoi! At first I thought the same thing,
Olesya. I thought I just needed to work you harder. And nothing
came of it. Nothing. So yesterday, when you deserted us so
suddenly, I came to a conclusion that you’re simply lacking the
ability to express yourself. Something is broken in you. You’re
defective. I don’t know if you were born like this or if it’s an
acquired defect. At this point it doesn’t matter.”
Olesya let out a sharp exhale.
Alla Borisovna nodded. “I’m glad to see you’re actually
listening to me for once.” She paused.
Olesya looked down.
“Undoubtedly, your technique is superior. One of the best
I’ve seen in my entire career. But you can’t become a prima on
technique alone, Olesya. Jerking legs like a mechanical doll and
doing leaps and turns is not what I need. I need fire.
Sensuality. Passion.” She leaned over the table, speaking into
Olesya’s face. “Ballet is an art. You must feel it, it must
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throb in your veins.” Her expression softened. “Like first love.
It must flutter your heart, set your body ablaze. You must be
able to move the audience to tears with a flick of your hand,
the mere turn of your head.” She straightened, slowly pivoted
her head to the side, and transformed into a delicate swan,
watching Olesya with tenderness, covert sensuality.
Natasha gasped. “Alla Borisovna! You’re magnificent.”
“Thank you, Natasha.”
A tear spilled down Olesya’s cheek. She swiped at it
angrily. “I’ll work my hardest.” Her voice broke. “I’ll do
anything you ask of me. I’ll train day and night. I’ll—”
Alla Borisovna placed a hand on Olesya’s forearm, her touch
surprisingly soft. “It’s over. I’ve given your part to Natasha.
You will coach her before her first performance. As soon as we
get to Simferopol—”
Olesya’s ears were ringing. She watched Alla Borisovna’s
mouth open and close, watched the soldiers leave the table
across the aisle, the waitress set a steaming cup of coffee on
the table, and she heard nothing. Natasha pursed her lips
apologetically, saying something, stroking Olesya’s hand.
“—can dance one of the swans with the corps girls, if you
want. Your choice.” Alla Borisovna picked up the cup, sniffed
the coffee, sipped it. “Ahh. What a difference. It certainly
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pays being recognized for your talent.” Something close to a
smile passed her lips.
“What can I do,” Olesya croaked, cleared her throat, put
calm on her face. “What can I do to get you to change your
mind?”
“Nothing.” It was said with finality.
Olesya hitched for air. “There must be something. I’m not a
mechanical doll. I’m not. I feel things.”
“Do you?” Alla Borisovna said coldly. “I’ve yet to see it.
I’m afraid I have no more patience for your promises, Olesya.
Please don’t make a scene out of this.”
Natasha put a hand on Olesya’s shoulder. “I’m sorry.”
“It’s fine,” Olesya shrugged her off. “You don’t have to
apologize. I understand.”
Natasha drew back. “Suit yourself.”
“There is one thing—” Alla Borisovna began.
Olesya perked up.
“—that might help you. It certainly won’t make me reinstate
you, but it’ll help you with whatever it is you plan to do with
your life.” She paused with significance. “Are you a virgin?”
“What?” Olesya had gone gray, her skin turned to
gooseflesh.
“It’s a simple question. Yes or no?”
The words got stuck in Olesya’s throat.
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“I thought so.” Alla Borisovna sighed. “You need to have
sex, Olesya. Unlock your body. Unless you want to die an old
hag, bitter at the world.”
This time she shared a glance with Natasha.
“Are you going to eat your porridge?” Olesya suddenly
asked.
“Excuse me?”
“Your porridge,” Olesya repeated, oddly excited. “Are you
going to eat it?”
A puzzled frown crossed Alla Borisovna’s face. “No.”
“You don’t mind if I finish it?”
“Go ahead,” she said slowly.
Olesya picked up the plate, plopped it in front of her,
took the spoon, dug in and shoveled a big glop in her mouth,
chewing with gusto.
Alla Borisovna and Natasha stared at her, aghast.
“It’s actually not that bad,” Olesya exclaimed with a full
mouth, a trail of oatmeal dribbling from her lips. She wiped it
off with the back of her hand. “Can you please pass me the jam?”
Alla Borisovna picked up a jar of strawberry jam and passed
it over.
“Thank you!” Olesya unscrewed the cap, reached in with her
tea spoon, pulled it out dripping, and swirled the jam in
spirals over the porridge. Then tipped the jar and poured half
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of it out, her eyes shining. “I’ve always wanted to do this. Can
you pass me the butter, please?”
There was a horrified expression on Alla Borisovna’s face.
She didn’t react immediately.
Olesya leaned up and grabbed the butter dish. “Never mind.
I got it.” She cut off a thick hunk and dropped it on top of the
jam, picked up the spoon, stirred it all together, and started
eating it. “Mmmm. This is so good.”
Natasha and Alla Borisovna watched the spoon move from
plate to Olesya’s mouth and back to the plate, until it was
empty. Olesya burped, patted her stomach. “Thank you, Alla
Borisovna. That was delicious.”
The waitress hurried up to them, her belly undulating.
“Forgive me for interrupting. I just wanted to say, we’re
closing, but you can stay as long as you want. We’ll keep the
kitchen open for you.” She smiled, waiting for Alla Borisovna to
acknowledge her effort. Alla Borisovna ignored her. Her smile
faltered. “Would you like me to bring you more coffee?”
“No. I’m going back to my kupé.” Alla Borisovna dabbed her
mouth with a napkin, sniffed it, and threw it on the table. “It
stinks. You need to wash it.”
The waitress’s eyes rounded. “It does?” She picked up the
napkin, sniffed it and frowned, then sniffed it again. “Oh, dear
God. It does stink. I’ll certainly wash it. Certainly.” She
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backed off and bowed, reached into the pocket of her apron,
pulled out a notepad and a pen. “Alla Borisovna, if it’s not too
much to ask. An autograph.”
Alla Borisovna snatched the pad out of her hands, scribbled
with flourish, dropped it on the table and got to her feet. “If
you’ll excuse me.” She squeezed past the waitress and walked the
length of the diner, her slender figure swaying, head held high.
The door clicked shut behind her, and Natasha turned to
Olesya. “I wanted to tell you yesterday, but you were gone. We
looked all over for you. Where did you go? Where did you spend
the night?”
“We?” Olesya smirked. “You mean, you and Dima?”
“We were all looking for you, not just me and Dima. All of
us. The corps girls, everyone. Go ahead and ask them.”
“Why should I? I believe you.”
“Where were you?”
Olesya stuck a finger in the jar, pulled it out. It was
covered it dark-red syrup with white flecks of seeds. She turned
it this way and that, watching it ooze, creep down her finger,
offered it to Natasha. “Want to try? It’s really good. Almost as
good as my baba Zina used to make it.”
Natasha stared at it. “No, thank you.”
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The train started slowing. The snowy fields gave way to
drab cement blocks and telephone poles. The whistle blared, the
brakes locked and squealed.
They pulled into the station.
“Too bad.” Olesya said. “You don’t know what you’re
missing.” She placed the finger in her mouth and licked it with
an exaggerated moan.
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07:52 (fix time)

An open bottle of vodka stood next to a crystal shot glass
filled to the brim. On a saucer sat a pickle and a hunk of rye
bread. Olesya forced the air from her lungs in a sharp exhale,
picked up the glass, knocked it back, gulped, stuck her face
into the crook of her arm, sniffled. A shudder passed through
her body. Her face scrunched up. She violently shook her head
from side to side and gasped for air. Her eyes watered. She bit
the pickle and chewed on it, crunching loudly, poured more
vodka. Closed her eyes, expelled all breath, knocked it back.
Jammed the rest of the pickle in her mouth and broke out in a
fit of coughing and wheezing. Snot shot out of her nose. She
wiped it with her sleeve, picked up the bread, ate it in two
bites, poured another shot. Her hand shook, and half the vodka
spilled.
There was a rap on the door.
Olesya jumped. The bottle slipped from her hand, chinked on
the edge of the table, clanged to the floor and rolled.
The door slid open. Dima walked in and stopped cold, taking
in the sight.
“Hey,” Olesya waved to him, hiccuped. “Sorry.”
“You’re drinking? Alone?”
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“Yep! Isn’t it grand? Don’t need nobody to drink with me.
Fine on my own.” She stood up, stumbled forward, seized Dima’s
arms and pulled him down on the bunk, pushed her face in his
ear, whispered hotly, “I want to have sex with you.”
He disentangled from her hold. “Right now?”
“Yep! Right now.” She unbuttoned the top button on her
shirt, her fingers clumsy.
“Olesya—”
“Hang on! I know. I’ll get it, you watch me.”
“Olesya, look at me for a second.”
She struggled out of her shirt, yanked on the sleeves,
freed her arms, and flung it to the opposite bunk. She wore no
bra. Her breasts were small, underdeveloped, mostly muscle. Her
small pink nipples stood erect. “You like how I look?” She
twirled her shoulders.
Dima sighed. “Olesya, please.”
“No, I will do it. You’ll see. I made up my mind.”
Dima grabbed at his hair and pulled it up, pinched the
bridge of his nose.
“What, you don’t want me anymore?” Olesya’s tone has
changed to dangerous. Her eyes were brooding.
“I do want you. I always want you.”
“Then what’s the problem?” She kicked off her skirt and it
landed in the puddle of vodka, the fabric absorbing it quickly,
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turning dark red. She pulled down her panties, flicked them in
the air, plopped back on the bunk, and spread her legs wide.
“All yours.”
Dima kneeled, took her fingers between his hands and
stroked them, brought them to his lips, kissed the tips one by
one. “I can’t do it like this.”
Olesya scowled. “What do you mean, you can’t do it like
this? You can’t get it up?”
“No, it’s not that. I can’t do just sex.”
“You could with Natasha!” Olesya’s nostrils flared. She
raised her hand and slapped him.
Dima put a hand over his cheek, stunned.
“You fucked her. I know you did.”
Dima recoiled. His face flushed red. His eyes narrowed.
“No, I did not,” he said through teeth.
“Don’t lie to me. I saw you two…almost kissing!” Olesya
made smooching sounds. “You silly thing! Oh, you silly thing!
Wait for me by the head of the train! Fuck me! Fuck me!”
“Shut up!”
“Fuck me!”
Olesya sprang at Dima and tackled him onto the bunk,
sitting astride him.
He stared at her, shocked. “What are you doing?”
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“Why won’t you screw me? Why? What’s wrong with me? Why
would you screw her, but not me?” Her chin shook and she
dissolved in tears. “Why? Why?” She slid off him, curled up into
a ball. Her shoulders shook with violent, strangled sobs.
The anger whooshed out of Dima. He sat up, pulled the
blanket over Olesya, held her. “You know why.”
“No, I don’t.”
“Yes, you do. It’s because you can’t stand the sight of me
when I’m hard. When I’m naked.”
She turned up her puffy face at him. “I never said that.”
“You don’t need to,” Dima peeled wet strands of hair off
her face, tucked it behind her ears. “It’s obvious.”
“I can stand it. I can. You’ll see.” She gripped his arms,
shook them. “Let’s try it. Let’s try it right now. Please.”
Dima wrinkled his nose. “You’re drunk.”
“No, I’m not. Well, maybe a little. It doesn’t matter. Come
on. It’ll work. This time it will. I know it will.”
“How do you know?”
“I remembered!”
“What, that my cock looks like a toy train? You already
told me that.” He shook his head. “Very funny.”
“No, it’s not that. Well, it is and it isn’t. I don’t
remember exactly.”
“You just told me you did.”
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“Dima,” Olesya looked at him strange, her voice quiet.
“Something happened to me. When I was small. When I was five.”
Her mouth opened slightly. The snot hung off her lips. She
seemed to be unaware of it, her eyes unfocused, gazing over
Dima’s head into something only she could see.
Dima’s eyebrows creased together. “What’s happened to you?”
It took a while for Olesya to answer. She snapped her eyes
back to Dima. “I think…I think someone hurt me, with my toy
train engine. A man.”
“A man? What man? Who?”
“I don’t know.”
“Hurt you how?”
“Penetrated.”
“Penetrated…?”
“I think…he shoved it inside me. I think. I’m not sure.”
Dima sat back, passed a hand through his hair. “Jesus. A
toy train engine? Someone raped you with a toy train engine?”
On the word “raped” Olesya flinched.
“When you were five?”
“I know it doesn’t make much sense,” she said. “But that’s
how I remembered it.”
“When did you remember this?”
“Yesterday. When we tried to make love.”
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“Oh, Olesya.” He scooped her up and kissed the top of her
head. “Oh Christ. I’m so sorry. You sure you’re not imagining
it? Maybe you—”
“No!” She pushed him back. “I’m not imagining it! I’m not!”
“Whoa, whoa. What’s the matter?”
Olesya stared at him. “You don’t believe me, do you?”
Dima sighed. “I do believe you. I do.”
“No, you don’t. I can tell.”
He bristled. “Then why do you ask?”
“Because…! Because…!”
“Because what?”
She suddenly screamed at him. “Leave me alone!”
Dima raised his hands in mock surrender. “You know what?
I’m done with this. I can’t help you anymore. You really need to
go see a shrink. I don’t know what to do with you anymore.”
“And you’re just going to leave me like that?”
He threw up his hands. “What do you want me to do?”
“I don’t know.”
“Well, me neither.”
Dima got up to leave. Olesya clung to him. “Please don’t
go. Please. I’m sorry. I’m really sorry. Please, forgive me. I
don’t know what came over me. I really don’t. Dima?” She looked
into his eyes. They were flat, distant. “I’m scared.”
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Dima leaned his forehead on the cool door. “What are you
scared of?”
“Scared to be on this train for some reason. I have
gone…I’ve spent the night in the empty vagon.”
“You did? Why?”
“I thought…maybe if I force myself to…tolerate my terror,
the darkness, the cold, the movement, the wheels clattering, all
of that…alone, that maybe…maybe I’ll glimpse why I’m so scared
of it.”
Dima sat next to her. “But why there?”
Olesya hesitated. “I saw myself when I was five.”
“In a dream, you mean?”
“It didn’t feel like a dream. It felt real.”
Dima put his hands over his face, hung his head. “My mother
used to come to me. Every night.”
They were quiet for some time. Outside on the platform the
street vendors called out their wares. Footsteps ran through the
passageway. The toilet flushed. A door slammed. Olesya shivered.
She wrapped the blanket around herself, scooted up to Dima.
“You never told me.”
He looked up, his eyes wet with tears. “I’m the one who
found her, Olesya. And you know the scariest part? It was her
shoes. Swinging. Back and forth, back and forth.”
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MOSCOW
23 MARCH 1978
14:13

Dima turned the key in the lock and shoved the door open.
It bounced off the wall with a thump.
“Mama! I’m home!”
The smell of homemade meat patties wafted to him from the
kitchen, and his mouth filled with saliva. He swallowed. His
stomach squeezed; a spasm of anticipation went through him. He
locked the door, dropped his school bag, threw the keys on the
shelf next to the telephone, pulled off his shoes.
“Mama?”
He dragged in the air through his nostrils, wrinkled his
nose. Underneath the meat patties it stunk of urine.
“Damn you, Kolyan,” he whispered and kicked his school bag.
It sailed through the corridor all the way to his room. He
froze, cocked his ear. The kitchen clock ticked off seconds, and
something creaked faintly.
He let out his breath.
Earlier today Kolyan and Zhora, two dumbest boys in his
class, tripped him up on the staircase, snatched his school bag,
and yelling, “Fucking gomik! You fucking gomik!” made off with

Anske / TUBE /

49

it. He found it behind the dumpsters. They had strewn his school
books and pissed inside.
Dima fumed at the memory, glanced toward the kitchen.
“Mama, you there?”
She was gone. That never happened. She always waited for
him to come home and sat across the kitchen table, watching him
eat, listening to his stories, seeing him off to the ballet
school. It was their time of calm. He was lucky to escape the
arrival of his drunken father two hours later. By the time he
returned, his muscles shaking from exhaustion, his father snored
on the couch, and his mother hid her face from him. It bore
fresh bruises.
Dima stepped into his slippers and crept to the kitchen. He
felt like an intruder in his own apartment. Something was wrong.
The lighting was odd. The daylight that spilled from the kitchen
window into the corridor was blocked, a shadow lay on the floor.
He stopped.
“Is somebody there?”
The shadow blurred with movement.
Dima’s heart leapt to his throat. He slipped his hand into
his pant pocket and pulled out the jackknife his father gave him
on his tenth birthday, in one of his lucid moments when he was
sweet and kind.
Dima flicked the blade open, turned the corner.
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Then he saw the shoes.
His mother Tamara Ivanovna always dressed tastefully,
classy, unlike any other woman Dima knew, with the exception of
his ballet teacher Margarita Alexandrovna who always overdid it.
Mama managed to find the most elegant shoes, scouring the black
markets for gently worn clothes smuggled in from abroad. These
were her favorite, red patent flats.
They hung above the floor.
Dima looked at them for a very long time. He lost all
feeling in his legs, his skin tingled.
The podyezd entrance door slammed three floors below. The
elevator whined down.
Dima raised his eyes.
His mother hung in the kitchen doorway, his father’s
leather belt looped around her neck and the iron bar he
installed for pull-ups. Her beautiful face was hideous, eyes
half-open, tongue stuck between her lips like a dirty rag. Her
body was swinging gently, leather belt creaking. Dima stared at
her, paralyzed, unable to breathe.
The elevator arrived on their floor with an impatient
rattle. Its door creaked open, banged shut. A pair of kitten
heels clicked across the landing. Keys jingled. A door opened
and closed.

Anske / TUBE /

51

The familiar noises jerked Dima back to life. His gaze slid
down his mother’s body, stopped on the crotch of her slacks. It
was stained dark, and it stunk of urine. Dima gagged. The salted
herring and the boiled potatoes he ate for lunch at the school
cafeteria pushed their way up. He bent over and vomited. His
legs foundered underneath him. The jackknife slipped from his
hand.
He sunk to the floor.
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MTSENSK STATION
5 FEBRUARY 1989
08:27 (fix time)

“For a year I remembered nothing. Then came the shoes, the
stain on the slacks, the overturned chair. I didn’t even think
I’ve noticed it at the time. I guess I must’ve. It’s strange. I
remembered the fabric of its upholstered seat, the pattern,
snowflakes on blue.”
“Snowflakes?”
“Yeah. Mama reupholstered all of our chairs, to make them
look not as ugly. I could clearly see every thread of that seat,
but not her face. It drove me mad that I couldn’t remember it.”
“Why would you want to remember?”
“To know…to accept it. Get rid of my fear. I couldn’t
sleep, Olesya. She came every night. Her patent flats would walk
into my room, and I’d wake up screaming.”
“You always sleep so soundly…”
“It’s because she no longer comes.”
“How did you stop it?”
“Made myself remember.”
“But…you said you couldn’t?”
“I went back to that day, years later. The weather was
about the same, cloudy, the snow started melting. I walked in
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and repeated every step. Found my school bag in the storage
closet. Stuffed it with books. Kicked it. It slid the length of
the corridor to my room just like before. I put on my slippers,
turned the corner, and there they were: the shoes, the stain,
and the face. I finally remembered it.”
“When was that?”
“Last March. Just before I moved to Moscow.”
“And she stopped coming to you?”
“She did.”
“Why? Do you know?”
“I think because I forgave her. I talked to her. Told her I
was mad. She left me alone with my alcoholic father. Got the
easy way out. He switched from her to me, using the same damn
belt. I yelled at her. Called her a coward, a selfish bitch. She
said she was sorry. And I…I broke down. I cried until I was
empty.”
“And then?”
“That was it. I passed out, came to. I was alone in the
apartment. That night I slept like a baby. No dreams. No shoes.”
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MTSENKS—ORYOL
09:08

The trash can was empty.
Olesya kneeled on the sticky floor splattered with piss and
littered with charred newspaper and cigarette butts. She held
her breath, forced her head behind the toilet bowl. It didn’t
fit. She reached in with her hand, groped about. Her fingers
sunk in something soft. The stench of feces assaulted her
nostrils. She whimpered, jerked her hand out, retched. Got up.
Rammed the stopper rod up the faucet, wiggled it. There was no
water.
“Chyort.”
She looked around for something to wipe her hand with. The
metal box for tissues was empty. On a loop of wire hung a toilet
paper tube, stripped bare. A sliver of soap with caked-on hair
sat on the rim of the sink. On the wall hung a mirror, warped
and foggy.
“Idiot,” Olesya said to her reflection. “Why did you have
to throw it away? Why? Somebody took it. I bet it’s that little
boy Nikita.” She stuck her hand in the toilet bowl, stepped on
the pedal. The pipes coughed and burbled.

Rusty water flushed.

She rubbed her fingers in it, wiped them on the seat of her
pants.
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“Okay. What now?”
The reflection didn’t answer. It stared out at Olesya with
blank, hollow eyes.
Olesya’s stomach flipped, sweat prickled her armpits.
“There was never any TUBE, was there?”
The reflection nodded.
“I dreamed it all. Or imagined. Doesn’t matter. Dima was
right. I need to see a shrink.” She put her hand on her
forehead, closed her eyes.
The door jerked and rattled. A fist started pounding on it.
“Hey!” A man’s voice called. “You asleep in there or what? I
need to use the john.”
“Just a moment.” Olesya leaned over the sink, hung her
head, rocked with the vagon. The wheels clattered under her
feet. The floor vibrated, tingled her legs. The hiss and the
moan of the rails met the shriek of the whistle. The train
heaved and rode into a tunnel. The window went black.
Olesya opened her eyes.
“—been there I don’t know how long,” the man’s voice
complained. “What the hell am I supposed to do, soil myself?
Open up!”
Olesya fumbled with the lock, her fingers clumsy.

Anske / TUBE /

56

“Shame on you, grazhdanin,” a woman’s voice retorted. “A
grown man, and you whine like a boy. Look at my child. He needs
to go, and not a peep out of him.”
“I don’t need your lectures, woman.”
“Don’t you yell at me!”
“Who’s yelling? I’m yelling? I’m not yelling. You’re the
one who’s yelling!”
Olesya rolled the door open, flustered. “I’m sorry.”
“What the hell is wrong with you?” The man was bald, his
head round like an egg, a pair of spectacles on the bridge of
his nose. “No respect for your fellow passengers. None. For your
information, you’re not alone on this train. Other people have
needs too.” He made to step in.
The woman snatched his sleeve and pulled him back. “Let the
child go first.”
“Get off me, you crazy broad.” The man pushed her.
She hollered. “Provodnik! Provodnik!”
Olesya stared. The woman was Nikita’s mother. Nikita stood
by her side, holding her hand. He gaped up at Olesya. His mouth
curled down.
His mother shoved him into the toilet.
The man turned red. “This is outrageous! I was here first!
I demand—”
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“Mama!” Nikita shook his mother’s hand. His face turned
mean, his lower lip stuck out, his finger poked at Olesya.
“She’s the one who stole my toy!”
The words punched her. She tottered, dizzy.
The woman turned to face Olesya. “Is that true? You’re the
one who took it?”
“She did, Mama,” Nikita confirmed. “A train engine! Very
pretty. I found it, and she—”
The man in spectacles seized Nikita’s forearm, dragged him
out, dashed inside, and locked the door.
“You padla!” The woman shrieked.
Nikita started wailing.
“What’s all the screaming about?” Yuri stepped out of his
kupé, fixed his cap, brushed the crumbs off his shirt. “What’s
going on here, huh?”
A few kupé doors swished open, heads popped out, watching.
The woman flung her hand at Olesya. “This young lady here
occupied the toilet for a whole hour. What was she doing in
there, I’d like to know? That’s not normal behavior. How long
does it take one to pee? I have a child here who needs to go,
and now that man barged in! My child will get kidney stones, and
it’ll be your fault! You’re supposed to supervise this!” Her
voice verged on hysteria.
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“Hey, hey!” The pimpled soldier called out from the tail of
the vagon. “Take it easy.”
“I will file a complaint!” The woman addressed them all at
large, swung around to Yuri, “and you will lose your job.”
He recoiled as if punched.
“Get moving,” she jerked Nikita’s hand. “We’re going to
another vagon.”
Olesya watched them leave, intercepted Alla Borisovna’s
glare. She shook her head, withdrew it. The corps de ballet
girls glanced at one another, popped out of sight. The door to
Olesya’s and Dima’s kupé never opened.
Yuri coughed in his fist. “Ya nothing but trouble, are ya?”
His expression was severe. “Ya bent on making my life hell now?
What did I do to ya? I try to help ya, and ya turn on me?”
“That’s not true,” Olesya said.
“Like hell it isn’t.”
“No, that’s not what I mean. I mean, what that woman said.
It’s not true. I wasn’t in the toilet for an hour. I was there
only a few minutes. And why should it matter, anyway? I don’t
understand.”
The water flushed. The bald man stepped out. “She was there
for twenty minutes, provodnik. I’m the witness. I timed it.” He
turned to Olesya. “What are you leering at? Show a little

Anske / TUBE /

59

respect. Your father didn’t whip you enough, that’s your
problem.”
“My father is dead,” Olesya said.
“Too bad! No man in the family to beat some sense into you.
Wait till you get married. A good man will teach you—”
“Eh! That’s enough,” Yuri interrupted. “Why don’t ya go
whip your own daughter?”
“I have no daughter, thank God.” The man gave Olesya a look
of contempt and trudged away.
She shook all over.
“Don’t ya mind him,” Yuri patted her shoulder. “He’s got so
much fear inside him, it’s eating him up. Ya know why he tell ya
those things?”
“Why?”
“He’s afraid of ya.”
“But…he doesn’t know me.”
“He doesn’t need to know ya. Ya a woman. Ya all enemies to
him. Ya hear that lady holler? What he do to her?”
“Pushed her.”
“Ah! Of course he did. It’s easy to push someone who’s
weaker. I’ve seen men like that. Plenty. Always cause a fuss out
of nothing.”
“How do you deal with them?”
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“Deal with them?” Yuri chuckled. “I don’t deal with them. I
ignore them. Nothing gets them more worked up that nobody paying
attention to them, ya know?”
“Yuri,” Olesya said. “I’m sorry about…earlier. I didn’t
mean to offend you.” She watched for his reaction.
“Don’t ya worry about that. What’s done is done. By the
way, that reminds me. I have something for ya.” He winked, put
his hand in his pocket.
Olesya stiffened.
He pulled out TUBE. “Found it in the trash. Meant to give
it to you earlier. Couldn’t find ya. You must be outta your mind
throwing it away, dorogúsha. At least sell it. You can get good
money for it, I tell ya. There are model train collectors who’d
kill for it—”
His voice faded out.
Olesya picked up TUBE, curled her hand around it, squeezed
it. Her fingers found the switch on the bottom, flipped it with
familiar motion as though she’d done it a hundred times before.
The headlamp lit up. The whistle blared. The wheels raked her
palm, started spinning.
“It works,” she whispered.
Her grip weakened. TUBE shot out of her hand, plopped on
the floor, and raced toward the empty vagon.
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09:27 (fix time)

“Can you please open the empty vagon for me?”
“Ya want to go in there again? No, dorogúsha. I’m not
letting ya in there. Don’t ya even think about it. I got enough
trouble as it is. Ya can wait till tomorrow, can’t ya?”
“Till tomorrow?”
“Where’s your head at? Up in the clouds? We’re gonna be in
Simferopol tomorrow, at five in the morning. Right on schedule,
too. A damn miracle, if ya ask me. No delays so far. Knock on
wood. God forbid we get stuck.”
“You get stuck often?”
“More often than I’d like to admit. Ya don’t want to know
what it’s like to be stuck on a train in the middle of nowhere
when it’s minus thirty Celsius outside and ya can’t even take a
breath without your throat burning. You didn’t hear about that
big accident, did ya?”
“What accident?”
“You really are an odd one. Dontcha read the papers? Why,
it was all over the news!”
“When did it happen?”
“Come to think about it, a while ago. Ten years? Eleven?
Yeah, eleven sounds about right. Wait a second, what am I
thinking? Ya musta been a little girl back then! Course you
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didn’t read no bloody papers. Well, I tell ya what happened. I
just started my provodnik job, right? Got me a new uniform, new
shoes, everything clean and shiny. And on my very first
Simferopol—Moscow train, whaddya know? We get stopped some three
hours after leaving Kavkaz. In the middle of the night! Right by
them mountains. I get out, and it’s all screams and chaos and
smoke. I never seen so much smoke in my life, I tell ya.
Couldn’t see nothing.
“The engineer runs up to me and yells, a freight train rode
straight into the back of a passenger train. Smashed right
through it. The last five cars folded like a tube of a
telescope. That’s exactly what it looked like. I’ll never forget
the blood on the snow. Ya know, I always loved trains, ever
since I was a little boy, always wanted to work on one, but
after that day, it’s like something snapped in me. Standing
there, watching people holler they heads off, and that smell of
burning…took them the better of the next day to clear the
tracks. And just when I thought it couldn’t get any worse, the
pipes froze and bust, and for the rest of the trip we had no
heat and no water. By the time we pulled into Moscow, I turned
into an icicle. I tell ya, dorogúsha, I can’t wait to get off
this bone shaker, feel the firm ground under my feet, none of
this rocking and creaking no more, damn it, makes my teeth
rattle. Ya so quiet. Whattsa matter?”
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“My father died in that accident.”
“Ya don’t say! Ah, Christ Almighty, and here I am, babbling
your head off. Damn my big mouth.”
“It’s all right. It doesn’t bother me anymore to talk about
it. He was one of the provodniks on that train. He was checking
something in the back, the coupling or the wheels, they never
told us exactly what.”
“Oh, Olesya. You said this already, didn’t ya? And I an old
durak, failed to make a connection.”
“Really, Yuri. It’s all right.”
“Well, I’m sorry I can’t let ya in that empty vagon. Ya
understand, at night it’s one thing, but it’s day now, and I
just can’t lose my job. What am I gonna tell Lidochka? That she
can forget about her dream? I can’t do that. I promised to take
her to Moscow, and I will. Listen. I tell ya what. Ya got only a
day and a half of this to suffer, eh? Only a day. And then it’ll
be over. Ya get to your hotel room, take a nice hot bath, be
alone as much as ya want to.”
“There’s four of us per room.”
“Ya kidding me? Bolshoi is that stingy?”
“Can I ask you something?”
“Why, of course!”
“I was wondering…why do you have so many keys? What are
they for, anyway? My father never had so many, only one.”
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“That’s right. Ya only need one. See this big one? A
monster of a key, if ya ask me. Opens any door on the train. See
the hook at the end? Ya slide it in, ya catch the peg, and ya
turn it. Sounds easy, but it ain’t. Ya gotta wiggle it a little,
catch the peg just right. The old key used to be a hollow tube,
nothing more, fit right over the peg. Them hooligans figured out
that one pretty quick. They’d break into the vagons at the depot
and use the kupés as their mating quarters. Nasty business that
was, cleaning up after them. Damn vandals. So they changed it to
this one, got the idea from the coupling mechanism. Clever,
huh?”
“What about the rest of them?”
“What, these? These are my personal keys. I like to keep
them all together so I won’t lose them. Why are ya asking?
Whatcha have in mind?”
“Nothing. Just curious.”
“Like hell ya are! Ya can’t fool me. Ya not stealing it
from me, ya hear? Ya troublemaker. I know whatcha want. Well, ya
ain’t getting it. And don’t ya ask me again. I won’t open it for
ya. End of discussion.”
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(Keep 15 KM TO ORYOL?)
09:34 (fix time)

Olesya stood by the door to the gangway from the third to
the second vagon, TUBE clenched in her hand, her face chalky
white. She glanced back over her shoulder. The passageway was
deserted. She turned and looked through the gangway door
windows. Nobody there. Her finger touched TUBE’s coupling hook,
traced its curve. She took hold of the door latch, slid the hook
in the keyhole.
It fit.
Olesya’s mouth went dry.
A kupé door swished open behind her. A man’s gruff voice
called out, “Hurry up! We’re arriving in fifteen minutes.”
“But Papa—” whined a child’s voice.
“Hurry up, I said! Put on your boots.”
There were footsteps.
Olesya’s heart hammered. She licked her lips, pivoted TUBE
to the right. The hook caught onto something and got stuck. She
pulled on it, wiggled it. It held fast. The door from the second
vagon passageway to the támbur flung open, and in stumbled the
swaying man with the muddy eyes. Olesya ducked. She yanked on
TUBE, twisted it left and right. It wouldn’t budge. She stood,
switched hands, pressed her back to the wall. Her eyes widened.
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A family of three, bundled up to their ears, dragged
suitcases and cardboard boxes out of the middle kupé. The
provodnik woman watched them silently, her massive back blocking
Olesya from their line of sight. The husband berated the wife
for stacking the boxes wrong, and the wife scolded the child for
getting underfoot. The child was a little girl about five years
old. She sidled along the wall to the támbur

door, put both

hands on the glass, and stared up at Olesya. The thick knit cap
sat low on her eyebrows, and the scarf wrapped around her neck
pushed up her nose. Only her big gray eyes were visible. She
mumbled into the scarf.
Olesya pressed a finger to her lips, shook her head.
The girl’s eyes rounded.
Olesya pointed to TUBE.
The girl looked at it, back to Olesya.
She bowed theatrically, flung out her arm, swiveled around
on her toes, gripped TUBE, and turned it. The coupling hook
caught on the peg. It moved and clicked. The man in the támbur
took the smoking cigarette out of his mouth. “Hey there,
krasavitsa!” He opened the gangway door, staggered in, jerked on
the latch. “What the fuck…” He glared at Olesya, dirty glass
between them.
She pulled TUBE out, gave him a big smile, spun around, and
curtsied to the girl.
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The girl’s cheeks dimpled. She bounced on her feet and
started clapping. Her mother shoved her aside, flung the door
open, grunted, lifted a cardboard box tied with a string,
plopped it on the támbur floor and pushed it off with her foot,
swung around, picked up another box made from lacquered wood.
The husband watched her drop it on top of the first one.
“Careful!” he barked. “You’ll break it!”
She opened her mouth to retort.
The whistle cut her off. The vagon jolted and began slowing
down. The radio fizzed with static.
“Attention, passengers,” said the engineer’s tired voice.
“The train is arriving at Podgornoe Station. Mind the doors.
Before leaving, don’t forget your belongings.”
The radio switched off.
The station rolled into view, a stretch of crooked, snowswept asphalt. Behind a low fence stood naked trees. In the
middle they parted. A pathway led to a white one-story building
with a red roof. It looked like someone’s summer house, out of
place, buried in the snow.
The brakes locked and hissed. The train came to an abrupt
stop. The provodnik woman heaved a black iron rod in her hand,
pushed the exit door open, clambered down the metal staircase,
and without a word started hacking at the ice caked over the
vagon wheels. The husband jumped down onto the platform. “Come
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on,” he ordered. The wife handed him the suitcases and the
boxes, stepped out.
“Katya! Quick!” she called.
Katya stopped next to Olesya, touched TUBE with her
mittened hand, pushed down her scarf. “I have a toy train too,”
she said. “I have a whole set!”
“Katya! We’ll leave without you!”
Katya jumped with fright. She grabbed onto the handhold
and, her movements awkward, constricted by the layers of clothes
and the thick woolen coat, clambered down a step. Her mother
picked her up and set her down on the platform, gave Olesya an
irritated look. The family gathered their belongings and walked
toward the station building. Olesya’s legs carried her out of
the vagon before she realized it. Freezing air singed her
throat. She stood, transfixed. The family disappeared into the
station building.
“You getting on or what?” the provodnik woman said.
“Yes. Yes, I am.”
“Well, hurry up, then. We’re departing.”
Yuri appeared next door. “Olesya, dorogúsha! Whatcha doing
out there in the cold without a coat? Come on. Let me help ya
onboard.” He stretched out a hand.
Olesya hung her head and sprinted the length of the vagon,
the soles of her shoes slipping on the icy snow. She hopped in
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the támbur just as the train started moving, caught her breath.
Dima and Natasha stood in the passageway, talking. Yuri walked
up to them, asked them something. They shook their heads.
Olesya dashed out of sight.
“This is it,” she whispered, leapt to the gangway door,
fitted TUBE’s coupling hook in the keyhole, closed her eyes,
wiggled it gently and turned. The peg resisted, then yielded.
Olesya tugged on the latch, stepped onto the rocking, screeching
plates, closed the door, locked it from inside, and crouched,
holding her breath.
The door latch jerked.
“Huh,” Yuri’s voice said. “Whaddya know. It’s locked. What
did she, vanish into thin air?”
There was a pause.
Olesya knew he was peering down the glass. She willed
herself to shrink, her lips moving soundlessly, “Don’t open the
door. Don’t open the door.”
The latch jerked one more time. Yuri’s voice grumbled. His
footsteps moved away. The door clicked shut.
Olesya sat crouched for another few minutes, her ears
ringing with the clatter of the wheels. Then she slowly rose,
peeked out the window. The támbur was empty. She turned around,
unlocked the door to the first vagon, stepped inside, locked it
behind her.
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Silence settled on her. Noises muffled. Dim light filtered
through the frosted glass of the windows, half-curtains closed.
The cold was different here, stale and numbing, unlike the
fragrant, prickly cold outside. Olesya shivered, set TUBE on the
floor.
“Okay. Where to now?”
She flipped the switch. TUBE came to life. It whistled,
shot past the toilet, past the provodnik’s kupé, hit the fold in
the rug, careened to the left, bumped into the door to the first
kupé, its wheels stuck, buzzing.
Olesya walked up to it, switched it off, and listened.
Faint sounds came from the door. Someone was inside. A
person. Searching for something, scrabbling around. Olesya held
her breath. Brief silence followed, then the swish of the
opening and closing drawers, then footsteps, then a woman’s
voice.
“Where did you hide it, Olesya? Where? Don’t you give me
this look. You know I’ll find it, so your silence is pointless.
You understand that, yes?”
TUBE tumbled from Olesya’s hand.
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MOSCOW
6 JANUARY 1979
16:13

The hand that opened the door didn’t belong to Olesya. It
free-floated in a haze of blur; it stretched and contracted and
wavered and slithered in and out of existence, its fingers
elongated and boneless one moment, another short and hard, and
yet another transparent, receding into the distance that seemed
close and far at the same time; the minutes it took to reach the
room turning to hours, to days, to years; to a decade in the
space of a second. The feet that moved Olesya’s body abandoned
it as soon as it entered, and the skin of her presence swapped
the skin of another that neither floated nor stood but
undulated, its heartbeat coming in waves that crashed impossibly
loud on Olesya’s ears only to retreat into a vacuous silence
that echoed and drowned in wet and warm sensation of being alive
in pain that had no trace in the mind; that occupied the touch,
the pressure, the strain and the rip of the muscle; the picture
once seen and unseen by the eyes turned inward, into the safety
of blindness.
The fog of it yielded, thinned; tore to a single color.
Red.
Red and puffy eyes.

Anske / TUBE /

72

Mama’s red and puffy and bloodshot eyes, mascara smudged;
red and flaring nostrils; red outlines of half-eaten lipstick on
lips red from crying and biting; the syrupy sweetness of Red
Moscow perfume.
“Where, Olesya? I’m waiting.”
Olesya was silent.
“Don’t make it harder than it already is.” Mama’s lips
pressed into a line. “Silence is a form of lying, you know that,
yes?”
Olesya’s lips pressed together, just like her mother’s.
“All right. If you’re not going to help me, it’ll just take
me that much longer, and you’ll miss your ballet class. Because
you’re not leaving here, my dear, until I find it.”
A noise escaped Olesya’s throat.
“I’ll start by looking in your dance bag.”
“No!” Olesya’s hand rose in resistance.
Mama walked up to Olesya’s bed, unzipped the dance bag and
upended it. The contents flopped out into a pile of creamy pink:
a dance skirt, tights and pointe shoes, a towel, a cloth
cosmetic bag, leg warmers, woolen socks. She rummaged through
every article of clothing, emptied the cosmetic bag, unrolled
the socks, checked the pockets in the dance bag, turned it
inside out, and flung it on the bed.
“It’s not here. Are you deliberately mocking me?”
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“No, Mama, I’m not.”
“Then why were you afraid of me looking in it?”
“I wasn’t.” Olesya blushed red. Tears prickled her eyes.
The red deepened.
“Are you going to tell me or not?”
Olesya’s hands clenched in fists, body turned rigid.
The bed creaked under Mama’s weight. Her hands folded in
her lap. A long sigh escaped her mouth. “Listen. Listen to me,
Olesya, please. I know it’s hard for you. It’s hard for me too.
But you need to let go. We both need to. We need to move on and
live, you agree with me, yes?”
Olesya nodded.
“There is no sense in dwelling on the past. You need to
concentrate on your future, think about what you’ll do with your
life, what you want to accomplish, and plan accordingly. That
must occupy all of your time. You must strive to think light,
happy thoughts. Your happiness is in your hands, Olesya. I can’t
make you happy. Nobody can make you happy except you. If you
keep brooding and sulking like this, it’ll get you nowhere. You
hardly spoke a word to me since Papa died. You don’t invite
friends over, you don’t go anywhere except school or ballet
class. Last week Anna Mikhailovna called me twice to complain
that you don’t participate in class. How long is this going to
continue?”
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Olesya’s shoulders rose and fell.
“You don’t know?”
A shake of the head.
“All right.” Mama smoothed the folds of her skirt and
propped up her glasses. “Then I’ll decide for you. It ends
today, whether you want to or not.”
“But Mama—”
“I’ve given you plenty of time to make this decision on
your own, but enough is enough. I’m not letting you stretch one
year into two or three or a decade. Yes, and don’t look at me
like that. Some people never get over their grief. They get
stuck on mulling over the bad things that happened to them
instead of forgetting and moving on.”
A wave of shudder rolled over Olesya’s body. She fidgeted,
stepped from side to side.
Mama studied her through the thick lenses. “I’ve misjudged
you. I thought for your eleven years you were mature enough to
handle it on your own. I was mistaken and I’m paying for my
mistake with this indifferent attitude of yours. I will force
you out of it, Olesya, because I’m your mother, and because I
love you, and I want the best for you, even if it’ll hurt you
initially. You’ll thank me later. Believe me, I know what you’re
going through.”
“You don’t.” It came as a whisper.
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“What was that?”
“Nothing.”
Mama’s eyebrows flew up. “I’ve already explained to you a
thousand times why we need to get rid of Papa’s things, but it
seems I need explain again.”
“No need, Mama.” Olesya said louder. “I understand.”
“Do you?”
“Yes.”
“Then tell me where you’ve hidden TUBE.”
“By the way, it’s not Papa’s, it’s mine,” she blurted. “He
gave it to me.”
“He got it for you, and that makes it his.”
“Whatever.”
“What did you say?”
Olesya didn’t answer. She trudged to the wardrobe, opened
one of the two doors and pulled out the lowest drawer. Rows of
folded underwear filled it. White cotton. White cotton with
flowers. White cotton with stripes, circles, and dots. Olesya
gripped the sides of the drawer and slid it out all the way and
set it on the floor; swiped the undershirts off the lacquered
wooden box stamped with big, blocky red letters that spelled in
English:
TUBE: TRANS-URBAN BLITZ-EXPRESS
HO SCALE ELECTRIC TRAIN SET
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COMPLETE WITH 59 PIECES & READY TO RUN
A LIFETIME INVESTMENT IN HAPPINESS
MORE TRACK, MORE PLAY, MORE ACTION!
Below the letters the burned-in lines depicted the
silhouette of a train bursting from a tunnel, the head of the
engine painted golden-red, the headlamp left as plain wood and
looking like a blind eye. The shiny box contrasted sharply with
the unfinished pine of the drawer panels, gray and warped with
age, and the scuffed parquetry floor around it.
“I should’ve thought you’d hide it in there.”
Mama’s arms moved with precision. The box departed its
confines and dug into her armpit, pressed flush to her side.
“Get dressed. We’re going to the dumpster.”
“Dumpster?” The voice was separate from Olesya. Her eyes
flicked from the box to her mother’s face to her own crotch to
the floor and back up again. The tension left her body. The
muscles of her face relaxed.
“Did you think I’d let anyone know we have American
contraband in our home?”
“No, Mama. I didn’t think that at all.”
“You’re not sorry we’re doing this?”
“No. It needs to be done.” The words sounded flat, neutral.
“I understand that now.”
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“All right. You might as well repack your dance bag. There
is no time left for tea. I’ll pack you a sandwich.”
“Thank you.”
Olesya engaged in a flurry of activity. Within minutes her
swaddled shape stood by the entrance door, the dance bag slung
over her shoulder.
“Here.” Mama fumbled with the zipper, yanked it down,
pushed the sandwich wrapped in newspaper deep into the bag,
zipped it back up. “Ready?”
Olesya’s mittened hand took hold of the knob.
The sun had set, and it was dark and cold and unwelcome
outside. The screaming children dragged their sleighs and
cardboard pieces up the snowbank, and slipped and slid and
tumbled down only to climb back up again and join the queue,
waiting for their turn. The young mothers walked the prams
stuffed with infants wrapped in layers of blankets and rocked
them mercilessly to the squeak of the wheels. The old ladies
huddled on the benches, the dogs barked at the cars nosing along
the narrow roads, the snow bright in the beams of the headlights
one moment, another gone in the black winter void.
The fog of Olesya’s breath hung around her face, and the
ice popped and creaked underfoot, her steps small and mincing
and careful.
“Could you walk any slower?”
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Mama stood by the yawning hole of the dumpster that even in
this cold reeked of the rotting garbage, the sour stink of
rancid potatoes, cabbage, spoiling fish. Olesya quickened her
step. Her nose wrinkled at the smell, and she stopped by her
mother, breathing in and out through her mouth.
“I want you to do it,” Mama said.
“Okay.” Olesya stretched out her hands.
Mama glanced about. The blinking halo of the streetlamp
stopped a couple meters short of the dumpster area to the right
of the podyezd, the bulb above the door to the janitor’s closet
long broken and never replaced for the new bulb would be only
broken again by the local youth or stolen by one of the
pensioners scrambling for every kopeck.
They were alone. It wouldn’t last long.
Mama passed the box to Olesya, and the dim outline of
Olesya’s head reflected in the shiny surface, the faint smell of
wood and lacquer broke through the foul stink of the dumpster,
and she pressed her nose to the lid and inhaled deeply, and took
a small step back and raised her arms to chuck the box into the
void when Mama put her hand on Olesya’s shoulder.
“Wait. I want you to open it.”
Olesya quailed. “Open it?”
“Yes, open it. I want to make sure all the pieces are
there.”
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“They’re all there,” Olesya stammered.
The podyezd door creaked open and banged. A dog yipped
excitedly. A harsh voice hushed it. Footsteps crunched in the
snow, faded away.
“Mama, someone will see us.”
“Open it.”
“But Mama—”
“Are you trying to hide something?”
“No.”
“Then open it. Quick. You’ll be late for class.”
Olesya pulled off one of her mittens and pried open the lid
with a shaking hand. The lid swung back on the well-oiled
hinges. Inside, protected by red plush foam, nestled vagons,
bundles of tracks, switches, trestles, semaphores, and the
controller, the slot next to it empty.
“Where’s the engine?” Mama asked.
“I don’t know.”
“Come here.”
Olesya tottered up.
“What is it with you walking funny?”
“Ekaterina Petrovna made me do extra pliés, and I pulled my
thigh muscles a little. It hurts to walk.”
“Hmm.” Mama flopped Olesya’s coat pockets, reached inside.
“I don’t have it, Mama,” Olesya protested.
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The dog yipped in the distance. A car rolled by, splashing
the light over the dumpster area. Olesya shielded her eyes,
momentarily blinded.
“All right, we don’t have time for this right now.”
Mama closed the lid, snatched the box from Olesya’s hands
and hurled it into the dumpster. It hit the garbage pile with a
wet smack, and a whiff of foul odor rose up, as though in
greeting.
Olesya exhaled sharply.
“What could’ve happened to it?” Mama demanded. “When was
the last time you saw it?”
“I don’t remember, Mama.”
“You never remember anything when I ask you.”
“You never ask the right things,” Olesya whispered.
“What was that?”
“I said, I’m worried I’ll be late. Ekaterina Petrovna is
going to make me stay for extra practice again.”
“You better hurry, then. See you later.”
“Bye, Mama!”
Olesya waved to her mother and walked away, her steps short
and constricted. She walked the length of their building,
stopped by the last podyezd and looked back. Her mother was
gone.
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Olesya rushed to the door, punched in the code, snuck
inside, and in the stale, chilly darkness under the stairs,
between the pram with a sleeping baby and the pile of empty
cardboard boxes, her movements jerky, breath shallow and fast,
dropped her dance bag on the floor, unbuttoned her coat, lifted
her dress with one hand, pulled the mitten with her teeth off
another and slipped her frozen fingers under the elastic band of
the woolen leggings, the cotton tights and the panties, into the
scalding heat of her crotch, grasped TUBE, warm and damp, pulled
it out, shoved it into her bag, zipped it up, buttoned her coat,
flung the bag over her shoulder and ran out the door, into the
cold and the dark.
Black winter night yielded to gray, to cold morning light
that made the outlines of the kupé indistinct and fuzzy; and the
shadows, smudged and blended into one another, and the naked
bunks stretched with imitation leather of indeterminate color
and affixed to the wall, ashen white; and the table by the
window, pale and empty of the tablecloth and of the
podstakanniks and the rising steam; the sky, a long stretch of
slate, the hoary pines flashing by, the telephone poles, the
wires between them; all came into focus.
Olesya’s hands on her knees, fingers curled around an
elongated shape.
“TUBE.”
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The sound of her voice jarred her.
She sat bolt upright. The objects sharpened around her,
snapped to shape. The loud beat of the wheels broke in. The
whistle shrieked. The train jerked, accelerated; the bells
started dinging. The chilly draft wrapped its fingers around her
ankles, slid up her legs. She jumped from the bunk, rushed out
the open door, to the tail of the vagon, stopped by the támbur,
caught her breath. Leaned her head on the glass.
“Why did you do it, Mama? Why?”
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ORYOL STATION BUILDING
5 FEBRUARY 1989
14:07 (fix time)

“He gave it to me as a gift.”
Mama’s breath caught in the telephone receiver. “He never
gave you any train sets, Olesya. Where did you get this idea?”
Olesya fingered TUBE in her pocket. “I remembered—”
“An American train set!” The voice crackled with static.
“Where on earth would he get something like that?”
“I don’t know. I thought—”
“And even if he did, you would’ve never played with it. You
were afraid of the trains.” There was a sucking in of the air.
Olesya stared at the milling crowd through the glass of the
telephone booth, the silhouettes blurring into one moving blob.
“Why, Mama?”
“Why what?”
“Why was I afraid of the trains?”
“You’re asking me? How would I know?”
“You should know.” Olesya’s lips curled away from her
teeth. “You’re my mother.”
There was silence, then Mama’s voice said quietly, “Is that
why you’re calling me? To insult me?”
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Olesya exhaled sharply, put a hand over her forehead,
closed her eyes. “No. You don’t understand. I’m sorry…sorry if
it came across like that. I just…this trip is getting to me, I
guess. You know how it is.”
“You’re having nightmares again?” The tone was softer. “I
told you to take your sleeping pills with you, yes? But of
course, you never listen. I don’t know why Alla Borisovna didn’t
allow you to travel separately. You could’ve flown out there
ahead of them. But no, the stubborn woman makes you take the
train. If you want me to, I can—”
“Mama,” Olesya interrupted. “Mama, listen for a second. She
didn’t make me anything. She…Alla Borisovna…this morning…”
Olesya twisted the cord.
“What?”
“Oh, we had breakfast together. It was just…unusual.”
“You did? That’s good news!” Mama’s voice was chipper. “I
told you she’s planning to promote you. Olesya Belaya, the
Bolshoi prima. Sounds good, yes? All that hard work you’ve done
has paid off. Congratulations.”
“Anyway.” Olesya glanced at the clock on the wall. The
minute hand moved to ten. The hour hand hovered by eleven. The
last of the passengers were leaving the hall through the glass
double doors. “I can’t talk much longer. We’re departing in a
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few minutes. What I wanted to say was, it was my decision to
take the train. I wanted to be together with Dima.”
“Ah. Dima.” The receiver snorted. “Is that why you’re
calling me? To whine?”
Olesya recoiled. “When did I ever?”
“Look, my dear. I’ve got to get ready for class, and I only
have twenty minutes left, so—”
“Hold on, hold on. I wanted to ask you something.”
“I’m listening.”
The bald man with the spectacles appeared in the doors. His
eyes swept the hall and zeroed in on the telephone booth. He
marched straight at it.
Olesya stood tall, watching him come closer. “Did I visit
baba Zina every summer?”
“What? baba Zina? Oh…uh…almost every summer. Yes. I think
whenever dyadya Shurik was not on one of his expeditions and
could watch over you while she was working. Why?”
“Oh, no particular reason. I just thought it would be a
good idea to go visit the house.”
“No. No-no-no. Don’t do that. It’ll wreck your memories of
the place. You were so happy there. Why would you want to see
it? Shurik is hardly ever there. It’s probably closed off for
winter.”
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The bald man stopped by the booth and stared at Olesya
through the glass. He pointedly looked at his watch, raised a
plump fist and knocked. Olesya passed the receiver from one hand
to another. The round plastic piece was warm and damp with
sweat. Her other ear hurt. She rubbed it.
“Did I ever come back…unhappy?”
“Unhappy? No. You were always happy. Why are you asking?”
“I don’t know. Just…curious. So dyadya Shurik was watching
me?”
“You don’t remember?”
“Not really. When did I spend my first summer there?”
“When you were five, I think.”
Olesya’s stomach dropped. The bald man glared at her. He
pushed his fat lips to the doorjamb and yelled. “I need to make
a phone call!”
“Did dyadya Shurik…” Olesya spoke quickly, “did he ever
take me on a trip somewhere? To the sea? Or maybe—”
“Why don’t you call him and ask him yourself, Olesya?” Mama
sounded irritated. “Why all these questions all of a sudden?”
The bald man pounded on the door. “This is an outrage!”
The ticket lady raised her head, passed a dull glance up
and down the man, looked back to her newspaper.
“She won’t let me use the phone booth!” he sputtered. “I’m
calling militia!”

Anske / TUBE /

87

“You still there?” the receiver asked.
“Hmmm? Yes, yes, I’m here.”
“You didn’t answer my question.”
Olesya’s face hardened. “You didn’t answer mine.”
The receiver choked. “Don’t take this tone with me,
Olesya.”
“Why not, Mama?”
The man jerked the door open.
Olesya pushed him in the chest. His mouth rounded. He let
go, staggered back. She closed the door.
“You’re lying to me,” she said sharply into the phone
piece. “You’ve been lying to me for years. I think I have the
right to be pissed. And I’m pissed right now. I can hardly talk,
Mama. I’m shaking. Something happened to me when I was five.
Someone—”
The door flew open.
A young militia officer, bored and sleepy, stood next to
the bald man whose face had gone red. He drew in air to speak.
“Get the fuck out!” Olesya screamed, shut the door. “I had
an American train set, TUBE,” she shouted into the phone. “Papa
gave it to me as a gift. And the year after he died you threw it
away. You threw it in the dumpster! I was there, Mama. I
remembered. Why did you do this? Why won’t you tell me? Why—”
The line went dead.
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The busy signal beeped into Olesya’s ear. The booth door
opened. Two voices were talking to her at once. She slammed the
receiver on the hook, pushed the men apart, raced to the
platform.
The train gave its last whistle.
Olesya snatched the handholds of the closest vagon, heaved
herself up.
A provodnitsa woman made a tsk-tsk noise, shook her
bleached, curly head. “Ticket? What vagon you from?”
“Second.” Olesya stepped inside.
The bald man ran out of the station building. “Wait! Wait!”
Olesya watched him dispassionately as the train started
moving.
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ZMIYEVKA STATION
11:52 (fix time)

The snow packed well. Olesya scooped up a handful and
pressed it into a ball, her fingers frozen. She rolled it in her
hands until the surface got smooth, stepped back and hurled it
at the empty vagon. The snowball hit the window, burst in the
spray of white. Olesya smiled, balled up another one.
“Olesya!”
She threw the ball. It missed. She turned around.
Dima was walking from the station building, two glass
bottles of white liquid in his hands. His coat was open, breath
steaming. He looked fresh, well-rested.
Olesya’s gut pricked.
“I got kefir for you!”
He stopped close to her, bringing with him the smell of his
skin. Olesya’s hand twitched to touch him. She took hold of her
elbows, dug her fingers into her coat, stood still.
He pressed his forefinger and middle finger together,
popped the green aluminum foil, peeled it off, offered Olesya
the bottle. “I know you love it.”
It took her a moment to take it. “Thank you.” She brought
the bottle mouth to her nose, sniffed it, took an experimental
sip. “It’s good.”
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“It is? Oh, thank God. The shopgirl said it was fresh, but
it’s got yesterday’s date on it, so I wasn’t sure.” He popped
his bottle open, took a gulp, wiped the mustache on his upper
lip with the back of his hand. “Look, I’m sorry about…” he waved
the bottle at the train.
Olesya waited.
Dima hung his head. “I just found out. Alla Borisovna told
me. I tried to change her mind, but—”
“It’s okay,” Olesya touched his forearm. “I’ll live.”
“But what will you do now? I don’t even…I can’t even
imagine.” Dima passed a hand through his hair, gripped it. “How
will I dance Swan Lake without you?”
Olesya smirked. “You’ve got Natasha. I’ll walk her through
the steps before the performance, don’t worry. She’s a good
dancer, she’ll make a good partner. You’ll adjust,” her voice
fell to whisper. “I have no doubt about that.”
“Please don’t say it like this,” he reached for her cheek,
traced it down with his finger.
Olesya drew back. “Don’t say it like what?”
“There is nothing between us. Nothing.”
Olesya took a long swig of kefir. It filled her mouth with
rich, sour taste. She swallowed, took another swig, stared at
Dima. “Why are you telling me this? It’s your life. Do whatever
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the hell you want. Sleep with anyone you want. You don’t need to
ask my permission. I’m not your mother.”
Dima looked stung. “Leave my mother out of this, please.”
“Or what? What will you do?”
“Olesya. Don’t.” There was danger in his tone.
She broke out in laughter, loud and bitter. When she caught
her breath, her eyes were wet. She blinked back the tears. “You
know what? I’m so tired of people telling me what I should and
shouldn’t do. So damn tired! I can’t even ask my own mother a
question without her trying to make me feel wrong simply for
asking it, and on top of it she never answers what I asked her
in the first place. It’s like she put up a wall and I can’t
break it. She won’t tell me anything!”
Dima’s face changed. “What happened?”
“I called her.” Olesya exhaled sharply. “At the Rossosh
station. Asked her…about TUBE. About…if she remembered anything,
when I was five, if…if anything unusual happened.”
“And?” Dima prompted.
There was laughter, cheering behind them. They looked back.
The dancers were hurling snowballs at each other. One of the
corps girls saw Dima looking and tossed a ball in his direction.
It hit the platform a couple steps short and exploded in a
shower of crystals. She giggled.

Anske / TUBE /

92

“Hey! Rumyantsev!” A young man with an uncovered head, his
scarf unraveled, cheeks blazing, aimed and sent the snowball at
Dima. It hit him square in the chest.
“Chyort.” Dima wiped the snow off his face. “You kretin!”
“Come and get me!” came the answer.
“Dima! Olesya!” Natasha waved to them. A snowball slammed
into the back of her head, and she yelped, whirled around.
Scooped up snow, threw it at the offender.
Dima turned to Olesya. “Want to go play?”
“No. Not really,” she shook her head.
“Help! Help!” Natasha was squealing. One male dancer held
her, another pushed snow under her collar. She wiggled in
obvious pleasure, her auburn hair streaming. “Careful! You’ll
damage the new Swan Princess! I’ve got my premiere tomorrow, you
idiots.”
“Yes,” Olesya said.
“What?” Dima asked.
“Yes,” she repeated. “I want to play snowballs.”
She set the kefir bottle on the ground, scraped enough snow
for a ball, packed it tight, and took off. Dima hurried after
her.
Olesya stopped a short distance from the melee of shouting,
jeering dancers, aimed and pitched her snowball with careful
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precision. It caught Natasha on the side of her head, spraying
her face with white.
“Ow!” She searched around with her eyes.
Olesya sent another ball. It hit Natasha in the mouth. She
whimpered, touched her lip.
“Hey!” Dima yelled. “Olesya, stop!”
Olesya worked like a well-oiled machine. She scooped up
snow, balled it, threw it. Scooped, balled, threw. It wasn’t
until Dima grabbed her by the shoulders and shook her that she
stopped.
Natasha’s face was bleeding. One of the snowballs had cut
her lip. Tears rolled down her cheeks in black lines of mascara.
Dima glared at Olesya. “What did you do this for?”
The platform was quiet. Every dancer stared at them, their
faces flushed with perspiration, their eyes cold. Alla Borisovna
and Yuri stepped out of the station building, talking. Alla
Borisovna noticed the silence, then the blood on the snow. She
gasped. “Natasha!”
The dancers parted for her. She pressed a kerchief to
Natasha’s lip. “What happened?”
Natasha sobbed, blubbering incoherently.
Dima gave Olesya a long look, spun on his heels and raced
over to Natasha. She dropped into his arms like a cut-off birch,
her shoulders convulsing. He stroked her hair.
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“Who did this?” Alla Borisovna demanded.
Eyes flicked to Olesya.
“You.”
Olesya flung the half-melted snowball to the ground, turned
around and fled. She ran the length of the train, and when she
reached the empty vagon, she kicked the bottle. It flew up,
revolved once, hit the side of the empty vagon, spilling the
thick liquid, caromed, fell in the gap between the train and the
platform and smashed.
Olesya started crying.
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ZMIYEVKA—GLAZUNOVKA
12:32 (fix time)

The lacquered wooden box.
The shape was elongated when it should’ve been square. The
red blocky letters were missing, the wood too dark, the
reflection that of many silhouettes blurred to one blob. They
flashed and disappeared, and they took the box with them.
Olesya squeezed her eyes shut, reached out to catch them,
at least one of them, or the box. Anything. It didn’t help. The
picture didn’t come back. It was gone, and it wouldn’t return
when she wanted it to, it would appear when she didn’t. That
much she remembered.
The door rolled open.
Dima led in Natasha. She held a wet towel to her face, her
eyes swollen from crying. Her upper lip blew up to double its
size. The cut was rugged, ugly. She saw Olesya and stopped dead.
“You’re still here? Well. How do I look?” She took the
towel away.
Olesya stared.
“I’ll make quite a sight at my premiere, don’t you think? I
can almost hear it. ‘Bravo, Natasha Ryzhik! Bravo! Beautiful!
Stunning!’”
“Natasha,” Olesya said quietly. “Natasha, I’m so sorry—”
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“Bitch.”
Olesya’s mouth snapped shut.
“You happy now?”
No words would come. Not even a breath.
“Get out of here. I don’t want to see you or talk to you,”
Natasha sneered.
“We thought you already left,” Dima added.
“We,” Olesya said. “Yes, of course. I’m sorry. I got a
little distracted.”
She fumbled for her dance bag, her hands shaking, took hold
of the handle, picked up the suitcase off the floor, and stood
from the bunk.
“I’m terrified,” she blurted. The words came at last, but
not the words she was seeking. She bit her tongue to stop them.
They kept pouring out. “I’m terrified of what’s happening to me.
I don’t know what it is…don’t know how to describe it. It’s
like…everything I knew about me is gone, and everything I need
to know isn’t there yet. And I’ve no idea if it’ll be there,
ever. If I can speed it up or stop it or…at least have some
control over it.” She pressed her hand against her pocket,
feeling TUBE’s hard shape. “If I could only explain it to you…”
The words left her.
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“Oh my God,” Natasha said. “Really, Olesya? Really? You’re
going to stand there, telling me how you feel after what you’ve
done?”
Olesya looked over to Dima.
He averted his eyes.
She heaved the suitcase, opened the door, and stepped out.
“You’re doing the right thing,” Dima said.
Olesya turned around. “Am I?”
“That’s where you’ll find it. Or not.” He shrugged. Their
eyes met and held. “There’s no telling, except to go there and
see. Let it come to you. Whatever it is.”
“What are you talking about?” Natasha scowled. “Go where?”
“To the empty vagon.” Olesya closed the door.
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13:01 (fix time)

The kupé was silent. Olesya peeled her ear away from the
door, frowned, pressed it back again, listened. Maybe a movement
of air. Wind? But that could be the drag from the train.
She sighed, gazed the length of the passageway. Seven more
doors, identical. Nine kupés total. She closed her eyes, opened
them, walked up to the first kupé, fit TUBE’s coupling hook into
the keyhole, held her breath; turned it.
Her hand didn’t distort, didn’t leave her. There was no
blurring of her vision, no body detachment.
The kupé was empty.
Olesya stood rooted to the spot, staring stupidly inside.
There wasn’t much to see. Naked bunks, the table by the window,
the closed half-curtains made from flimsy cotton. Dim light
filtered through the clouds. Gray snow. Black woods in the
distance.
Then she remembered.
“I left it like that. When I returned, it was empty.”
She went back to the second kupé and stood still.
A voice droned behind the door—dyadya Shurik talking.
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MOSCOW
9 JANUARY 1978
13:21

Brown dirt in a grave; it surfaced, sunk into fog, surfaced
again.
Olesya pushed the door further open. Its bottom scraped
along the groove, and the sound grated in her ears, loud and
piercing; the chilly air and the odor of freshly turned earth
wormed deep into her nostrils. She slipped TUBE into her pocket
and stretched out her arms and took a step into nothing; the
ground fell out from under her feet. She walked the air in the
space of ten years that turned to seconds, to no time at all;
and her feet stepped into the feet of another, mincing the brown
slush of snow and dirt, snug in the woolen socks and new winter
boots; eyes dry and wide-open, watching the brown silhouettes of
the mourners huddled around a hole in the ground and the casket
of brown, polished oak on the trestles by the mound of dirt and
beyond it, rows of low fences and gravestones and statues,
shrouded in the brown haze of denuded trees.
“My dear brother—”
Dyadya Shurik paused, blew his nose into a kerchief, dabbed
at his eyes, sunken and dull, pressed the kerchief for a moment
to his raw, wintry cheek covered with a three-day stubble. The
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ushanka sat low on his round head too big for his puny body, his
brown sheepskin coat identical to the one Papa wore when he was
alive.
Olesya remembered the day Papa brought the coats home from
the black market and showed them off to Mama, and boasted at the
low price he paid for them after an hour of bargaining, and Mama
wrinkled her nose and complained of the sheep smell that stunk
up their room and demanded he hang the coats on the balcony for
airing out, and they had a fight. Olesya hid in her room and
tried not to listen but heard every scream and insult anyway,
the walls of their apartment thin as cardboard, just as she
heard Papa grunting later and plugged her ears with her fingers.
Dyadya Shurik grunted.
The sound sent chills up and down Olesya’s spine, and she
jerked her hand out of Mama’s hold to cover her ears.
“Stand still,” Mama said in a harsh whisper.
Olesya stood still.
Dyadya Shurik continued.
“My dear brother Grisha. You were always my role model,
best big brother one could ever ask for. I owe you my life. I
remember that day like it was yesterday—”
He sniffled into the kerchief.
“What can I say, I was a little rascal back then, only five
years old and already getting in more trouble than you ever did,
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shooting birds from the slingshot, climbing things, scraping my
knees bloody. And you…you just turned thirteen, and you seemed
so grown-up to me, so serious, busy with school and friends. I
adored you, even more so because you always found time for me,
for our walks along the tracks. You’d come home after school,
and I’d be dressed already, waiting for you—”
Baba Zina uttered a strangled, agonized wail to the chilly
sky. Her legs swayed underneath her. Hands caught her by the
elbows and righted her.
“Mama!” Dyadya Shurik made to rush over.
She shook her head, waved for him to continue.
He nodded and pushed his ushanka down to his ears, and his
eyes strayed to the casket and fixed on it.
“Grisha…my dear Grisha. On those walks…you taught me all
you knew about the trains—you were obsessed with them, your
dream was to become an engineer one day, to drive one—so,
naturally, you decided I should be an engineer too, and you
explained to me how the engine worked, what parts it was made of
and how to fix one. You even told me how to derail a train, the
proper way, the way they did it in the war. I listened to you
with my mouth open, afraid to miss a word, watching my breath
turn white instead of watching where I was going. I slipped on
the ice a couple times, I remember. You helped me back up,
dusted me off…
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“That winter was unusually cold for Crimea. Lots of snow.
It fell in big fluffy clumps, hushing the noises. We just turned
around the bend, and you were telling me—what were you telling
me?—I think it was about how to bore a tunnel, with dynamite.
Then you asked me if I wanted to relieve myself. I said no. I
was so proud for learning how to hold my water, I always waited
until the last possible moment. So you told me to wait for you.
You went a little ways into the woods, behind a tree, and I,
being a rascal, decided to scare you. I ran ahead, and then the
ground began to vibrate, and you rammed into me from the back,
kicked me off my feet, and we rolled down the embankment, the
snow stuffing my eyes and my mouth.
“I was so mad at you. I sat up and my ushanka fell off my
head, and it hit me, a great wall of sound, a freight train
rushing by, rumbling and hissing, shaking the ground so hard, my
teeth rattled. If not for you, Grisha…I’d be squashed to
nothing.” Dyadya Shurik choked, his face contorted; he pressed
the kerchief to his mouth.
“It’s ironic that you died the way I should’ve died. I keep
thinking…I could’ve warned you, could’ve told you it was better
to freeze your ears off than to wear this goddamn hat. You can’t
hear nothing in it…” he pulled his ushanka off and crumpled it,
made a motion to throw it to the ground.
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“Well, I should wrap this up, I’m no good at telling
stories. You were the storyteller, not me. You’d talk anyone
into anything, such was the power of your words, and if talking
didn’t work, why, you’d charge head-on and get what you wanted
anyway. You never gave up, never…never took no for an answer.
You got so close to your dream of becoming an engineer, it was
within your grasp.” Tears streamed freely down dyadya Shurik’s
face. He didn’t wipe them, his eyes glazed over.
“I will miss you, my brother, your drive, your
determination, your focus. You’ll remain forever in my memory.
May you rest in peace.”
He crammed the ushanka back on his head and glanced around
at the mourners as though awoken from a heavy sleep. His gaze
swept over Olesya, returned and rested on her, his big round
eyes strikingly similar to Papa’s, and Olesya fidgeted under his
gaze. It seemed to strip her naked, pin her to the ground and
hold her hostage, berate her for what happened; then his eyes
left her. He walked over to baba Zina.
Olesya breathed in relief.
Dyadya Shurik always scared her. He was funny to a fault.
He never knew when to stop. He’d tickle her until she started
crying, or he’d twirl her around until her fingers almost
released, and one day they did, and she fell prone and split her
chin on the parquetry floor. She didn’t remember the pain, but
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she remembered the blood, and the scar on the bottom of her chin
was a permanent reminder.
Today he scared her worse than before. This look. It made
her feel guilty of her father’s death. Like she was at fault for
not making him forget his ushanka four days ago when he walked
out of their apartment one last time; like she should’ve
foreseen it, should’ve hidden it in a secret place. She was the
last to see him alive, and it weighed heavy on her, with Mama’s
sobbing regrets of not coming out of the kitchen to kiss him
goodbye, and baba Zina’s endless questions about what he said
and how he looked and did he mention his mother—Olesya lied that
he did just to make her stop asking; and dyadya Shurik’s silent
brooding and furtive looks he threw at her, and then his promise
to take her out to the sea should she want to come stay with
them this summer.
Olesya shuddered.
The pallbearers picked up the ropes, heaved the casket off
the trestles, carried it over to the hole and lowered it inside;
pulled the ropes out, hurried away as though afraid the hole
would swallow them. One of them returned and set on the ground
an iron bowl stand filled with dirt.
“Three handfuls each,” he announced, “and don’t crowd.”
The mourners moved in.

Anske / TUBE /

105

“Don’t crowd, I said! Make room for each other.” He sucked
in snot, hawked it up, and spat. A gob of white splattered the
moist, brown earth. Olesya stared at it, shuffling behind her
mother, her hand in her pocket, fingering TUBE.
Her mother sniffled, reached into the bowl, sprinkled the
dirt on the casket and stood still for a moment. “Your turn,”
she said to Olesya. “Be quick about it. There are people behind
you.”
Olesya walked up to the edge of the hole and looked in. The
lacquered wood reflected the sky and the dark silhouette of her
head, and it nodded at her. She shrunk back, rigid, tightened
her hold on TUBE. The wheels dug into her palm, her fingers
cramped; she squeezed it harder, pulled it halfway out of her
pocket, glanced up. People watched her, the closest her mother,
the farthest dyadya Shurik. His big round eyes flicked to her
pocket, back to her face. Olesya stopped breathing.
A waiting silence hung in the air.
The pallbearer spat and rubbed his crotch. “Those who said
goodbye, move over to this side.” He motioned with his arm.
“Olesya,” Mama urged.
Olesya watched dyadya Shurik. He moved people aside and was
walking to her. Her heart hammered.
“It’s like this,” he said, picked up a handful of dirt and
threw it on the casket. The little pebbles made a scattering
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noise. Olesya’s breath rasped in and out of her nose. “Want me
to help you? Here, give me your hand.” He reached for Olesya’s
hand, and she let go of TUBE and pulled it out. Dyadya Shurik
bent her fingers, scooped some dirt into her palm, grasped her
wrist, stretched her arm over the hole, and shook the dirt out.
“See? That wasn’t so hard, was it? Think you can do another
one?”
Olesya didn’t move.
Mama let out an exasperated sigh. “Shurik, just—”
“It’s okay,” he interrupted. “She’s in shock. She needs
some time, is all. Here, let’s do another one together.”
Olesya nodded.
He put dirt into her hand, and she tossed it into the hole.
“You’re doing great,” he whispered, his breath hot on her
cheek. “Just one more. Think about your Papa. What would he want
you to do? He’d want you to attack this head-on. So do it,
Olesya. Show him you can do it. Say it aloud, it’ll help you.
Say, ‘I can do it.’”
“I can do it,” Olesya repeated, took a handful of dirt and
threw it into the hole. Dyadya Shurik straightened. Mama started
walking away. Hands stretched over Olesya’s shoulder to the
bowl. She reached in and threw another handful. And another. And
two more.
Mama looked back. “Olesya, that’s enough.”
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“Keep moving!” the pallbearer called.
Olesya kept throwing dirt. Just as she was unable to start,
now she was unable to stop, her arm working mechanically like a
pumping piston.
“Olesya!” Dyadya Shurik hastened back. “You don’t need to
throw this much.” His tone was that of a warning. His eyes
rounded, his mouth opened. Bodies pressed on Olesya’s sides. A
gloved hand brushed her shoulder. She let out a panicked shriek
and jerked her arm out of the bowl. The movement upset the
stand. It wavered, tipped, balanced for a fraction of a second,
and crashed on the casket, the bowl spinning on the polished
surface, spewing dirt.
Blood rushed to Olesya’s face. “I’m sorry,” she whispered.
“I’m sorry.”
“You can’t do anything right,” Mama hissed and dragged her
off by the arm. “We talked about it, yes? You said you could
handle it.”
Olesya clasped TUBE in her pocket, but it was useless.
There were too many people around, and she ruined her chance.
They were all watching her, shaking their heads, muttering.
She’d have to come back alone, at night, with no one around.
Olesya sighed. Mama was right about throwing TUBE away, but she
was wrong about the dumpster. It wasn’t good enough. It could
still crawl out and find its way back to their apartment, back
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to her bed. She had to bury it. She had to make it die. Then
he’d have nothing to hurt her with.
“—keep it together.” Mama’s voice trailed over. “At least
for now. Can you do that much?”
Olesya smiled. “I can do it.”
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GLAZUNOVKA STATION (or not a station at all?)
5 FEBRUARY 1989
14:28 (fix time)

“Dyadya Shurik.”
Olesya’s words sounded dull in the empty kupé.
She drew the curtain back, leaned her head against the
glass. It was cold and dirty, streaked with frozen droplets. A
parked freight train rolled into sight, its dark, squarish head
prominent against the gray of the sky, the white of the snow.
The train hissed, came to a full stop. The calls of disembarking
passengers echoed from the platform on the other side. A
squawking voice announced their arrival and departure in two
minutes. The freight train gazed at Olesya with empty cab
windows.
“It’s just so hard to believe,” she told it. “Why would he
do it? Why? What did I do to provoke him? I don’t understand.”
She closed her eyes, squeezed them tight, opened them. “I guess
there’s only one way to find out, is there?”
The freight train didn’t answer.
Olesya looked down to her lap where TUBE sat across her
thighs. The train whistled. The vagon jolted, and from the wall
to the next kupé drifted notes of music. Piano.
“Dance of the little swans,” Olesya whispered.
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Her gut pricked with familiar thrill, the backstage
nervousness, the performance anticipation.
“How could I forget this…”
She stood from the bunk and rolled the door open. The music
came louder, in rising waves, then abruptly stopped. A woman’s
voice barked harsh instructions. The shuffle of pointes on the
floor. The piano again.
“Ekaterina Petrovna,” Olesya whispered. “My first recital…”
Her heart beat faster. She gazed the length of the
passageway, to the last door. The smile slipped off her face,
and she hastened to the fourth kupé; listened. Nothing. Fifth,
sixth, seventh—all quiet. She crept to the eighth, put her ear
to it; to the ninth. No sound came from either. She tucked her
hair behind her ears, covered them with her hands, tried to
recall the voice, the tone, the timbre, ‘Olesya? Olesya! Where
are you?’ It eluded her, as always. There was nothing else to do
but to go in order.
With a sigh Olesya turned back and walked to the third
kupé, rocking with the vagon; fit TUBE’s coupling hook in the
keyhole, turned it, cracked the door to the loud piano music,
pushed it open wider, stepped in.
The door to the eighth kupé swished open and bounced.
Little Olesya leaned out. “Kill it! You must kill it!” Her face
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was gray with terror, eyes wild, bugging out. They found Olesya
and zeroed in on her. “Hurry! He’s—”
A man’s hand cupped her mouth, another grabbed her by the
waist, lifted her off the floor, and dragged her back inside.
The door rolled shut. The lock clicked into place.
It took Olesya a moment to find her voice.
“Hang on. I’m coming!”
She reached for the doorjamb, gripped it. The door slammed
into her fingers. She yelped, jumped back.
The door closed and locked.
The empty vagon was silent.
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MOSCOW
6 JANUARY 1978
17:38

Olesya’s fingers pried open the folds of the pink silk
pouch, slipped TUBE inside and closed the folds and fit the
thread loop over the pink round button; covered it with layers
of tulle and fluffed them up; stretched and snapped the tutu
elastic, pushed it up a few centimeters then down again;
centered it on the waist; patted the pouch through the tulle.
It was well hidden, undetectable.
Olesya’s lips, glossy with sheer, pink lipstick, stretched
in a satisfied smile. Her feet flexed in the pink satin pointe
shoes, brand new, her very first pair. Her hands ran up and down
her legs, feeling the tights for any snags or creases. There
were none. The tights were perfectly smooth, creamy pink,
stretched taut over her lean strong legs and naked buttocks.
No underwear was permitted.
Olesya flushed the toilet and fluttered out of the stall,
her heart racing, her pointes tapping a nervous rhythm on the
parquetry floor, down the hall, to the studio, through the door
backstage.
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“Olesya!” Ekaterina Petrovna snapped, her small frame
formidable, her bony face fierce. “Quick! Go and line up.
Fifteen minutes to your number, and you’re chyort knows where.”
“I was just using the toilet, Ekaterina Petrovna,” Olesya
said.
“Aha. For the hundredth time.” Lisa snorted into her fist.
Masha and Tanya giggled, their tutus trembling.
“Quiet!” Ekaterina Petrovna hushed them. “No talking
backstage. I don’t need your explanations,” she said to Olesya.
“Don’t do that again. Stretch.” She sauntered off.
Olesya picked up her leg and stretched it up until it
touched her head, set it down, picked up another leg.
Lisa elbowed Tanya and whispered in her ear. Tanya burst
into strangled laughter, slapped her hand over her mouth, her
eyes wide.
“—saw her putting it in there,” Lisa pointed to Olesya’s
groin. “Right in there. Right by her pussy.”
The girls exchanged a shocked glance and exploded in a fit
of giggles, snorting and snuffling and gasping into the crooks
of their naked arms.
“Shhh!” Ekaterina Petrovna flounced up to them, sipping tea
from a thermos. “What did I tell you?”
“Olesya is making us laugh,” Lisa said.
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Olesya’s cheeks flushed pink. She dropped her leg. The toe
box knocked on the floor. She winced at the noise. Ekaterina
Petrovna spun around, about to reprimand her.
The piano finished playing with a high-pitched flourish.
There were timid, scattered claps and calls of congratulations.
A gaggle of sweaty, pink-faced girls about thirteen years old
rushed behind the curtain, their tutus swishing, their made-up
eyes gliding over the younger dancers with predominance and
pity. They disappeared through the door one by one.
“Ready?” Ekaterina Petrovna asked.
The girls nodded. Olesya linked hands with Tanya and Lisa,
her fingers cold against their hot, clammy skin.
Feet shuffled in the audience; someone coughed; chairs
scraped the floor, and in the pause that followed Ekaterina
Petrovna walked out onstage and spoke loudly, “Tchaikovsky.
Dance of the Little Swans from the ballet Swan Lake.
Choreographer Rozanova.” A few claps. “Thank you. Performing:
Olesya Belaya, Tatyana—”
Tanya gripped Olesya’s hand and pushed her face to her ear,
“Is that true?”
“What?”
“What Lisa said.”
“Oh. It’s my lucky charm,” Olesya mumbled. “Papa gave it to
me. For luck.”
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“A toy train?” Tanya’s eyebrows rose. “That’s stupid. Why
would you carry it down there, anyway?”
“There’s nowhere else to put it, or people will see.”
“Just leave it in the dressing room, glupaya. Why do you
have to have it on you?”
“Because…” Olesya hesitated. “It’s a game we play.”
“What kind of game?”
“Hide-and-seek.”
The piano started, and a thrill went through Olesya. She
stood tall, hopped onstage in short, mincing steps, her
movements controlled, her neck long, her head held high and
swiveling from left to right to left again, eyes scanning the
faces in the rows of chairs set at the back of the studio floor,
dark in the shadows, impossible to discern one from another;
every face the same.
Olesya’s body danced according to the map burned into her
memory by exhaustive, repetitive practice sessions; her mind
drifted; her gaze swept the audience, alert to every stir; her
ears picked up the intakes of breath, the fidgeting, the
creaking of the wood, the hurrying footsteps, echoing across the
entrance hall, getting closer. Olesya’s chest constricted; worry
brushed the sides of her ribcage; her stomach fluttered.
They have traversed the stage four times, done the jumps
and were now gliding backward, extending their legs, Tanya’s
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fingers crushing Olesya’s. She barely felt it. In thirty-nine
seconds the dance would be over. She timed it exactly. Papa
would either make it in time or he wouldn’t, and if he wouldn’t,
she wouldn’t know if he came later, if he came at all, until she
changed and left the dressing room and met them—
The footsteps halted by the studio door. It opened a hair,
then a narrow slit. Dyadya Shurik poked in his head, backlit by
the hall’s bright lights, slipped through and closed it quietly.
Olesya stumbled. Tanya hissed at her. She righted herself,
and they moved to the left, nodding their heads as one; paused
at the center, scissored their legs in front of them, kneeled,
and draped their arms on top of their tutus just as the last
piano accord struck and hung in the air, and dyadya Shurik made
his way between the chairs, leaned over to Mama, spoke to her,
and she uttered a gasp that told Olesya everything and nothing,
but she glimpsed the empty chair by Mama’s side, and in the
midst of applause and curtsying and flitting offstage looked
over her shoulder. Dyadya Shurik beckoned to her. He led Mama
away, and Olesya darted behind the curtain and out the back door
as she was, in costume, ignoring Ekaterina Petrovna’s shouts,
“Olesya! Go and change! No walking around the school in ballet
shoes!”
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She sprinted to the end of the hall, and there they stood,
hugging. She stopped dead in her tracks, walked up to them
slowly. “What is it? What happened? Where’s Papa?”
Dyadya Shurik let go of Mama’s shoulders and looked down at
Olesya, then back up at Mama. “You want to tell her yourself
or…? Or you want me to do it?”
“Tell me what?” Olesya’s breath caught in her throat.
Mama’s eyes were red and puffy, leaking tears. “Olesya,”
she began; her voice quivered. “Olesya, your Papa—” A sob
interrupted her.
“Papa what? What?” Olesya’s hand involuntarily went to the
pouch where TUBE was hidden. She gripped it through the layers
of tulle. Dyadya Shurik’s eyes followed her gesture. He stepped
up to her, shielding her from Mama with his body, sat down on
his hunches, took her hands into his hands, looked her in the
eyes.
“Olesya, this is going to be hard for you to hear, so I
want you to take a deep breath. Can you do it for me?”
“Stop talking in riddles.” Olesya’s eyes burned. She
blinked, swallowed back the salty taste, licked her lips. “Where
is he? He was supposed to come. It’s my first recital. He missed
my first recital. He promised. He said he’d leave as soon as the
train arrived, said he’d take a taxi.”
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“He didn’t break his promise,” dyadya Shurik said. “I can
tell you that much.”
“How do you know?” It was no more than a whisper.
“He never broke his promises, did he?”
“Broke?” Olesya’s voice trembled.
“Your Papa was killed by a train,” Mama said, her tone
flat. Tears streamed down her face, but she wasn’t crying. Her
eyes merely shed water. There was a gleam of victory in them.
Olesya chocked on her breath.
“He was hacking off the ice,” Mama continued with relish.
“It builds up on the wheels. Especially at the tail of the
train. You know how he’s always afraid to catch a cold, yes?”
Olesya stared.
“Valya,” dyadya Shurik said. He let go of Olesya’s hands
and stood. “Valya, don’t.”
“He was wearing his ushanka, so I’m assuming he didn’t hear
the freight train approach,” Mama said, looking straight at
Olesya. “It rode into the back of the passenger train at full
speed. Your Papa was unfortunate enough to stand in its way.
They’re sending us a box with his remains because they had to
scrape him off—
“Valya, stop!” dyadya Shurik cried.
She turned to him. Her mouth twisted. Real tears sprung up
in her eyes, spilled and plopped on the floor. Her glasses got
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foggy. She took them off, wiped them with the cuff of her
sweater, put them back on, and spoke in a strange, quiet voice.
“How long has this been going on, Shurik? How long?”
Dyadya Shurik’s face turned ashen. His big round head
shrunk into his shoulders, and he took a step back. “Not now.”
He glanced at Olesya.
Olesya gulped for breath and hiccuped.
“You scum,” Mama said.
“Valya—”
A group of girls from Olesya’s class barged through the
doors, chatting, their dance bags slung over their coats, warm
hats hugging their pink, animated faces. They saw Olesya,
stopped and hushed, looked at one another. Tanya whispered to
Lisa. Lisa gasped. Tanya nodded. Masha tugged on Tanya’s sleeve
and offered her ear. The other girls huddled around them, then
turned to stare at Olesya, holding back giggles. Olesya looked
at them vacantly. The girls dropped their heads, skittered to
the entrance door, pushed it open and dashed out, squealing with
laughter. The door flapped shut, sending a wall of frosty air
inside. Olesya’s body shivered.
She observed it from a distance.
“Be thankful we’re not alone,” Mama said to dyadya Shurik,
nudged Olesya’s shoulder. “We’re going home, Olesya. Go change.
I’ll wait for you here.”
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She didn’t move.
“You hear me?”
Olesya’s hands went to TUBE and gripped it. Her knuckles
turned white. She clamped down on it, squeezed, gritted her
teeth. Her arms started shaking, then her entire body.
“What are you doing?” Mama said. “What do you have in
there?”
Dyadya Shurik lunged at Olesya with an outstretched arm.
She sidestepped him. He made a grunting noise in his throat; she
jumped and ran to the door, slammed into it, darted out.
The frost struck her like a hammer; the air scratched her
lungs. She skipped down the steps. Her brand-new pointes slipped
on the icy snow, and she fell on her knees and hands, clambered
up in one breath, and raced to the pool of the streetlamp by a
tall snowbank, her feet sliding and slipping. The passersby
stopped and gaped at her. She dodged them, reached the snowbank
and halted, wheezing; her breath coiled in and out of her mouth
in short puffs. She fumbled between the layers of tulle with
unbending fingers, found the pouch, struggled to unfasten the
button, ripped it off, yanked TUBE out and plunged it into the
virgin whiteness, deep, deeper, the skin of her arm burning. She
swung her head around.
Dyadya Shurik was running to her, Mama behind him.
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Olesya looked back at her arm. The hole in the snow was
bloody. Dyadya Shurik would know where to look. She scanned the
street. She could throw it under a car and hope it’d get
crushed, but there was a chance it wouldn’t. And then it’d come
back. The snow was no good either. In the spring it would thaw,
and—
Olesya smiled.
“I’ll bury it in Papa’s grave,” she said. “That’ll kill
it.”
She jerked TUBE out, crimped up her tutu, pushed the crotch
of her leotard to the side, peeled away the tights, and shoved
it down. The icy head touched her skin, and she shuddered,
opened her legs, closed them, let go of the tights and the
leotard; they snapped back in place. She smoothed her tutu and
stood waiting, the cuts on her palms and knees stinging,
bleeding, her body shaking all over; her mind calm.
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GLAZUNOVKA—PONYRI
5 FEBRUARY 1989
15:21 (fix time)

TUBE bounced off the wall, fell on the bunk, tumbled and
stopped; its head pointed at Olesya. She snatched it and began
bashing it on the table’s edge, grunting with every strike, her
face tense and hot, her upper lip damp with sweat. The vagon
jolted. The whistle tore at her ears and fainted in a dull echo.
She paused, wiped the sweat with her sleeve; flipped TUBE on its
back.
It was hardly damaged.
Olesya let out a sharp, angry moan, ran her fingers along
its body. Flecks of paint scraped off the bottom rim, and the
chassis got slightly dented in the middle; the rest looked
solid.
“‘Exceptional quality. Rare, collectible item.’” Olesya
puffed out air. “I see why you wouldn’t accept it, Yuri. It’s
too good to be true. I bet it’s made so well, it can withstand
years and years of play and abuse and still look new, not like
your Soviet der’mo. It even said on the box, ‘A LIFETIME
INVESTMENT IN HAPPINESS.’ A lifetime. Then how can I kill it?”
She looked around the empty kupé, stopped on the door. “Like new
pointes.”
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She placed TUBE across the doorjamb and, holding it up by
the head, smashed the door shut. The screech of metal on metal
ripped across the vagon. The door rebounded. TUBE remained
intact.
Olesya’s face looked back at her from the door mirror,
pinched and tired, eyes like wet holes.
“Screw you.” She rammed TUBE in the mirror. “Screw you! Why
won’t you—”
Papa’s voice spoke up behind the wall.
Olesya held her breath, peeked out into the passageway.
Six closed doors glistened in the gray winter light,
shadows creeping along them. The steady rhythm of the wheels
dampened the noises from kupé four, a quiet rustle of clothes, a
swipe of shoes, naked footfalls.
Olesya whispered, “Papa?”
Her eyes drifted to kupé eight, watched the latch. It
didn’t move. She cocked her ear, cupped a hand around it, edged
out. And then her legs buckled and swayed underneath her; she
grabbed onto the rail. The vagon spun around and around, and
everything blurred in a clammy, pulsing grayness.
She hadn’t heard Papa’s voice in over eleven years. She
could be mistaken. It could be dyadya Shurik’s voice. Their
voices were so similar, people mixed them up on the phone all
the time, and dyadya Shurik used to play jokes on his older
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brother, saying oily, slimy things to the girls from Papa’s
class who called to ask about the next assignment, hoping to
lure Papa out of the house and to the beach, get him drunk on
moonshine and squeeze a story out of him. Papa was shy and
awkward with his large, unwieldy head and puny body, but his
eyes were striking, and he could spin a story that made the
girls’ heads reel.
Papa boasted to Olesya about his younger years with a
chuckle, a shake of his head and a grunt. He was popular with
the girls but didn’t care for them; dyadya Shurik did, but the
girls hardly noticed the younger, plainer version of Papa, and
so he took it out on his brother on the phone, and they’d get
into fights, and Papa would pin dyadya Shurik on the bed facedown and sit on him until he apologized. Olesya liked it that
Papa never beat up his younger brother. She thought he was
gallant and kind, and dyadya Shurik was obnoxious and excessive,
and she was scared of him.
She gaped at the door.
It was quiet behind it, as though it teased her.
For a minute she stood still, gazing up and down the
passageway. “They’re going back in time,” she said softly. “I
wonder…” Her hand reached for the latch and fell back. She
looked down at TUBE. “No. I can’t. I must kill it.”
Papa’s voice said, “Olesya?”
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TUBE jerked in her hand. Her fingers clutched at it and
accidentally caught the switch on the bottom, at the very tail.
The headlamp lit up, and the whistle blared one time before she
switched it off, her heart hammering, ears ringing. The train
heaved and rocked and entered a tunnel.
The darkness fell on Olesya. Her stomach shrunk. She
blinked, stretched her hand out in front of her.
She couldn’t see it.
The amplified beat of the wheels reverberated across the
vagon, and the noises burst from all six doors at once.
Struggle, shoving and slapping. Pleading, crying. A child
calling another child. Then grunting. Then laughing and jeering.
A merry gathering. Voices she knew, voices she didn’t know. A
swish of the opening door, a draft of warm air, and a smell—
“Olesya?”
She spun around, peered into darkness. A door rolled shut,
and there were footsteps.
“Olesya, is that you?”
Cold fingers gripped Olesya’s forearm, and she jumped; TUBE
flew out of her hand, thumped on the rug.
“You haven’t killed it yet. I told you to kill it. I told
you!”
TUBE pressed into Olesya’s hand, and cold fingers closed
over Olesya’s warm fingers and held them.
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“Why didn’t you? Now there’s only one day left. I don’t
know how much longer I can hold him back. It hurts, Olesya. It
hurts!”
Olesya tried speaking. A croak came out.
“I need to go, before he’s back.”
“Wait!”
Olesya reached into darkness and took hold of small, bony
shoulders. “How can I kill it? How? There’s nothing…I tried
breaking it in the door, smashing it on the table. I hardly made
a dent. There’s a safety cabinet in the támbur. Maybe it has a
fire extinguisher or a sledgehammer, or I can put it on the
tracks, have the train crush it. But what if it won’t? What if—”
The shoulders jerked out of Olesya’s hold. “That’s not how
you do it.”
“Then how?”
“Shhh!” The fingers circled around Olesya’s arm, dug into
it, pulled her down. Warm breath brushed her cheek, and the
words slithered into her ear, “You let it in. You have to let it
in. It’ll die in there. That’s how you kill it.”
“You don’t mean…” Olesya’s stomach cramped.
“I need to go.”
“No!” Olesya said. “You’re not going in there alone. I’m
coming with you.” She took a step forward.
“You can’t, it’s too early.” Hands pushed her back.
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“What do you mean, too early? You said I only have one day
left.”
“You can’t go in there before you’re ready. You have to do
it in order. If you won’t, you’ll slip back, and it would’ve
been all for nothing!”
Olesya groped in front of her and took hold of the bony
arm. “Dyadya Shurik!” She called. “I know you’re in there, and
I’m—”
“Stop! What are you doing?”
Olesya picked up the little body and hugged it tight to her
chest and moved to the head of the vagon. The body wriggled and
squirmed. The legs kicked, hands slapped, nails scratched
Olesya’s face; the teeth found her shoulder and bit it, but
Olesya kept moving.
“Let me go!”
The train heaved and whistled.
Bright light blinded Olesya. She blinked, staggered; the
body slipped out of her hold and scrambled away, and before she
could draw a breath, a man stepped out of the eighth kupé. Big
head, puny body. He was naked.
Olesya squinted.
White blobs floated across her vision; her eyes watered.
She blinked, and then she saw the hole. It was raw, ragged;
ridged with tufts of dark pubic hair, and it gaped at her, and
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she gaped back at it, transfixed, her blood turning to slush,
skin to gooseflesh.
Little Olesya jumped to her feet and ran at the man.
“Go back! Go back!”
Olesya willed herself to look up in his face, but her eyes
wouldn’t move, stuck in their sockets, staring.
The hole was bleeding.
Slowly, with tremendous effort, Olesya lowered her head and
looked down at TUBE clenched in her hand; her heart stopped.
A roar of agony, of sore, wounded fury rammed in her ears,
and she flinched, glimpsed blurry movement, little Olesya’s legs
flying up, tossed aside, and naked feet on the rug, leaping at
her. TUBE dropped from her hand. She turned and ran, and in the
space of seconds she was at the gangway door that she has so
carefully locked behind her when she came inside.

Anske / TUBE /

129

PONYRI STATION
15:53 (fix time)

Olesya thrashed in Natasha’s arms.
“Are you insane? You could’ve died!” Natasha gripped
Olesya’s shoulders, looked her in the face. “Why did you have to
jump? Couldn’t you wait until we stopped?”
Olesya wheezed, mumbling.
“I swear to God, you scared me half to death.” Natasha
puffed out air, and it fogged around her mouth. She passed a
packet wrapped in newspaper from one hand to another and took
Olesya by the arm. “Let’s get you inside. Look at that, look at
yourself. Your hands and knees, Jesus. You’re bleeding. Do you
even feel it? Come on. Alla Borisovna has a medical kit, she’ll
fix you up.” Natasha tugged on Olesya’s arm.
Olesya took a step, stumbled and stopped. Her legs started
shaking. A sudden fatigue overwhelmed her, and she sagged.
Natasha caught her just as she sat on the platform, the snow
freezing the skin on her buttocks through the thin wool pants,
her scraped palms throbbing, stinging. She felt it and didn’t.
The pain was distant. The real pain was in her mind, in the
empty vagon. She gazed at it, her eyes hurting from not
blinking.

Anske / TUBE /

130

“What’s going on?” Natasha demanded. “What were doing in
there? You going to tell me, or do I have to drag every word out
of you?”
Olesya shifted her gaze to Natasha and saw her clearly for
the first time since she took a tumble out of the moving train
and collided with the hard, icy ground. It never crossed her
mind that she could’ve died. The collision was welcome. It meant
she was out. It meant she got away. It meant she was lucky to
find the exit door unlocked, to have enough strength to open it,
to leap out. And then people were running to her, Natasha ahead
of them, her auburn hair streaming, her face lovely as always,
rosy from the cold. The people have left since then,
disappointed it was only a couple scrapes. Natasha stayed. The
swelling on her lip has gone down and was barely noticeable; it
gave her mouth tender, delicious plumpness that only added to
her allure.
The tip of her tongue poked out, probed the cut on her lip,
and slipped out of sight. “Well?” she prompted.
“I dropped it,” Olesya said.
“Dropped what?”
“My toy.”
Natasha’s eyebrows lifted. “Really? You’re telling me you
dropped your idiotic figurine from the train and jumped out to
get it? Are you crazy?”
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“I dropped it,” Olesya repeated. Her stomach flipped. “And
he got it. He got it now. Oh God. Oh God, Natasha. She’s there
with him…I must get back.” She bent her legs and cried out.
Natasha gave her a hand, heaved her up. “Who’re you talking
about?”
“Attention,” echoed across the platform. “Leaving from
siding number three at 15:55—”
“Hurry.” Natasha dragged Olesya by the hand. Olesya lurched
and stumbled.
Yuri appeared in the exit door. His mouth opened. “What’s
happened to ya? Christ Almighty!” He hopped out and in two steps
reached them. Together with Natasha they helped Olesya up the
staircase, led her though the támbur to Yuri’s kupé, and lowered
her onto the bunk.
The vagon jolted. The train moved.
“I’ll go get Alla Borisovna,” Natasha said.
“Ya kidding me? No way,” Yuri shook his head. “I ain’t
talking to that godawful woman.”
Natasha rolled her eyes. “Oh, Yuri, she’s not that awful.
She’s just been alone for too long.”
“And whose fault would that be, huh?” Yuri grinned. “She
ain’t putting a foot in my kupé, I tell ya that. I got me all we
need right here.” He reached up to the upper bunk and rummaged
around. The shirt slipped out of his pants, revealing a hairy
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potbelly, and the keys on his belt swung and jingled. “There it
is,” he pulled down an old, tattered leather case with a
scuffed, white cross on the lid, plopped it on the table and
unzipped it. The musty odor of medicine wafted out.
“Yuri,” Olesya began, her eyes on the keys.
“Ya wait here. I’ll go make you a nice cup a tea, and we’ll
getcha all cleaned up.”
Natasha stood.
“Where ya going?” Yuri sniffed the air. “Whatcha got in
there? Pastries?”
Natasha looked at her newspaper packet. “Well, there’s not
enough for the three of us. I bought them for me and for someone
else, but I can share mine with you, if that’s what you want.”
She flipped her hair from one shoulder to another and tilted her
head, giving Yuri a smile.
A corner of his mouth crept up; his eyes crinkled. “Someone
else, huh? Let me see.” He winked at Olesya, took the packet
from Natasha’s hands, set it on the table, and ripped the
newspaper open. “Would ya look at that! Little tubes with cream.
My favorite.”
Inside the loosely folded parchment paper sat two tubes of
golden dough, their tales tapered, their heads open, filled with
custard cream and sprinkled with powdered sugar. A sweet,
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buttery aroma rose in the air. Olesya’s mouth filled with saliva
and her belly rumbled. She clutched at it with both hands.
“Someone is hungry,” Yuri said. “You missed lunch, didn’t
ya?”
Olesya gulped. “Yuri,” she said, “can I ask—”
“It’s so hot in here!” Natasha blew out air, unrolled her
scarf, and began unbuttoning her coat. She shrugged it

off

halfway and turned her back to Yuri. “Will you take it off,
please? I’m all sweaty.”
Yuri stared at her, opened his mouth and chuckled, holding
his sides. “Are ya flirting with me?”
Natasha looked as if slapped. Then she shook her head,
letting her hair fall over her face, and gave a little laugh.
“Oh, Yuri. You silly man. You misunderstood me. I was under the
impression that you were a real gentleman, and a real gentleman
always—”
Yuri spoke over her. “You cut that out, you got that?
Gentleman-shmentleman. Whatcha need an old man for, huh? Cantcha
get yasself a boyfriend your age? Whassa matter with ya? You
young and beautiful. There’s plenty of boys out there who’d want
to rip that coat off a-you in a minute. I had my fun a long time
ago, so you let me alone. That was before I met my dear Raisa,
may she rest in peace. And now I don’t need me none a this
flirting,” he waved his hand dismissively. “This here bone
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shaker and my Lidochka keep me plenty busy. Ya go ahead and
flirt with some boy your age. Your friend is bleeding here,
ain’t she?” He nodded at Olesya. “And you have the nerve to
flirt with me? Some friend you are. I tell ya what. You want to
stay, stay. You want to go, go. And I’m gonna fetch me a wet
towel,” he looked at Olesya, “getcha all cleaned up, getcha a
hot cup a tea. I’ll be right back.” He brushed past Natasha, and
she wavered and flopped on the bunk.
Yuri rolled the door shut.
“Old idiot,” Natasha hissed. “I swear to God, if he tries
to—”
“Stop,” Olesya said.
Natasha gaped at her.
“Just…stop.”
“Oh?” Natasha tilted her head. “Our insensitive doll is
finally feeling something? Dare I believe it? You’re not fine
anymore? What happened? Let me guess. It took for you to tumble
out of the moving train and smash yourself bloody to break that
wall of ice that you have so carefully erected around you, is
that it? Is that why you did it? That’s quite drastic, wouldn’t
you say? Although, in all fairness, Olesya, if there’s anyone
out there who’d be crazy enough to do it, that’d be you. It’s
like you’re frozen, like an icicle, and going about the wrong
way of fixing it. I can’t remember the last time I’ve seen you
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laugh. Come to think of it, I don’t even remember what you look
like when you smile. What’s happened to you?” Natasha’s voice
caught. “I don’t recognize you. Why do you hate me so much?”
“I don’t hate you,” Olesya said quietly.
“Then what was this for?” Natasha pointed to her swollen
lip. “What chyort possessed you, can you explain it to me? What
did you think? That by making me look ugly you’ll get Alla
Borisovna to reinstate you? I’m sorry, but you’re wrong. You
have no stage presence, you dance like a mechanical doll, and
you just can’t become a prima on technique alone. You’ve got to
have artistry, drama, passion.” Natasha wiggled out of her coat
and picked up one of the tubes. “You need to have sex, Olesya.
Lots and lots of sex.”
Olesya turned rigid. “You don’t understand.”
“Of course I don’t,” Natasha shrugged. “How could I? You
never tell me anything anymore, so all I’m left with
is…imagining things.” She bit into the tube, and the creamy
filling oozed out and smeared on her upper lip. She chewed
slowly, licking off the cream. “Mmm. Delicious. Try it. You
don’t know what you’re missing.”
“No,” Olesya said. “I don’t, unfortunately. All I know is
this.” She poked a finger at her bloody palm, pressed it down
and twisted it, her mouth set, her eyes wide and glassy. Beads
of blood trickled out. Olesya swirled her finger around and
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popped it in her mouth. “That’s all I know. Would you like to
try?” She swiped the finger on her palm and offered it to
Natasha.
Natasha choked on the cream, flung a hand to her mouth and
gagged. “Oh my God. You really are crazy.”
“Am I?” Olesya licked off the blood. “Doesn’t taste so bad.
Once you get used to it.”
The door rolled open.
Yuri lumbered in, a steaming towel folded over his arm, two
podstakanniks clamped in his stubby fingers, his eyes on the
sloshing tea. “Sorry it took me so long. You wouldn’t believe
it. You remember that lady that hollered? With the little boy?
Well, what d’ya know. She’s lost him! Says the boy has run off
and—” he turned around and stopped, looking at Natasha. “Ya
still here? I thought ya’d be gone by now.”
“Oh, I’m going,” Natasha stood, shoved the rest of the tube
in her mouth, brushed the crumbs off her sweater and grabbed her
coat. “Dontcha worry. She’s all yours,” she flicked her head at
Olesya. “Cold and stiff, so no worries there. She won’t blow
your balls.”
Yuri’s gaze sharpened. “Get outta my kupé.”
“Gladly.” Natasha brushed past him. The vagon rocked and
swayed around the curve, and she bumped into him. The tea
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sloshed out, spilled on her sweater, soaking it. She jumped
back. “Ow! It’s hot!”
“It sure is, eh?” Yuri held on to the wall, his face ashen.
“Damn bone shaker.” He set the podstakanniks on the table, wiped
the sweat off his brow.
“You’re forgetting something,” Olesya said.
Natasha spun around. “No, I don’t think so.”
“Not even this? I thought you bought it for someone,”
Olesya held out the second tube sitting flat on her palm.
“Oh. Right.” Natasha reached for it.
The vagon bumped, and Olesya lurched with it, tipped the
tube into Natasha’s hand, clasped it for balance. The golden
dough cracked, the cream squirted between her fingers, pinkish,
streaked with blood.
“Oh no. I’m so sorry.”
Natasha stared at the mess, shaking with disgust.
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PONYRI—KURSK
16:13 (fix time)

“I need to go in there.”
“No you don’t. Sit still, will ya? Turn your leg this way.
There ya go. Does it hurt?”
“I need to, Yuri. I must.”
“Whatcha need is to go see your boyfriend and kick that
stérva outta his head. You mark my words, she’ll be working on
that boy till she cracks him.”
“I know. She told me as much. But Yuri…Dima is not like
that. He’s not. He’d never do it just for…you know. Without
love. He can’t. He told me.”
“He told you, huh?”
“He did.”
“And you believed him? You so naive, dorogúsha. What world
do ya live in? Did you fall off the moon? You haven’t been with
many men, have ya?”
“Please. Can you give me the key?”
“Now you tell me something, you troublemaker. How did you
manage to get in? I locked it myself.”
“I left…TUBE in there. I need to get it back.”
“Well, you sit here and drink your tea, and I’ll go get it
for ya.”
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“No! I need to go alone.”
“Now you listen to me. You’re not going anywhere alone, you
hear? Look what you did to yasself. I’m not having you jump
outta my vagon again. Forget it. You gonna spend the rest a the
trip with me, and that’s the end of it.”
“It helps me remember.”
“Remember what?”
“My dyadya…”
“Your dyadya what?”
“He…hurt me. He…”
“Now, now. Come here. It’s okay, dorogúsha. You don’t have
to tell me. You—”
“He raped me. With TUBE. With my toy train engine. I guess
he couldn’t get it up? I don’t know. I don’t know why, and I
need to remember, do you understand? I need to remember so I can
get rid of it, and he’s there, Yuri. In the empty vagon.
He’s…well, it’s the memory of him, and of me, when I was five.
It happened when I was five, when I spent my first summer with
baba Zina. Dyadya Shurik lived with her, and he watched me when
she went to work, and…I’m not crazy, honest. It’s like you said
about Raisa. I see them both, him and me, and…it’s real, like
it’s happening all over again and they’re talking to me, and…”
“Oh boy, dorogúsha. Oh boy. Oh boy. You go ahead and cry.
Crying is good for ya. You’ll be fine. I tell ya, you’ll be
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fine. You cry it all out, and we’ll go there together, ya hear?
I will open it for ya and you do whatcha need to do, and you
tell me when to getcha. Only promise me one thing. You won’t
jump again, will ya?”
“I won’t.”
“Promise?”
“Promise.”
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(Add XX KM TO KURSK?)
16:27 (fix time)

“I could just end it all.” Olesya’s face blurred in the
warped mirror. “It’d be easy.”
Her big gray eyes were hollow, mouth slack; her hair hung
in strings and swayed with the swaying vagon. The sticky floor
vibrated under her feet, and the toilet seat rattled on the
empty bowl.
Lone telephone poles flashed in the naked window.
It stunk of piss.
Olesya breathed through her mouth. “Or I could go see him,
look him in the face. Tell him I remembered.” She clenched her
teeth and ground them. “I could hurt him. I could tell his wife.
Tell everyone.”
She hit her head on the mirror and smacked it with her
fists. “No, it’s no use. They wouldn’t believe me. ‘Why didn’t
you remember before?’ that’s what they’ll say. They’ll say, ‘How
come you remembered now, after all these years? Surely you
wouldn’t said something to someone if it really happened,
wouldn’t you?’ Did I? Did I ever tell anyone? I don’t remember.”
Olesya looked up at herself and stuck a finger to her
temple and poked it, hard. Her chin trembled. “It’s all right
here. Right here. Why can’t I get to it? Why?”
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She raised her fists and started repeatedly knocking them
on her forehead. The sound of knuckles on bone joined the
clatter of the wheels. She drew a sharp breath and stopped. “I
know what’ll happen. I can see their expressions. They’ll say I
imagined it, need a shrink, need professional help. Say I’m
delusional, if not to my face, then behind my back. And then
they’ll stop listening. That’s what will happen. No matter what
I say, they’ll discount it as crazy ravings. So I can tell no
one. They don’t want to know. Not even Mama.”
She gripped the edge of the sink. The sliver of soap was
gone, and the drain was clogged with hair, rings of frothy scum
around it. Olesya pushed the stopper rod up the faucet.
No water.
“I’m going back.” She raised her eyes and held her own
gaze. “I’ll see it till the end. I’ll face it…let it in, let it
die in there.” She dragged air in and out of her lungs. “I’ll
tell Dima. I’ll tell him I’m going to do it, like he did, go
back to that day and be rid of it.”
She shuddered.
“I will kill it.”
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17:17 (fix time)
The latch gave way, and Olesya took a deep breath, pushed
the door open a slit. Her body went rigid.
The skin on Natasha’s back glistened with beads of sweat,
and her small, round breasts jiggled in rhythm with her hopping.
She sat astride Dima, holding on to the table, one leg hitched
up on the bunk, another flat on the floor, her calf muscles
dancing under her skin, her buttocks slapping Dima’s thighs with
regularity that increased in speed.
Her breaths turned to gasps. “Oh my God. I’m so close. I’m
so close.”
“Just…from this?” Dima croaked.
“Yes, silly. You’ve never had a girl come on you from
riding your cock?”
“I’m sorry, no. Please don’t laugh.”
“Damn. My legs are giving out. Help me.”
He gripped her waist and moved her up and down, his
forearms tense, fingers digging into her flesh. She flipped the
curtain of her auburn hair over his head, and their faces sunk
in the shadow.
“Push it up. Up,” Natasha directed. “Like this.”
“I don’t know if I can hold it much longer.” Dima’s face
contorted with effort. His eyes rolled up.
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“Think about something, something distracting. Think about
Olesya. I bet she never fucked you like this.”
“Shut up. It’s none of your business. I can’t…”
Natasha paused, leaned over. “It worked, didn’t it?”
Dima groaned, “I hate you.”
Olesya slowly let out her breath, drew in another. Her
mouth was dry. Her hand was numb, fingers fused with the latch.
She stared, eating up every detail, wanting to turn away and run
and unable to, stunned by the expression of pleasure on Dima’s
face, foreign to her; Natasha’s movements, deliberate, precise.
Natasha’s head flipped back, hair stuck to the damp, sweaty
skin. She closed her eyes, uttered a low, animal grunt and
shuddered all over, spasming, again and again, then folded on
Dima.
“I can’t hold it anymore.” He flipped her over.
“I’m not done yet!”
“I’m sorry, I can’t.” He rode her, his eyes closed,
buttocks clenching. “Olesya, Olesya…”
“What?”
“Olesya!” He jerked and went slack.
“You asshole,” Natasha kicked him, raked her nails on his
skin and pushed him off the bunk. “Get off me.”
Dima tumbled down, hit his head on the table. “Ow! What the
hell is wrong with you?”
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She sat up, opened her mouth to retort, saw Olesya. Dima
traced Natasha’s gaze. They gaped at her.
Time stood still.
A body brushed Olesya’s back, pushing through the
passageway, suitcase in tow. “Can’t you move out of the way?” a
woman’s voice said. “Standing here, taking up space like some
princess.”
She couldn’t, her eyes glued to Dima.
“Chyort.” He covered his crotch. “Olesya, listen—”
She closed the door and hurried off.
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17:57 (fix time)

The sun went under the frozen river and the blackness
solidified, absolute. Olesya shivered in her coat, wrapped her
arms around herself and looked back at Yuri through the támbur
door window, rimy with frost. His face was dark, backlit by the
faint glow seeping through the gangway to the second vagon; he
saw her looking, held up his first finger, tapped his watch,
jabbed his thumb behind him and waited. Olesya nodded. Yuri
nodded back, turned around and stepped out of sight.
Olesya’s stomach sank. Her heart thudded. She whirled
around and stared at the door to the eighth kupé, straining to
discern any movement in the swaying darkness, hear any noise,
her heartbeat deafening her, her vision shaky. She gripped the
handrail, listened hard.
Nothing moved.
The wheels clattered steadily, the wind swished and whined,
the rails moaned; the kupés were silent.
Olesya scanned the length of the threadbare rug. No sign of
TUBE, not that she expected to see it.
They looked with Yuri up and down the vagon and found
nothing. He opened every kupé for her, all of them empty. She
inspected the eighth kupé with particular care. It was identical
to the rest: naked bunks, bare table, flimsy half-curtains. She
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kneeled and looked in the storage bins under the bunks, felt
around behind them, climbed up to the shelf over the door. There
was nothing but dust. Before Yuri left she asked him to close
the doors without locking them. He asked no questions, rolled
them shut one by one and told her he’d check on her at Rostov
station. They were arriving in thirty minutes; staying for an
hour. He advised her to stay clear of the windows lest some
passenger spotted her and raised the alarm.
She agreed; they parted. And now she dallied. The
temptation was strong. The doors gleamed at her mutely. She
could open any of them. She could open none. She remembered
clearly what was in the first three kupés: Mama throwing away
TUBE, Papa’s funeral, her first ballet recital. She had no
memory of what the rest of them held, though she could guess
what was in kupé eight. Then what about nine? If they went back
in time, if in kupé eight she found dyadya Shurik armed with
TUBE, working on her five-year-old body, could there be anything
worse? She could open it, find out.
No, she couldn’t. It had to be done in order.
She looked at kupé four, her breath misty, reached for the
latch, hesitated, dropped her hand. How could she go there, when
this very moment her little body was hurt? The thought made her
shudder. The memory of the furious cry and the gaping hole in
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the groin sent gooseflesh up her arms. She closed her eyes,
opened them, took a deep breath, and walked to kupé eight.
The vagon bumped.
The train gave a sharp whistle.
Olesya flinched and stopped. The sound rang in her ears,
and then she heard it. Simultaneous clicking. The snap of bolts
sliding home, eight of them locking at once, except one.
“Kupé four,” she said automatically.
“Olesya?” Papa’s voice was cheery. “Olesya, come here. Kiss
your Papa goodbye.”
She slowly pivoted around, walked to kupé four and halted
in front of it, gut clenched, breath ragged. She stared at the
door. It jerked and rolled open.
A little hand grabbed hold of her arm, pulled her in;
little lips whispered, “You’re so stubborn. I told you how to
kill it. I told you! You had to let it in, not drop it and run.
You got it all wrong, and now you’ve wasted time. Lucky there’s
a night ahead. Move your feet!”
Hands seized the tails of Olesya’s coat, yanked her down.
She sunk into nothing, into another presence, into the dark,
warm room, the smell of frying potatoes, the golden light
spilling from under the door.
It opened.
“Olesya?”
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“Are you hiding from me?” Papa pushed the door open and
entered the room. “Why are you sitting in the dark?”
He flipped on the switch, and the golden light blinded
Olesya; she shielded her eyes and peeped up at Papa through her
fingers and smiled. He had already put on his ushanka of golden
brown fur that she liked to pet and stroke, letting the softness
and the silkiness caress her fingers, brushing it up against her
cheek and nuzzling to it as though it were a living animal, and
any moment it would growl in pleasure and uncurl and lick her,
exhale its hot breath, and she would kiss it, play with its
golden, velvet hide; and it would squirm and poke and tickle
her, and she would giggle; and when they tired of play they
would curl up and doze, and wake up together and play some more,
but Papa wouldn’t let her.
He got angry when she touched his things without permission
and played with things that weren’t suited for play, and why
should she, when she had a magnificent toy such as no other
Soviet child had and that had cost him real sweat and pain to
procure for her—an authentic American model train set with the
engine made of steel and painted gold and capable of riding the
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tracks for hours, blazing its golden light, whistling,
tirelessly pulling vagons behind it, entering tunnels, scaling
bridges and going round and round the room, a marvel of
engineering and craftsmanship, a rare, collectible item the
possession of which would stun model collectors speechless and
land Papa in jail were it discovered that he harbored American
contraband; and how could Olesya not understand that, not
appreciate the effort and neglect the toy, when he risked so
much for her and even cleared out time from his busy day for
them to play with TUBE.
He told her often how lucky she was to have such a loving,
devoted father, and she only nodded and shied away as she did
now, her eyes drifting from the golden fur down to his
inquisitive, big and round and all-encompassing face, and below
it to his golden sheepskin coat, unbuttoned, to the buckle on
his belt, golden brass.
“Aren’t you going to kiss me goodbye?”
“Yes, Papa.”
She got up from the floor and hurried over to him, and
seized the sleeves of his coat and buried her face in his shirt
and said, “Don’t go.”
“What do you mean, don’t go?” He gently pushed her away and
squatted down in front of her and stroked her cheek; took her
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chin in his hand. “I can’t miss my train, you know that. I’ll
get fired.”
She clutched his hand, pressed it. “Call in sick.”
“What is it with you?” His face tightened, his golden brown
eyes narrowed and prodded Olesya, and she shrunk. “Sick? Why
would I call in sick?”
“It’s only one minute and thirty-nine seconds,” she
whispered.
“Here we go again.” He dropped her chin and stood and
adjusted his belt; pulled off his ushanka and wiped the sweat
off his brow and rammed it back on, down to his ears. “We’ve
talked about this a hundred times, Olesya. I’m tired of your
paranoia. Tired, you understand? If you’re such a hysteric at
ten, what’ll happen to you when you’re twenty?”
“But Papa—”
“I’ve told you,” his voice took on a dangerous tone. “I
won’t be late. How many times do I have to repeat it?”
“But what if something happens?” her voice broke.
Papa exhaled harshly. “Like what? What?”
“What if the train…” Olesya kneaded her hands. “What if it
derails?”
“It won’t derail. Derailments are extremely rare. And even
if it does, what of it? It’s no big deal. I’ll get a couple days
off, which would be nice for once, actually.”
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“And if it turns over? If your vagon—”
“Okay, that’s enough, Olesya. I’m starting to sweat, and
you’ll make me catch a cold.” He grabbed the knob.
“Wait!”
Papa turned around. “You’re finally going to give your Papa
a kiss?” He smiled, and his golden eyes sparkled.
“But how do you know it won’t derail?” Olesya pleaded. “You
don’t know that. What if it does? What if this time it does? I
don’t want you to miss my first recital, Papa. I practiced so
hard—”
He seized her arm and dragged her to him. “You insatiable
little dryan'. It’s all about you. Always about you. Just like
your mother. All of you are the same. I was hoping you’d turn
out different.” He dug his fingers into her flesh.
Olesya whimpered.
“Olesya!” Mama called from the kitchen. “Let your father
go. Come here. I need you to take out the trash.”
Papa’s breath scalded Olesya’s skin.
She trembled, and still she wouldn’t stop asking him. “What
if there’s an accident?”
He goggled at her, and his expression softened. The light
in his eyes changed from piercing to warm. “You’re afraid your
Papa will die? Is that what this is about?”
“Yes.” Her voice was barely audible.
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“And you’ll miss me?”
“Yes.”
“Say, ‘I’ll miss you, Papa.’”
“I’ll miss you, Papa.”
Excitement played on his lips. “I thought we had a solution
for that.” He waited for her to prompt him.
“You’re hurting me,” she said.
“Say what?”
She looked at his hand.
He released her arm, tossed it aside, crossed the room in
two strides, opened the wardrobe, pulled out the lowest drawer,
swiped Olesya’s underwear out of the way, and lifted out a box
of golden, lacquered wood; placed it on the floor, pried up the
lid, reached between the folds of the red plush foam and
extracted TUBE, shiny gold, its head reddish, crowned with a
headlamp. He flipped the switch and set the toy on the floor.
The headlamp lit up, the whistle blared three times, the
wheels buzzed and spun, and TUBE raced at Olesya and bumped into
her slippers.
She picked it up, switched it off.
Papa paced to Olesya and pressed his hands around her hand
holding TUBE and squatted down in front of her. “In case you’re
right, my little ballerina, and something does go wrong and I
die, will you play with TUBE to remember me by? Will you do that
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much? Will you do it for your Papa?” Olesya went rigid. He
scooped her up and lifted her, and twirled her around, and set
her down on the floor, leaned over and kissed the top of her
head.
“Papa loves you. Never forget that.”
“I love you too,” Olesya whispered. “Please don’t go.” She
clutched at his coat with her free hand, and he swiped at it,
wiggled free of her embrace, and opened the door.
“What are you two doing in here?” Mama said, wiping her
hands on the apron.
“Playing,” Papa nodded at TUBE. “Olesya wanted to have one
more run—didn’t you?—before I left.”
Mama threw Olesya a reproachful look. “Papa will lose his
job because of you. You understand that, yes?”
Olesya gritted her teeth, squeezed TUBE hard. Its wheels
cut into her palm. She kept squeezing.
“You’ll be late, Grisha. Go, go. Have a safe ride.” Mama
pecked him on the cheek, but he recoiled from her, hurried to
the hall, picked up his briefcase, threw a scarf around his
neck, and paused at the door. “Well, I’m off.” His golden eyes
found Olesya and pinned her. “See you at the recital. You better
put up a good show for me. Will you?”
“I will.”
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“That’s my girl. That’s my little ballerina.” His lips
stretched in a smile, his eyes sparkled, and without a glance at
Mama he threw the door open, inviting a rush of cold, smelly air
and the muffled noises of the arguing neighbors, their dog
barking hysterically.
Olesya ran out on the landing and watched Papa push the
elevator button; listened to the whine and the creak and the
rattle of the ascending cabin. It came to a stop. Papa opened
the metal-grate door, and the cabin lit up with golden light. He
stepped in, turned around, closed the outer door, the inner
doors, glanced at Olesya through the filthy, narrow window, and
sank out of sight.
Mama foisted the trash bucket at Olesya. “Be quick about
it. Your dinner is getting cold.” She walked back to the
apartment and slammed the door hard.
Olesya jumped at the noise, hurried to the staircase,
skipped down the steps two at a time. On the last step her
slipper hit a wet, oily spot, and she staggered. TUBE and the
bucket flew from her hands. The bucket revolved in the air, hit
the trash receptacle column with a dull thunk, spewing garbage,
dropped and clattered to a stop. TUBE landed on top of the
garbage pile.
“I don’t want you,” Olesya said. “I don’t want to play with
you anymore. I want you gone.”
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The headlamp lit up, the whistle blared, and the wheels
started crawling down the slimy heap.
Olesya screamed, the echo of her voice bouncing up and down
the podyezd staircase.
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“No.” Olesya stared at TUBE on the floor. “No. No. It can’t
be.” She got up and lurched out of the kupé as if drunk,
stumbling, reeling. Her hands found the handrail, seized it; she
gulped for breath, pressed her forehead against the glass,
closed her eyes. The drone of the train was soothing. Then it
broke. A high-pitched squeal pierced Olesya’s ears. Her eyes
flared open. She spun around. A train rushed by, its lit windows
a blur, its passage a hissing tremor. It was gone in seconds,
like it was never there to begin with, and it was quiet again.
Olesya’s heart hammered. She turned back to the window.
The night was no longer black. They were approaching
Rostov, and the lights shone blindingly white over the
crossroads, and the long blocks of buildings, and the snowbanks,
and the icy roads crawling with occasional cars.
Olesya glanced over her shoulder. She was almost halfway
through, five kupés left. The four revisited memories tumbled
out, crowding her senses, a confusion of loud colors, voices,
smells, then they hushed and dissolved to a single figure, with
the yawning hole in its groin—the man long dead.
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Olesya stifled a shriek, leapt into the fourth kupé,
snatched TUBE from the floor, staggered back out.
The door rolled shut. The lock clicked home.
A change in the light made her whirl around. Yuri waved to
her from the támbur. She waved back, her hand shaking. He tapped
his watch, flipped his hand at the window. Olesya nodded. He
waited for a few moments, wagged his head and stepped away from
the door.
The air whooshed out of Olesya’s lungs, hung around her in
white coils, slowly dispersed. She was so cold, she couldn’t
feel her toes or her fingers. Her face was numb. The skin on her
cheeks had shrunk. She dared not turn around, put her ear to
kupé five and listen. She could hardly breathe, let alone move
or think.
Her body took over, made the decision for her.
Her legs lunged forward, rushed to kupé eight, past it, to
the end of the passageway, to the támbur door. Her hands fitted
TUBE’s coupling hook into the keyhole, pushed the door open,
closed it behind her, felt along the wall, found the exit door,
gripped the latch, yanked it down and in.
Wind blasted Olesya’s face. The roar and the rattle
deafened her. She opened her mouth wide, gulped the frosty air;
her eyes watered. She squinted, slipped TUBE into her pocket,
put one hand on the rail running along the outer side of the

Anske / TUBE /

159

door, another one on the doorjamb, and leaned out. A wall of air
slammed her chest, battered her coat with fists, slipped its
fingers under her collar, into her sleeves, through the holes in
her sweater. She didn’t shiver, no warmth in her left. The void
of the darkness beckoned her.
It’d be so easy.
She gazed at the running ground, waiting for a spot with
most rocks, or the one with least snow, or a stretch of ice,
hard as stone, or a jagged slope. Then it occurred to her that
she didn’t need to wait. If she failed, she could crawl up the
tracks and wait for another train. It wouldn’t be long. Many of
them were arriving and departing this time of the night—it was a
busy junction. All she had to do was stay conscious, drag
herself up the embankment, lie down across the tracks, and close
her eyes. And what if she couldn’t move? What if somebody found
her?
Olesya leaned out further. The door swung inward under her
weight. She lifted her leg, let it dangle.
Just one step.
Up ahead an oncoming train whistled in greeting. Olesya’s
train blared in answer. The sound tore through her body, rattled
her bones. She dragged in air, looked down, and remembered. The
ground changed. It was covered in grass, sunburnt and lifeless,
the hot smell of tar in her nostrils, dust in her eyes. It
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flashed for a moment, but before it vanished she caught it. A
glimpse of summer. She was here before, standing in the exit
door, thinking of jumping. She was eleven, and she had TUBE in
her pocket, only it wasn’t a coat she was wearing, but a summer
dress baba Zina made for her from one of Papa’s old shirts. She
couldn’t part with it, and it drove Mama to screaming.
So it was true.
Olesya hung her head.
“You’re not making me do this,” she said, her words
snatched by the wind. “You hear me? You’re dead, you don’t care.
But I want to live, Papa. I’m going to live.”
The train jerked, slowed to a crawl and squealed to a
sudden stop. Inertia threw Olesya forward. She lost grip on the
doorjamb and swung out together with the door, waving her arm
for purchase. The door hit her leg, and she almost slipped off
the edge, grabbed the handhold, found the staircase with her
foot and stepped on it, her heart thudding, her breath pumping
out of her mouth in short bursts.
“It stopped. It stopped.”
White puffs of steam hissed from under the engine. It gave
a shudder and stilled. Olesya didn’t move. She stared at the
frozen ground littered with trash, lifted her eyes and followed
the gleaming lines of the tracks stretching a good hundred
meters to the glowing station, the long dark bodies of the
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trains parked by the depot, the night above them washed out,
pale with lights. The red eye of the semaphore switched to
green. The whistle ripped through the night; the engine rumbled.
Olesya flinched at the noise, scrambled up into the támbur
and shut the door just as the train started moving. She slipped
her hand into her pocket, took hold of TUBE, turned to the
passageway door and stopped dead.
There he stood, gray in the gloom, one arm wrapped around
little Olesya’s neck, her fingers clawing at it, her legs
thrashing. Oblivious to her struggles, he stretched out his
other arm in front of him, his hand palm up, asking for what was
his. Olesya knew the gesture well; her belly cramped with old
terror. She gaped open-mouthed at him, only a pane of glass
between them. Little Olesya jerked her head from side to side,
glaring up at Olesya, waving to her attention. Olesya saw it on
the periphery of her vision; she understood what she wanted but
she couldn’t shift her gaze, paralyzed into stupor by the pair
of golden eyes.
The mouth opened. “My little ballerina.”
The girl stopped struggling, stood on her tippy toes, bent
her head and bit him. He shrieked, released his hold, shook her
off. She dropped to the floor and scurried to the door, jumped
up, slapped her hands on the glass.
“Do them in order! Then in the last one—”
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He clamped his hand over her mouth, snatched her up and
reached for the door. His eyes found Olesya and pinned her. It
was her cue to look away, to prepare for playing. She could
never look into them for longer than a second, a few at the
most. She gazed serenely into them now, for the first time
noticing the perfect shape of the circle, the black of the
pupils growing bigger, the gold of the irises shrinking to
lines.
Time hung breathless between them.
The voice that Olesya had silenced for nearly sixteen years
probed its way up her throat, pushed open her teeth, moved her
tongue, her lips.
“How could you,” she said.
He halted. His eyes blazed open, and for a moment they
changed, looking cornered, trapped, their fervor extinguished,
then they blazed anew, first with shock, then, oddly, with
resentment, before returning to fury that cracked his mouth
wide. He roared across the vagon, lunged for the door.
Bright light from the station hit the windows, splashed
through the darkness. He shielded his eyes, his naked skin
bloodless, the hole in his groin gaping round and black.
The door in the back of the vagon opened. A shadow fell on
the floor.
He spun around.
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“Papa, no!”
Olesya wasn’t sure who screamed these words, her or little
Olesya. She stood across him, her pigtails swinging. Papa
swooped on her. She hunched her shoulders, tucked her head in
and rammed it square in his crotch. He gasped, whimpered,
doubled over. His shiny buttocks parted and clenched, and Olesya
gagged into her hand. When she raised her eyes, little Olesya
was tipping him into the eighth kupé. He toppled inside, and she
rolled the door shut and locked it just as Yuri stepped into
light.
“Would ya look at this!” He grinned, his golden teeth
sparkling. “There she is. We just pulled into Rostov, see? Right
on time, too. You haven’t frozen to death in here yet? You look
stiff like an icicle!”
Olesya stared.
Yuri ambled over the length of the passageway and opened
the támbur door. “You all right, dorogúsha?”
“Yes. No. I don’t know.”
“You need some hot tea in you, that’s whatcha need. It’s
freezing like hell in here. How can you stand it?”
“Yuri—” Olesya began.
He peered at her closer, his brow wrinkled. “You got
whatcha wanted, huh? It frightened you, didn’t it. Frightened
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you bad. Come on. Let’s getcha out of here. I don’t want them no
sly eyes watching us, before some bolvan up and report me.”
“Yuri,” Olesya seized his sleeve, “when Raisa came to visit
you for the first time, did you think you were crazy?”
“Crazy? Hell, no. Why would I think that?”
“Because she was dead?”
“Dead? What of it? Dead.” He made a snorting noise. “The
dead don’t never bother us, it’s we who bother them, hold on to
them for dear life when what we got to do is let them go. You
see how that works? They could care less, they’re dead, ain’t
they?” He chuckled.
“And how did you let go?”
“Who says I did?” His grin faltered, and he looked down at
his keys and jingled them between his fingers. “I tried, oh boy,
didn’t I try. And I just can’t do it. Can’t bear it. I like her
visiting me, so I let her come. It’s all I got left, ya see? Her
and my Lidochka.”
Olesya studied his sunken face. “And how do you know it’s
Raisa? You said you only see her from the back.”
“Eh, dorogúsha.” He patted her arm. “I’d know my Raisa with
my eyes closed.”
“It could be another woman.”
Yuri shrugged. “Why should it matter who it could be? I
know it’s my Raisa and that’s enough for me, and what other
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people might see ain’t none of my business, and what I see ain’t
none of theirs.”
“But how do you know? What tells you that it’s really her?”
Yuri drew in air and exhaled sharply. “You so frozen, you
ain’t listening, eh? What I tell ya? I tell ya, I’m the one who
needs her, all right? And so she comes.”
Olesya was silent for a moment. “For closure.”
“That’s right! Christ Almighty, I got to thinking you lost
all sense in here. Come on, let’s get something warm in you
before you lose the rest of it,” he tapped his temple and
started to the passageway.
Olesya was still, her eyes on kupé eight.
Yuri followed her gaze, pushed up his cap, scratched his
scalp, and set the cap back down. “You listen to me for a
second. He is who you make him to be, ya hear? It don’t matter
what your head tells ya, it matter whatcha know in your gut.”
Olesya looked at him. “Yuri, I was wrong. I thought it was
my dyadya, but—”
He put up his hand. “You don’t need to tell me. I believe
ya. Whatever you saw in here, I believe ya without telling.
Telling breaks it. You tell it, and it all sounds crazy, like
you seeing things, like you outta your mind. But you ain’t. Your
mind tricks ya. It makes you believe you crazy just so you don’t
have to think too hard and can go on with your life, try to
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forget it, push it down so it don’t bother ya. Clever, huh?” He
grinned. “Took me a while to figure her out. And I’m forty
eight. And you what, twenty?”
“Twenty-one tomorrow,” Olesya said.
“That’s right! It’s your birthday, ain’t it. Well, you mark
my words. It all happens for a reason. If he didn’t hurt you,
would ya suffer the way you are? Sitting in this here ice bucket
for hours, not eating, not sleeping, all because you trying to
remember?”
“No,” Olesya gripped TUBE in her pocket. “I guess not.”
“Well, there ya go. There’s your answer. If tomorrow ain’t
as good a day as any to let it go, then I don’t know what is.
You need to live, dorogúsha. You hear me? This here is death,”
he spread his arms. “Death on wheels, if you ask me. Ain’t
nothing worse than this damn bone shaker rattling your teeth
when you’re trying to sleep.” Yuri shuddered and crossed
himself.
The scratchy voice on the platform announced a new arrival,
breaking their silence.
“Well,” Yuri rubbed his hands. “I gotta go, dorogúsha. I
only wanted to check on ya. You staying here, or—”
“I’m coming with you,” Olesya said quickly.
“Now that’s what I like to hear!” He beamed. “You want me
to make you a hot cup of tea? I can go fetch us some pastries,
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if you like. We’re here for a whole hour, might as well raid
their cafeteria, see what they got.”
“I need to check something first.” Olesya squeezed past him
into the passageway, produced TUBE from her pocket, fitted the
coupling hook into the keyhole, and unlocked the door.
The kupé was undisturbed except for the rug. It lay bunched
up, bearing traces of struggle. Olesya stared at it, looking for
spots of blood. There were none. She looked at TUBE in her hand,
clean and silent. Her finger found the switch on the bottom,
flipped it to on; the headlamp lit up. She flipped it off.
Yuri whistled. “I don’t believe it! Would ya look at that!
It fit, don’t it? So that’s how you got in here. And I was
breaking my head over—”
“One hour, you said?” Olesya slipped TUBE back into her
pocket.
Yuri followed it with his eyes. “That’s right.” He puckered
his lips, and the corners of his mouth turned down. “Which
reminds me. That boyfriend of yours. Dima, that his name? He was
looking for ya. I told him you didn’t want to be disturbed, and
boy oh boy, he didn’t like that one bit. That red-haired stérva?
What’s her name…”
“Natasha.”
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“That’s the one! She dragged him off to the cafeteria when
I was on my way here. Thought you’d like to know.” He looked up
at Olesya from under contracted eyebrows.
“Thank you for telling me,” she said. “I know what I need
to do now.”
He perked up. “You do, huh? And what would that be?”
Olesya smiled. “Have a hot cup of tea.”
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BELGOROD STATION RESTAURANT
18:45 (fix time)

Dima sensed Olesya looking at him before he saw her. He
swung around, and there she was, flitting through the dark,
shapeless crowd like a light, her face gaunt yet shining, her
steps weightless, movements crisp, controlled, like she was
dancing onstage instead of walking through the busy train
station; like she wore nothing.
His insides shrunk; he was seized with fear that the crowd
would crush her before she reached him.
He made to get up.
“Dima.” Natasha clutched his forearm.
He sat back down.
“Look who decided to grace us with her presence. Our
demoted Swan Princess.”
“I see her.”
“This will be awkward,” Natasha half-sang, curled her lips
around the straw and slurped up the rest of her milk cocktail,
watching the bubbles pop in the glass. She spit out the straw
and squinted at him. “What are you going to do?”
Dima shrugged. “Say I’m sorry.”
“Are you?” Natasha tilted her head to one side, and her
auburn hair cascaded down her shoulders. She spread her fingers

Anske / TUBE /

170

and passed them through it, caught the end of a lock, slipped it
in her mouth and sucked on it.
“You’re disgusting,” Dima said.
“Oh, but you love it. Admit it, you love it.”
“Let go of me,” he wrested out of her hold and got up.
Olesya stopped in front of him, glanced at Natasha. “I hope
I’m not interrupting.”
“You’re not,” Dima said.
“You are,” Natasha spoke over him and pushed the empty
glass away from her. It tipped on its side and spilled out a
trail of thick, white liquid. She swiped it with her finger and
licked it, watching Olesya.
“I’ll be quick,” Olesya said, her expression unchanged.
There was a light in her eyes that was almost feverish. She was
strangely excited. “Natasha, you don’t mind if we speak alone?”
“Oh, I mind.” Natasha stood. “I mind very much.”
Olesya gazed at her for a moment. “Okay. Then I’ll tell
both of you.” She turned to Dima. “I’m letting you go.”
Dima’s breath caught in his throat. He worked his mouth
over the words, but none would come. At last he said, “What do
you mean, you’re letting me go?” It sounded pathetic, and he
blushed and hated himself for blushing.
“I’m holding you back and I’m letting you go,” Olesya said.
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“You’re not holding me back,” he protested. “If there is
anyone who’s holding me back that’d be me.”
“Oh. My. God.” Natasha’s eyes rounded, and she flung a hand
over her mouth in mock distress. “Hold on, hold on. Let me see
if I got this straight. You’re actually breaking up with him? In
a station cafeteria? In front of me?”
Blood drained out of Dima’s face. He stared at Olesya,
waiting for an answer.
She was silent. Her big gray eyes reflected the naked bulbs
that hung from the ceiling, and the sounds of talking and
chewing and fork scraping seemed to part around her, leaving her
in a pocket of quiet.
“Well?” Natasha prompted.
Olesya’s gaze found her. “I asked you if we could talk
alone. You wanted to stay. I have no other time to say this,
unfortunately.”
“Wow, Olesya,” Natasha exclaimed. “Wow. This is beating all
of your records, I swear. Olesya enacting a soap opera. In
public! I’m gonna piss myself laughing.” She uttered a forced,
tinny laugh, and the couple at the table across turned to look
at her with reproach. She glared at them until they looked away,
swiped her hair from one shoulder to the other, and started
twisting it. “You know, you could’ve waited until our meeting
with Alla Borisovna and said it then, in front of everyone. Why
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didn’t you? It would’ve been more dramatic. It could’ve even
earned you some points. Who knows, maybe the old bitch would’ve
changed her mind and decided that you can present yourself
artistically onstage, after all. And now you’ve deprived us all
of your budding passion—”
“Shut your mouth,” Dima said sharply.
Natasha’s teeth clicked together. She balked at him, but
only for a moment. Her eyes narrowed, and she tossed her hair
loose. “Oh no, I’m not missing this. I’m staying. It’s simply
too entertaining to miss.”
Dima started to retort.
“Alla Borisovna knows,” Olesya said.
They both looked at her.
“I quit Bolshoi.”
Natasha gasped. “What?”
“When?” Dima said.
“Just now. A few minutes ago. I talked to her before I came
here to talk to you.”
Natasha’s fierceness left her. A shadow of horror passed
over her face. She stepped up to Olesya and picked up her hand.
“But why? Why now? After so many years. It’s your dream, Olesya,
the dream of your life. Why would you give up on it? What about
your career?”
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“You’re better prima material than me,” Olesya said
quietly, “and Dima is a brilliant dancer.” She glanced up at
him, and he dropped his eyes. “You’ll make a great pair, you
two, and you’ll go far. I’m simply removing myself from the
equation.”
“Don’t do this,” Natasha said, and there was old tenderness
between them, a trace of old friendship. “Forget everything that
happened, please. We’ll start new. We’ll go talk to Alla
Borisovna, and—”
“It’s too late,” Olesya said with finality, pulled her hand
out of Natasha’s hold, and stepped back. “You were right, I am
frozen. And I’ll attempt to unfreeze myself.” She smiled
bitterly. “It almost sounds funny, doesn’t it? Like I’m going to
stick myself in the oven and kick up the heat.” Her eyes met
Dima’s.
He blinked, holding back tears.
“I’m about to do something that might screw up my head for
the rest of my life.” She smirked. “An exciting prospect, don’t
you think? So I wanted to come and say goodbye, on the off
chance that it did happened. I just wanted…to feel you one last
time. Your touch…”
She reached over to Dima, and he took her fingers between
his hands and kissed the tips. “I’m sorry, Olesya. I’m so sorry.
I’m such an idiot.”
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“I can’t watch this,” Natasha muttered, spun around and
fled, the heels of her boots clicking on the naked tiles.
“I was wrong,” Olesya said.
“No, no,” Dima shook his head. “It was me—”
“It wasn’t my dyadya who hurt me with TUBE, it was my
father.”
“Wait, what?” he gaped at her.
Olesya disentangled her fingers from Dima’s hold and shoved
her hand in her pocket. “My father raped me with TUBE when I was
five,” she said in a flat tone. “I remembered. I haven’t
remembered the actual event yet, where it happened, how, none of
the details, but I know it was him. Dyadya Shurik was just a
convenient escape for my mind. I was always afraid of him, so
naturally I assumed it was him who hurt me. Well, I was wrong.
And I had to tell you. This is why I get paralyzed when I see
you naked, when you get hard. I can’t look at you without seeing
TUBE between your legs, like it’s about to ride at me and inside
me. Like it’s about to burrow through me and come out the other
end.”
Dima watched her lips move. The words she spoke existed
separate from her. He tried to grasp what she was saying, her
face so calm, her voice deliberate and firm. She spoke this way
in class and at rehearsals, when they discussed their steps in
technical ballet talk. It didn’t fit.
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“—I’m going to see it till the end,” Olesya was saying. “I
don’t know what’ll happen to me after it’s over. So I came to
tell you, you’re free.”
He went cold. “You’re leaving me.”
“I already left you.”
The voice of a man arguing over his soup with the cashier
grated at Dima’s ears. The noises of eating people around them,
the dull echoes of the announcements, the hiss and the whistles
of the trains broke his daze, and he wrapped his arms around
Olesya and held her tight against him, breathing the smell of
her hair, her skin, feeling her heart flutter, her limbs thin as
hollow birch branches, fragile, easy to snap.
Olesya made to move away from him.
He hugged her harder. “Stay,” he said.
“I’m going back to the empty vagon,” she whispered. “I have
to.”
“Why do you need to stir it up? Let it rest. You can always
come back to it later, can’t you?”
Olesya looked up at him, studied him for a few seconds.
“Why did you have to remember finding your mother?”
“I see.” He released his arms. “I understand.”
“Thank you.”
She turned and walked away.
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MOSCOW
19 AUGUST 1976
19:14

The color was the purple of an old bruise. Purple dusk, and
purple flowers in long, winding flowerbeds, and purple veins on
Papa’s hand, standing out like ropes. His fingers clutched
Olesya’s forearm, and his skin felt hot and sweaty and rough,
the calluses on his palm digging deep into her flesh and
canceling out any chance of escape.
Olesya’s belly cramped with longing.
In the colored light of the garlands glinted circular
tracks; along them puttered a kiddie amusement train—eight teeny
vagons and one engine, painted purple. In the windows beamed
faces of happy children. They waved to their mothers and fathers
who gathered round a metal picket fence, waiting for the ride to
be over, to go to another ride, or to buy ice cream from one of
the kiosks and sit on a bench together, and dangle legs, and
lick the creamy, melting sweetness. There was laughter and calls
and excited squeals, and from the park’s speakers streamed
cheery, orchestral music.
“Please, Papa,” Olesya whined. “Just one ride.”
“I said no.” He tightened his grip. “This is for little
babies. Look at them! Slobbering all over themselves. You’re
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eight, you’re too big for this type of amusement, and anyway,
it’s all pretend.” He looked down at Olesya; his eyes glinted.
“Besides, any time you want, your Papa can give you a ride on a
real train. You know that, don’t you?”
“But I want to go on this one,” Olesya said stubbornly. “It
looks like fun.”
“It’s no fun, Olesya. It’s got no speed. Look at it,
crawling like a worm. Pathetic. Come. Let’s go to the Ferris
wheel.”
“But Papa—”
He jerked her along, and she stumbled after him, looking
back at the train ride. Her lips pouted, and her eyebrows
contracted into an angry frown. They walked by an ice cream
kiosk; she watched a fat saleswoman in a white cap give two
tube-shapes wrapped in foil to a little girl and her mother, and
the corners of her mouth curled up; her face cleared. “Let’s get
some ice cream!” she said in a chipper voice.
Papa looked down at her.
She gave him a big smile.
“You want ice cream?”
“Yes!”
“No more kiddie train rides?”
“No, Papa.” Olesya shook her head vigorously from side to
side. Her pigtails slapped her face. “It’s for little babies.”
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“That’s my girl. Which one do you want?”
“The one she got.” Olesya pointed to the girl who finished
tearing off the foil from one end of the tube and bit into it;
her eyes closed in pleasure.
“All right.” Papa let go of Olesya’s arm, reached into his
pocket, and pulled out his wallet.
She watched him fish for change. He scraped out a bunch of
kopeck coins and started counting them on his palm, moving his
lips in silent concentration. The moment was perfect. Olesya
spun around and sprinted to the train ride.
“Olesya!”
But she was already by the fence, her strong ballet legs
carrying her without effort, then she was squeezing by the
ticket lady, and in two leaps she arrived on the tracks. Her
eyes opened wide. The engine puttered right at her. She’d only
intended to tease it for a moment, curious how it compared to
getting out of TUBE’s way just before it struck her, but now she
stood rooted to the spot, mesmerized by the size of its purple
head. It was huge, engorged with its own importance. In its body
it carried children, and that somehow excused it from the need
to obliterate Olesya because she stood in its way. She dimly
heard the ticket lady yell at her to get off the tracks, and she
saw the boy sitting upfront staring at her, his eyes big and
round. She didn’t feel much fear. After all, this wasn’t a real
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train. From the corner of her eye she saw Papa push the ticket
lady aside and bolt to the tracks. His strong hands snatched her
by the waist and lifted her just as the train puttered by, the
faces in the windows gaping at them with wide-open mouths.
“You little dryan'!” Papa was panting. His eyes bulged out
of their sockets, his chin trembled; his face was purple with
exertion and rage.
Olesya looked at him blankly.
“What did I tell you about going on the tracks?” he
sputtered.
“They’re not real tracks, Papa.”
“What did I tell you?” He shook her. Her head lolled back
and forth.
“Hey, tovarishch!” the ticket lady called. “Take your
business outside of my amusement area, will you? Or I’ll call
the militia.”
Papa recoiled as if smacked. His rage drained out of him;
he bowed his head in obedience. “Of course, of course. No need
to call the militia. We were already leaving, anyway.” He set
Olesya down and led her out by the arm, smiling and nodding at
the staring parents who clasped their children closer.
They turned into an alley and walked to a bench under a
tall spreading tree, dark-purple with shadows. Papa sat down and
pulled Olesya in his lap. Her heart thudded, her skin pricked
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with gooseflesh. She felt his rage return in a quiet boil. It
pulsed in the vein on his neck, it hissed in his inhales, it
stunk up his sweat, and it soured his breath.
“You lied to me,” he wheezed, “and you disobeyed me.” His
golden eyes raked across her face.
She kept mum.
“That’s two offenses in one day, Olesya. Two. What do you
think you deserve for punishment?” He shifted her in his lap,
and Olesya winced. His hold on her arm was burning.
“You promised any ride,” she blurted. “You promised.”
“Why, I didn’t think you’d pick a kiddie train ride!” he
scoffed. “Why would you, when any time you want you can play
with TUBE?”
“I wanted to ride an amusement train,” Olesya insisted. “It
looked like so much fun, and you said, you said I could go on
any ride.” Her voice held tears of frustration and the pain of
betrayal.
“We can still go on a Ferris wheel.” Papa glanced at his
watch. “It’s only eight o’clock. They’re open for another half
an hour. Or on a carousel. Or the troika. Why the sullen look?
What is it? What? Come here. Papa loves you.” He kissed the top
of her head and patted her back.
“I want the train ride,” Olesya whispered.
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Papa released her arm and slid her off his lap. His mouth
curled up. “Okay, that’s enough whining. It’s too late now,
Olesya. All kiddie rides have already closed. They close at
seven thirty.”
“You knew that,” she dared to glance at him. “That’s why we
came here so late. You wanted to go on a Ferris wheel. You don’t
care what I want.”
“Don’t take this tone with me,” Papa warned. “I have yet to
decide on your punishment. Come.” He stood and offered her a
hand.
“I’m not going.”
“Well, that’s easy to fix.” Papa spread his arms to pick
her up.
Olesya jumped on the seat of the bench and over its back,
putting the bench between them. Papa lunged around the bench.
She faced him, her whole body shaking. “Don’t touch me.”
Papa came to a flat halt, an expression of shock swept over
his face, and then he smiled. “Why, where did this attitude come
from? And what if I do touch you?”
Olesya drew a deep breath. “I’ll tell Mama. I’ll tell her
everything.”
Papa glared at her silently from the shadows, his figure a
bruise on the face of the purple night.
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BELGOROD—KHARKOV
5 FEBRUARY 1989
20:19 (fix time)

“I tried,” Olesya said to TUBE.
It jittered slightly on the naked table.
Olesya looked out the window, at the moving black punctured
with distant lights. “I remember now. I explained it to her as
best I could, what he meant by playing. What he really did. But
she wouldn’t believe me. No. She called it impossible. Said such
things didn’t happen, didn’t exist, that it’s all a fantasy.
Only how could an eight-year-old come up with a fantasy like
that? Where would it come from? And something else. She said I
had a corrupted imagination. Like it was a birth defect, a
permanent flaw that was my fault alone.”
She dropped her head on her folded arms and listened to the
wheels’ steady clatter.
“I guess with years I myself dismissed you as a fantasy,”
she mumbled into her sleeve. “I erased you from my mind so
completely, there wasn’t a trace of you left. Only you’re not a
fantasy, are you?”
She lifted her head.
TUBE glinted at her mutely.
“Well then, lead on. Let’s play this game to the end.”
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She switched it on. It shot a beam of light into the
darkness and whistled three times; its wheels started spinning.
She set it on the floor, and it darted into the passageway and
disappeared. Her heart skipped. She sprung after it, turned to
kupé six. It wasn’t there. The light beam raced through the dark
to the tail of the vagon, and Olesya bolted to intercept it. She
snatched it off the rug by the door to kupé one; switched it
off. Her hands shook. Her breath rasped in and out of her mouth.
Her ears were ringing.
“Idiot,” she whispered. “Why did you have to let it loose?”
It took her a few tries to fit the coupling hook into the
keyhole. She steeled herself, rolled the door open.
The kupé was empty.
She threw a look over her shoulder to kupé eight. All was
still. She opened the second kupé, the third, the fourth;
stopped by the fifth, puzzled. Then she heard movement. It was
coming from behind the door to kupé six, the rumble of a train
barreling by. A blasting roar. She knew its color.
“Green.”
She clutched TUBE firmly, opened the door and stepped in,
just as she heard the door at the tail of the vagon open and
someone step out.

Anske / TUBE /

185

MOSCOW
4 JUNE 1974
11:13

The leaves on the birches were silky green, the green of
the young summer. The green grass twined and coiled around
Olesya’s ankles, making it hard for her to catch up to Papa’s
urgent steps; it snagged at her socks; it looped and tangled
around her feet; it tripped her up like snares invisible to the
eye in the lush green floor of the birch grove, still and
silent. The silvery trunks followed Olesya’s hastened movements
with many birch eyes, always watching, and the green of the
light that spilled through the crowns shimmered in the sudden
wind, the branches swayed, the leaves rippled; the ground
vibrated under her feet.
Papa come to a halt, and she bumped into him and stumbled.
He hoisted her up, wrapped his arms around her waist and held
her tight against him. She felt his shirt buttons press into her
back through the thin fabric of her dress that baba Zina made
from one of his old shirts, pale green cotton. He always wore
pastel colors—pale blue, pale purple, pale red. It suited his
complexion, baba Zina would tell Olesya with pride, her shiny,
lipsticked mouth stretching into a satisfied smile; it
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accentuated the gold in his eyes, she’d say, it made him look
handsome.
Papa swung around. Olesya’s legs dangled in the air, and
she clutched with her free hand at his forearm as though afraid
he’d drop her.
His clean-shaven chin brushed her cheek. “Watch,” he said,
and stepped out of the trees.
Olesya squinted at the sun, at the white-hot glare of the
rails polished with use. The blunt green head of the elektrichka
commuter train, rounded the bend and blasted a throaty horn. A
wave of hot air lifted Olesya’s skirt. The elektrichka rushed
by, rattling, rousing dust and ripping off young, tender leaves.
They twirled in its wake, dropped and settled, and there was the
smell of hot tar and green birch sap; it tickled Olesya’s
nostrils.
“Well?” Papa asked. “How many?”
She silently moved her lips. “Six,” she said and nodded.
“That was a short one, Papa.”
He set her down on the ground. “Aren’t you a smart one for
a first grader,” he exclaimed, a playful sparkle in his eyes.
“How did you manage to count?”
“I’m not a first grader yet,” Olesya said and furrowed her
eyebrows, squinting up at him.
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He grunted with amusement. “Always so precise, aren’t you?
Just like me when I was your age. There’s only three months
left, Olesya. Remember? June, July, and August. You’re starting
school in September.”
“But Mama said—”
“It doesn’t matter what Mama said,” Papa snapped. The light
in his eyes darkened. “I’m telling you, you’re a first grader,
and that means, you’re a first grader. You’re a big girl now.
Come. Let’s go play TUBE.” He stretched out his hand.
Olesya eyed it warily and clutched TUBE harder in her hot,
sweaty fingers, and moved her hand behind her back, hiding it in
the folds of her skirt. “Mama said,” she repeated, “that six is
too early to go to school. She said the other kids go when they
turn seven, and—”
“You stubborn dryan',” Papa snatched her by the arm. “Mama
this, Mama that. What does your Mama know? Listen to what Papa
tells you. You’ll go to school when I tell you to go to school.
Understand? I want you to be educated. I don’t want you to grow
up empty-headed and stupid, like all these girls in your
daycare, those Valyas and Natashas.” He waved his hand about,
searching for more names, and then spat into the grass with
disgust.
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Olesya watched his saliva dribble down the green, slender
blade. “There are no Valyas or Natashas in my group,” she said
quietly, and then added, “Mama is Valya, and she’s not stupid.”
“Your Mama finished school, that’s why.” Papa was getting
impatient. Olesya could tell by the throbbing vein on his neck,
and the familiar dread stole up her spine and circled its
fingers around her neck and made it hard to breathe.
“You still want me to take you to Bolshoi Theatre? Watch
the real ballerinas dance on the real stage?” Papa’s voice
softened. He squatted down in front of Olesya and inclined his
head. His gaze pinned her, held her hostage.
“Yes, please,” she said. Hope surged through her. “Can we
go now?”
He looked puzzled. “Right now? Today?”
“Yes!” Olesya bounced on her heels. “We can take the
electric train,” she motioned to the rails. “I love riding
elektrichkas. Oh, can we please go now, Papa? Please?” Her
little heart beat so fast, she was afraid it’d burst.
“Sure,” he said, “we can go for a ride. I don’t think I can
get tickets to today’s show, but we can try, why not. The least
we can do is go to the park and eat some ice cream. How about
that? Would you like some ice cream?”
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“Yes, Papa!” Olesya jumped and made to run, but he grabbed
her by the arm and spun her around. “After we play with TUBE,”
he said, his face an implacable wall.
Olesya shrunk. Everything inside her stiffened. She looked
at TUBE in her hand, its golden hide glistening, smeared in her
sweat, reflecting the green all around.
“There’s nowhere to put it, Papa,” she tried.
“Sure there is. I’ll show you in a minute.”
“But there’s just grass…” She resisted his pull, so he
picked her up and carried her off to the shaded clearing about
ten meters from the railroad, hidden from the eyes of the
passengers by the curtain of the shadowy green.
His strong hands released her and placed her on the soft,
green carpet, and she sat paralyzed, watching him unbend her
fingers, taking TUBE out of her hold, unbuckling her summer
sling-backs, shucking them off her feet, pulling off her white
socks, smeared with grass juice, then reaching up and dragging
down her panties, white cotton with small green circles, to
match her dress—Mama picked out the outfit for her this morning
for their walk on Papa’s day off. They took walks every Sunday
when it was warm, to look at the trains, to pick wild
strawberries when they were ripe, maybe even hunt for some
mushrooms.
And to play TUBE.
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Papa told Mama, Olesya was so attached to her new American
toy, she wanted to take it everywhere. Mama warned him to be
careful, lest someone see it. He promised he would, and he
always did. Nobody saw them, except the trees. They watched them
indifferently with their many birch eyes.
“Come on,” Papa said sharply, “help me.”
Olesya automatically lifted herself on her hands, and Papa
tossed her panties aside. His hands were shaking, his breath
rapid. He touched Olesya’s legs and moved them apart. Olesya
groped in her mind for something, anything, to stop him. The
skin on the back of her thighs brushed against the cold, wet
grass still beaded with dew, and the words formed in her mouth
before she knew she spoke them.
“I need to pee,” she said.
“What?” Papa grimaced.
He hated it when she wet her bed and complained to Mama
that she was raising a weakling. And after they had their
customary fight, and Mama hid in the kitchen, he had loud, stern
conversations with dyadya Shurik on the phone, demanding to know
if he told Olesya any scary stories last summer that made his
child regress. “I’ve asked you if you needed to go, and you said
no.”
“Pee,” Olesya pleaded. “Please, I need to pee,” and then,
bolder. “I’ll pee right here, Papa. Oh, I can’t hold it!”
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“Go!” he got up to his feet. “Get behind that tree. Make it
quick.”
She scrambled to standing, grabbed TUBE, lurched behind the
nearest birch and waited for Papa to turn away, then she
sprinted.
Her bare feet were light on the grass, and this time it
didn’t hold her back, it sprung under her hurried steps like a
mattress, and it bounced her forward. In the space of a minute
she was scrambling up the embankment. The hot, rough gravel dug
into her soles, and the smell of tar and dust slithered up her
nostrils. She sneezed, stomped her foot on a rock, and cried
out. A sharp edge sliced between her big and second toe and cut
the soft skin open. A bead of blood oozed out. Olesya froze,
staring down, balancing on one foot, holding her breath.
There were rustling steps behind her.
“Olesya? Olesya! Where are you?”
She looked at TUBE in her hand, glanced up at the railroad
and back. Papa was bolting through the grove, one hand holding
up his pants, unzipped, the belt tail swinging. Their eyes met,
and Olesya quailed.
“Get back here,” he ordered. “Get off the tracks!”
She hesitated, took a tentative step. The gravel scattered
from under her feet, and she slipped, wheeling about her arms.
Instinctively, she hopped over the rail and stepped on the flat,
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wooden tie. It felt pleasantly warm, heated by the sun, and it
hummed. An elektrichka was approaching.
She looked up.
A blunt, green head rounded the bend, dragging behind it
the curve of a long green body. The big round eye beamed at
Olesya, and the low, throaty horn blasted once, twice; three
times. The driver must’ve seen her.
She didn’t move, stuck to the ground. Sharp terror pricked
the walls of her chest; she couldn’t draw a breath. On the
periphery of her vision she saw Papa pitch into the last clump
of trees that separated him from the embankment. The grass was
thick there, and it tripped him; his arms flung out, his pants
dropped to his ankles. He went down.
Olesya dimly heard him yell, heard the undergrowth crackle
under the weight of his body, but she didn’t turn her head. The
hiss, and the tremor, and the repeated horn blasts of the
elektrichka held her paralyzed. Her fingers cramped from
clutching TUBE, and she remembered what she wanted to do. She
leaned over and set it on top of the rail. Its concave surface
buzzed, and TUBE refused to stay put, slipping and sliding.
Olesya’s heart pounded, sweat trickled down her nose. She
managed to wedge the rail between the first and the second
chassis, and when she released her hold, TUBE jittered but
didn’t fall.
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She straightened. A moving wall of sound slammed her little
body and nearly lifted her in the air. The horn blasted nonstop; the locking brakes screamed. Olesya stared at the great,
green mass of steel barreling toward her. She had maybe seconds.
She was strangely calm; it’d be so easy to just let it hit her.
That way she’d do two things at once: kill TUBE and punish Papa.
TUBE didn’t agree. Its nose careened, and it dove down the
embankment.
“No!” Olesya jumped after it; the gravel skittered from
under her every which way.
The elektrichka rushed through the spot where she stood a
moment ago, a blur of dusty green, and on the other side,
through the gap between the railroad and the elektrichka’s
underbelly, she saw Papa’s legs approach and stop; saw him bend
over. His golden gaze found her and fixed her. It was her cue to
look away. She stared back at him, defiant, oblivious to the
sting of her bleeding knees, her scratched-up buttocks. She knew
she won this time. She knew the cost was high. She didn’t care.
Mama would ask what’s happened, and she’d tell her.
She grinned.
Papa read her intent. His face turned sickly green; he
looked away.
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KHARKOV—PAVLOGRAD
5 FEBRUARY 1989
21:58 (fix time)

The knocks of the wheels fused with the knocks on the door.
Olesya shook her head; closed her eyes, opened them. The window
was black. The kupé was freezing cold. Her breath pooled around
her mouth in white, steamy coils, and her fingers were numb,
circled around TUBE. She wiggled her toes—she couldn’t feel
them.
The train was moving at a steady clatter.
The knocks resumed.
Olesya exhaled in relief. “Yuri?”
The knocking stopped.
“Just a moment.”
She clutched the corner of the table and dragged herself
up, the muscles in her legs tingling. The kupé blurred and
started spinning, and she closed her eyes again, took a couple
deep breaths, transferred her hand from the table corner to the
edge of the upper bunk and lurched to the door. She had to wait
another moment before trusting herself to let go and stand
unsupported. She switched TUBE from right hand to left, pulled
on the latch.
The door smoothly rolled open.
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A pair of golden eyes fixed Olesya and held her. The
grayish skin stretched taut over the familiar face. The ears
stuck out from under the provodnik’s cap; it sat on the large,
unwieldy head at a jaunty angle. Small mouth stretched into a
tight-lipped smile.
“There you are,” Papa said. “My little ballerina.”
He was dressed in his provodnik’s uniform. It had all the
same creases in all the right places Olesya remembered; the
cuffs were frayed a little, the buttons dull with wear, the
elbows and the knees shiny. Mama never fixed Papa’s clothes like
baba Zina did, and he refused to do his own mending, preferring
to stick it in her face and complain what a bad wife she was,
and what a bad example she was setting for Olesya.
“May I come in?” His eyes flicked to TUBE.
Olesya jerked out of her stupor, grabbed the latch and
slammed the door shut. It struck the tip of Papa’s boot and
bounced back. He seized the edge of the door, shoved it into the
slot, and leaned in. “Aren’t you happy to see me?”
“No!” Olesya struck his chest with both fists. It felt like
hitting an empty suit, and for a moment she thought he would
crumble to the floor in a heap of fabric.
He staggered out into the passageway.
“You can’t be here!” she yelled. “You’re dead!” She groped
for the latch. Her hands shook violently. Her fingers kept
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clasping at the empty air, but she didn’t dare take her eyes
away from him. Her breath wheezed in and out of her mouth. Her
vision danced.
He gazed at her with amusement. “Here we go again,” he
said. “You’re the one who brought me back, and you tell me I
can’t be here?” He lunged forward.
She found the latch and started rolling the door close.
Papa pushed his arm through the gap and touched her cheek with
tips of his fingers; they were ice. Olesya froze. He swished the
door open, lifted his leg to step inside, and that’s when she
saw the dark stain in the crotch of his pants. Then she knew he
was helpless. As long as she had TUBE in her possession, he
couldn’t hurt her. She lowered her arm, tensed it, swung it
back, and rammed TUBE straight in his crotch. The impact had the
sound of a cleaver. TUBE’s hard, metal head sunk deep into the
wet, sticky fabric. Papa’s eyes bulged out of their sockets. His
jaw dropped open. He let go of the door, doubled over and roared
in pain. Olesya boxed him on the head, pushed him out; yanked
the door shut. With shaking hands she flipped the lock upward.
The roar escalated to a scream of fury. The latch twitched and
rattled.
Olesya stared at it.
Then the door shook. Papa threw his body against it. Again,
and again, and again. Olesya frantically looked around. The
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window. She could open the window. She leaned over the table and
tugged down on the handle. It didn’t move; it was sealed shut
for winter. Outside in the rolling blackness the semaphores
blinked their indifferent eyes at her, and she turned around and
looked at the door mirror, at her jittering reflection.
“I’ll just have to fight him,” she said. “If I could do it
at five, I can do it now.”
The door shuddered under a heavy a blow, and the paneling
creaked, protesting.
The reflection nodded.
Olesya passed her eyes over the kupé once more. There was
nothing in it, not even a trash can. It was bare. She gazed at
TUBE in her hand.
“No,” she said. “I can’t. I must kill you. I must let you
in.” Her face drained of color. She stared at the shiny, metal
body, fifteen centimeters long and at least twelve in
circumference, plus the wheels, plus the slightly bigger head
with the protruding headlamp, the engine grille, the coupling
hook—
The pounding ceased, and there was expectant silence on the
other side, as though Papa was listening.
“Oh God no,” Olesya said, her eyes filling with tears.
“Please no. No. Do I have to?”
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“Papa, look! I’m over here!” little Olesya’s voice trilled
across the vagon.
“Olesya!” Olesya screamed.
“Do as I told you!” she called. “Three more kupés! When you
get to the last one—”
A roar of rage drowned her voice.
“Get back in there!” Papa yelled and stomped off.
Olesya couldn’t help herself. She unlocked the door,
wrenched it open, and leapt out into the passageway just as
little Olesya jumped back inside kupé eight and closed the door
in Papa’s face. He whirled around, his lips pulled back in a
snarl, his golden eyes blazing. Without a word he lunged at
Olesya, and she swung inside, jerked the door shut. She had no
time to lock it. He forced it open, and Olesya faced him,
breathing hard. He dove for TUBE. She dodged him, plopped on the
bunk, raised both legs, and kicked him. He folded, tumbled on
the opposite bunk, scrambled back to his feet, but she was
already out, rolling the door shut.
She jammed TUBE’s coupling hook in the keyhole and turned
it, holding it with both hands. Her heart hammered in her chest;
her palms turned sweaty. Papa tugged on the lock, and the toy
twitched, eager to turn. She squeezed it harder. Her sweaty
fingers drifted down the length of it and accidentally flipped
the switch to ON. The headlamp lit up. The whistle blared three
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times, and the wheels started spinning, raking her palms. She
clumped down on them, stopped them, picked at the switch, nudged
at it with the tips of her fingers. It wouldn’t move; it seemed
to be stuck.
TUBE whistled cheerily every ten seconds.
She used to love the sound, now she hated it.
The wheels broke through her hold and scraped her skin. It
burned. She adjusted her hold.
TUBE whistled again, and the big train answered and began
slowing down. They were arriving at Timashevskaya.
Olesya expelled a sigh.
“Olesya, my girl,” Papa’s voice said from behind the door.
“What are you trying to accomplish?”
She squeezed her eyes shut. “Make you stop hurting me.”
“Hurting you?” He sounded puzzled. “Hurting you how? Help
me understand.”
“Stop it.”
“Stop what?”
“Stop talking to me.”
He grunted in an almost-laugh. “Well, what else can your
Papa do when you’re holding him hostage like this? Let me make
you a hot cup of tea, and we’ll sit down and talk. You’ll tell
me what’s bothering you, and I’ll do my best to comfort you.”
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“Comfort me.” Olesya snorted. She tugged her head around
and looked over her shoulder. kupé seven was only a step away.
She glanced outside. The lights of the approaching station
illuminated the night to a cold, grey glow.
“Olesya?”
The door to kupé eight quietly slid open a hair, then a
crack, then little Olesya’s head appeared. She pressed a finger
to her lips.
“Olesya! Answer me.” Papa’s voice was thick with
impatience.
Little Olesya motioned vigorously to kupé seven, and Olesya
nodded several times, mouthing, “Yes, I know. I know. I’m
going.”
The girl glanced back, and leaned out further.
Olesya’s breath caught in her throat.
She was naked. She listened hard to something, her eyebrows
scrunched together over the bridge of her nose, her eyes
unfocused, her body alert. The close proximity of the kupés let
Olesya hear the noises inside, so painfully familiar, so
nostalgic, so homey. The dogs barking at a passing car in the
street; the kids shouting, playing hopscotch; someone banging
the pots in the kitchen.
“baba Zina,” Olesya said.
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Her hands relaxed. TUBE jerked and twisted in her hold, and
in a flash the door flew open, kicking her off balance. She
threw out her arms and toppled, sitting down hard. Her vision
went black with pain. She cried out.
The train came to a stop. The blinding lights from the
station splashed inside the vagon.
Olesya blinked.
kupé six was empty. The doors to other kupés were closed.
On the platform the bored, sleepy voice of a female attendant
announced their arrival and departure in fourteen minutes, at
22:33, bound for Simferopol.
“Simferopol,” Olesya repeated. “It happened in Simferopol.”
She heard the whine of the wheels and the repeated whistles at
the end of the passageway, scrambled up to all fours and
stumbled toward it, holding on to the walls.
TUBE bumped against the provodnik’s door.
Olesya picked it up, flipped it over, switched it off, and
in the sudden silence heard baba Zina’s voice.
“And now we’re going to play Exquisite Corpse!”
Her voice was coming from kupé seven.
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ALUPKA
20 AUGUST 1973
14:41

The white porcelain ballerina figurine had no face; it was
blank, unpainted. Her shape bore all the right hollows and
curves to suggest dramatic stage presence, passionate
sensuality: the tilt of her upturned chin, the bend of her neck,
the soft, draping waves of her hair twirled into a bun, the
swell of her budding breasts caught in the bodice; the rounded
arms, one extended in front, another raised overhead; the legs
balancing on the tiptoes. Ever since baba Zina gave it to Olesya
in February for her fifth birthday, along with yet another dress
made from Papa’s shirt that Mama made her wear today, she’d been
carrying the little ballerina everywhere she went, and when no
one was looking, tried to mimic her poise and her expression in
front of a mirror.
Mama acidly told Papa that his mother was stingy, giving
Olesya the cheapest of the figurines she had brought back from
Germany after the war, which she had no use for anyway, hoarding
them in her bulky china cabinet for the sole purpose of boasting
to her clients and charging them unreasonable prices for the
hideous dresses she sewed, to which Papa replied that his mother
made more money than Mama ever did with her meager teaching, and
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then shoved Olesya out of the kitchen and slammed the door so
she failed to hear the rest of the argument, but she did hear
him grunt in their room later, just like he did this morning,
and she stopped wondering why Mama was quiet. She knew now.
Yet she still failed to understand what was wrong with her
figurine. It didn’t bother her that she didn’t have the eyes or
the mouth; it was white all over. baba Zina’s other figurines
were gilded and colored and elaborately decorated with flowers
and frills. Olesya’s ballerina was plain; she loved her that
way. It stood on the table next to her clean white plate,
blending beautifully with the white starched tablecloth and the
white tulle curtains fluttering on the breeze. The sun shone
white-hot through the gleaming windowpanes baba Zina washed the
night before, and the table was set with dishes she and Mama had
started cooking two days in advance. It was a big day, after
all—baba Zina’s sixtieth birthday.
Olesya delicately picked up the ballerina under her fragile
lace tutu and moved her closer to the tea cup, afraid someone
might elbow her, and she would fall to the hard parquetry floor
and break.
“Is this yours?” a woman on her left asked her. She had a
round pasty face; her white hair was curled to resemble a
poodle, and she wore one of baba’s creations, with a deep
cleavage pushing up her spotted, wrinkled flesh, the fabric
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printed with enormous flowers that struggled to contain the
wobbly body fed by white bread and white sugar cubes and white
cream. The woman popped another cube into her lipsticked mouth
and crunched on it.
Olesya wanted to be polite and answer, but she couldn’t
remember the woman’s name, though baba Zina always introduced
her to all her girlfriends—as she called her clients—turning her
around and parading her in front of them, lauding her dresses.
The party was not to start until three, but the guests started
arriving an hour early, and by now the table was nearly full,
occupied by old ladies who all looked the same, copies of baba
Zina.
“Zinaida Yefimovna gave it to you?” the woman said and
wiped her fingers on the white cloth napkin.
Olesya nodded.
“It’s lovely.” She stretched out her pudgy hand to the
ballerina and snatched her.
Olesya’s heart dropped to her knees; she fidgeted in her
chair and winced. The cleft between her legs was still sore, the
tender skin burning. She looked around for help. Dyadya Shurik
and Papa haven’t returned yet from getting what Mama derisively
called “bootleg,” and Mama and baba Zina were fussing with the
cake in the kitchen, leaving Olesya to entertain the guests.
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“Can I see?” The lady to her right stretched out a fleshy
arm, took the ballerina and twirled it under her nose, squinting
through glasses. “Why’d she give you a plain one? You should’ve
asked for one of those.” She motioned to the china cabinet
filled with tea sets, plates, statuettes; knickknacks of all
kinds.
“I like it plain,” Olesya explained. “I like how it’s all
white.”
“What a strange child.” The lady pursed her lips and set
the ballerina down, too hard. The ballerina wobbled.
Olesya righted her just before she fell.
“I’m going to be a ballerina.” She wanted the lady to
understand that she wasn’t strange, she was simply precise. “All
ballerinas wear white.” But the lady had lost interest, chatting
with her neighbor.
In the hall the door slammed, bringing in the smell of the
hot, dusty street; there were excited voices. A moment later
Papa poked in his head. His eyes quickly swept the room, paused
on the bed covered with a red afghan, slid over Olesya.
“Ah!” he exclaimed. “I see the beauties have already
assembled.”
The ladies giggled.

Anske / TUBE /

206

“You’re always so gallant, Grisha,” said the one in glasses
and blushed underneath her white powder. “Zinaida Yefimovna
raised you well.”
Papa smiled, opened his mouth to answer.
“Do I hear my name?” came from the corridor. “Have you
started without me? How dare you! Here I am, working on the
cake…” baba Zina labored in and immediately stole the attention
in her festive white dress of floral jacquard with a white jade
brooch clasped to her bosom and matching earrings dangling from
her ears, her mouth painted red, a plate with a layered sponge
cake smothered in white cream held high in her strong, fat arms.
“My beloved Mama. Happy Birthday.” Papa kissed her on the
cheek, and she wedged the plate between two potato dishes,
grabbed him by the ears and smothered him in kisses, planting
the last one on his lips. Papa forced a smile, took out a crisp,
white kerchief from his shirt pocket, and wiped off the
lipstick. The ladies commented that this was true mother’s love,
and that her son sure deserved it: handsome, smart, a nondrinker, with a promising career in the transportation sector.
What else could a mother wish for?
“Not like her other son,” the lady in glasses remarked in a
whisper to her neighbor. “Young, licentious hooligan.”
Olesya heard her.
“Who is that little girl I see?” dyadya Shurik asked.
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Olesya looked up. She didn’t notice him enter. He was
always so quiet, it scared her. In three strides he made it
around the table and was kneeling next to her. “Are you bored?”
His breath smelled of liquor.
“No,” Olesya said cautiously.
“What me to show you something?”
She stiffened.
“I think you’ll like it.”
He flopped on baba Zina’s armchair where she’d sit and
baste together raw fabric edges before passing them under the
needle of her sewing machine, snatched a sheet of paper from the
stack by the telephone, pushed the telephone aside, put the
paper down flat, and started folding it diagonally corner to
corner, then folded up the bottom, and ripped it off.
“See? It’s a square now. Look. You can tell a story with
paper. Want me to tell you a story?” He studied Olesya with
dancing, shiny eyes. They were paler than Papa’s, his whole
complexion was paler. Papa tanned in the sun to golden brown;
dyadya Shurik burned. His nose was peeling, and his sandy hair
stood stiff, uncombed. Though he and Papa were only eight years
apart, he seemed much younger, stuck in “incessant carousing,”
as baba Zina called it, urging him to get married; he ignored
her. She was never able to draw him into the types of fights she
had with Papa; he simply disappeared on her, and she’d call Papa
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in Moscow, complaining that one son had left her, and now
another one did too. Olesya heard her voice clearly; she always
shouted, perhaps thinking that Papa didn’t hear her; he held the
receiver away from his ear, repeating into the mouthpiece, “Yes,
Mama. Yes, yes. Of course. I will come visit. Yes, I’ll bring
Olesya with me.”
“It goes like this,” dyadya Shurik began.
Olesya slid off the chair and minced up to the telephone
table, sat on the floor, folded her legs underneath her, propped
her chin on her palms.
“There was a boy who had a dream,” dyadya Shurik said. “He
wanted to travel the world, because his world was very small,
and it kept getting smaller.” His fingers worked fast, folding
the paper into smaller and smaller squares. “So one day he ran
away and hitched a ride on a train.” He unfolded the little
square into a locomotive with a steam pipe in the middle.
Olesya watched, fascinated. Behind her the guests started
eating, and Papa was raising a toast, but she hardly heard him.
“Olesya!”
She turned around.
Mama walked in, carrying a plate loaded with pastries.
“What are you doing there, sitting on the cold floor? Go sit at
the table.” She threw dyadya Shurik a warning look.
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“We’ll be done in a minute, Valya,” he said without looking
up, creasing the locomotive’s sides and pulling out two corners
so it became a sweater. “But he had no money for the train,” he
whispered to Olesya, “and so he sold his sweater, then his
pants, and then he was caught by militia and questioned.” The
paper square transformed into a table. “They took everything he
had, his money, even his wallet.” Dyadya Shurik folded the table
into a shape that looked like a two-section wallet.
Olesya’s mouth opened.
“Then they let him go. He had nothing on him, so he went to
a train station and slept in the restroom. And when he woke up,
he looked in the mirror,” the paper became a mirror in a frame,
“and he said, ‘They can take everything I own, but they can’t
take me away from me.’” He looked up at Olesya, and their eyes
met, and she thought he was about to cry, but he smiled at her.
“He had to beg to get back home.” The mirror became a box with
two flaps. “And when he returned, he realized his world was
huge.” Dyadya Shurik flattened the paper on the table; it was
all creased in lines and diagonals. “You know why it was huge?”
Olesya shook her head.
“Because it was inside him.”
She stared at him, trying to understand.
“Now it’s your turn to tell a story.” He picked up a clean
piece of paper and set it in front of her.
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“I like to draw,” Olesya said quietly.
“Okay. You can draw. Do you know the game of Heads, Bodies,
and Legs?”
“You’ll make her catch a cold, sitting on the floor like
that.” Mama picked up Olesya by the waist and set her on the
chair. “Eat something, please. Did Papa feed you breakfast?”
Olesya didn’t answer.
Mama sighed, propped up her glasses. There were dark
circles under her eyes; her fingers were dusted with flour, and
her blouse was creased as though she slept in it. “Eat,” she
repeated and walked off and sat in the chair next to Papa. He
was animatedly telling a story—the old ladies were oohing and
aahing. Mama stared at Olesya across the table, and Olesya
looked at the food heaped high on her plate: a potato salad
smeared in mayonnaise, white bread with butter, a cabbage roll
covered in white sauce. Her stomach cramped, and she dropped her
head and retched into her hand. Nothing came out.
She twisted around.
Dyadya Shurik sat slumped in the armchair, dozing.
“Dyadya Shurik,” she called. “Dyadya Shurik!”
“Huh?” he jerked awake.
“I want to tell my story.”
“You want to tell your story?” he yawned. His jaws cracked,
and his eyes watered. He rubbed his face. “Okay. Mama? Mama!”
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Baba Zina broke off mid-sentence. “What?”
“Olesya is bored with your adult talk, that’s what. She
wants to play Head, Bodies, and Legs.” He winked at Olesya. She
tried winking back, but it didn’t work, so she flopped her
eyelids. He picked up a clean piece of paper and a pen and
offered it to her. “You know how to play?”
“Oh!” The poodle lady exclaimed. “I used to play this game
when I was a little girl. We called it ‘Exquisite Corpse.’” She
snatched the pen and paper from dyadya Shurik’s hands, pushed
her plate aside, and set them down. “This is how you do it. The
first person—”
“And now,” baba Zina interrupted, already tipsy, “we’re
going to play Exquisite Corpse!”
The ladies applauded.
“Do you all know the rules?” Voices rose to answer, but she
spoke over them. “I’ll tell you the rules. I used to play this
game with my boys. We called it Heads, Bodies, and Legs. It goes
like this. The first person draws the head, then folds over the
paper so only the neck is showing—do you hear me?—only the neck!
No peeking!” She wagged her finger at Papa, and he made a funny
face, bulged out his eyes and spread his arms in mock innocence,
which drew a fit of giggles around the table. “Then the next
person draws the body, folds the paper down to the waist, and
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the last person draws the legs!” baba Zina hiccuped. “Then I’ll
unfold it and we’ll see what we got there!”
Olesya was eager to draw. She fidgeted in the chair,
forgetting the pain and the burning. The poodle lady proclaimed
herself as being the first, and cupping the paper with her hand,
began to draw. Olesya suddenly felt hungry. She picked up the
fork and started shoveling the potato salad in her mouth, hardly
chewing. The lady took her time, the tip of her tongue stuck out
in concentration. And then she was done and was passing the
folded sheet and the pen to her neighbor. Olesya stopped
chewing, her mouth full of mush. Dismayed, the watched the
ladies draw. baba Zina took the finished drawing and unfolded it
to collective laughter. On it was a misshapen woman with a tiny,
curly head, a corpulent body sheathed in a frilly dress, and a
pair of stick-legs that threatened to break underneath her.
Olesya anxiously followed another sheet around the table, to
baba Zina, Papa, and Mama. They drew a creature that looked like
a child with two heads, a skinny body, and enormous hairy feet.
“You broke the rules, Mama.” Papa chided. “It can’t be two
heads. You know that.”
“It’s my birthday, Grisha,” she patted him on the cheek.
“Today I do what I want! Which is not to say that you can do the
same. Wait till you’re my age.” She gave a little laugh; Papa
glanced at Olesya. She looked down.
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The closer it got to be her turn, the more agitated she
got. If she had to draw the head, her story wouldn’t work. It
would shatter. She concentrated on chewing and swallowing,
looking directly at her plate, and then a pair of hands lifted
the plate out of the way, and the lady in glasses set the folded
sheet in front of her.
“Your turn, Olesya. You’re drawing the legs.”
Olesya stared at the waist lines sticking out from under
the fold. She pressed it flat with her palm, picked up the pen,
and lost herself in her story, making sure to copy every detail
as it was imprinted in her head. When she was done and looked
up, ladies milled in and out of the room, baba Zina was cutting
the cake, and Mama was pouring tea. Papa was gone. Olesya’s
chest constricted. She sat motionless, hoping for someone to
notice her finished drawing. It was dyadya Shurik who came up to
her from the back, his liquor breath stronger than before.
“All done? Want me to give it to baba?”
Olesya nodded.
He picked up the sheet and circled the table. “Here,” he
foisted the sheet into baba Zina’s hands. “Olesya has finished
the last one.”
“Not now,” baba Zina said. “Put it down. Later.”
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He slid the drawing under her plate, and Olesya watched it
breathlessly, afraid it might grow the legs she drew and run
away, together with her story.
At last everyone settled for tea, and the sheet of paper
lay forgotten. Olesya watched it without blinking until her
eyeballs hurts.
“What’s that?” Papa asked. “Another drawing?”
“Oh!” baba Zina set her tea cup down. “I forgot. Look here,
everyone. We got our last drawing.” The game was over by now,
and her words hardly drew attention. She quickly unfolded the
paper and turned it away from her without looking. “Well?”
The table grew silent.
Olesya looked at her handiwork with a satisfied smile. It
was perfect. On the paper stood a man, an ordinary man with an
ordinary head and an ordinary body, and his legs were ordinary
too, but between his legs, at a perpendicular angle, stuck out
TUBE rendered in minute detail. Olesya copied it exactly: the
slightly larger head, the smooth round body, the windows, the
wheels, and the final touch—the dripping water from the nose. It
was plastered with snow, and it was melting, pooling by the
man’s feet.
The lady in glasses threw a hand over her mouth.
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Baba Zina flipped the sheet around. Her face turned white.
“What…what is this?” she stuttered. “What is this, I ask you?
Who drew this?”
“I did!” Olesya piped up. She searched the table for Papa,
but he was sliding out of the room through the door where he
collided with dyadya Shurik.
“Get out of my way,” Papa hissed.
“Hey! What’s the matter?” Dyadya Shurik glanced at the
drawing, then at Olesya. She flapped her eyelids at him, instead
of winking. “Dyadya Shurik, I did it! I drew my story!” She
grinned. He held her eyes for a moment, then spun around and
grabbed Papa by the arm. They faced each other in silence.
Olesya was confused. Nobody clapped for her, nobody laughed. She
looked at Mama, but Mama sat dumbstruck, her mouth slightly
open.
Baba Zina was the first who unfroze.
“You filthy dryan',” she said. “I’ll teach you. I’ll teach
you how to draw dirty pictures.”
Before anyone could react, she marched over to Olesya, her
face warped with hatred, seized and pulled her ear, and twisted
it.
Olesya cried out.
“Zinaida Yefimovna!” Mama jumped up and rushed over.
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Baba Zina tore her hand away and looked wildly about her,
meeting watching eyes. Her hand twitched upward, and Olesya
cringed, but it bypassed her, grabbed her porcelain ballerina
figurine and hurled it in the center of the table. It hit the
tall carafe filled with cream and smashed to bits that flew
every which way. The head bounced up and dropped on Olesya’s
plate, hitting the potato salad with a wet smack, facing Olesya,
staring at her with blank, unseeing eyes, screaming an unheard
scream with the non-existing mouth.
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PAVLOGRAD—SLAVGOROD
5 FEBRUARY 1989
23:50 (fix time)

Olesya sat in a trance. Her lips were moving, repeating the
same quiet words. “August twentieth, baba Zina’s birthday.
August twentieth, baba Zina’s birthday.”
Her body was cold, exhausted, and hungry. It mutely
screamed for help, in the burn of her toes, in the cramps of her
stomach, in the dull, pulsing headache behind her emptied eyes.
She made no move to comfort it. Yuri gave her two sandwiches
wrapped in newspaper, a thermos with hot tea, and a heap of
blankets for the night. He tried talking her out of sleeping in
the empty vagon, but when she said nothing and simply stood to
leave, he told her to wait and hurried off to the restaurant
car. He caught up with her when she was leaving Alla Borisovna’s
kupé, on her way to see Dima; said he’d leave food and blankets
for her in the támbur.
She slowly turned her head.
The blankets were stacked on the opposite bunk in a neat
pile; the sandwiches, the thermos, and TUBE sat on top of it.
She couldn’t remember putting them there, nor could she remember
entering kupé seven. It didn’t matter. None of it mattered.
“August twentieth, baba Zina’s birthday.”
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She turned her head back to the window, gazed at the
darkness. They were passing through endless, snowy fields with
no sign of life. There was nothing to see except the flashing
telephone poles and the black outlines of the distant mountains,
beyond which lay the Black Sea. Olesya couldn’t imagine what it
looked like in the winter. Was it frozen? It couldn’t be. It was
too vast for that. Or could it?
She looked at the newspaper packet. She had to make herself
eat, and sleep, at least a little bit, before going into kupé
eight. The thought passed through her head and left it. The task
of getting up seemed insurmountable. It was easier to just sit
and not move and repeat the same words.
“What did I do, Papa? What?”
The words surprised her. She unfolded her frozen hands,
lifted them to her face and held it. “I didn’t do anything,” she
said, shaking her head. “You did it. You.” Her hair slid forward
in a curtain, and she breathed rapidly into the tent it made,
creating a pocket of warmth. “You lzhivy ublyudok.” She raised
her eyes, looking into nothing. “Chyortov trus. Bezmozgly kusok
der’ma.” Her fingers curled in fists. “You’re not a father to
me.” She stood up. “I hate you. I hate you!”
Her cry reverberated across the kupé, and the rhythm of the
clattering wheels broke for a moment before resuming its drone.
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Olesya’s body shook; her teeth chattered. She didn’t need
to sleep or eat. She was going now. Her glare zeroed in on TUBE
and on the metal thermos next to it, double its size. It
occurred to her that had she remembered about it, she could’ve
gotten it earlier, used it as a weapon. She touched it. It was
cold. She picked it up, tucked it under her arm, scooped up
TUBE, and turned to the door. Her hand was on the latch when she
smelled something burning. It wasn’t an alarming smell, it was
rather pleasant. She stuck her face to the doorjamb, sucked in
air through the nose, closed her eyes. It smelled like
childhood. She sniffed again, trying to place it.
“Candles.”
Then she understood.
It was midnight. It was February sixth.
From the back of the passageway she heard muffled singing;
it grew louder; it moved in her direction.
“Happy Birthday to you,
“Happy Birthday to you…”
She recognized the voice. Her heart beat faster.
“Happy Birthday, dear Olesya…”
“Happy Birthday to you.”
She opened the door and stepped out.
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SLAGOROD—ZAPOROZHYE
6 FEBRUARY
00:05 (fix time)

Papa’s face was aglow in the flickering candlelight from
twenty-one candles. He held a plate with a creamy sponge cake,
the kind baba Zina baked only for special occasions, the layers
of dough soaked in rum, smeared with cream, stacked, smothered
with more cream all around, and decorated with creamy swirls.
The smell of burning and melting wax mixed with the sweet,
freshly baked aroma, and Olesya’s stomach growled. Her mouth
filled with saliva; she swallowed.
“Make a wish, my little ballerina,” Papa said and stretched
his lips in a smile.
She took a deep breath.
“Blow hard,” he said, “or it won’t come true. You know
that, don’t you?”
The breath trickled out of her little by little until her
lungs were empty; she didn’t take another. Her body stood rigid,
alert to any change, sensing kupé eight with the skin on her
back. It was a step away. TUBE was pressed in her hand. The
vagon was swaying lightly to the clatter of the wheels and the
whine of the wind.
The cake beckoned.
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She wanted to reach out and touch it, smear the cream on
her finger, lick it off; eat it.
“Are you hungry?” Papa asked.
“That morning…” her voice fell flat and broke.
“Make a wish, Olesya. Come on. Quick. They’re about to burn
down.”
“Any wish?” she heard herself say.
“Why, of course! What kind of a question is that?” He
grunted with laughter. “It’s your birthday. You can wish
anything you want.”
“Okay.”
She opened her mouth wide, drew a long breath, pursed her
lips, and expelled a strong, focused stream of air. The candles
went out. Dim smoke rose upward in coils. The flame afterimages
danced in front of her eyes; a childish sense of pride filled
her, and she almost cried, “I did it, Papa! Look! I did it! I
blew them all out at once!” Then the foolishness of what she did
struck her.
She slipped TUBE in her coat pocket, moved her legs
astride, eased the thermos from under her arm and clutched it,
her face level with Papa’s.
He raised his eyebrows as though amused, his skin gray in
the moonlight, his eyes bright golden.
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Olesya stared into them; her body acted on its own. Her
hand crept to the handrail, seized it; her other hand gripped
the thermos and inched backward for a good swing, aiming at his
crotch, when he nodded at it and said, “That tea must be cold by
now. I got hot tea in my kupé waiting for us,” he motioned back
with his head, “and two plates for the cake. And wild strawberry
jam. Your favorite.” He peered at her, waiting.
Olesya reeled. Wild strawberry jam. When was the last time
she ate it? To buy it in the stores was impossible. They picked
the berries in the woods, and baba Zina cooked them down in a
basin on the stove, the sweet aroma permeating the entire house.
It was enough for one small batch; they savored every jar, all
winter long, spooning it into tea instead of sugar and sipping
it while scalding hot, the little berries floating on top like
rubies. Olesya loved to catch them between her teeth and crunch
on them, sucking out the syrup. She gulped, violently shook her
head, chasing away the vision. She didn’t permit herself sweets
without at least four hours of strenuous ballet workout to flush
it out of her system. Then she remembered she was no longer with
Bolshoi. She could eat anything she wanted. She could eat cake;
she could eat the whole thing, sipping hot tea, spooning jam in
her mouth. Her knees flowed beneath her. She pitched forward.
Papa caught her by the arm. His icy fingers dug into her
coat sleeve. Her skin burst in gooseflesh.
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“This way.”
She followed him without thinking.
He stopped at the tail of the vagon, balanced the cake in
one hand, rolled open the door to the provodnik’s kupé. It was
awash with light, and it was warm. Olesya’s nose tingled; she
sneezed. Papa set the cake on the table covered with starched
tablecloth. Two podstakanniks with glasses full of steaming tea
sat next to two dessert plates set with two forks and two
napkins. Between them stood a jar of baba Zina’s wild strawberry
jam, a spoon sticking out of it. It smelled just like Olesya
remembered, and her legs carried her inside before she knew what
was happening.
Papa closed the door behind her.
“Let me take your coat.” He helped her out of it, hung it
on the hook. “Please. Sit down.”
Olesya perched on the bunk, her eyes on the jam.
“I have a present for you,” he said. “It’s something very
special.” He picked up a lacquered wooden box and set it in his
lap. The lid was stamped with big, blocky letters that spelled
in English:
TUBE: TRANS-URBAN BLITZ-EXPRESS
HO SCALE ELECTRIC TRAIN SET
COMPLETE WITH 59 PIECES & READY TO RUN
A LIFETIME INVESTMENT IN HAPPINESS
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MORE TRACK, MORE PLAY, MORE ACTION!
Olesya gasped, jerked to stand, her eyes on her coat. The
bulge was gone from the pocket; it was empty.
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ZAPOROZHIE—MELITOPOL
00:36 (fix time)

The provodnik’s kupé had only one bunk. It was made up with
fresh sheets, a blanket, and two pillows. Papa clutched the box
to his lap, unfolded the seat from the wall and sat on it,
facing Olesya. Their knees bumped; she withdrew deeper into the
seat; her back flattened the pillows. She dragged them out, set
them aside, pulled up her legs, and crossed them underneath her.
Her eyes sought Papa’s, but he was focused on unrolling a large
cloth napkin. Inside lay a big kitchen knife. He curled his
fingers around its wooden handle, hefted it, squinted one eye
and cut into the cake, sawing down the middle and slicing off
two fat wedges. He slipped the blade under the bigger one,
carefully lifted it out and tipped it on Olesya’s plate, then
served himself, let go of the box for a moment, slid his finger
down the length of the blade on both sides and licked off the
cream.
“Mmm,” he closed his eyes. “Delicious. Your baba Zina makes
the best creamy sponge cake.” He smiled at Olesya.
She watched him intently.
He cleaned the knife on the napkin, wrapped it, put his
hand back on the box and picked up the fork.
“Well, what are you waiting for? Dig in.”
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Olesya shifted her eyes away from his face and down to her
slice of the cake. It was soft and moist and tender, layered
with buttery cream. And then she forgot herself. She grabbed the
fork, cut off a big chunk and shoveled it in her mouth, chewing.
It melted on her tongue; her tastebuds were buzzing. Before she
finished swallowing, she was stuffing her mouth with more. She
couldn’t stop. The slice was gone in the space of seconds, and
Olesya reached for the knife.
Papa snatched it.
Her fingers brushed his hand, cold as ice. She tore her
hand back, glanced at the box balanced on his knees. It could be
kicked just right so that it hit the floor with its side, and
the lid flew open and its contents scattered about. She unfolded
her legs, quietly set them on the floor, looked up.
Papa drilled her with his gaze. “I’ll cut you another
piece,” he said. “You go ahead and drink some tea before it gets
cold.”
She wrapped her hands around the warm podstakannik, put her
lips to the hot amber liquid. It pleasantly scalded her tongue.
She sipped it, watching Papa cut off another wedge, plop it on
her plate.
“There,” he pushed the plate toward her. “Eat it. You’ll
need your strength. I don’t want you fainting on me.”
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Olesya stiffened. The cake flipped around in her stomach,
and she wanted to retch. Her nose thawed out from the food and
the warmth and started dripping. She couldn’t make herself pick
up the napkin, staring at her slice of the cake. The cream oozed
out from between the slabs of stale, pasty dough like a slime,
and it smelled sickly sweet, revolting, like soft cheese that
sat too long in the sun and started spoiling.
“Eat,” Papa repeated.
She made to push the plate away.
“I said, eat.” His pupils widened, and his eyes flashed in
anger. A vein was pulsing on his neck.
His slice of cake lay untouched.
Olesya picked up her fork. It was a small dessert fork made
of steel, the length of her palm, with a heavy, ornamented
handle and two sharp prongs. She twisted it in her fingers.
Papa leaned over and yanked it out of her hold. “Eat with
your hands,” he commanded.
“I think I’ve had enough,” Olesya said softly and smiled.
“I want to open my present.”
He raised his eyebrows. “You’ll get your present after you
finish eating.”
“All of it?”
He threw up his hands and slapped them on the table. The
plates jumped; the glasses in the podstakanniks tinkled. “Here
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we go again. Questions, questions, always questions. Do you need
me to explain everything to you like you’re five? Don’t you
understand what you’re playing with?” He bulged out his eyes at
her.
Olesya’s blood rose to her face. She started retorting; he
spoke over.
“And here I thought you grew up. Thought you’ve changed,
matured, made something out of yourself, got a respectable
position, a Bolshoi ballerina, but no. You still behave like a
child. You’re just like your mother, indecisive, infantile,
meek.” He made a spitting noise. “All of you women are the same.
You disgust me.”
“Then why did you get married?” Olesya asked.
“Why?” Papa glared at her. “You really want to know why?
I’ll tell you why. Your mother made me. She got pregnant with
you, and I had no choice. My career was on jeopardy. If the
Party got a whiff of me having an illegitimate child—”
“You didn’t need to fuck her,” Olesya said, her hands
gripping the plate, her voice shaking.
Papa recoiled. “Repeat what you said?”
“You could’ve held your cock in your pants, but you
couldn’t, of course. You had to fuck her. So you’ve paid for
your own lust. I think it’s only fair.”
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His mouth hung open, his face turned gray. He straightened,
set the box on the floor and meticulously wiped his hands on a
napkin, then inspected his nails one by one. “Take off your
clothes,” he said without looking up. His voice was flat.
“What?” Olesya said. Her mouth went dry. Her heart drummed
in her ears.
“You heard me.” He threw the napkin down.
She jumped up, seized the tablecloth and flung it at him.
The cake, the plates, the podstakanniks hit the wall with a
clatter where Papa sat a moment ago; he was behind her, bending
up her arm. Olesya flinched at his touch. Her eyes fell on the
TUBE box. She twisted sideways and kicked it; it slid under the
table, hit the wall with a dull thunk and toppled. Papa spun her
around and pushed her on the bunk. As she fell, her right leg
extended sharply and struck the box on the golden clasp with
calculated precision. It sprung open. The lid popped up, and
Olesya wiggled her foot and caught the edge of it, flinging it
upward. In the nest of plush foam sat the vagons, the bundles of
trucks, the switches, the trestles, but no TUBE.
She should’ve guessed it.
The weight of Papa’s body pinned her to the bunk. His
breath chilled her face. He pressed her forearms to her belly,
cuffed her wrists with one hand and with another unbuckled his
belt, fumbled with the button, dragged down the zipper.
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Time slowed for Olesya. She stared inside his golden eyes,
looking for something that was never there. She looked for it
for as long as she could remember, in her childish heart
believing it’d emerge if only she looked harder, until the
looking became unbearable and she averted her eyes, and it
wasn’t the fear of him that made her do it, it was the fear of
not finding what she was seeking. She always looked away just
before she knew she’d see nothing. It was easier to believe the
lie she told herself, the lie he told her so many times to make
her stop crying. “Papa loves you.”
“You never did,” she said.
“Be quiet.” He yanked down his pants.
She watched him look at her and through her to the back of
her head and beyond.
“Who is it?” she asked.
“Quiet, I said! Don’t make it harder on yourself.”
“Who is it you’re trying to hurt?”
He grunted, ripped at the waist of her pants, and then she
saw it. It flickered maybe for a fraction of a second and then
it was gone, but she caught enough of it to recognize it. Fear.
The kind that lives in the eyes of a helpless child.
It was enough. All the years of her training, since she
attended her first ballet class at five and up to her turning
twenty-one today, all those relentless, grueling, painful
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seventeen years of dancing until her muscles screamed and rivers
of sweat poured down her ashen, haggard face and her emaciated
chest and scrawny back, and her toes were bleeding through her
pointes, and her joints were cracking, and she still continued
working, driving her body to exhaustion and repetitive injuries,
never complaining, never calling in sick, never eating a single
gram more of what she allowed herself, striving for perfection,
all this…had not been for ballet. It had been for this moment:
her best dance. Not for Ekaterina Petrovna, not for Alla
Borisovna, not for class, not for the audience. Not for Dima. It
was her dance for herself.
She gave Papa a big, sparkling smile.
He startled.
Olesya said, “Watch me.” She flung her right leg upward and
to her ear with incredible ease. Her outstretched toes touched
the window. Her knee flexed, and in a movement full of grace she
brought her heel on Papa’s jaw, straightened her leg with force.
His head rocked backward. He released her forearms, grasped his
face. She swung her leg out, bent it, hit his chest. He crashed
to the floor. Olesya sprung up and straddled him. Her hand found
TUBE, closed on it, wrenched it out of his crotch. It detached
from his flesh with a wet suction noise. She raised it high
above her head, out of his reach, blood dripping down her
forearm.
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Papa gaped at her in stunned silence.
Then he screamed. The sound tore at her ears. TUBE buzzed
and blared in her hand. The bells started dinging. The train
whistled. The brakes engaged and squealed, bringing the train to
a sudden, screeching stop. They were thrown against the wall.
Olesya fell on Papa. Her hand involuntarily opened. TUBE
cluttered to the floor and rolled under the bunk, behind the
storage bin. They reached for it together. Papa was first. His
fingers didn’t quite touch it. They brushed it, slipped on its
bloody flank. Papa grunted in frustration, buckled under Olesya;
she held on fast, panting hard in his face. He stretched his arm
farther out, swiped at TUBE’s side, and flipped it over on its
spinning wheels. They caught traction. TUBE raced out, shining
its golden headlamp into his eyes. He squinted, and Olesya
snatched it, staggered up to her feet.
“Tell me,” she demanded. “Tell me! Who is it?”
He lay prone before her, the gaping hole in his crotch
bright red in the light. The gold in his eyes dulled; they
contemplated her silently. Then he sat up and using the bunk for
support dragged himself to his feet, zipped up and belted his
pants, and rolled the door open.
“You want to know? I’ll show you.”
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?? KM TO MELITOPOL
01:30 (fix time)

They walked the length of the train in silence. The only
noises were the sporadic pings of the cooling metal and the
crack and the crunch of the snow crust under their boots. Olesya
trudged behind Papa at a safe distance of a couple meters. He
never turned back to look at her, his puny body wrapped in the
sheepskin coat, his already big head appearing even bigger in
the furry ushanka. His dark silhouette blended with the dark of
the night; the beam of his flashlight bobbed up and down the
snow, catching out the snow-caked wheels one moment, another
clumps of reeds sticking out of the rut by the embankment slope;
at times he shone it up, to the tail of the train where the last
vagon disappeared behind a bend, hidden from sight by the woods.
They were in the middle of nowhere, somewhere between
stations.
Olesya balanced her arms in front of her—she could hardly
see. There were no lights, no semaphores; the sky was black with
clouds. Faint yellow glow seeped from the támbur windows, but as
she passed them, she plunged into darkness. Back at the second
vagon she looked up at their kupé window, wondering if Dima was
sleeping or if he was awake, if he was thinking about her, if he
was alone or with Natasha. As she kept walking, the thought
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slowly faded. It all seemed so remote, so insignificant, like it
happened to another Olesya, in another life. She was no longer
who she knew she was, and that disturbed her. She looked down,
concentrating on moving her legs, following Papa’s footprints.
He stopped at the last vagon, waved to her with the
flashlight and climbed the tracks, disappearing from view.
Olesya hurried after him, then suddenly halted. The last
vagon. The railway bend. The woods. She knew where they were. An
icy chill stole down her back; she shuddered.
“Papa?”
A loud whack of metal on ice made her jump.
She crept to the end of the vagon, peeked around. “What are
you doing?” She knew without asking.
Papa stood with his legs wide apart, hacking away at the
icicles with an iron rod. They were thick and hung low like an
icy beard, almost touching the ground, as though the snow that
built up against the gangway door had melted, trickled down and
froze all over again. The flashlight shone up at him from the
ground, his teeth bared in a grin of exertion, his expression
grim. The earflaps of his ushanka were tied under his chin, and
the collar of his sheepskin coat was turned up, cocooning him in
fur.
“Papa!” Olesya rushed to him. Her foot hit a patch of ice
under the snow; she slipped, crashed to her hands and knees,
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gritted her teeth against the pain and scrambled up; patted her
pants pocket—TUBE was there. A sigh of relief escaped her.
“Papa, do you hear me? Get down! You need to get down from
there!”
He kept working, oblivious to her calls, announcing every
strike with a grunt. Beads of sweat broke out on his forehead,
on his nose; his grim expression changed to that of
satisfaction, of pleasure.
Olesya’s feet were the first to feel the vibration, the
rumble of the oncoming train, the bearing of its weight on the
rails; then she heard it, a great wall of sound. Papa was too
absorbed in his task to notice. His ushanka prevented him from
hearing anything except his own breathing. Mama told him
countless times to wear a knit cap for work outside. He didn’t
listen to her, too afraid of the cold; it cost him his life.
A yellow eye rounded the bend, a length of black; a
misrouted freight train. Olesya knew what kind it was—dyadya
Shurik told her against Mama’s instructions to keep it quiet,
keep her ignorant—still, she stood rooted to the spot, watching
it advance, seventy-five loaded box cars and platforms and
cisterns and two locomotives against sixteen vagons; five
thousand tons against one thousand.
Papa was meat.
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For the briefest of moments Olesya had an urge to throw
TUBE at him so they’d both get crushed, then she remembered her
own words, hesitated, then a new urge overwhelmed her. It didn’t
matter what he did to her and for what reason, she wanted to
save him. She screamed for him to get down, rushed to him. Her
scream drowned in the screech of the locking breaks and the
piercing hoot that sounded like a hoot of ecstasy, of highpitched rapture, as though the freight train anticipated its
survival at the cost of the passenger train’s death. Its speed
was too fast, mass too great to stop. Papa had maybe seconds.
Olesya charged up the embankment, her feet sinking in the
snow, arms outstretched. He spun around, and the iron rod in his
hand swung out in an arc, the tip missing her by a few
centimeters. She recoiled, lost her balance, wheeled her arms
for purchase; fell back.
The freight train struck.
She saw its bald, flat face with the yellow eye on the top
and two little eyes on the bottom, connected with a metal bridge
like a pair of spectacles. She saw Papa’s face framed in fur,
his mouth agape, his eyes bulging out of their sockets, his
expression not that of terror and shock but that of surprise and
puzzlement, like what was about to happen had no business of
happening. Things like this happened to other people. Not to
him. Not now.
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Things like this didn’t exist.
It was all a fantasy.
Then both faces collided.
A wave of air threw Olesya to the rut. She tumbled. The
snow stuffed her eyes, her mouth.
A terrific, belly-twisting crack rolled across the field,
followed by a clap of explosion. The last vagon reared its tail.
The locomotive bore forward, smashing through the next vagon,
and the next, their hulls collapsing over its body like a tube
of a telescope. There was a spark, a burst of fire; a jet of
black smoke. Dust and dirt and snow billowed up in a cloud,
obscuring the railway. Olesya scrambled to all fours, swayed to
standing, her head a hollow, ringing bell. She wiped the snow
out her eyes. White spots twirled in front of her, or maybe they
were snowflakes. The stink of burning rubber singed her throat;
she started coughing, her eyes filled with water. The locomotive
stopped about five vagons in. The grinding ceased, replaced by
creaking and banging. The freight cars ran into one another,
falling off the tracks like toys. Olesya stood some ten meters
away. A cistern barreled at her, at least twenty meters in
length, pivoting sideways. Her mind was in a stupor; her body
acted for her. She turned around and sprinted into the field,
stumbling, picking herself up, running on will alone. Behind her
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the cistern careened and crashed on its side. She kept running.
She ran until her legs gave out and she dropped to her knees.
A hushed, woolen silence descended on her.
Her breath wheezed, her heart pounded, her arms and legs
trembled. She didn’t dare look behind her for a good minute,
waiting for more noise. But it was over. Around her was
breathless silence before the new sounds erupted. People’s
screams.
Olesya looked back.
“Did you enjoy it?” Papa asked. He stood a couple meters
away, shining down his flashlight. She shielded her eyes against
the glare, peered at him through her fingers, his silhouette
backlit by the glow of fire, his coat unbuttoned, his ushanka
untied. He stretched out his hand in the gesture she knew so
well. “Give it to me.”
Olesya’s belly cramped.
“Now.” He stepped toward her.
She got up and ran.
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02:02 (fix time)

Olesya ran for her life.
Her eyes saw the light at the head of the train; nothing
else existed. Her ears heard the passengers’ shouts, the hiss
and the roar of the fire, her frantic heartbeat, Papa’s
footfalls behind her, catching up to her, a couple meters off.
Her nose smelled the smoke and the melting snow and the stink of
her sweat; her lungs were screaming.
She gritted her teeth and bolted, giving it all she had
left. She needed to get there first, needed to see it before he
stopped her. She’d think why he showed her his death when it was
over, if she could live through it. She could at five; she could
at twenty-one. Couldn’t she? Her legs quivered. She stumbled,
righted herself. Her coat and boots grew heavier with every
step. The snow trickled down to her socks, soaked them. Her feet
were freezing. Her breath was tearing at her lungs. Her belly
pulsed with a stitch. She swiped the hat off her head and tossed
it, unbuttoned her coat.
“You can’t outrun me,” Papa called. “You know that.”
“Try me.”
“Give me what’s mine, Olesya. It’ll be over faster.”
“It doesn’t belong to you,” she yelled over her shoulder.
“You gave it to me as a gift!”
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“A gift to play with. And you’re not playing with it, are
you?”
She glanced to her right. Three more vagons, and she’d be
inside. The doors would slow him; she would have to lock them.
She tugged at the sleeves of her coat, wiggled out of it,
let it fall. Cold air stole her breath for a moment. “It’s in
the pocket!”
“Liar!”
The word slapped her back. It stung. She wanted to stop, to
turn around and shout at him that she hated to lie. That every
time she did it was the fear of him that forced her. It was the
only weapon she had, that and her silence. She never let him
know he hurt her, wouldn’t give him the satisfaction, and so he
hurt her more, until she cried. Only then did he stop. “Papa
loves you,” he’d say. And she believed him. He was an expert
liar. He lied every day. She only lied to him, to others she
exaggerated, in hopes of having her story heard, never inventing
anything that didn’t happen, only making it louder, bigger,
bolder. Still they didn’t believe her. “Things like this don’t
exist,” they’d tell her. “You’re making it up, aren’t you? You
corrupted child.”
Her blood set to boiling.
She leaned forward and sprinted, her elbows bent, her legs
working like pistons.
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She was in the támbur at the end of the first vagon,
slamming the door shut, when Papa ran up to it. She flipped up
the lock. He tugged on the handle, rattled it. Olesya hitched
for air, shaking all over, staring at him through the glass. His
golden eyes pinned her; he smiled, shook his head in amusement.
Then he slapped the door once with an open palm and disappeared
in the darkness.
“Chyort.” Olesya whirled around, yanked open the first
passageway door, the second, leapt inside.
Papa stood on the other end, by kupé eight, unruffled, like
he was inside the entire time, dressed in his provodnik’s
uniform and provodnik’s cap. In his hand he held the iron rod.
At his feet lay his ushanka, his sheepskin coat and Olesya’s.
“There you are, my little ballerina,” he said and stretched his
lips in a smile. “I think you’ve lost something.” He picked up
her coat and flung it toward her. In landed in a heap between
kupés four and five. “Go get it.”
Olesya was silent.
“Say, what did I tell you? I can play this game forever.
I’m not in a hurry.” He switched the rod from one hand to
another, weighing it. “Thanks to you I have this now. Poor
substitute for TUBE, of course, but should do the job quite
admirably. Don’t you think?”
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Olesya went cold all over. Her hand crept to her pant
pocket. She felt for TUBE, pulled it out.
Papa’s eyes zeroed in on it.
“You were trying to hurt yourself,” she said quietly. “I
don’t understand.”
“Here we go again,” he wagged his head. “You with your
questions.”
“I didn’t ask you a question,” Olesya said. He glared at
her. She looked back at him steady, and he fidgeted, tossing the
rod from hand to hand. “You were using me as a substitute. For
you. For what purpose?”
He bristled. “Stop saying nonsense, Olesya. You’re—”
“It’s not nonsense, Papa,” she interrupted. “It’s the
truth. I can see that it is. It’s making you uncomfortable. What
is it? What’s happened to you? Are you afraid of someone? Was
someone hurting you like you were hurting me?”
“What?” Papa raised his eyebrows. “Hurting you how?”
Olesya inclined her head, studying him, the shape of his
face, so different and yet so similar to hers, if she imagined
it young and innocent, the face of a child who could be a boy or
a girl.
“It’s you who always hid behind questions, not me,” she
said. “That’s why you detest it so much. I remind you of you,
don’t I? It must be like looking in the mirror. Like when I

Anske / TUBE /

243

looked at—” She thought she heard a child whimper, cocked her
ear. It was quiet. She must’ve imagined it. Or did she?
Papa’s eyes darted behind her, then back at her. She
glanced over her shoulder. There was nobody there, no strange
noises except the distant shouts. When she looked back, Papa
walked a few steps forward and halted by kupé six. Five doors
between them.
“What are you listening for?” Olesya asked.
“It’s none of your business.” He hefted the rod in his
hand, took another step.
“If it wasn’t, you wouldn’t have shown me your death. You
wanted to share it with someone. With someone who’d understand.
Am I right?”
“Be quiet.” He glanced behind her again, quick. This time
she traced his glance to the provodnik’s kupé.
“Is someone there?”
“Quiet, I said.”
Olesya stepped back, slipped TUBE’s coupling hook in the
keyhole, took hold of the latch.
“Don’t!” Papa paled in terror.
Now she could hear it clearly. A child crying. And a man’s
voice shouting, “I’ll make you stand in the snow again, you
little parshivets! Shut up! Why won’t you shut up!”
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ALUPKA
23 DECEMBER 1947
19:26

Grisha was trembling.
Dyadya Matvey was yelling at him in a shrill, squeaky voice
that was just like Mama’s when she got mad at him for playing
with her porcelain dolls. He never broke a single one and he
didn’t understand why she wouldn’t let him when nobody had any
use for them anyway, and all they did was stand in the china
cabinet and gather dust. Grisha made them dance onstage,
imagining elaborate performances and arranging the plates and
the cups and the many knickknacks as decorations. He placed the
figurines in the middle and made them glide and twirl like real
ballerinas, humming to himself Tchaikovsky’s Swan Lake that he
saw performed on television so often, he memorized it—Mama
always had the television on when she was home, working away on
her sewing machine and every once in a while glancing up and
commenting on what was being broadcasted to dyadya Matvey who
sat in her armchair, reading a newspaper; he always replied with
the same, “Yes, Zinochka,” or “Sure, Zinochka,” or “I agree,
Zinochka. I agree with everything you say.”
When in the kitchen, Mama turned on the radio, and often
Grisha heard Swan Lake pouring out through the scratchy static.
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He fell in love with the melody. He dreamed himself a dancer.
When he’d come home from the daycare and step in the door, he’d
take off his ushanka, his coat, kick off his boots and sprint to
her room—the biggest in their house—and spin around and around
until his head was dizzy. He didn’t have any clothes that’d be
fit for a dancer, so he rummaged in Mama’s chiffonier and found
a silk printed skirt that he put on as a cape. That was how
dyadya Matvey had found him when he showed up an hour early from
his shift at the train station.
He stopped in the door, his mouth agape.
His little eyes, hidden behind the glare of his spectacles,
roved through the figurines arranged on the floor, then latched
onto Grisha who stood frozen between them, wearing nothing but a
pair of cotton briefs, as the rest of his clothes were too ugly
and too restrictive for movement, Mama’s skirt draped over his
shoulders, his skinny body trembling with the terror of being
caught.
“You little parshivets,” dyadya Matvey said. “You been
playing with your Mama’s dolls again! What’d your Mama tell you,
ah? What’d she tell you about touching her dolls?”
Grisha opened and closed his mouth.
“Are you deaf? Answer me.”
“I—I—I’ll put them away…”
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Dyadya Matvey’s eyes narrowed. “What the hell is that you
wearing? You a girl or something, wearing a skirt?”
Grisha looked down at himself and blushed.
Dyadya Matvey rubbed his balding head, damp with
perspiration, pushed the spectacles up his nose, unbuttoned his
porter’s jacket; shucked it off. Under the arms of his yellow
shirt were dark sweat stains.
“Cat got your tongue, boy?” he barked.
“It’s…it’s Mama’s skirt,” Grisha mumbled. “I’ll put it
away. I was only playing.” He tiptoed out of the porcelain
arrangement, and dyadya Matvey scooped him up with one arm,
carried him across the room and threw him on the bed covered
with the red afghan.
“It’s good your Mama ain’t home,” he said, taking out his
belt. “You can scream all you want. She won’t hear you. You got
that?”
Grisha made to sit up, but dyadya Matvey pushed him back.
“I won’t do it again,” Grisha pleaded. “I won’t. I promise.
Please.”
“What’d I tell you I do if I catch you again? Ah?”
“Please,” Grisha whimpered.
Dyadya Matvey unbuttoned his trousers.
Grisha’s eyes flared wide. He stared at the bulge in his
boxers, long and thick.
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“I’ll show you how to disobey her. I’ll show you. I’ll
knock this dancing crap out of you. You’ll see.” He ripped the
skirt off Grisha’s shoulders, shoved him flat on the bed,
flipped him over on his stomach, and pulled down his briefs.
Grisha’s buttocks clenched in fear. Dyadya Matvey’s cold fingers
parted his legs, grasped his left buttock, and then something
big and hard ripped into Grisha; he screamed.
“Shut up!”
The thing pushed farther.
Grisha hollered. Hot tears burst out of his eyes.
“Shut up, or I’ll make you stand in the snow again, you
little parshivets! Shut up! Why won’t you shut up!”
The thing pumped into Grisha, abrading his tender skin,
tearing it, and after a while he stopped hollering and only
whimpered, wishing it’d be over soon. His fingers threaded
through the yarn of the afghan, and he thought back to the time
when Mama was knitting it, sitting in her armchair and humming a
tune, her hands flashing lightning-fast over the needles. He
pressed his face to it and inhaled the smell of wool, wet with
his tears, and then dyadya Matvey’s fingers dug into his thighs,
and he stopped moving and panting, and for the briefest of
moments Grisha felt relief, then dyadya Matvey made a strange,
strangled noise and shuddered all over, releasing Grisha,
pulling himself out with a wet pop.
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Grisha’s buttocks contracted, and he wailed with sudden
pain. It ran upward into his butt, and it felt like he pooped
something spiky and large, like it was stuck and had clawed its
way out, slicing and scratching and shredding. dyadya Matvey had
found him twice with the dolls before, and both times he
threatened to split his ass in two, but Grisha didn’t understand
what he really meant until now. It sure did feel like it, like
half of him was almost split off and dangling to one side. He
pushed his face in the afghan and started crying.
Dyadya Matvey slapped him. “Get dressed, you little skunk.
And stop your crying, dammit. Stop it! I’m sick of your crying.”
Then he shoved his sweaty face in his ear and whispered, “And if
you tell Mama, if you so much as breathe a word to her, you’re
dead, boy. You heard me. I’ll kill you. Do you believe me?”
Grisha nodded. He believed him. He’d seen him splitting the
wood with an axe, and he imagined this was only a taste of what
was to come. He squeezed the afghan in his fists and promised
himself to never ever play with Mama’s porcelain figurines,
never dance. It was stupid; it was for girls. He’d work with
trains like dyadya Matvey, like a real man. He’d prove to him he
could be one. He was turning six next September; he was starting
school. He’d grow up and get big and strong so no one could hurt
him. He suddenly hated his weak little body. He wanted to be
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mean to it, so he rose to his hands and knees and sat up and
pinched himself.
The doorbell rang.
Dyadya Matvey rushed into the room. “You! You little
parshivets. What are you sitting there for? Ah? What did I tell
you? I told you to get dressed.” He seized his arm, yanked him
off the bed, grabbed his briefs and dragged him across the room.
Grisha hurried after, his bare feet hitting the figurines and
the plates and the cups that rolled and rattled every which way.
dyadya Matvey swung open the door to the toilet and pushed him
inside, threw the briefs at him. “You better put these on. You
heard me.” He slammed the door shut.
Grisha heard his slippers hish across the floor, heard his
sugary voice call out, “Coming, Zinochka! Coming!” His skin
goosed with fright. If Mama were to find him like this! Naked!
He bent over to pick up the briefs and groaned; his bowels
churned. He plopped on the toilet seat, relaxed his buttocks;
hot liquid gushed out of him. It sputtered and gurgled, and it
stunk. Grisha retched into his hand. He opened his legs and
looked down at the water. It was a nasty yellow color, and it
had streaks of blood in it. Grisha stared.
“What took you so long?” Mama’s voice said on the other
side of the door. Her feet stomped around, hauling her huge
belly to the wooden bench dyadya Matvey made for her so she
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could perch on it while he unzipped and pulled off her boots,
admiring her full calves and round ankles and plump, dainty
feet. She always blushed at that and called him durak. Grisha
held his breath, listening, waiting for him to tell her what a
bad boy he was. He heard sounds of kissing.
“You woke me up, Zinochka.”
“Woke you up? What do you mean, I woke you up? When did you
get home?”
“Ah, I don’t recall. About an hour ago? They let us off
early. All trains are stuck in Melitopol. All of them. Can you
believe it? We’re completely cut off here on our peninsula. This
weather is nuts!”
“I don’t blame them. It’s heaviest snowfall we’ve had in
the last twenty years. Or at least for as long as I can
remember, and I’m twenty-four! It’s like the sky itself cracked
open to punish us.” The clutter of the boots falling to the
floor.
“For what?”
“What do you mean, for what? For lazing around all summer
by the sea! We’re having it easy, Matvey, while the rest of the
country is freezing their asses off. And you ask me, what for.”
She humphed. The bench creaked under her weight. “Where is
Grisha?”

Anske / TUBE /

251

“Grisha? Come to think of it. I don’t recall seeing him
when I got in. Went straight to the kitchen. Didn’t even make
myself tea, was so tired, crashed on the couch and dozed off.
Can you believe it, Zinochka? Just as I was, in my uniform and
all.” He tittered.
“Grisha!” Mama called. “Grisha! Where are you? You come
here this minute!”
Silence.
Grisha licked his lips.
“Must be hiding somewhere,” dyadya Matvey said placatingly.
“You know how he likes to hide.”
“Grisha! You little parshivets.” The benched creaked once
more, and there was the hishing of the slippers, and a long
intake of breath.
“What is this? What’s all this, I ask you?”
“Zinochka. Zinochka! Calm down. It’s not good to work
yourself up like that in your condition. He’s just a kid, give
him a break.”
“I told him a hundred times. I told him.”
“I know.”
“Grisha!” She stomped off. By the creaking of the
floorboards Grisha could tell she went to his room. “He’s not
here! Matvey, he’s not here! You sure he’s home?”
“There’s his coat and boots. Where else would he be?”
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It was another couple minutes before the door to the toilet
burst open.
“There you are! You little scoundrel. What are you doing
here, naked?” Mama stood with her arms akimbo, her tremendous
stomach bulging out in front of her like a heavy barrel,
stretching the flowers on her dress to grotesque, ugly shapes.
Her soft, round face was blazing. Grisha knew what was coming.
He glanced down and gulped.
“You’ve been playing with my dolls again, you hooligan!”
she shrieked.
He sniffled. A new surge of tears was prickling his eyes.
He concentrated hard on holding them back. He wasn’t going to
cry like some little girl. Girls were weak. He was a boy, and he
was going to grow up into a real man.
“You messed up my bed! You wait, I’ll teach you. I’ll teach
you how to disobey your mother.” She made to step in.
“Zinochka, please.” Dyadya Matvey held her back by the arm.
His little eyes darted at the briefs on the floor and at Grisha
sitting on the toilet. His lips pressed into a line. Grisha
looked up and locked his eyes with his and said, “I have a
bloody diarrhea.”
Dyadya Matvey’s mouth opened.
“What? What did you say?” Mama heaved her bulk inside and
shoved him off the seat to look. “Oh, God. Matvey, call the
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doctor! Quick. He’s sick.” She flushed the toilet. The water
rushed and gurgled.
Dyadya Matvey didn’t move. Grisha stood still, peering up
at him, his little hands crossed in front to cover his privates.
dyadya Matvey was the first to look away. He shuffled off to the
kitchen, and Grisha heard the phone receiver clink as he picked
it up and started dialing for the ambulance. He jerked when Mama
snatched his ear and twisted it.
“This doesn’t excuse you from what you did, you little
dryan',” she panted. “What do you say?”
“I’m sorry, Mama. I’m sorry!”
“You better be sorry. What else do you say?”
Grisha rose on his tiptoes to relieve the pain in his ear.
Mama stretched it higher and higher. “I won’t do it again. I
won’t. I promise.”
“You won’t do again what?”
“I won’t play with your dolls. I won’t mess up your bed. I
won’t dance.” As he said it, something whooshed out of him, the
other half that still clung to his body; he felt lighter;
breathing was easier. The pain in his ear and between his
buttocks was distant. He watched his mother walk him by the ear
to her bed, watched her point at the bunched up afghan, watched
her watch him straighten it out, put back her dolls and cups and
plates. Watched her march him to his room and help him dress and
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lay down on his bed to wait for the doctor. He felt calm. He
wasn’t trembling. And when dyadya Matvey came in and said that
the doctor should be here in an hour, as the roads were snowswept and dangerous to drive on, he sat up and looked him
straight in the face and said, “When I grow up, I’ll be working
with the trains. Not like you, dyadya Matvey. You’re just a
porter. But I’ll be a driver.”
He lay back down, his golden eyes shining.
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MELITOPOL—DZHANKOY
03:48

The door shook under Papa’s blows. He struck it with the
iron rod at the jamb, working on prying it loose.
“You little dryan'!” he yelled.
Olesya jumped.
“You sneaky little sterva!”
The door groaned. The paneling splintered. Papa rattled the
latch, swore, and started hacking at it with renewed force.
Olesya stared at the mirror, at her shaking reflection. Her
eyes and her mouth were like three ragged holes torn in a sheet
of gray cloth. Her nose was dripping. Her breaths whistled in
and out of her mouth in sharp bursts. In her left hand she
gripped a fork, in her right the broken jar from the strawberry
jam, the jagged edge pointed outward, the syrup dribbling down
her fingers. Her blouse was soaked with sweat. Her sweater was
damp under her arms, and it stunk of wet wool. One of her pant
pockets bulged out with TUBE.
A heavy blow cracked the wood in the door.
“You were not supposed to see that!” Papa yelled.
Olesya sucked in her breath.
“I’ll make you pay for this, you filth. You wait and see.”
There was a pause, then he hammered on the door for a solid
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minute. The end of the rod cracked through to Olesya’s side.
Papa wrenched it out, struck again, and again. Bits of paneling
fell to the floor. He made a small hole. Olesya watched him work
at it. Her eyes were empty.
“I don’t want to hurt you,” she said.
“What’s that?”
“I don’t want to hurt you any more,” she said louder, “but
I will if I have to.” She tucked in her shoulders, bent her
knees, and leaned forward.
The mirror whined and cracked. Her reflection shattered.
The banging stopped. Papa panted heavily; the iron rod clattered
out of his hands. His breath stopped and hissed on a quick
intake, and then Olesya heard a sound she had never heard
before.
He was crying.
She closed her eyes, opened them, set the fork and the
broken jar on the table, flipped up the lock, rolled the door
open.
“You can have this back.” She offered him TUBE.
He gaped at it, speechless with disbelief.
“I’m sorry about what dyadya Matvey did to you. I didn’t
know. I can’t imagine—”
Papa wiped at his eyes hastily. “I don’t need your pity,
you hear me?”
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“Oh no, no-no, that’s not what—”
“Shut up! Shut up!” He slapped her.
Her head rocked back, and she involuntarily backed off a
step. Papa snatched TUBE out of her flailing hand, and with a
victorious cry shoved her to the floor. Her legs buckled
underneath her. She sat down hard, right on her tailbone; it
sent a shock of pain up her spine. Her vision went dark. She
felt hands on her, on her face, on her neck. Fingers were
unbuttoning her blouse, tearing it open, stretching out the
collar of her sweater, reaching in to her breasts. She refused
to open her eyes. She would’t look at him. It was her last
defense: she could no longer hurt him.
“Olesya?” A hand pressed under her breasts, feeling for her
heart. “Olesya! Answer me!”
It wasn’t Papa’s voice.
Her eyes flew open.
Dima stared at her, his face white with fear.
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DZHANKOY—SIMFEROPOL
04:31

The provodnik’s kupé looked a mess. The floor was littered
with crumpled newspaper and bits of sandwiches—slices of
buttered bread and bologna and cheese—scattered about as though
someone threw them against the wall. A slice of cake was
squashed into the rug. An open thermos lay by the door in a
puddle of tea; the cap was missing. The blankets hung off the
bunk in a tangle, and the mirror on the door was smashed but
somehow still intact, reflecting the broken fields of snow and
the blue light of dawn. For a moment Dima gazed around,
uncertain, then he kicked the rug aside, hobbled over to the
bunk and gently eased Olesya off his arm, first letting go of
her head, then her shoulders, then propping up her legs and
folding her hands on her chest. She was silent the entire time,
watching him with a remote expression of someone in shock. Of
what, he was afraid to ask. He unfurled one of the blankets,
shook it out, tucked it around her and sat by her feet.
“Are you all right?”
She didn’t answer.
His chin started shaking. It was too familiar, the sight of
her lifeless on the floor. His first thought was she had died
like his mother, had hung herself with a rope; the rope had
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broken under her weight, and she dropped down, flat on her back.
Her fingers were curled in a spasm just like his mother’s, and
her crotch was stained with urine in exactly the same spot. She
even looked a bit like her, with large gray eyes and wavy hair.
He’d never noticed before, not until now. It took him a better
part of an hour to convince Yuri to give him the key and let him
check on her alone. Yuri lectured him on decency, loyalty, and
respect, claiming Dima had none, then told him he’d whip his ass
if he were his boy, and finally tossed the key at him, warning
him to hurry.
Dima thought he’d find her sleeping in one of the kupés and
would have to wake her up. Instead he found her stretched out on
the passageway floor, unconscious, with barely any pulse. He had
to feel for her heart under her breasts, and felt ashamed for
having done so. He had no choice. He had to make sure she was
alive. The thought of losing another woman he loved terrified
him.
He pressed his jaws together to stop his teeth from
chattering, picked up her cold hand. “What did you do, Olesya?
What’s happened to you?”
She blinked. Her eyes focused on the spot behind him.
“Where is he?”
Dima glanced back at the broken mirror. They were alone.
“Who?”
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“Where did he go?” She abruptly sat up, her pupils large.
“Where is TUBE? Where is it?”
“You mean, your toy train engine? It’s right here.” He
pulled it out from his pocket and gave it to her. “It was laying
on the floor by your feet. You must’ve dropped it.” He shrugged.
She sat still as stone, peering at TUBE as though expecting
it to come alive any second. Dima silently watched her. He
rubbed her hand to get the blood flow going, blew on it, kissed
the tips of her fingers. She seemed to be in a trance, then she
looked up at him, saw what he was doing and jerked her hand out
of his hold.
He reached back for it.
She shrunk away. “Don’t touch me.”
“I’m sorry. I only wanted to warm you up a little. It’s
freezing as hell in here. I don’t know how you’ve survived here
for the whole night—”
“Don’t touch me,” she repeated, louder, her eyes fierce.
“Don’t ever touch me without my permission.”
Dima didn’t know what to say.
“You can go touch Natasha, if you want. But not me. It’s
over between us, Dima. Over. Do you understand what that means?”
That took him aback. “Oh.” He was searching for words. “Oh,
I thought—”
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“You all do,” Olesya snapped. “All of you. Always. If you
want us, then you go and get us. But you never think about what
we want, do you? It’s always about you.”
He frowned. “What are you talking about?”
“Men.” She flung her legs off the bunk, stood and looked up
at the empty hook.
“It’s in the passageway, on the other end,” Dima said
tiredly. “I’ll go get it for you.”
When he returned with her coat, she perched on the edge of
the bunk, her back straight as a rod, her hands folded in her
lap, her hair hanging like a curtain, lightly swaying to the
sway of the train. She gazed out the window at the rolling
fences and the building blocks and the yellow streetlamps.
“I know why he did it,” she said to the window.
Dima didn’t move.
She turned her head, and her eyes locked with his, and he
read sadness in them. And something else. Detachment? Resolve?
She tucked her hair behind her ears, and an ache fell through
his stomach, down to his knees. He wanted to pass her hair
through his fingers. He couldn’t remember what it felt like, and
it made him afraid.
“I should’ve guessed,” she continued, twirling TUBE in her
hands. “It was always there, you know? Staring me right in the
face, in all our family stories. They always laughed at them,
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baba Zina and Papa, like they were amusing. His trips to the
hospital with bloody diarrhea. His fear of men in spectacles.
His deep bond with her. She treated him like her little boy
until the day he died. Even at the funeral, I remember, she
talked of him like he was a child, not a grown man of thirtyfive. He was her “charming little Grisha.” The fights they
always had. The way he treated Mama…” She trailed off, running
her finger along TUBE’s head. Then she squeezed it and set it on
the table.
Dima took a small breath and stepped inside and softly
lowered himself on the other end of the bunk.
“I’ve never met him, dyadya Matvey—that’s dyadya Shurik’s
father, Papa’s step-father. When he talked about him, he always
called him that, dyadya Matvey. Like he was some stranger. He
died in the war, got blown up on the train. Over a bridge. They
were delivering something, I don’t remember what. Weapons, or
medical supplies. Papa never shed a tear when he found out, he
told me. And when I asked why, he said, ‘He deserved it.’ That’s
all he ever said about him. I could sense his hatred for the
man, and then of course dyadya Shurik told me stories about how
he had beaten them when they were little, growing up in Alupka.
He’d chase them out of the house and down the street, screaming.
They’d run to the sea to hide from him, it was only about ten
minutes away. Papa said there was a shack where they’d sit and
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wait it out, right by the docks. And you know the worst of it?”
She looked up at Dima for the first time.
“What?” he croaked.
“He tried to protect his little brother. He never told me
any of it, but dyadya Shurik did.” Tears stood in her eyes. “He
always looked out for him. He’d shield him when his own father
tried to slap him. He taught him how to read, took him to the
Simferopol Railway Station on the trolleybus—the only one that
went there from Alupka, number 53—a three-and-a-half-hour ride.
They talked about everything there was to talk about. Went on
walks along the tracks. He saved his life once, pushed him out
of the way of the moving train. But I guess I was too much for
him. Like a trigger, you know? My face, my manners. I must’ve…”
She caught her breath, covered her mouth with one hand. “Oh God,
Dima.”
“What?” He could scarcely hold himself back from scooping
her into his arms and pressing her hard against him.
“I was playing with her dolls. He must’ve found me, he
must’ve…” Her hand fell down, limp. “Same house. Same bed. It
even had the same afghan…”
The train whistled. The bells started dinging.
Olesya picked up TUBE from the table, took the coat from
Dima, and put it on. “I’d love to talk to you some more, but I
can’t. I’m sorry. Maybe another day, if you’re still interested
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by then.” Her voice was bitter. “Thank you for checking on me.
I’m fine. The cold doesn’t bother me. If you don’t mind.” She
sidestepped around him.
“Where are you going?” He asked with alarm.
She looked at him like it was obvious. “To kupé eight. I
have to see what’s inside. Then the last kupé. Then I’ll be
done.”
“You can’t go there.”
“What do you mean, I can’t go there? Yuri gave me
permission.”
“It’s not that, Olesya.” Dima got to his feet. “We’re
arriving in Simferopol in a few minutes. I came to wake you up,
make sure you were ready…what is it?”
She sagged against the door. Her face turned ashen. “No,”
she said. “No-no-no. I can’t get off the train now. I have two
more kupés to go to. I have to!”
“I don’t think they’ll allow—Olesya!”
She rammed the door into the slot and darted out.
“Hey, wait up!”
He ran after her.
She was already at the head of the vagon, fitting TUBE’s
coupling hook into the keyhole of kupé eight with shaking hands,
rolling the door open. A groan of frustration escaped her
throat. “It’s empty. It’s empty!” She spun around, glaring at
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him. “You can’t be here. You’re spoiling everything. I have to
be alone.”
The train dropped speed, and they both glanced out the
windows. The fences and the building blocks gave way to a net of
overhead lines. They passed under a bridge, under another; white
station buildings crept into view, illuminated by streetlamps.
The tower clock started chiming. Dima counted five times.
They pulled into the station.
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SIMFEROPOL STATION
05:00

A woman’s voice echoed over the station, “Train 29 from
Moscow to Simferopol is now arriving at Platform 3. Vagons are
numbered from the head of the train. Thank you.”
Olesya groaned. Kupé eight gaped at her with a splattered
window, an empty table, naked bunks.
“We need to go,” Dima said.
She looked at him.
“Want me to get your things? My luggage is in the támbur.”
He waved behind him. “I can—”
“No,” she said. “Listen, Dima. First of all, there is no
we. And second, I’m not going anywhere. I’m staying.”
“But…” he stuttered. “The train is going to a depot. How
are you going to—”
“It shouldn’t concern you.” She took a step toward him.
“I’ll be fine on my own. Please stop fussing around me, okay?
I’m not going to change my mind just because you’re scared
something might happen to me. And even if it does, I repeat, it
shouldn’t concern you.” She stopped a couple doors away from him
and held his gaze. Her blouse stank of sweat. Her pants were
damp and cold in her crotch, and faintly smelled of urine. She
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knew she must’ve wet herself, knew she looked like shit. It
didn’t bother her. In fact, she liked it. She gave him a smile.
Dima’s smooth, narrow forehead wrinkled. The hope in his
eyes grew dull. “You want me gone.” It wasn’t a question.
“You’ve been gone for a while now.”
“You mean, since yesterday,” he said. “When I left
after…after we’ve tried to…”
“No,” she shook her head. “Long before that. When I told
you about TUBE for the first time. Two months ago. Remember?”
He was silent for a moment. “I’m sorry, I don’t.”
“In December. After practice. When I was almost late for
the metro. We were standing outside of the theater, watching the
snow fall. You told me about the snowflakes, and I told you
about my toy train engine—I didn’t remember it was called TUBE
at the time. I told you how it made me feel terrified, like it
was about to kill me. How when you get hard, your cock reminds
me of it, becomes it. You said it was bizarre. A bizarre little
fantasy.”
“Oh.” He looked down.
The same woman’s voice announced another arrival, and the
squeal and the hiss of the wheels and the roar of the engine
broke through the porters’ cries and the buzz of the passengers
leaving the train.
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“It’s not personal. I want you to understand that.” She
touched the sleeve of his coat. “I’m unable to be with anyone at
the moment, not just you. Anyone. Any man.”
“I see.” He hung his head.
Olesya sighed and buttoned up her coat, pulled her hair
away from her face, tied it into a bun.
The támbur door squeaked open.
“You all right here, kids?”
Dima turned around.
Yuri flashed him his golden teeth. “You got everything
packed, dorogúsha?” He called to Olesya over his head. “Let me
get your things for ya.” He barreled up to Dima and as he passed
him, shoved him out of the way; the keys on his belt jingled.
“Well, we’ve arrived! Right on time, too. Welcome to Simferopol.
I’m so happy to get off this bone shaker, I can’t tell ya. Get
my feet on the firm ground, none of this creaking and rocking no
more.” He stopped in front of her. “Eh. Why the long face?
What’s the matter? You look like you swallowed a turd. This boy
here giving you trouble?” He poked back at Dima with his thumb.
“No. No trouble. We were just talking.”
“I was leaving anyway,” Dima said, and walked out.
The heels of his boots clattered across the támbur floor,
and then it was quiet. Olesya leaned her head against the window
and saw him jump out of the vagon, pick up his dance bag and his
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suitcase, and jog toward the group of dancers assembled around
Alla Borisovna. She was counting heads, as though they weren’t
performers on tour but a pack of school kids taken on a field
trip.
“They’re not going to leave without you, are they?” Yuri
wagged his head toward the window.
“I’m not going with them,” Olesya said. “I’m staying.”
He peered at her, confused. “Staying? You’re not staying
here, you can’t.”
“I have no choice.”
“Course you have a choice. You always have a choice.” He
paused and added quietly, “That about your father?”
“Yes.”
He nodded. “You ain’t seen all you aimed to see.”
“Yes.”
He clucked his tongue and scratched the back of his neck.
“Eh, Olesya, dorogúsha. That’s too bad. The inspecting repairman
is bound to come any minute. Ain’t nothing I can do to stop him
from calling militia. They come here and find ya, know what they
do to ya? I seen them do it a hundred times. No reasoning with
those bolvan. They think you one of them station prostitutkas,
grab you by the arms and drag you off the train and throw you in
jail for trespassing, that if you’re ugly. And if you’re
pretty,” he shook his head, “God help ya.”
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Olesya shrugged, studying the thinning crowd on the
platform. “Then let them throw me in jail.”
“Christ Almighty!” He threw up his arms. “You outta your
mind, ain’t ya?”
“I am,” she said, gazing at him.
He sighed. “That bad, huh? That bad.”
She said nothing.
“I tell you what. Why dontcha come with me—we’ll clean them
up vagons, go home, have us some nice dinner—you’ll meet my
Lidochka, she’ll be beyond herself to meet ya. A real Bolshoi
ballerina! What a treat for my girl. Maybe you two will hit if
off,” he grinned at the thought, “maybe you’ll convince her the
stage ain’t nothing to be afraid of, maybe she’ll listen to ya.
Who knows. She don’t listen to her old Papa, that’s for sure.
But she’ll listen to you, I’ll wager. And when it gets dark,
I’ll bring you back. By then they’d inspect the train all right,
shunt it to the depot. I know the guards there. See if I can
sneak you in somehow. I’ll stay in the támbur, make sure you
ain’t disturbed, and you take your time and do what you have to
do. How about it, huh?”
Olesya smiled. “You’d do that for me? Really?”
“Why, of course! It’s not every day that I get a chance to
invite a ballerina to my house.” His face suddenly clouded.
“Say, won’t that boss woman miss ya? Ain’t you supposed to go to
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some hotel with four of you in the room? I was going to take my
Lidochka to see you dance Swan Lake tomorrow night. Don’t want
to interfere with your routine, you hear what I’m saying? You
gotta be in tiptop shape.” He winked at her.
Olesya drew the air through her teeth and let it out. “I’m
no longer with Bolshoi, Yuri, so I won’t be dancing tomorrow.
It’ll be Natasha.”
“That stérva!” His face turned red. “She steal your
boyfriend, and now she turn around and steal your job too!” He
spat on the floor in disgust.
“No, no, it wasn’t like that. I quit.”
His mouth hung open. “You quit?”
“Yeah, right after we had tea. I went to see Alla
Borisovna, and I told her I quit. So I’m free now.” Olesya felt
giddy. “I can eat anything I want, as much as I want. I can
stuff myself sick if I wanted to. You know how good that feels?
I’m so hungry right now, I could eat a whole horse! I’d love to
have dinner with you and Lidochka.”
Yuri gaped at her, speechless.
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SIMFEROPOL STATION BUILDING
05:47

Dima watched Olesya and Yuri get out of the vagon, watched
him help her with her suitcase, watched them walk to the head of
the train and disappear. He hastened to the window and caught
their silhouettes climbing the steps to the tall white arches.
There was no doubt in his mind where they were headed.
“Can’t be with any man,” he muttered and clutched the
jackknife in his coat pocket, running his finger along the
smooth wooden handle, the blunt edge of the blade. He’d failed
to use it on his father when the bastard showed up at three in
the morning, dead-drunk, stomping and cussing, kicked Mama out
of bed and beat her until she stopped making noise. Dima was
eleven, small and wiry, no match for his father’s bulk bred on
militia bribes. He lunged at him, but the blade failed to open,
and a smack sent him flying the length of the hall. He was
afraid Mama had died. She didn’t, not that night. She hung
herself the next morning.
Dima promised himself he wouldn’t fail again.
He tightened the scarf around his neck and hurried to the
exit.
“Dima!” Natasha called. “Where are you off to?”
He glanced back at her.
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She sat next to Alla Borisovna, several benches away from
where the rest of the troupe sprawled amidst their luggage,
stretching on the floor, chatting, napping, using their bags as
pillows, curled up on the hard wooden benches, shoes and all.
They were the only people in the ticket lobby at this hour, save
for the sleepy cashier who occasionally glared at them from
behind the glass as though their presence irked her, and an
uborshitsa cleaning woman who mopped the floor with a stinky rug
wrapped around a broom.
Since they got off the train an hour ago, they were waiting
for their marshrutka minibuses to arrive, to take them to a
hotel. The drivers must have overslept from a night of drinking,
or else the roads were too dark and too snowy to venture out
this early in the morning.
Alla Borisovna stood and strolled to the telephone booth,
and Natasha, free from having to pacify her, made her way to
Dima, sidestepping the dancers’ legs and shaking out waves of
her auburn hair, passing her fingers through it, letting it
catch the glare of the fluorescent lights. A few jealous glances
followed her, and she tossed up her head and gazed at Dima. He
watched her come near him, a pretty girl with a pretty face who
gave him the satisfaction of sex that released his frustration
built up over the past year and then gutted him, left him
hollow, as though she didn’t know how to give, only how to take.
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As though she were taken from her entire life and now had her
revenge on those who took. Dima was simply another target. It
struck him as true.
His insides shrunk.
She clutched his forearm, folded her lips in a pout. “You
silly thing. Off to check on marshrutkas again? Stay.” She
pulled on him. “It’s cold out there. Besides, I don’t think
they’ll show up until it’s light. Trust me. They’re not idiots
to drive in that mess in the dark. This is not Moscow for you,
this is Simferopol. Crimea. Sun, summer, sea. They’re not used
to harsh winters here.”
“I’m aware of that,” Dima said. His heart pounded. If Yuri
had a car, it’d take him at least ten minutes to scrape the snow
off the windows and to warm up the engine. If he didn’t have a
car, they’d have to take a taxi. The last time he ventured to
the parking lot, it was deserted. A few cars sat buried under a
thick layer of snow and a lonely trolleybus number 53 stood by
the curb, its poles attached to the wires like insect feelers. A
single passenger dozed inside, bundled up to his ears. The
driver sucked on his cigarette, puffed out blue smoke, and told
Dima that he was leaving for Alupka at six, and that the next
trolleybus was leaving at seven. Dima waited until the engine
buzzed to life and the trolleybus crunched away, flashing red
taillights.
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There was no sign of Olesya and Yuri.
“You keep going out there every five minutes, you’ll catch
a cold.” She stroked his cheek.
He pushed her hand away. “Look, I’m sorry, Natasha. I have
to go.”
“But why do you have to go? What’s the hurry?”
He spun on his heels and sped off. His boots hammered hard
against the stone floor, still wet from the uborshitsa’s mop.
“Fine! I’ll come with you,” Natasha called.
Dima swore under his breath.
She caught up with him by the exit door, seized his arm and
hung on it. “It’s too hot in here, anyway. I swear, they want to
cook us alive. All this heat.” She reached in her pocket and
pulled out a pack of nearly impossible to find Lucky Strikes,
knocked out a cigarette, pinched it between two fingers.
“You forgot your hat,” Dima said. It sounded desperate.
Blood rose to his face.
“You forgot yours,” she reached to touch his hair.
He shrunk back, and she smiled and stood on tiptoes, her
lips level with his. Her tongue darted out and rolled around her
mouth, wetting it. “A quick kiss? Before we go out there and
freeze our asses off?” She gave a little laugh.
Dima swung the door open.
Cold air rushed in and swathed Natasha in a cloud.

Anske / TUBE /

276

“I hate it that you smoke,” he said. “I hate the taste it
leaves in your mouth. It’s like kissing an ashtray.”
Natasha’s eyes narrowed. “Better than kissing an icicle.
Don’t you think? Might get your tongue get stuck to it forever.
I hear it makes you lose all sensitivity—”
“All right,” he grabbed her by the arm. “You want to come
with me, you’re welcome to.”
“Let go,” she hissed.
He dug in his fingers. “No. You wanted to come with me, so
you’re coming with me.”
He dragged her out the door and marched her past the frozen
fountain in the middle of the snow-swept square, and under the
tall white arches, and out to the parking lot where at the very
end, by an old Zhiguli scraped clean, stood two huddled figures.
One of them opened the passenger’s door for the other, slammed
it shut, ambled around to the driver’s side, and got in. The
engine revved. Coils of exhaust rose from the tailpipe.
“Chyort. Chyort!” Dima dropped Natasha’s arm and jogged to
the car. It backed out into the road, leaving behind it a bare
asphalt rectangle. Its headlights splashed across his face,
making him squint. There was a click of gears as it shifted to
drive, and in the second that it took for the tires to grab,
Dima leapt off the curb and planted himself in front of it,
stretching out his arms.
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The car squealed to a stop.
“Dima!” Natasha cried. “What are you doing? Are you crazy?”
He hopped over to the driver’s door and started slapping
the window. “You old kozyol! Where are you taking her? Where are
you taking her?” He seized the handle and flung the door open.
Yuri stared at him open-mouthed.
Olesya held her face with both hands, her eyes closed.
“Olesya, please. Listen to me. You don’t know this guy. You
just met him on the train. For God’s sake, he could be…I don’t
know. He could be anybody. Who knows what he’s got on his mind!
I don’t trust him. I—”
She reached over Yuri’s bulk and pulled the door in. It
closed with a quiet click.
Dima smacked it. “Fuck!”
She nodded to Yuri and looked straight ahead. He revved up
the engine, sat idle. Dima stepped aside. The car slowly rolled
forward, making its way to the two-lane street where an
occasional bus trundled by, disturbing the silence.
“Looks like your Swan Princess ditched you,” Natasha said.
“Swapped you for an old balding fatty. That’s so like her.”
Dima turned to her. His hands curled in fists. “And you’re
here to pick up her scraps?”
She flinched. “Asshole.”
“What do you want from me?”
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“I want you, silly.” She tapped the tip of his nose.
“No, you don’t. You don’t want me, Natasha. I’m just a toy
for you. It’s irrelevant who I am. I could be any guy from the
street. You’re only interested because I presented a challenge
for you. I was the last guy in Bolshoi whom you haven’t fucked.
Well, now you have. What else do you want?”
Her eyes filled with tears. “Really, Dima? Really? Is that
what you think of me? That I’m a slut?”
“I didn’t say that.”
She sniffled.
“Look, I’m sorry.” He picked up her hand, pressed her
fingers between his palms; they were ice-cold. “Maybe I’m being
a little harsh. But I don’t know what else to tell you. I can’t
give you what you want. I wish I could, but I can’t.”
A taxi pulled into the parking lot. Dima dropped her hand,
waved to flag it.
“What are you doing?”
“I’m going after them.”
“But they already left!” She clutched his sleeve. “This is
madness! How will you find them? The old bitch will chew your
ass off for leaving.”
“I don’t care.”
The taxi crunched up. The driver rolled down the passenger
window. “Where to, krasavitsa?” His shrewd eyes undressed
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Natasha in one sweep, from head to toe and back up, lingering on
her crotch.
Dima cut off his line of sight with his body, opened the
door, flopped in the seat. Before he could close it, Natasha
seized it by the glass and leaned in. Her hair tumbled about her
face. She made no move to flip it out of the way. Her lips
curled up, showing two rows of white pearly teeth. Her eyes
flicked from Dima to the driver and back to Dima.
“Fuck you,” she said. “Fuck you all.”
She banged the door closed, whirled around and stormed off,
her amber hair flying.
“Oho!” the driver exclaimed. “Feisty! That your
girlfriend?”
“Go,” Dima said.
“Where to?”
“Just go.”
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SIMFEROPOL—ALUPKA
06:37

The waking city streets with their cars and trolleybuses
and marshrutkas wheeling through the slush of snow and salt and
spraying it up on the frozen sidewalks where the dark mounds of
passersby trundled on their way to work gave way to quiet
country roads with painted metal fences and one-story houses and
grocery kiosks with boarded-up windows.
A tingle of alarm went up Olesya’s shoulders. She tried to
shrug it off, but Dima’s words kept ringing in her head. She
looked at Yuri. He concentrated on the road, his eyebrows
contracted, his lower lip stuck out, mouth open, the tips of his
golden teeth the only color in his tired, sunken face.
“You don’t live in Simferopol?” Olesya said.
“Huh?” He glanced at her.
“I thought you lived in Simferopol.”
“Oh no.” He wagged his head. “I couldn’t afford it. No way
in hell! Ain’t possible to get an apartment in the city, less
you’re friends with some militia boss and got enough cash to
grease his palm. Know what I mean?” He winked at her.
Olesya nodded.
Yuri eased on the brakes, shifted to neutral, pulled the
coat sleeve with his teeth over his hand and wiped the fogged-up
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windshield, peering up at the blurry red light. The intersection
was empty. On their left a valley swooped down all the way to
the sea, and on their right the mountains rose in the gloom of
the morning. Olesya gazed through Yuri’s window at the line of
glinting steel that stretched away into nothing. The heater
grille pushed out hot air at her hands and knees, and she
thought she smelled sea salt and inhaled it deeply.
“I tell ya,” Yuri said. “They don’t want no more country
folk in the city. Ain’t as bad as in Moscow, I grant you that,
but bad enough. You see, to get yourself a registration in
Simferopol, you got two choices.”
The light switched to green, and he shifted to drive. The
tires caught on the snow-packed road, and they rolled forward.
He squinted ahead, gripping the wheel with both hands. “You can
marry and register that a-way, or you can cut yourself open and
sell your kidney and pray you live on just one without pissing
blood and having the other one chopped off on the account of
kidney stones. I ain’t kidding. I knew a man who sold his kidney
on the black market, got his family a nice three-room apartment
smack in the center of the city, only to die in it the week they
moved in. To hell with that. I’m plenty happy where I am. When
me and Raisa got married twelve years ago, them prices were much
more reasonable. You could buy yourself a decent place, all
right. So we put our money together and the money from the
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wedding and got ourselves a little house in Alupka, right by the
sea.”
Olesya sat up straighter. “In Alupka?”
“That’s right! Didn’t I tell you I live in Alupka?”
“No.” She looked at him. “What street?”
“Lenin street. It’s so close to the sea, you can walk right
up to it. Take you only ten minutes. We’ll go look if you want.
It’s fierce in the winter. Angry. Likes to lap at them docks,
like it want to swallow them, like they thorns in its eye, know
what I’m saying? Beautiful, too. If you ain’t never seen the sea
in the winter, you ought to. How about it, eh? We eat dinner,
and we go all together, you and me and my Lidochka. She knows
all of them stairways and alleyways, she’ll be your guide. You
ask her any question, she knows the answer. Been scouring them
streets since she learned how to walk. What do you say?”
Olesya didn’t breathe.
He glanced at her, concerned. “What’s the matter?”
“Do you know Seaside street?”
“Sure do! It runs parallel to Lenin, one block below. Nice
houses there, cozy. Most of them get rented in the summer. I’d
rent mine too if not for Lidochka. Don’t want no strangers
gawking at my girl, afraid I kill them if they do. Came close
coupla times.” He exhaled sharply.
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The road turned, and Olesya saw a familiar view. The narrow
streets, the low stone walls, behind them the squat whitewashed
houses with crumbling stucco, sitting silent under the snowpacked roofs. It was the same as she remembered it, and it
wasn’t. It had no color. The winter rendered it gray. Only
sometimes she’d glimpse a window-frame painted red, or a corner
of a roof sticking out, coral pink or brown, or a door, bright
red and shiny, gaping out of all that gray like a wound.
Her belly flopped; her heart started racing.
“Why do you ask?” Yuri said.
She gripped her knees, watching the cypress trees flash by,
tall and dark and unmoving like hairy fingers.
“My baba Zina’s house is here. On Seaside street. I used to
visit her every summer. Last time I came was ten years ago. For
her funeral. I haven’t been here since.”
“Christ Almighty!” Yuri slammed on the brakes. The car
skidded to a stop by the intersection, and an old woman in a
bulky coat, her head wrapped in a kerchief, glared at him before
carefully crossing the street.
“And here I am, babbling your head off! Damn my big mouth.
You want to go see it? Of course you want to see it. Why am I
even asking. An old durak.” He shook his head. “Let me drive by.
What’s the house number?”
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“Eight. Number eight.” As she said it, her ears started
ringing. She gripped the handle on the door and closed her eyes.
“You got any family there? Anyone live there?”
She looked at her hands. They were trembling. “No. Dyadya
Shurik moved out right after baba Zina’s funeral. He checks on
the house sometimes, but wouldn’t sell it. Says he wants me to
have it when he dies, since he got no kids.”
“No kids, huh?”
Olesya shrugged. “No. He never married. I guess it’s better
that way. He’s a geologist, always traveling, camping out with
friends. You know, not exactly the stable type. He does
dangerous work, goes deep into caves. He calls me in Moscow
before every expedition, to say goodbye, like it’s the last time
we’ll talk.”
“Where is he now?”
“Somewhere in the Kavkaz mountains.”
They turned a street. Yuri slowed the car to a crawl.
“That it?” he waved at the window.
Olesya slowly looked up. Her gut clenched. She opened her
mouth to answer him; no sound came out.
A little girl in a red summer dress was looking at her from
the gap in the fence.
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ALUPKA
08:17

Where little Olesya stood a moment ago, the snow lay
untouched. Olesya gripped the top of the gate, looking over it,
at the spot where she stood so often, watching the cars rattle
by in the summer dust, the dogs run after them, barking, the
stately vacationers strolling down the street with towels slung
over their shoulders, their flip-flops smacking, their children
scuttling by their side, candy-colored inflatable rings looped
around their half-naked sunburned bodies. She raised her eyes to
the sidewalk spread with snow, the blackened shrubs squeezing it
from both sides, the front yard running up to the porch screened
by a lattice of brown, twisted grapevines, and inside it, set
deep in the shadows, the entry door, shiny red, where little
Olesya entered at a run, leaving it slightly ajar.
Olesya stood motionless, looking at the house. It was
small, toy-like. A two-story whitewashed cottage, pale and
faded, with a red shingled roof and dark windows encased in red
frames. Baba Zina loved red accents. Red doors. Red flowers in
her yard. Red lipstick on her mouth. And on her bed, a scratchy
red afghan.
“I hate to interrupt ya.” Yuri cleared his throat.
Olesya turned to look at him.
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“My Lidochka, you see.” He motioned back to the idling car.
“She’s waiting. I’m always home by eight after my trips, and
it’s already what,” he glanced at his watch, “Christ Almighty,
it’s eight thirty! Her school starts at nine, and it’s a fifteen
minute walk. If you don’t mind, dorogúsha. We need to get
going.”
Olesya looked back at the door, then up at the second-story
window to the room where she always stayed, with two cots pushed
to opposite walls and a table where she liked to draw and the
little anteroom that led to two attic closets, long dusty
crawlspaces between the floor and the roof planes stuffed with
broken furniture, boxes of old clothes and other junk, where
Olesya liked to hide.

The curtain wavered, parted, and little

Olesya’s face pressed to the glass, her nose a pale dot. She
waved her hand, beckoning, urging, quickly looked over her
shoulder as though she heard something, let the curtain fall
into place, and disappeared.
“I tell you what,” Yuri said. “We come home, get settled,
I’ll make you a nice cup of tea, and then I’ll drive you back
here and you can go explore all you want. How about it, eh?”
Olesya tore her gaze away from the window.
“What’s your house number?”
“Thirty-two.”
“Thirty-two, Lenin street?”
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“That’s the one!”
“Okay. I’ll find you.”
His expression soured. “You going to stay, aren’t ya? Boy,
I knew it. I knew it was a bad idea, driving you up here. Well,
ain’t nobody else to blame but myself.” He squinted at her,
suddenly suspicious. “You sure about this? That what you want?
Doesn’t look like nobody been here a long time. Must be cold as
hell in there.”
“I have to, Yuri. I’m sorry. I didn’t know it until I saw
it, otherwise I would’ve told you. I was really looking forward
to meeting Lidochka and seeing where you live. Honestly, I was.”
He hung his head. “I believe ya. Well, you do what you
gotta do. I’ll be waiting for ya. How long, you think? Couple
hours? More?”
Olesya clenched TUBE in her pocket. “I wish I knew.”
He sighed. “All right, then. I’ll come check on you around
noon. That work?”
“Sure. That sounds good.”
“You still want to go to the train depot?”
“If it’s not too much trouble.”
“No trouble at all. Except we gotta leave here no later
than twelve-thirty. It’ll take us a good hour and a half to
drive to Simferopol, and the train leaves for Moscow at three-
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thirty. That gives you about an hour before they shunt it to the
station. You got that? One hour. That ain’t much time.”
Olesya nodded. “I understand.”
“All right. Whatcha want with your things?”
“I’ll take them with me.”
He hauled her suitcase and her dance bag out of the trunk
and plopped them on the curbing by the gate and straightened,
coils of steam pumping from his mouth.
“Go on.” He said. “I want to see you go in there. Make sure
no bums are camping out there, in the empty house. You got the
key?”
“It’s behind the number.”
“The number?”
“On the door.”
“Ah. Clever.”
Olesya bent to pick up her dance bag and abruptly
straightened. “What about Lidochka?”
“What about her? I’m already late.” Yuri flapped his hand.
“Might as well see you off.”
“I’m sorry.”
“No need to apologize. It’s my own damn fault.”
“Thank you.” Olesya reached for his hand, red from the
cold, his skin rough and cracked. She took it between her palms.
“Thank you for everything.”
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He jerked it out. “Now you look-a here, Olesya dorogúsha.
Look at me. You stop this right now. This ain’t goodbye, and you
don’t owe me nothing. You got that? I’m helping you, is all. You
go on. Go. Do your thing.”
He waved her off, and she stooped and picked up the
suitcase and slung the dance bag over her shoulder and opened
the gate and stepped on the pristine snow, leaving deep bluish
prints. When she got to the door, she stomped the snow off her
boots, set her things on the mat and gazed at the number. A
figure eight painted on the gilded square, scuffed with age, a
rusty nail straining from the top of it like it wanted to pop
out. There was no nail in the bottom hole. She pushed the plate
to the side, and underneath it in a dark little hole thick with
cobwebs she felt for the key. It was stuck to the wood—it hasn’t
been touched for months. She scraped it out, slid it in the
keyhole, and turned it.
The door creaked open.
A musty smell of misuse hit her nose. She sneezed; tears
squeezed from her eyes. In the back of the house she heard
footsteps, and then little Olesya’s voice.
“He’s coming any minute! Hurry! Hurry!”
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ALUPKA
08:21

Dima was lost.
He stood under the awning of the central bus station,
watching the snowflakes twirl and settle on the bench painted
sea-blue and thinking himself a total durak. The paint was
cracked and faded and peeling, worn through to the wood where
many bodies have polished it over the years of sitting and
waiting for buses and trolleybuses and marshrutkas, their faces
hard with the knowledge of the exact routes they had to take to
get to their exact destinations.
Dima shoved his hands in his pockets, took hold of the
jackknife, gripped it. To come here on a hunch was foolish. He
had no idea where to look for Olesya. He wasn’t even sure she
was here. He recalled her tell him baba Zina’s house was ten
minutes away from the sea, and there was a shack where her
father and uncle hid from dyadya Matvey, right by the docks.
Which meant it could be anywhere. The whole of Alupka stretched
along the coast only for four kilometers. He could traverse it
in about an hour, provided he knew what he was looking for. He
didn’t. No street name, no house number. Nothing. The taxi
driver told him this was the station from where trolleybus 53
departed for Simferopol. Olesya said her father took his little
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brother to Simferopol on trolleybus 53. Their house must’ve been
within walking distance.
Dima closed his eyes, pinched the bridge of his nose, and
quietly cursed himself.
“Durak. Durak. Durak.”
He overreacted. What made him think Yuri was a threat to
Olesya? Why did he keep pursuing her when she clearly didn’t
want him to? Where did this obligation to protect her come from?
She didn’t ask him to protect her, did she? And why in hell was
he doing what his father was doing to his mother on every trip
they took, watching her every step, directing her, demanding she
inform him of her whereabouts every minute of the day,
convincing her she needed help, could get lost, was weak, unable
to make decisions on her own, driving her first to tears, then
to pleading, then to silent, docile detachment.
Dima groaned in disgust, pulled his hands from his pockets,
stared at them. He was becoming what he’d promised himself he’d
never become. It wasn’t Yuri who was a threat to Olesya. The
thought made him sick.
A trolleybus 53 arrived and unloaded a group of sulky,
ruffled passengers. They dispersed down the snowy streets, their
heads tucked in their shoulders, their eyes cast down, watching
for ice.
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“Excuse me!” Dima called to the driver. “When are you
leaving for Simferopol?”
“Nine o’clock,” the driver barked and pressed a button. The
doors hissed close. The trolleybus shuddered and stilled. In the
sudden silence Dima heard the electrical whine passing from the
poles to the wires. He pushed up his coat sleeve, wiped his
watch.
“Half an hour to kill. Okay. Might as well go look at the
sea.”
He squinted down, over the patchwork of roofs. The sea lay
below, some couple hundred meters away, maybe more, a glinting
strip of steel caught in heavy snow-clouds. To the left the
street curved and climbed up, disappearing behind the tangle of
denuded trees. To the right it went down past food kiosks and
houses hidden behind stone walls. Dima glanced back at the
station.
“Lenin street, number four. Easy to remember.”
He tightened the scarf around his neck, poked his hands in
his pockets, and walked to the right. The snow crunched under
his boots. He watched for patches of ice, thinking of Olesya, of
that day in December when he told her about the pattern on their
kitchen chairs, snowflakes on blue, and she told him about TUBE;
he didn’t believe her, called it a bizarre little fantasy. He
gritted his teeth, wishing he could take back his words.
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Up ahead a house gate screeched. A short, stocky man in a
sheepskin coat and an ushanka ambled out, closed the gate, and
hurried down the street.
Dima walked after him, lost in thought.
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MOSCOW
2 DECEMBER 1988
00:17

“They always reminded me of ballerinas.” Dima caught a
snowflake on his tongue, swallowed it, smiled at Olesya.
She stared straight ahead. “What did?”
“The snowflakes.” He caught a few on his glove. They sat on
it like crystals of sugar, sparkling in the glow from the
wrought-iron lantern, the street beyond it dark and woolen and
silent, the cars, the sidewalk, the trees, everything blanketed
thick, sitting still in the night.
He ducked back under the awning, raised his hand to her
face, turning it; the snowflakes sparkled, the icy needlelace
fine as hair. “Look. Look at them. Don’t they look like tutus?”
“They have no bodies,” Olesya said. Her breath melted them;
they shriveled to nothing.
Dima dropped his hand. “Something wrong?”
“No.”
“Something is.”
She looked back at Bolshoi.
The hallway lights went out. Heavy footsteps stomped up to
podyezd doors one podyezd ahead of them, number eight. The
double doors creaked open, and uborshitsa tyotya Klava walked

Anske / TUBE /

295

out, fished for the keys in her purse, locked the doors and
glanced back at them, shaking her head swaddled in a wool shawl
and muttering something under her breath, no doubt a reprimand
for them staying so late, practicing, when everyone had gone
home hours ago. They watched her slumped figure waddle along the
sidewalk and cross into the Theatre Square with its lawns and
lanterns and the frozen fountain turned off for the winter.
“Always,” Olesya said.
“What?”
“You said always. Always reminded you.”
“Oh. The snowflakes? Yeah, I guess.” Dima shrugged. “Since
I was a little boy.”
She turned and looked him straight in the face. “Do you
remember the exact moment?”
“For what?”
“When you saw the snowflakes as ballerinas.”
Dima scrunched his eyebrows together. “Oh. I don’t know.
Never thought about it.”
“Can you?”
He looked at her.
“Can you or can you not? Pinpoint the exact moment.”
“What’s the matter, Olesya?”
“Can you answer the question?”
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He moved to take her hand; she drew back. Her eyes
sharpened. Her pale face stiffened, hard as porcelain. “About
yesterday,” she said. Her breath puffed from her mouth in rapid
bursts.
Dima stared at her. “What about it?”
“When I froze and wouldn’t talk to you.”
He waited. “Yeah?”
“Your cock reminded me of a toy train engine.” She
shuddered, hugged herself, looked down, drew circles in the snow
with the tip of her boot. “I should say—this will sound crazy to
you, I know it will, it sounded crazy to me when I thought about
it, but it’s the truth, Dima, it’s how I saw it—it didn’t just
remind of me an engine, it was an engine. It became it. It…” Her
head tucked forward, and her hair fell about her face in a thick
dark curtain. “It had a headlamp at the very tip, and it lit up.
Bright golden. And then it whistled three times, and its wheels
started spinning, and it made this whining noise—it set my teeth
on edge. You know where I thought it was aiming?”
He started to answer.
“Between my legs. Like it knew where it was going. Like it
was going to ride straight in me, rending and tearing, until it
got stuck, until it had nowhere else to go. But then it’d grind
its wheels against my flesh and burn me with its headlight and
burrow a hole in me, all the way through, and come out the other
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end, right from my mouth. I felt such terror, I’ve never been so
scared in my life. Or maybe I was at some point and simply don’t
remember. You know what it felt like?” She looked up at him.
“No.”
“Like death. I thought I was going to die; thought it would
kill me. That’s what it aimed to do, rip through me and kill
me.”
“That’s…wow.” Dima made a little noise that was like a
beginning of a laugh, then quickly suppressed it, coughed into
his glove. “That’s bizarre.”
“Bizarre?” She gaped at him. “Bizarre. Of course. Can I ask
you a question?”
“Sure.”
“Isn’t it bizarre to think of snowflakes as ballerinas?”
“I mean,” he backtracked under her glare, “it sounds crazy,
just like you said. A cock as a toy train engine? The analogy is
just so farfetched. Why would you link the two? The ballerinas
as snowflakes is pretty obvious, mundane even. I don’t think I’m
the only one to make an assumption like that—all the dancing and
the twirling. And they’re white and fluffy, like the tulle in
the tutus, very similar. But a train, I don’t know. It’s a
machine. It’s made of steel. It just sounds strange to associate
it with lovemaking, like a bizarre little fantasy that—”
She jerked as if whipped.
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“—means destruction rather than—”
She spun around and stalked off.
“Olesya, wait!”
He ran after her.
“Wait. What did I say? What is it?”
She kept walking without looking at him. “Nothing.”
“No, it’s not nothing. Something is bothering you.
Something—”
“Leave me alone.”
“Please, tell me.”
“Leave me alone!” Her scream clapped along the quiet street
like a shot of a gun. Tears stood in her eyes. She blinked them
away and sprinted across the square, around the fountain.
Dima waited until she crossed the street and descended the
stairs to the underground perekhód, then he followed her, like
he did every night, keeping a safe distance of about ten meters,
ready to hide if she looked back. She didn’t. She raced on, her
head bent forward, her hair flapping behind her, her dance bag
bumping against her back in rhythm to her steps. She ran up the
snowy staircase, rushed through the deserted Revolution Square,
and pushed open the doors to the metro station. Dima counted
until five, then walked in. Stale warmth hit his face. The
attendant woman glared at him from her booth with mean sleepy
eyes. He dropped a five-kopek coin in the turnstile, passed
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through, jumped down the escalator two steps at a time,
searching for her; both escalators were empty.
By the time he burst onto the platform, the engineer’s
tired voice announced that this was the last train, followed by
a woman’s recorded radio voice, “Caution. Mind the closing
doors. Next station is—”
Dima leapt into the last vagon a moment before the doors
banged together and the train took off.
He exited on the third stop, and there was Olesya, hurrying
to the head of the támbur, dodging the few slow passengers,
scaling the escalator at a run, a drunken man on her heels,
calling out to her, slurring his words, “Krasavitsa! Hey,
krasavitsa!”
Dima’s hand closed on his jackknife.
He followed them out, all the way to the bridge across the
frozen Moskva river, late cars swishing by him in the spray of
slush, the snow falling hard, blowing sideways, stinging his
face, melting and dribbling down his neck; his ears burning,
heart pounding. He burrowed his head deeper in the scarf and
pressed on. At the intersection he called to the drunk and
overtook him, punched him once. The man crumbled to the ground
like a sack of potatoes. Olesya darted across the street, all
the while looking back, watching the scuffle, then disappeared
under the arch to her courtyard.
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The next morning in ballet class she saw the bruise on
Dima’s face, the broken lip. He waited for her to ask how he got
them. She never did. Then he knew something broke between them,
and all because of some stupid snowflakes and a toy train engine
she claimed wanted to kill her.
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ALUPKA
6 FEBRUARY 1989
08:36

Yuri looked back at the sound of footsteps.
A young man without a hat, his face half-buried in a scarf,
stopped by the gate to Yuri’s house, peeked over at his Zhiguli.
Yuri cocked his head, squinted, cursed his failing eyesight.
There was something familiar about the man. Did he know him? He
squinted harder. The man didn’t seem like a burglar, twentysomething, slim and poised, in a fine wool coat that smelled of
big cities.
Yuri recounted the steps in his head, going backwards: he
locked the gate, locked the house, locked the car; he put the
rocks under the rear tires, not that it’d stop the bastards, but
it’d make them sweat. And most importantly, he secured the
steering wheel with the double-pronged, shiny red and smelling
of new rubber, anti-theft locking rod he bought in Moscow at a
black market from a man who swore by his mother that MADE IN
CHINA meant it was made in America, China was just one of the
cities there, along with Moscow and Russia; Americans were dumb
that way, he said, couldn’t come up with their own city names,
but they made good shit, not like Soviet der’mo. Yuri wasted no
time arguing with the bolvan, thrust at him a roll of rubles,
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wrapped the lock in a newspaper, tucked it inside his coat, and
scurried out before militia spotted him. He’d never find a lock
like that in Simferopol, never mind Alupka. His old homemade
contraption, assembled from discarded refrigerator parts, served
him well for the last five years, but someone stole his car’s
cover and tinkered with the door lock. Stationmaster Lukyanych
told him he got off easy; the car parked next to his, a nice
black Volga, got “undressed” down to the carcass. They even
hauled off the seats. Yuri got back in time; his Zhiguli was
next.
The young man seemed to have noticed him staring. He
abruptly turned away, checked his watch, started patting his
pockets. Probably looking for a smoke.
Yuri hastened on.
He told himself he’d give Olesya ample time, but he simply
couldn’t wait until noon. Her words frightened him. Thank you
for everything. And that look in her eyes, like she was going to
her own execution. It made him worried. She’d tried jumping off
a train, didn’t she? Sure did. He made her promise she won’t do
it again, but what good was a promise when life was agony? He
only knew too well, tried knocking himself out twice since Raisa
got knifed for a bottle of vodka; didn’t even make it out of the
store, poor dorogúsha, may she rest in peace. Them militia
bolvans never caught the bastard. Lidochka was only three. It
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was the thought of Lidochka that stopped him. Who’d take care of
his girl when he was gone? There was no one.
Yuri clucked his tongue. “Goddamn you, you old durak.
Goddamn you. You shoulda stayed with her. Shoulda never left.”
He rounded a narrow pathway between a stucco two-story
house and a line of kalina shrubs, its once-red berries
shriveled black, branches heavy with snow, hobbled along the
wall, skirted the back of the house and came to a steep stone
staircase flanked by cypresses and a high fieldstone wall. He
carefully stepped down, cursing his stupidity, his worn-down
shoe soles, his eyesight, and most of all, the winter. It never
got colder than plus three Celsius in Alupka. Minus twenty was
death: closed stores, empty streets, frozen trees, new leaves
and flowers killed in the buds, never to open.
Yuri made it down all of the thirty meters slipping only
once, holding on to the icy stones with both hands, bare for a
better grip; they were aching with cold. He slapped them on his
knees and leaned forward, panting. He could’ve gone up Lenin
street, turned on Castle street and from there on Seaside, only
this way was faster. Up above a stone loosened, clattered down
to his feet. He squinted up. Blurry shadows danced between the
wall and the trees.
“Raisa?” Yuri called.
Silence.
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His heart skipped a beat. He considered climbing back up,
just for a glimpse of her, then decided otherwise. She’d have
scolded him if she could talk, and she’d be right.
“Shoulda bought me a decent pair of glasses in Moscow,
that’s what. Don’t need new car lock if I only woulda quit
riding that damn bone shaker already,” he crossed himself.
“Worry myself sick about the car, about Lidochka left on her
own. Old durak. Got no woman to set my foolish brains straight.”
He trundled out into the light and scaled the sidewalk to
the house number eight. Five minutes, and he’d be there. But he
was spent, wheezing, pausing every few steps to catch his
breath. The snow crunched behind him. He looked back; a shadow
darted behind a tree. Did it?
“Raisa, that you?”
He waited breathlessly. The sea churned and crashed,
breaking over the docks. A seagull shrieked, another answered
it. Yuri tucked his head in his shoulders, pressed on, and there
it was, house number eight, dark and silent, no sign of life it
in. Yuri hurried to the gate; it all looked as he left it.
Olesya’s footprints leading to the porch, the snow scraped off
in a fan where she opened the door. The curtains drawn. No
lights. No movement.
“Olesya?” Yuri called. “Olesya, dorogúsha—”
“You sick podónok.”
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Yuri turned in time to see a fist flying in his face. It
connected with his jaw, rocked his head back, and he sat on the
sidewalk, the breath knocked out of him.
“What did you do with her? Where is she?” The young man
gripped the collar of his coat and shook him, his face livid.
Yuri recognized him. “Dima, that your name? You were
following me, weren’t you.”
Dima had no time to answer.
A low wail came from the house, sudden and violent, a wail
of a child; it rose higher and higher, wavering, dipping down,
climbing up again, until it reached a peak of a high-pitched
scream and was cut off abruptly, chocked out of existence.
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BABA ZINA’S HOUSE
20 AUGUST 1973
08:04

Olesya’s little heart pounded. She was still sleepy and
warm, having just climbed out of bed, wearing only a pair of
panties with red polka dots. Papa left grocery shopping for the
party with Mama and baba Zina—she heard the gate slam and spied
them walk away from the window—and uncle Shurik was supposed to
come later, arriving straight from an expedition, all the way
from Ural, and for a time she was alone, the whole house
belonged to her, and she sat on the hard wooden floor,
relentlessly washed and waxed and polished by baba Zina the
night before, the table and the chairs pushed against the wall,
to be setup later, the middle of the floor big and gleaming,
perfect for putting up the railway so when Papa returned they
could play TUBE. He promised they would, if there was time,
amused at her insistence—they’d played every week if not every
day since he gave it to her this winter on her fifth birthday.
Olesya was struck by the miniature train. She’d never seen
a toy like that in her life, not in stores, not in daycare, not
on television; she was convinced it was real, and she imagined
herself a ballerina like the porcelain figurine baba Zina gave
her, riding the train across the fields and the woods and the
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mountains, racing up and down the bridges over the rivers, and
in and out of long dark tunnels.
She glanced about, accessing the space, nodded to herself
and opened the lacquered box stamped with red blocky letters,
stroked the red plush foam with the tips of her fingers and
marveled at the nestled vagons and the bundles of tracks, the
switches, the trestles, the semaphores, and in the corner,
sitting snugly in its own slot, the shiny gold engine, its head
a touch bigger than its body, reddish, sparkling in the shaft of
sunlight, crowned with a headlamp she knew would light up as
soon as she circled her fingers around it, found the switch on
the bottom and flipped it; it’d turn on right away. She brushed
the length of it, wiggled her thumb and forefinger between the
foam and the steel, and with a quiet swish it came loose,
weighing heavy in her hand. She set it next to her and proceeded
extracting the rest of the set, lining up the pieces, connecting
them in order, her mouth open, the tip of her tongue on her lip,
her soft wavy hair disheveled about her face, flushed, fervent.
Her hands moved swiftly, grabbing, fitting, snapping, and within
minutes the railway was assembled. She coupled the vagons one by
one, sliding them onto the tracks, and lifted TUBE when the gate
door slammed. She flinched; TUBE slipped from her hand.
Papa jiggled the keys, rushed into the house.
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Olesya heard him drop the grocery bags by the door, kick
off his sandals.
“Olesya? Olesya! Where are you?”
“I’m right here!” She wanted to add, “Look, Papa! Look! I
did it all by myself!” but the words never formed.
He burst in the doorway, breathing hard, his lips punched
shut, his eyes bugging out of his head. They swung at the
railway arranged on the floor, at TUBE lying sideways next to
the ballerina figurine, and fastened on Olesya, frozen, standing
on all fours, wearing nothing but panties with red dots. His
pupils widened; a strange little noise escaped his throat, like
a whimper. Olesya sensed a change overcome him, and right away
she knew she did something wrong, by the throb of the vein on
his neck, by the way he took a step toward her, the way his hand
went to his belt.
“You spoiled little dryan’,” he said, his voice low,
boiling with anger. “What’s all this?”
“You said we could play TUBE…” Olesya began.
“Why are you naked?”
She looked at herself. “I’m not naked. I got my panties
on.”
“Take them off.”
“What?”
“Are you deaf?”
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She stared at him.
“Take off your panties.”
“Why?”
“Don’t get smart with me.”
“But Papa—”
“You better do what you’re told.” He unbuckled his belt,
yanked it out of his trousers.
Olesya stood up, stuck out her lower lip and crossed her
arms, glaring at him. She felt miffed. This simply wasn’t fair.
Papa always did what he promised, and he promised her they would
play, and so they would. She got everything ready. She didn’t
break anything, didn’t get anything dirty. In her excitement she
forgot to get dressed, but she didn’t see what was wrong with
that. Yesterday at the beach she wore only her swimming panties,
and he said nothing then; on the contrary, he seemed to like it,
rubbing her back and her belly and tickling her, making her roll
on the towel, giggling, choking with laughter.
“You better do what you promised,” Olesya said.
Papa halted mid-step, the railway between them. He shook
his head once, as though to clear his ears. “What’s that you
said?”
“You promised we could play TUBE. You promised.”
He was within grabbing reach now. “Louder.”
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Olesya was fuming. Papa acted strange, and she decided to
use his own insult against him, like she’d seen baba Zina do
every time they fought.
“Are you deaf?” she asked, and immediately knew she went
too far.
Papa’s lips peeled away from his teeth, his face reddened;
he hooked his arm about her waist and threw her on baba Zina’s
bed covered with red afghan. Olesya was suddenly frightened. She
whirled around and opened her mouth to ask him why he did it,
when he slapped her across the face, and she tumbled back, one
hand pressed to her cheek, her eyes welling up, the knitted wool
scratchy against her thighs, poking her buttocks through the
thin cotton fabric.
“You little parshivka,” Papa spat. “What did I tell you
about talking back to me, ah? What did I tell you?”
He undid the button, jerked down the zipper, shucked off
his trousers. His boxers bunched up; Olesya stared at them.
Something lived there. It was long and round, and it moved, and
she thought of TUBE, the shape reminded her of it. She glanced
to the floor. No, it wasn’t. TUBE lay where she dropped it, by
the porcelain figurine who was watching their scuffle with
unseeing eyes. Olesya looked back at the bulge. What was it?
What could he possibly hide there? Was this maybe a game? She
sprung up and reached over to the boxers and touched it. It
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shifted under her fingers, and it was warm and hard. She grabbed
it. “What is it, Papa?”
He gaped at her, speechless. Then he seized her arm,
digging his fingers deep into her flesh. Olesya tugged, trying
to free it. “You’re hurting me.”
“Say what?”
“You’re hurting me, Papa. Let go.”
“Why, you’re a little whore in the making, aren’t you? Just
like your mother.” He pushed her down on the bed, tore off her
panties, tossed them to the floor, spread her legs. “You know
what your mother did?”
Olesya stared at him, paralyzed. This wasn’t the Papa she
knew, this was someone else.
“You know how you always wanted a little sister? Well, she
killed it. You know why? You know what she told me? She told me
she doesn’t want any more children with me. Told me she wants a
divorce. The bitch. She’s not going anywhere, and neither are
you. I know why she did it. Slept with some urod, that’s why.
Because she’s a whore. All of you are the same.” He was hovering
over Olesya, his breath rapid, his saliva sputtering from his
mouth, sprinkling her face. “Since the moment you’re born, you
cut your eyes at us, hoping to get laid. I’ll beat this out of
you, you’ll see. I’ll make sure you hate this for the rest of
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your life.” He seized her wrists, pressed them against her
chest.
Olesya whimpered. “Please.” She was crying now. “Please, it
hurts.”
It was like she flipped the switch.
For a moment he looked at her with an odd expression in his
eyes, remote, unfocused, like he was looking not at her but
through her, to the back of her head and beyond, then his gaze
returned, and there was hatred in it.
He shoved his fingers in her.
Olesya cried out.
“Be quiet.”
“It’s hurting!”
“Quiet, I said!”
She hollered.
“Shut up! Why won’t you shut up!” He pressed his hand over
her mouth; it smelled like her pee. She tried breathing through
the nose; it was stuffed. Snot shot out of her nostrils.
Then she saw it.
It slipped out of Papa’s boxers and aimed its head at her,
reddish, angry, with a little eye in the middle; a droplet of
liquid squeezed out of it and sat there, clear and round like
TUBE’s headlamp. Olesya thought it would light up. Thought it
would whistle. Thought its wheels would start spinning. Then it
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dunked from sight and pushed inside her. She thought that was
silly. It wanted to ride through her like through a tunnel,
didn’t it? Well, it couldn’t. She had no tunnel inside her, not
that she knew of one. Then it broke through, and Olesya
understood. The thing was mad she didn’t have a tunnel, and it
was going to bore it in her, ride it, and come out the other
end, through her mouth.
It was going to kill her.
And so she wailed, mourning her five-year-old self, her
everything she knew and didn’t, lost before she could look for
it, discarded and broken, her wail turning to a scream, rising
higher and higher, and when the thing touched her heart, she
died, lifted out of her body and watched Papa work on it,
indifferent, silent, comparing the red of the blood on the
thighs to the red of the afghan, the red of the window frame,
the poppies in the yard, the lipstick on baba Zina’s mouth,
opening, closing, saying something to Mama, her hand on the
gate.
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6 FEBRUARY 1989
08:31

“Let it in,” Olesya said. “I have to let it in. That’s how
I kill it.”
She looked at TUBE in her hand, at the afghan she was
sitting on, moth-eaten and dusty, at her naked legs spread wide,
her skin thin and pale and covered in goosebumps, and with one
swift hand she opened the folds of her cunt, and with another
she rammed TUBE inside it. She gasped. It wouldn’t get in. It
was simply too big. The coupling hook and the wheels cut her
flesh, and the more she struggled to drive it deeper, the more
she knew it was hopeless. Beads of sweat dampened her forehead;
her pupils dilated, her heartbeat quickened. She pulled TUBE
out, wincing, wiped the blood off its head on the afghan, spit
on it, rubbed the spit all over, gripped it tight with both
hands, lifted her buttocks, and jammed it inside. It got stuck
halfway. She cried out. She couldn’t pull it out now if she
tried. The grille and the wheels wedged fast in the plush of her
tissues; to move it deeper was agony; to move it out was worse.
Olesya had tolerated dancing with broken toenails, sprained
tendons, fractures bones, pulled and torn muscles; she’d danced
when sick, when exhausted, when she was hungry to the point of
vomiting, when the burn in her feet and in her back made her
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want to scream, always a smile on her face, never a sign of pain
she was in, but this was too much. This she couldn’t tolerate.
She fell back on the bed, closed her eyes.
She must. There was no way around it, only through it.
“Looks like you need help with that, my little ballerina.”
Her eyes flew open.
Papa hovered above her. His breath chilled her face, his
eyes glinted with cold excitement. He cuffed her wrists, pressed
them to her chest, fumbled with TUBE between her legs and forced
it all the way in, ripping into her, hammering her like an
engine’s piston.
Olesya hollered. Her head dropped away from his panting
mouth, her eyes fell on the door; it was half-open.
Hidden in the shadows, still as the porcelain ballerina she
held in her hand, there stood little Olesya. Her hair was tied
in pigtails, and she wore a cotton summer dress with buttons
from neck to hem, the dress baba Zina made for her from one of
Papa’s shirts, the dress Mama put on her after she found her
crouching naked behind the toilet, the dress she loved and hated
and tried wearing until she was ten, until she couldn’t fit into
it anymore; the dress made from the only shirt Papa had of red
color. It was practically new—he only wore it once. “It’s too
bright, Mama,” he told baba Zina after she presented it to him
with a flourish, demanding an appreciation for such rare-colored
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garment smuggled in from GDR, “it hurts my eyes.” She made a
scene and yelled at him, calling him an ungrateful son and the
bane of her life and little parshivets—they fought for a good
hour, until he finally put it on only to tear it off in disgust
at the end of the day, and under the sewing machine it went.
“Come here,” Olesya called. “Come.”
Little Olesya didn’t move. Her hand went to her crotch and
cupped it as though protecting it; her eyes were glassy. She
watched them impassively, her mouth working over unspoken words,
her body flinching in rhythm to Papa’s movements. Olesya long
stopped resisting him, giving herself to pain.
“Come back,” she said.
Little Olesya let go of her crotch.
“Come back to me. I miss you.”
She took a small step, another, stopped.
“Please.” Olesya’s eyes spilled over. “Please, I—”
“Quiet,” Papa hissed.
“—can’t feel without you.”
“Keep quiet, I said.”
“No.”
“Shut up.”
“No!”
He pressed his forearm down her neck, cut off her breath;
his rhythm hastened. TUBE hammered on her insides, faster,
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harder, making a wet sucking noise, then Papa suddenly tensed,
arched his back; his eyes rolled up, and he grunted, shuddering
all over. He pulled himself out of Olesya with a quiet pop, sat
back. She stared at the carnage. TUBE lay to side of her leg,
caked in blood, her pubic hair stiff with it, afghan soaked, and
at her feet Papa’s groin with no hole in it, only his cock
hanging limp, sad and shriveled.
Olesya started laughing.
Papa glanced down at himself, back up at her.
“You little bitch. Stop it. Stop!”
She couldn’t. Her chest shook and rattled, her belly
spasmed; she crossed her arms and hugged herself, hitched for
breath; the noises coming out of her mouth were hideous, loud,
cackling. Tears burst from her eyes, and she hooted with
laughter, rolled onto her side. Then little Olesya joined her.
She giggled into her hand, took her hand away, snorted, and it
was so funny to her, it made her giggle harder. She walked up to
Olesya, pointed at Papa’s cock.
“Look at it! Look! It’s so little!”
Papa’s face reddened. He hastily tucked himself in his
boxers, jerked up his trousers.
“It’s tiny,” little Olesya said.
“Like a tiny worm,” Olesya echoed.
“No, no, like a slug. All nasty and slimy.”
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“Let’s squash it.”
“Let’s.”
They moved in on Papa. His face contorted, and there was
little Grisha in him, looking out with big frightened eyes. “You
leave me alone,” he said, “or I’ll tell Mama.”
“Go on. Tell her. She’s right there,” Olesya waved at the
window. “Want me to call her for you?”
He jumped off the bed and was out the door in a flash,
hollering, “Mama! Mama!”
“Oh, you poor crybaby!” little Olesya shrieked after him.
“Ryova! Plaksa!” She jumped in Olesya’s lap and whispered hotly,
“Let go get him. Let’s give him a good thrashing. You hold him,
and I’ll punch him. Like that!” She raised her fist, her little
face fierce.
“No, no,” Olesya shook her head. “It’s okay. We don’t need
to.”
“But I want to!”
“I understand. It won’t do any good.”
“It won’t?”
“He’s gone, isn’t he? He’s not coming back.”
“And if he will?” little Olesya narrowed her eyes. “What if
he will? What then?”
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“He won’t. There’s nothing for him to come for. TUBE is
dead.” She picked it up, flipped the switch on the bottom. The
engine was silent. “I killed it. Like you asked me to.”
Little Olesya pouted. “So I can’t play with it anymore?”
“You can play with your ballerina.”
She unclenched her hand, set the figurine in Olesya’s lap,
its white porcelain chipped, crisscrossed with break-lines, yet
her shape intact, the tilt of her chin, the bend of her neck,
the waves of her hair twirled into a bun, the bodice, the tutu,
the long arms and legs. “But what will she ride?”
“She doesn’t need to ride anything.”
“Then what will she do?”
“She’ll dance. That’s what ballerinas do. They dance. Want
me to show you?” Olesya moved to stand and moaned.
“No,” little Olesya said with authority. “You don’t need to
show me. I believe you.”
“You do?”
She yawned, her interest gone. “I’m tired.”
“Want to lie down with me?” Olesya picked her up, thin and
light as a feather, curled up around her, feeling her breath
warm her hands, her little heart beating fast as a bird’s.
“It’s gone,” she whispered, “it’s never coming back. You
hear me? Never.”
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Dima pulled out the jackknife from his pocket and opened
the blade.
“Who did this to you.” His voice was shaking.
“Dima?” Olesya propped herself up on her elbows. “What are
you doing here? How did you find me?”
“Did he do it?” Dima’s rapid breath choked him. He was
ghastly pale, his narrow eyes like two slits cut in a sack of
skin stuffed to bursting with darkness.
Olesya glanced at herself, naked from waist down, her legs
outstretched on the dusty red afghan, her inner thighs smeared
with blood dried to a brown crust, her groin a dead animal
mauled by something inhuman, and balled up in her hand a little
girl’s summer dress with buttons from hem to neck, made from
faded red cotton, smelling faintly of mold. She brought it up to
her face, inhaled deeply, hoping to find a trace of herself, a
lingering scent that has somehow prevailed over the last sixteen
years.
Her eyes lit up. “Dima. Dima, listen. He’s not coming back
again. Ever. I got rid of him. You hear me? Oh, you should’ve
seen it. His little cock, so pathetic, like a little boy’s. I
wanted to squash it, I told him, too, and guess what. He ran
from me! Called for his mother, ‘Mama! Mama!’ It was ridiculous.
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I couldn’t stop laughing,” she let out a chortle, “couldn’t
believe I was afraid of him. It was the other way around, you
know? He was afraid of me.” She searched Dima’s eyes. “Always.”
He looked at her without looking.
“I remembered,” she said.
“I’ve heard enough.” He spun on his heels.
“Where are you going?”
“To open up a rapist. See what he’s made of.”
“What?” She sat up, alarmed.
The front door creaked—Olesya knew the sound with her eyes
closed. Heavy footsteps stomped in.
“Boy, I tell ya, that was a good blow,” Yuri’s voice
chuckled, “and I tell you something else, too, that red-haired
stérva of yours—”
“You fucking uród,” Dima’s voice said. “Do you believe in
God?”
“What’s that?”
“I saw you cross yourself. Why don’t you say your prayers.”
“Dima, no!” Olesya was on her feet, flinging the afghan off
the bed, draping it over her shoulders, running out into the
hallway, her bare feet slapping the wooden boards, every step
sending a shock of pain up her crotch, the bruised flesh sore,
burning, stinging.
The floor shuddered under a fallen body.
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Dima shoved Yuri back, straddled him, swung out his arm.
Olesya saw the blade glint in the bluish light sifting through
the drawn curtains, and then she was flying, her muscular legs
propelling her in practiced leaps. She slammed into Dima’s back,
caught him by the neck, gripped his arm and tipped sideways,
dragging him with her. They tumbled and crashed in a row of old
boots and galoshes caked in old mud.
“What the hell!” He twisted his arm, wresting it from her
hold; the jackknife cluttered out of his hand. “Olesya. Let go.”
“He didn’t do it,” she panted, sitting up. “Yuri had
nothing to do with it. He wasn’t even here. Are you listening?
Do you hear what I’m saying? I did it. I.”
Dima looked at her. “What are you talking about?”
“I raped myself with TUBE,” Olesya nodded at baba Zina’s
room. “Right there. I can show you.”
He blinked. “You did what?”
“Christ Almighty.” Yuri picked up the jackknife from the
floor, folded it, slipped it in his pocket. His sheepskin coat
was unbuttoned, one button hanging by the thread, another torn
off; his balding head bare, hairs pressed to his scalp by the
ushanka in a neat damp circle; blood trickled down his nose, one
eye was swollen shut, another fixed below Olesya’s waist.
She remembered her nakedness, drew up her legs, stretched
over her sweater. “Yuri, can I ask you—”
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“You got it.” He waddled off to baba Zina’s room, stooped
over the afghan, picked it up, and brought it back to her.
“Here. Why dontcha go sit somewhere soft and warm. No good
sitting on that cold floor for ya. Not in the state you in.”
Olesya smiled. “I was just about to ask you.”
“I know. Come on up now.” He offered her his hand.
Dima watched her wrap the afghan around her shoulders,
watched her get up, lean on Yuri. “Hey. Where’s my jackknife?”
“Dontcha worry none about your jackknife. I got it right
here,” Yuri patted his pocket, “safe and sound.”
“I’d like to have it back, please.”
“You’ll get it back when I decide you can have it back. You
got that?”
“I beg your pardon?” Dima stood up, his face level with
Yuri’s, lips pressed together tight.
Yuri shook his head. “Why, you a stubborn one, ain’t ya?
Stubborn and blind as bat. You see what you did to me?” He
pointed to his swollen eye. “For what? For naught. That wasn’t
me you were beating up, was it?”
Dima looked at him.
“Didn’t think so. I tell ya what, I don’t mind being a
punching bag, if it bring relief to someone deserving. And that
ain’t you, son. You gotta face your pain on your own. Nobody
else can do that for ya, you hear? Can’t have you running
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around, waving that knife at any stranger you meet just because
you think it’s your Papasha wanting to hurt you again. Am I
right?”
Dima sucked in his breath. “That’s none of your business.”
Yuri squinted at him. “Prickly, eh? Well, it don’t work on
me none. I seen your kind, son. What do you think? You think you
alone? Hell, my Papasha beat me bloody every night he got drunk,
or whenever he took his fancy. I could’ve said something wrong,
I could’ve not. Didn’t matter one bit. He dunked my head in a
bucket of freezing water, too, outside in the winter. How do you
like that, huh? I know what you think. You think I hurt your
love here, dontcha?”
Dima blushed, glanced away.
“I know you love her. Listen to me, son. I’ll tell you
something.” He walked up to him, looked him straight in the
face. “Forcing your way onto a woman don’t work. And I don’t
mean climbing on top of her. I mean forcing your presence on her
when she don’t want you to. Get that through your thick skull.”
He tapped on his temple. “That’s not how you win a woman’s love.
I tell ya. I know all about it. My Raisa beat me upside the head
all right when I tried that shit with her. Taught me a good
lesson. You know what you gotta do?”
Olesya gripped the edge of the windowsill, dropped her
head; a low moan escaped her.
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Yuri turned around. “Why, my big mouth ran away with me
again. What do you know. Old durak.” He shuffled up to her,
cupped her elbow, led her to the room. “Here. You hold on to me.
There you go. Any way to make some tea in here?”
“Yeah. Should be some in the kitchen. There is a kettle.
And cups.”
“Olesya,” Dima called.
She looked over her shoulder.
“Olesya, I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.” He raked his hand
through his hair, pinched the bridge of his nose. “I…I don’t
know what possessed me. I—”
“Stupidity possessed you, that’s what,” Yuri snapped.
“Apology is a good first step. Now you gotta wait if she invite
you to a conversation. If she don’t invite you, you crawl back
to your hole and sit there and wait. Then try again.”
Olesya looked at Dima. “It’s okay. I can talk to you, if
you want.”
Yuri studied her. “You sure about that?”
“I’m sure. I’m fine, really.”
“Dontcha want to wash yourself first?”
“There’s only an outdoor shower here, and I don’t feel like
going all the way to banya right now.”
“All right. I’ll go see what you got there in the kitchen,”
he stomped off, the melting snow leaking from the soles of his
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boots, leaving wet dirty prints. He shut the kitchen door behind
him, and there was the squeak of the cupboard doors being opened
and closed, the rattle of the silverware, the sputter and the
whoosh of the water.
Olesya walked into baba Zina’s room, sat on the bed.
Dima followed, perched on the edge beside her. “Do you need
anything? Want me to boil some water for you? Bring you a hot
towel?”
“No,” Olesya said. “Later.”
“I’m worried about you.”
“Talk.”
Dima hung his head.
She waited.
“It happened to me too,” he said quietly.
She was silent.
“I never told anyone.” He looked at her. “It’s difficult
for me to talk about it.”
“I’m listening,” she said.
He rubbed his face, closed his eyes, scrunched them tight.
“Just…please don’t laugh.”
“Why would I be laughing?”
“I don’t know. Because it’s…stupid?”
“Is that what you think. That it’s stupid.”
“Yeah.”
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“Well, if it was stupid, Dima, it wouldn’t give you such a
hard time talking about it, would it?” She looked at him.
He took a deep breath, let out it all out, gripped his
knees. “It was a girl in my school, three years older than me.
She…she forced me into it. I was thirteen, a virgin.”
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MOSCOW
17 OCTOBER 1980
11:41

“FUCK ME.”
The oversized letters were scrawled in blue ball-point pen
on a piece of graph paper taped to the frill of Yulia
Tsvetkova’s pinafore, the straps fitting snugly over her school
uniform dress, the zipper straining under her breasts that were
the talk of the school, as was her beauty, her father’s money,
and her whoring which she did for simple things like a ten-kopek
milk shake brought to her in a glass straight from the store, or
a bar of Alyonka chocolate, or glazed curd snacks, or marmalade
segments sprinkled with sugar, or cream-filled tubes—she wasn’t
picky. Some boys tried to be smart and shoved at her rubles
clutched in hot sweaty hands; she never took those—she didn’t
need money, she told them, and she wasn’t some prostitutka.
The demand for Yulia’s services was high, and the waiting
could stretch for months. The boys tried to outdo one another by
bringing her hard-to-get sweets; they lusted after her like
dogs, hoping to catch her eye; they dreamed of her naked,
jerking off in the restroom stalls; they scratched messages on
the desks, “Yulia, call me,” with phone numbers below, and
“Yulia, I love you,” and “Yulia, your breasts get my cock so
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hard, it can crack my nuts.” She reveled in the attention and
broke their hearts like she broke hard candy between her sharp
pearly teeth.
Dima hated every boy she slept with, for their satisfied
grins, their bragging, their exaggerated stories. They treated
her like a queen before, like dirt after. It made him boil with
jealousy and anger. He secretly hoped one day she’d notice him,
for his loyalty—he had no money for sweets, unless he stole from
his father and suffered a beating—so he waited for an
opportunity to come along. It came in the form of the note taped
to her pinafore, and he trailed after her through the hall
packed with bodies and ringing with voices, down the staircase,
and through another hall to the cafeteria, throwing warning
glances at anyone who dared to snort into their hand and tap
their neighbor and point to her back; twice he came close enough
to snatch it, but the first time Yulia stopped to talk to
another girl and he had to retreat, and the second time she
quickened her pace and a teacher glared at him, so he had to
slow down and blend in, pretending to be just another shkolnik
on his way to consume a plate of mashed potatoes under cold
gravy and bits of selyodka riddled with long, sharp bones.
The blue double-doors of the cafeteria were steps away;
once she entered, he’d lose her.
“Yulia.”
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It was the first time he called her by her name, first time
he said it aloud. His heart pounded; his vision swarmed with
snowflakes, dancing, twirling; she didn’t hear him.
“Yulia!”
It was easier now, he could breathe; she continued walking.
A gaggle of eighth-grade boys blocked her way, made lewd jokes;
she told them she didn’t waste time on babies, stepped in the
doors.
“Tsvetkova!”
That got her attention. She flinched, whirled around,
looked above Dima’s head, scanning the hall for a teacher or the
school principal, then she saw him; her eyes opened wide, the
color of blue that Dima loved most—the blue of his mother’s tea
set, of the chairs in the kitchen where they used to sit and
talk, of the evening sky in the windowpanes; the blue of the
dusk.
“What do you want, malchik?”
Malchik. She thought him a baby too. Dima cleared his
throat. “You have…there’s on your back…there is—”
“Speak louder, I can’t hear you.” She squeezed her lips
together; her cheeks dimpled.
“Yulia!” came from the cafeteria. “Yulia, quick! We saved
you a place!” A group of girls waved to her from the end of a
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table stacked with plates of food and slices of bread and
glasses of kompot.
She turned to them. “Just a second!”
Dima reached out; the tips of his fingers almost brushed
the note; he took a small step, grabbed it, peeled it off.
Yulia spun around.
He froze, the note clutched in his hand.
“Ah, you little govnyuk!” she cried. “You think this is
funny, do you?” She snatched the note from his hold, tearing it
in half. “ME. ME what? Give me the rest.”
He scrunched the paper in his fist.
“I said, give it to me.”
Blood rose to his face; he blushed. “Please. You don’t want
to know what it says. It’s nasty.”
“Then why did you write it?”
“I didn’t. Not to you. I could never.”
Her expression changed from irritation to curiosity.
“Yulia! You coming or not?”
“Hold on!” She waved a dismissive hand at them without
looking back.
“You didn’t write it?”
He shook his head.
“Then who did?”
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“I don’t know. But I’ll find out. And when I do, I’ll cut
them open, from neck to groin.” To demonstrate that he was
serious, he shoved his hand into his pocket and pulled out his
jackknife.
Yulia’s eyes rounded. “What are you, crazy? Put it away.”
She seized his elbow and dragged him off to the shadowy corner
under the stairs, by the janitor’s closet. She pushed the door
open and pulled him inside, into a dusty gloomy space of about
six meters by nine, stacked with upended school desks and chairs
and buckets and brooms and boxes of empty vodka bottles that the
school uborshitsa took as bribes from the kids for using her
closet overnight.
“You look familiar,” Yulia whispered. Her face was bluish
in the dark. She moved Dima close to the wall; her breath made
him dizzy. “What class do you go to?”
“Seven A.”
“Just a baby.”
“I’m not a baby. I can prove it.”
“Can you, now?” she took hold of his jacket lapel. “I have
this feeling I’ve seen you somewhere before.”
“I’m your neighbor. From across the landing.”
“Neighbor?”
“I live in the apartment across from yours. Apartment
number nine.”
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“Wait, wait. I know you. You’re that boy whose mother hung
herself.”
Dima stiffened.
“Funny, I don’t ever remembering seeing you. What’s your
name?”
“Dima. Dima Rumyantsev.”
“Well, go ahead and prove what you wanted to prove, Dima
Rumyantsev.”
She breathed harder. Her breast brushed his arm, and his
heart went berserk; he hardened instantly; his ears started
ringing.
“You going to keep me waiting or what? Fifth period starts
soon. I don’t want to be late.” She fumbled with her dress. Dima
couldn’t see what she was doing, then he felt her hand grope his
thighs, slide between his legs.
He drew back from her. “Don’t.” His back hit the wall.
She pressed her body against him. For an instant her soft,
warm flesh reminded him of his mother, of what it felt like when
she held him close, when she rocked him back to sleep after one
of his nightmares, then the feeling was gone; he smelled her
peculiar scent, and it nauseated him—she smelled of sweetness.
Sweet candy breath, sweet perfume; sweet sweat.
“What have you brought me? Out with it.”
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“Nothing,” he stuttered. “I don’t…I don’t want anything. I
don’t have any money. I only wanted to…I only—” He groaned. The
sound shocked him—it escaped him involuntarily. Her hand found
its way down his blue uniform pants, into the warmth of his
briefs, grasped him.
“Oho!” Yulia exclaimed. “That’s a sizable member you got
there. How old are you again?”
“Thirteen.”
Dima wanted to cry. His groin was burning; it was a
pleasurable burn he’d experienced before, but it never
culminated in anything; he’d wake up stiff, wait for it to
subside, crawl out of bed and go pee; ballet classes exhausted
him, and when he crashed in bed at night, all thought of
touching himself evaporated. Next morning he’d wake up stiff
again. He liked the sensation of filling out, growing big; now
it was painful. The burn stretched him outward, beyond what he
thought he could endure; it blazed up his spine, it seared, it
sizzled, and when Yulia circled her fingers around his cock,
pulled down his foreskin and squeezed, the burn scalded him; he
spasmed, once, twice, three times. Hot liquid spilled out,
trickled down his balls; the head of his penis stretched out
like a balloon filled with boiling water. A shiver passed over
him; he slumped against the wall, closed his eyes, the hum of
the blood in his ears interrupted by a gurgling sound. At first
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he couldn’t understand what it was; he opened his eyes, strained
to see, to remember where he was and why, and then he knew what
it was.
Yulia was laughing.
Her wide-open mouth stretched her face into a hideous mask.
She laughed so hard, she had to hold on to her sides. Tears
gushed from her eyes, rolled down her cheeks, smearing her
mascara; she gasped for breath.
“Oh, I can’t—I can’t—hold me—”
She doubled up in a new convulsion of high-pitched,
cackling giggles; it sounded like a cackle of a madwoman.

The

little hairs on Dima’s neck stood up, and then a new sound
jarred him—the bell for the fifth period, a piercing insistent
trill that shook the walls of the school and his very bones. He
pushed Yulia away, darted out the door and ran.
It was only after he burst into the classroom and came to a
halt in front of thirty-three hushed, seated shkolniks—girls in
dark dresses and pinafores, boys in blue suits—panting,
gathering his breath to apologize for being late, that he
realized he forgot to button up his pants. Damn suspenders. He
was so skinny, no uniform would fit him, and his ballet teacher
Margarita Alexandrovna suggested he get suspenders, explaining
it was a good thing—they didn’t restrict the movement like the
belts, and many of her boys wore them, nothing to be ashamed of.
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The breath whooshed out of Dima; he stood still as waxwork.
A fly buzzed to the window, bumped its head against it,
fell over.
“Rumyantsev,” the teacher said, peering at him over his
thick-lensed glasses. “Didn’t your mother teach you how to work
the buttons?”
The room exploded with laughter.
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BABA ZINA’S HOUSE
6 FEBRUARY 1989
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“I became her plaything, her toy. She’d talked her father
into letting me come over after school so she could feed me,
help me with homework—help me she did, on a sofa in her room, in
the kitchen, in the bathroom on the toilet. Her father agreed,
of course—he was proud of his daughter—what a noble undertaking,
caring for the poor boy next door whose mother abandoned him,
the selfish bitch.”
“Don’t say that.”
“Why not? It’s what I believed back then. These are my
father’s words, Olesya. Do you think I could come up with
something like that on my own? The whole podyezd agreed with
him, never mind his drinking binges when he beat her black and
blue. They all heard him bellowing at her. All of them, I saw it
in their faces the next morning. And not a peep out of one, not
one of them dared to speak against the militia uchastkovyi.
Chyórtovy trúsy. If this bothers you, tell me. I’ll go. I don’t
think I can contain myself, now that I’ve started.”
“Stay.”
“You don’t have to listen to this.”
“You want to go back to Natasha.”
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“No I don’t. It’s over. We broke up.”
“You did.”
“Right after you left with Yuri.”
“Well, that was a fast fling.”
“Yeah it was. You want me to continue?”
“Please.”
“Where was I…”
“Sofa, kitchen, bathroom.”
“Right. Well, it wasn’t me that she was interested in, it
was my cock. It fascinated her. She’d quickly make me come—took
her a few minutes—then marvel at me staying hard for hours. I
think the most she made me come in a row was eight times, maybe
nine. I was so spent after, I fell asleep on her sofa and missed
my ballet class. She laughed so hard when I woke up, I fled. I
promised myself to never see her again. That lasted one day. I
simply couldn’t escape her. If she didn’t snag me at school, she
was sure to bump into me in our podyezd. I believe she was
waiting for me on purpose—she’d drag me into the elevator and
jerk me off before we reached the fifth floor. Told me if I
weren’t so young, she’d go out with me. I was so naive, I
believed her. Thought I was in love.”
“Were you?”
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“No. It was an infatuation, not love. A longing. A wish for
something I didn’t have. Attention. Woman’s touch. And then of
course, their apartment…”
“What about it.”
“You won’t laugh?”
“Did I ever?”
“Well…it wasn’t anything special—if that’s what you’re
thinking—it was the same as ours, same bathroom, same kitchen, a
corridor and three rooms, only mirrored, but it was…blue. Not
entirely, no, only some accents here and there—but it gave the
impression of airiness, made the rooms seem taller, brighter.
Her mother had an amazing taste, and they had money to spend—
Yulia’s father was a diplomat, constantly traveling abroad—
smuggling back in clothes, all kinds of delicacies, gadgets,
trinkets. It was all arranged to match, like in a royal palace—
the blue ornaments on their china, the blue draperies, blue silk
pillows—it’s what Mama always wanted. Her favorite color was
blue. She couldn’t stand our drab apartment, wanted to make it
beautiful. She got as far as the kitchen chairs.”
“I’m sorry.”
“It’s okay. It’s in the past.”
“So what happened?”
“To me and Yulia? Oh, our little affair lasted about three
months. Until one day her father showed up from a trip early and
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found her riding me on their marital bed, spread out on their
blue satin comforter, butt-naked. It was ugly. Shortly after
they moved to America. I haven’t heard from her since.”
“Do you miss her.”
“I can’t say I do, no.”
“I miss Papa. I shouldn’t, but I can’t help it. I miss the
good times. We had those, you know? He liked to read to me,
poetry, fairy tales. He had a loud, radio voice, and such a
talent for telling stories. I loved listening to him. Loved
being near him.”
“I understand.”
“Remember how you said you forgave your mother? How you
told her you were mad at her for leaving you alone with your
father, yelled at her, called her names? I did it. I did the
same thing. I went back to see him. I was so scared, Dima, so
scared, but I had to. I knew I had to. And I did. And then I
laughed at him. You know what he did? He ran from me like a
scared little boy. So it’s over now. It’s gone. Look at it.”
“You’re talking about—”
“TUBE. Here, try it. Flip it on. See? It’s dead. It’s dead.
I let it in, like little Olesya said, and it died there. It died
in me. It’s never coming back, Dima. It’s just a toy. Just a
memory.”
“From kupé eight.”
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“From baba Zina’s house, yes. Number eight. Ironic how I
didn’t see it.”
“May I hold you?”
“Okay. Only…”
“Only what.”
“My hands. I’ll stain your sweater.”
“I don’t care, Olesya. Stain it all you want.”
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SIMFEROPOL
13:35

The trolleybus closed its doors and took off in a spray of
slush. It doused Olesya’s legs, soaked her pants, slid off her
boots in a wet puddle. She laughed, stomped one leg then
another, leaving faint footprints on the washed asphalt. A drop
of water hit her head—she looked up; the icicles on the wires
were dripping, refracting the sun like crystal chandeliers.
“You sure you want to do this?” Dima said.
“Yes. One last time.” She grabbed his hand, pulled him
close and stood on tiptoes, talking into his ear, “It’s my
birthday, remember? It’ll be my present to myself.”
He squinted at her. “Why are you whispering? Is it some
kind of a secret?”
“You know what? Sometimes you’re such a durák.” She smacked
him on the shoulder. “Don’t you get the significance of it?”
“I guess I don’t.” He made a sad face. “I’m a durák, after
all.”
“And a trús.” She glared at him, pressing her lips together
hard to stop from smiling.
“Please make up your mind,” he clasped his hands. “Two such
honorable epithets are a bit too much for me at the moment.”
“I’ll kill you, Dima. Are you chickening out?”
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“Hell no.” He grinned. “I’m all for it.”
“Good. Follow me.”
They stopped at the curb and looked across the street, at
the Theatre of Drama and Musical Comedy, a massive block of
concrete with square columns and flat, solid walls—it looked
like an oversized train depot dropped in the middle of the city
under Lenin’s watchful eye, his one bronze hand resting on a
pedestal, another outstretched, clutching something, the vast
square around him dotted with tiny hurrying figures.
“Looks impenetrable,” Dima said.
“You’ll see.” Olesya tugged on his hand and stepped off the
curb. A passing Volga honked at them, splashed them with water;
they jumped back.
“There’s an underground perekhód over there,” Dima waved
his hand, “just a few steps away, you know.”
“Fuck it. This way is faster.”
“All right then.”
They jogged across three lanes, dodging cars, a trolleybus,
a lumbering truck with MOLOKO stenciled on its fat, round
cistern. Once on the other side, they leapt up the steps and
darted along the floor-to-ceiling windows of the theater’s first
floor, turned the corner and came out the back, to the row of
nondescript doors. Olesya tried the first one; it was locked.
“Do you know where we’re going?” Dima said.
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“Nope. But one of them is bound to be a service entrance.”
“Maybe you don’t need to try them one by one.”
“What do you suggest?”
Dima pointed at the door at the end of the row; it had a
red plaque on it, spelling in big golden letters, SLUZHEBNY
VHOD.
Olesya raised her chin as though she didn’t notice his
smirk, and tried the knob; the door creaked open.
Inside was silence and the smell of dust and waxed floors.
The walls were hung with show bills and actor’s portraits framed
behind glass. In a booth by the staircase, propped on a highbacked chair, sat a corpulent tyótka stuffed in a maroon theater
uniform, her blouse obscured by a thick crystal necklace, her
little eyes concentrating on the magazine in her ring-laden
hands, crimson lips moving silently, chewing on the words.
“Pretend like we belong here,” Olesya whispered.
“Way ahead of you.” Dima straightened his back, shoved his
hands in his pockets, glanced at her; she nodded. They casually
strolled by the booth.
“Dobry den’,” Olesya called.
“Dobry den’,” tyótka said without taking her eyes off the
magazine.
They stepped on the staircase.
“Well, that was easy,” Olesya said.
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“Hey!” tyótka called after them. “Molodye lyúdi!”
“Chyort.” Dima looked at Olesya; she smiled. “Watch me.”
“Molodye lyúdi!” She clambered out of her booth and glared
at them, arms akimbo. “Where do you think you’re going? Show me
your passes.”
Olesya drew herself up and pinned her with the look she saw
Alla Borisovna give all small fry at Bolshoi that dared to
oppose her. “Excuse me,” she said, “we’re late for a rehearsal.”
“What rehearsal? I don’t know of any rehearsal.”
Olesya grimaced like she smelled something nasty. “It is
unfortunate that the administration of this provincial theater
isn’t properly acquainted with their schedule. But what do you
expect. It’s not Moscow, after all.”
“Now you cut this out,” tyótka fumed. “Both of ya. Damn
Muscovites. Either show me your passes or get the hell outta
here before I call militia.”
“What insolence!” Olesya cried, pitching her voice to a
shriek. “Your job is to help your artists, not insult them! What
kind of a treatment is this?”
There was doubt in tyótka’s eyes.
Olesya glanced at Dima; he stared at her open-mouthed; she
winked at him. “I’m afraid I’ll have to file a complaint with
your nachalstvo.”
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On the word ‘nachalstvo’ tyótka shrunk. “Who do you think
you are, threatening me? Huh?”
“Give me pen and paper,” Olesya snapped.
“I ain’t giving you nothing! I’m calling militia.” She
lumbered into her booth and picked up the phone receiver.
Olesya snatched it out of her hand, slammed it down, and
hissed in her face, “Then you’ll have to personally explain to
Alla Borisovna Serova why you’ve made two of her soloists late
for the private Swan Lake rehearsal she has arranged for them in
this detestable hole you call ‘theater’ so you uncultured
Simferopol derevenshina can enjoy the majesty and the awe of
high art all the way from Moscow, from the Bolshoi Theatre
itself, which apparently you have no desire for, which begs the
question of what exactly it is you’re doing at your post here,
and perhaps I need to give Alla Borisovna a word to see to it
that you’re redirected to a post of uborshitsa. I think it’d
suit you better.” She straightened.
Tyótka dropped in the chair, her face gray. “Serova, you
said? But you ain’t scheduled to rehearse till tomorrow.”
“Save your breath, Olesya.” Dima took her hand. His mouth
pinched; he looked tyótka up and down. “The uneducated citizens
like her have no appreciation for the highly artistic work we’re
doing—it goes over their heads. A shame for our country, really.
Alla Borisovna will be here soon anyway—let her deal with it.
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She’ll know what steps to take to make sure this disgrace
doesn’t occur again.”
“You’re right,” Olesya withdrew from the booth. “I’ve been
momentarily blinded by the passion for our art. You see, Dima,
it wasn’t so much an insult to me personally as it was an insult
to the entire Soviet state.”
A strangled gasp escaped tyótka’s lips; she sprung to her
feet. “Why didn’t you tell me right away you’re from Bolshoi? We
been expecting ya. Didn’t know you’d come today is all.”
“I sincerely hope you do a better job of welcoming us in
the future,” Olesya said haughtily.
“Please. Please. Let me show you to the stage.” She fussed
around them, kneading her hands.
“You don’t need to escort us,” Dima said. “We’ll find our
way. We need silence and calm to prepare our minds for the work
ahead of us.”
“Oh!” Tyótka’s eyes rounded. “I understand. I understand.
It’s easy to find. All you gotta do is go down, go straight all
the way and turn right. You’ll see it.”
“Thank you kindly.” Dima offered Olesya an arm, and they
descended down the stairs with unhurried poise and dignity,
tyótka’s eyes on their backs. They walked the length of the
corridor lined with the doors to the dressing rooms, turned a
corner, looked at each other and broke into a run, crashed
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THE CRIMEAN UKRAINIAN THEATRE OF DRAMA AND MUSICAL COMEDY
14:01

“I promoted you to work, not to complain to me every step
of the way,” Alla Borisovna snapped at Natasha.
She wasn’t in the best of moods, having lost her best
soloist right before the nationwide tour—Olesya was stiff as a
horse onstage, yes, there was no denying it, but her technique,
her work ethic, her discipline were impeccable. And her body,
her ideal ballet body. She showed promise. Alla Borisovna
twisted the button on her mink-pelt shúba—she should’ve been
gentler with Olesya, should’ve arranged a private hotel room for
her and Dima; nature would’ve taken its course. And now it was
too late. She was gone, left Bolshoi on her own—unheard of
insanity! And what did she trade her for? A red-haired
krasavitsa who no doubt turned every audience’s head, but who
had no stamina, was utterly spoiled by attention, and was
unwilling to do the grueling work the prestigious position of a
prima ballerina required. They haven’t even started rehearsing,
and here she was complaining all the way from the hotel, how the
food was atrocious, the room was cold, there was no water in the
shower, and worst of all, her dancing partner disappeared—how
was she going to dance without him?
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“I’ll double as Dima for tonight.” Alla Borisovna placed
her hand on the knob.
The door with the plaque SLUZHEBNY VHOD creaked open.
“But Alla Borisovna—” Natasha began.
“Spare me the buts!” She dropped the knob, whirled around
and glared at Natasha; the door closed behind her. “You want to
have a career in ballet, you give it all you got—partner or no
partner. Dima will come back, don’t you worry. Unlike you, he’s
never given me a reason to doubt him.”
Natasha pursed her lips. “You won’t survive without me.”
“Excuse me?”
“There simply isn’t enough time for any of the corps girls
to learn the Swan Princess part.”
“Are you schooling me, Natasha Ryzhik?”
“Oh my God, Alla Borisovna,” Natasha rolled her eyes.
“Let’s stop the pretense. You need me, I need you. It’s pretty
obvious we’re not necessarily enamored with one other. As you
and I both know, it’s quite normal in the ballet world. I
suggest we learn to live with it. You do your job, I do mine. My
contract allows for a specific number of off-days in a year. I’d
like for you not to encroach on my free time. I was planning on
resting today after being cramped in that stinky, overheated
train for an eternity. Ballet is not the end of the world for
me. Unlike you, I have a life.”
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Alla Borisovna’s blood was boiling. She steeled herself,
put on her most amiable smile which was hardly more than a curl
of her mouth at the very corners. “I see.

Here is what I’ll

tell you, Natasha, and I’ll tell it to you only once. If you
don’t want to do the work I ask of you, I’m not holding you
prisoner. There are plenty of girls who will kill for an
opportunity to take your place. You’re welcome to get yourself
another job, if you’re so inclined. Skátertyu doróga.” She waved
her hand, indicating all the paths Natasha could take.
The door creaked open, and tyótka’s curly head stuck out.
“Alla Borisovna!” she exclaimed. “Dobry den’. We been expecting
you, we been expecting you alright. Why are you standing here
out in the cold? Please. Come in, come in. Your two soloists are
already rehearsing. I let them in right away, I did.”
Alla Borisovna’s eyebrows rose. “My two soloists?”
“A young man and a young lady. I told them they could stay
for as long as they needed to. Told them I’d make sure they
weren’t disturbed, had the quiet they need, for their highly
artistic work.” She nodded, proud of her words.
“Chyórtova kúkla,” Natasha said. “I should’ve—”
“Shhh!” Alla Borisovna pushed her in the door. “How long
have they been here?”
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“A half an hour, I wager. Maybe more. Would you like a cup
of tea? Want me to take your shúba?” But Alla Borisovna was
already mincing down the steps. “Which way is the stage?”
“Just down the corridor, go all the way to the end, then
turn right, and you’ll see…”
Tyótka’s words got lost in the staccato of Alla Borisovna’s
heels. She rounded the corner, saw the half-opened backstage
door and slowed, quietly slipped inside.
The sounds she heard made her heart beat faster, the swish
and the tap of the pointes on the resin-coated boards, the
little grunts of exertion, the intakes of breath, and the
humming—they were humming Swan Lake. Alla Borisovna recognized
the beats, and the music burst in her head, the violins, the
oboes, the flutes. She crept along the shadowy dusty gloom,
feeling the curtain with her hand, her eyes on the spot of light
ahead of her, on two figures moving effortlessly, leaping,
spinning; breath caught in her throat. They weren’t Dima and
Olesya in their old, tattered leotards, no, they were Prince
Siegfried and Princess Odette—he in a velvet doublet adorned
with gems and gold, she in a shock of white feathers, a
sparkling crown on her head—their eyes locked in the heat of
first love.
Something itched in Alla Borisovna’s eyes; she blinked; she
hasn’t cried for years, not since she lost her daughter Ulyana
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to a brutal gang rape and has been rebuffed by militia who
declined to investigate such trivial matter when foreign spies
were killing Soviet citizens left and right, and she has pushed
her pain down and thrown herself into work, to somehow continue
living. She felt Natasha sidle up to her, felt her breath on her
cheek, and the magic was gone. She saw the strain on Dima’s
face, the sweat pouring down Olesya’s back, her muscles
scalloping under her leotard, her chest hitching, arms trembling
with tension, and yet she was different, transformed; she exuded
passion. Every step, every jump, every turn of her head pierced
Alla Borisovna’s heart, traveled down her gut and held her in a
fist of longing. The ache spread outward, flushed Alla
Borisovna’s face—and she knew what she had the honor of
witnessing—before her very eyes was born the next Bolshoi prima.
Natasha humphed. “Really, Olesya? Really? Who’re you trying
to fool? Look at her, Alla Borisovna. She can’t even let him
lead her properly. Stiff like that porcelain kúkla of hers.”
Alla Borisovna watched Dima lift Olesya in a press over his
head, set her down, spin her waist between his palms, drape her
over his arm; Olesya molded to his moves, her body sensual,
pliable, her face relaxed, alight with emotion.
“I swear, I could do so much—”
“Quiet!”
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Olesya stumbled, stared at the wings. Dima traced her eyes;
they looked at each other and back at Natasha and Alla
Borisovna, panting hard, arrested mid-turn.
Natasha stepped into the light. “It’s good that you quit
ballet,” she threw at Olesya. “I’m sorry to say, but you aren’t
really all that spectacular. And thanks for tiring out my
partner. How do you think I’m going to rehearse with him now?”
Olesya licked the sweat off her lips. “I could never quit
ballet, Natasha. Never. Even if I wanted to. I quit Bolshoi,
yes, but not ballet. Ballet is my life. It’s what I’ve always
wanted to do.”
“Well, you can do it somewhere else. Do you mind?”
“Yes, I do mind,” she walked up to Natasha to within their
noses touching. “What I’m doing right now is important to me.
Not that you’d understand.”
“God, you stink.” Natasha wrinkled her nose. “Alla
Borisovna! You tell her.”
Alla Borisovna walked out onstage in light, measured steps,
her heels hardly making noise, her body trained by decades of
practice. She was firm in her decision. It didn’t matter if
Olesya declined—if she did, she’d quit Bolshoi with her.
She came up to Natasha, gave her a long searching look.
“You’re fired. Please vacate the theater.”
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HOTEL TELEPHONE BOOTH
7 FEBRUARY 1989
16:56

“He raped me.”
“He didn’t rape you. Are you out of your mind?”
“He did, Mama. I remembered. There’s no use denying it.”
“What’s this about? Where on earth did you hear this
chúsh?”
“It’s not chúsh, Mama, it’s the truth. The first time he
did it, I was five. We were in Alupka, remember? For baba Zina’s
sixtieth birthday. It happened in the morning, before her party.
You were gone to the market, and he came back. He was mad at
you. Said you did an abortion.”
“Who told you this. Dyadya Shurik, yes?”
“Papa did! Mama, are you listening?”
“No, I’m not. I’m not listening to this—”
“Don’t you dare hang up on me!”
“Olesya—”
“Don’t you dare! Don’t you dare go hiding! If you think you
can pretend like it never happened, you’re mistaken. I’ll come
back from the tour and I’ll talk to you about it until I’m blue
in the face, until you’re listening to me, until you hear me. I
won’t leave you in peace. I’ve had enough of your covering up
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and sweeping it under the rug. Enough. It nearly cost me my
life!”
“You don’t need to yell at me.”
“Yes, I do! For once, I do, Mama! Because being quiet
didn’t do shit for me! And neither it did for you! Look at
yourself. Look at the life you lead. You’re lonely and scared.
You won’t let a man come near you. You’re always bitter, always
unhappy, nitpicking at things, finding fault in everything,
never smiling, never laughing. Christ, I don’t remember the last
time I’ve seen you laugh. What kind of a life is this? Is this
what you want for me? Well, I don’t. Thank you. You hear me? I
want to live. I don’t want to be dead before I die. If you want
this to yourself, go for it. But don’t you spring it on me.”
“I don’t understand where this is coming from all of a
sudden.”
“It’s not all of a sudden, Mama. It took me years.”
“It’s the first time I’m hearing about it.”
“Because you wouldn’t listen. I tried telling you. I tried.
Why do you think I drew a dripping penis at baba Zina’a party?
Surely, you remember that. It was the talk of the family for a
long time, wasn’t it?”
“How would I know why you’d draw something like that?”
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“All right. What about my hospitalizations with a bloody
diarrhea? How do you explain them? Where did they come from? Can
you give me an answer?”
“You always had a weak stomach, my dear.”
“No, Mama. It has nothing to do with my stomach. It was my
ass, my very tight little ass, where he fucked me. You know? In
my very tight little ass, when my very tight little vagina was
so sore, I couldn’t sit down without cringing, couldn’t walk
without bathing in sweat from pain. You always chastised me.
‘Can you move any slower?’ you’d tell me.”
“That’s impossible. A penis of a grown man. Impossible.
Your father was bigger than average, for your information. I
just can’t see how it could fit—”
“Me neither, Mama! I didn’t think it was possible until I
forced my toy train engine inside me, just to feel what it felt
like, and that finally got me to remember. It felt like I was
being torn apart, like I was dying. I firmly believed it. I came
to associate Papa’s cock with TUBE. ‘Playing TUBE,’ he called
it. That meant he was going to rape me. You threw it away—the
whole set-because you knew what that represented—”
“It was painful for me to look at his things—”
“—and you knew why I wet the bed. And why I peed my pants
when I got scared. And why I had nightmares. You know how I know
you knew? Remember my very first ballet recital? When dyadya
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Shurik told you that Papa died in an accident? The hatred in
your eyes. You weren’t even sorry. He raped you too, Mama. I
know. I heard it through the walls. I hated the noise you made,
that mewling whining pathetic noise, and then silence. He’d
dead, Mama, in case you forgot. You don’t have to be silent
anymore. You don’t have to keep carrying this secret.”
“What do you know about my life.”
“I don’t know anything. You never told me anything, I’d
love to know more. I’d love to listen to you, Mama, if you’d
only tell me.”
“You don’t know what it cost me to raise you. You don’t
know what he was like, Olesya, what I had to endure. For your
sake. I did it for your sake!”
“I’m sorry. I’m sorry it was painful. All I want is for you
to hear me.”
“I hear you.”
“You do?”
“Yes.”
“Oh, Mama. Mama.”
“Forgive me, Olesya.”
“Don't hang up! Please.”
“I’m here.”
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THE CRIMEAN UKRAINIAN THEATRE OF DRAMA AND MUSICAL COMEDY
“SWAN LAKE”
8 FEBRUARY 1989
20:34

Dima ripped off the black magician’s wing, pushed him to
the floor, watched him convulse and lay still, spun around and
paced to Olesya, slipped his hands under her arms, eased her up;
she unfolded, rose in soft, fluid movements to the rosy glow
from the spotlight and the swell of the violins and the clash of
the cymbals, stepped around the corps de ballet girls, met Dima;
he clasped her hands, pulled her close; she stood en pointe,
extended one leg behind her; his palms encircled her waist, and
she soared.
The curtain descended.
The audience ruptured in applause, “Bravo! Bravo!”
The hem of the curtain touched the stage, and Olesya
collapsed in his arms, her chest heaving, sweat trickling down
her face, stinging her eyes.
“You were magnificent,” he whispered.
“I was?”
“You don’t believe me? Listen.”
There was frenzied clapping, whistling, shouting.
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He took her hand, and they ran off to the wings, watched
the girls rearrange themselves onstage into eight rows of four,
incline their heads, fold their arms on their tutus—the curtain
floated upward—the girls curtsied, stilled. The black magician
ran out from the opposite wings and bowed; they walked up to
him, parted; Olesya curtsied to one side, to another; Alla
Borisovna strolled to her, took her hand, “Congratulations.”
The audience went wild. “Encore! Encore!”
Olesya walked alone to the edge of the stage and there,
beyond the orchestra pit where the musicians were standing and
stretching, saw a man with a big head and a puny body and next
to him, a skinny girl—they sat in the first row, waving to her.
“Papa. You came.”
She took a step forward, swayed, and crashed in the pit.
Hands caught her. The applause scattered to nothing. Feet rushed
to her. Someone tripped on a violin, and it twanged plaintively.
“Olesya, dorogusha!”
She looked up.
Leaning on the red velvet barrier, pale with worry, was
Yuri. Next to him stood a girl about eleven years old, slim and
willowy, her face a white diamond, big gray eyes open wide, hair
falling soft about her face.
“Are you okay?” she asked.
“I’m fine.”
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Someone stood Olesya on her feet.
The girl smiled and stretched her hand over the barrier.
“Lidia Temnenko. Or just Lidochka.”
Olesya took it—it was small and warm. “It’s very nice to
meet you, Lidochka. Your father told me all about you. I’m
Olesya. Olesya Belaya.”
“I want to be a ballerina,” Lidochka said, “just like you,
but because of my stage fright—”
“You will.” Olesya looked her in the eyes. “You know why?”
She shook her head.
“Because nothing can break you, not your fright, not even a
tumble off the stage. I fell pretty hard, didn’t I?”
Lidochka snickered, nodded.
Olesya reached under her tutu, slipped the loop off the
button, opened the folds of the pouch, pulled out the figurine.
“See? Nothing is broken. This is for you.”
“Oh.” Lidochka’s eyes rounded. “Thank you.”
“You see those lines? That’s were others tried breaking
her, but they couldn’t. Every time they did, she put herself
back together again, bit by bit by bit.”
And then Dima was next to her, and Alla Borisovna, dusting
her off, asking if she was hurting anywhere; she didn’t answer.
She watched Lidochka put the figurine into a small purse slung
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across her chest, pick up Yuri’s hand, and both of them waved
goodbye and walked away, disappearing in the crowd.
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TRAIN 30 FROM SIMFEROPOL TO MOSCOW
SIMFEROPOL STATION
14 FEBRUARY 1989
15:21

The train rumbled idly. Olesya touched its warm, trembling
hide, traced her finger along the ridge thick with paint, once
glaring-red and now faded to calm, washed-out rosy; patted the
flat, round eye shining under her fingers, making them glow;
flicked the moisture off her hand and wiped it on the seat of
her pants—the temperature had been rising steadily for the last
five days, and today it hit the record of plus eleven Celsius,
and everything melted.
“You coming?” Dima set the suitcases by the first vagón,
wiped his brow. “Jesus, it’s hot. I’m dripping like a damn
faucet.” He grabbed the hem of his sweater and in one upward
move peeled it off, unstuck the damp shirt from his chest, blew
down his collar. “Foo. Much better.”
“Just a moment.” Olesya shifted her coat from one hand to
another, hitched up her dance bag and looked around, at the wet,
glistening platform, at the tracks glinting away into early dusk
the color of ripe plum, at the passengers milling about by their
vagóns, smoking the last of their cigarettes, breathing moist
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evening air that left a metallic taste on the tongue and smelled
of damp earth and of tar and of thawing snow.
She walked up to Dima, watched him dig in his wallet, give
their tickets to the young provodnik so thin, the uniform hung
on him like on a rod with two shoulders. He nodded his head,
tore off the stubs, and smiled politely, “bunks seventeen and
eighteen. This way, please. Your kupé is right at the head.”
Dima heaved in their suitcases; Olesya entered after him.
“You know, now that it’s warm, I don’t feel like leaving.
It’s freezing in Moscow. Minus twenty. Brrr…” She shivered.
Dima slipped her dance bag off her shoulder, flung it
across his arm over his own dance bag, his coat, and his
sweater. “So what?” he grinned. “We’ll just have to bring the
warm weather with us. Always happens when you come from the
South. You’ll see.”
He gripped the latch, rolled the door open, tossed in the
sweater, the coats, the bags, dragged in the suitcases and
plopped on the bunk. “Ah, that’s the life. A two-place kupé all
to ourselves.”
Olesya didn’t move.
“What’s the matter?”
“This kupé…”
He sat up straight. “What about it?”
“It’s number nine, Dima. It’s kupé nine.”
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“Oh. Oh, chyort, I’m sorry. I forgot.” A look of concern
crossed his face. “Do you want to try swapping it for another
one? I can go talk to the provodnik, see if he can—”
“No,” she took a small step in, her gut clenching. “No, I
don’t want to swap it.” Her eyes slid over the flower-patterned
curtains drawn back and tied with ribbons, the table covered
with a clean, starched cloth, the puffed up pillows, woolen
blankets draped over the

maroon imitation leather. She took

another step and frowned, looked down at the crease where the
wall met the bunk.
“You regret not seeing what was in kupé nine.”
“Not really. I’ve seen enough.”
“I know this look, Olesya. I’m sorry it—”
“Don’t be.” She tilted her head. “Can you get up for a
second?”
“Attention,” echoed a pleasant female voice. “Leaving from
siding number one at 15:30, the train Simferopol—Moscow—”
The floor vibrated under Olesya’s feet, and she jolted
upright.
“Hey.” Dima got to his feet. “Is something the matter?”
“I just want to look at something. Just—just to see if— Can
you lift it up?”
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He gripped the edge of the bunk, tipped it upward. Beneath
was a dusty metal bin of about one meter by fifty centimeters
used for stowing luggage.
“I tried hiding here once,” Olesya said.
The train moved, and she swayed, grabbed hold of Dima’s
arm, lowered to her knees and ran a finger along the dusty
floor—it left a thick line.
“Hiding? From whom?”
“Not from whom. From what.” She looked up at him. “From
TUBE.”
“In there? Jesus. The place is tiny. I mean, you’d have to
fold in half, unless you were a kid.”
“I think that’s exactly it. I think I was eleven—I think—
Yeah, that sounds about right.” She gazed at the window, at the
flashing telephone poles, at the gathering dusk. “We were
returning to Moscow from baba Zina’s funeral. I was wearing the
dress she—”
An oncoming freight train blared once, twice. The train
answered it in a long, strident whistle. The sound ripped
through Olesya, rattled her teeth; she squeezed the edge of the
bin, looked down, and remembered.
The floor of it changed. It was clean, overlaid with a
sheet folded to size—her Mama detested dirt on the trains and
did her utmost to make their kupé presentable. The smell of
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washed cotton was in Olesya’s nostrils, the clacking of wheels
in her ears, so close to the floor. She was squeezing TUBE in
her fist, and she was shoving it in the corner where the
paneling cracked and there was a gap the width of a thumb. She
worked at it, peeling away strips of fake wood, hacking at it
with TUBE, forcing it deeper, and then it suddenly slid in all
the way, and she sat back on her butt, breathing hard, astounded
she did it; it was never crawling out of there—it was stuck
fast.
“Oh God. Oh God, Dima…” Olesya panted.
“What?”
“It was here.” She stared at him. “I hid it here. TUBE. I
hid it in the paneling. In a hole in the paneling. I must’ve
found it. I must’ve—Christ, it must have been the same vagón we
rode ten years ago. The same vagón!” She tipped her head and
started laughing. “I can’t believe it! I can’t fucking believe
it!” She slapped her knees and shook her head and held on to her
sides.
Dima was grinning. “Hold on, hold on. Let me play this out.
So this is what happened, okay? You go to the empty vagón alone,
right? You want to be alone, and it’s the perfect place. Chyort,
maybe you recognized it the minute you saw the train, maybe
there was something in the paint or the doors, you know, little
things—we tend to remember them subconsciously. Anyway. So you
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go in the empty vagón, you open up kupé after kupé. Kupé nine
reminds you of something. You get on your knees, find TUBE in
the crack in the paneling under the bunk—”
“The batteries!” Olesya exclaimed. “What about the
batteries? How the hell did they last all this time?”
Dima shrugged. “It happens. If the temperature doesn’t
change drastically, they can last for years.”
“But the train operates all year long.”
“Well, maybe it wasn’t used, that particular vagón. Maybe
it sat in the depot all this time. Who knows. Does it matter?”
“You’re right, it doesn’t. But Dima,” she clasped his arm,
looked him in the eyes. “It all makes sense, doesn’t it? It
means I’m not crazy, right? It means—”
“I disagree,” Dima shook his head gravely. “Dreadfully
sorry to disappoint you. It means you’re crazy as a loony.”
“I am?”
“Gee, Olesya! Get off it. I’m pulling your leg.”
“Ah.” She smiled. “I just—this is such a relief—this is— I
can’t explain it. It’s like…” she searched for words.
He touched her face, tucked her hair behind her ear. “I get
it. You don’t need to explain it to me. Ever.”
He kissed her.
A knock on the door.
Olesya pulled herself away from him. “Yes?”
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The door rolled open. The young provodnik poked in his
head. “Would you like some tea?”
“Thanks, drúg,” Dima said, “but not right now, okay? You
see, we’re kind of busy here—”
“That’s not how ya serve the tea!” Came from the
passageway. “On a naked tray! No napkins, no sugar, no
podstakanniks! Christ Almighty. Whoever heard of service like
that, huh? Would you drink it like that yasself? No? Didn’t
think so. Lemme show you how it’s done right before you
embarrass yasself anymore.”
Olesya looked at Dima, got up. “Yuri?”
Yuri’s gold-toothed smile appeared in the door. “Well,
whatddya know! Olesya, dorogusha, what are you doing here?”
“We’re done with the tour, going back to Moscow. And you?”
“Why, I’m on my way there too!” His face lit up.
“I thought you hated the trains,” Olesya said.
“I sure do,” Yuri crossed himself. “Always will. Damn bone
shakers. But it’s the last time, you see.”
“The last time? What do you mean, the last time? Where is
your uniform?”
Yuri chuckled with pleasure. “I quit! This morning. No more
bone-rattling for me. Taking my Lidochka to Moscow to study
ballet. She told me she’s not afraid of the stage anymore,
doesn’t have that…what’s it called…”
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“Stage fright,” Dima supplied.
“That’s the one.” Yuri squinted at him. “You know we gonna
live in the same city now, dontcha?”
“And your point is…?”
“My point is, if you only so much as think about cheating
on Olesya, I gonna turn the whole damn Moscow upside down and
I’ll find ya, son, and I’ll fry your sorry ass, that’s what. You
got that?”
Dima’s eyes widened. “Yes, sir.”
“That’s what I like to hear. Now, I won’t take up much more
of your time. See you ain’t settled yet. Why dontcha put your
things away and come over for tea, we’re in kupe one. And we got
pastries, too. Fresh from the bakery.”
“Let me guess,” Olesya said. “Little tubes with cream.”
He gaped at her. “How did ya know?”
“It’s your favorite. You told me, remember?”
“I’m getting old, that’s what it is. Well, see ya later.”
He gave Dima one last stern look and rolled the door closed.
“Gee, I’m scared,” Dima said. “He sounds so violent.”
Olesya shrugged. “It’s okay, I’ll defend you. I’m good at
swinging about thermoses, iron rods, smashing mirrors with them.
That kind of thing.”
Dima smiled, but she gazed past him, over his shoulder, at
her reflection in the door mirror, soft waves of light-brown
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hair, gray eyes, and her face, no longer ghostly or pale, a
little flushed, rosy, lips open.
Dima touched her lightly. “Hey.”
She looked at him.
“Hey, I wanted to ask you something, if you don’t mind.”
“What is it?”
“Only if you feel comfortable sharing.”
“Sure. What do you want to know?”
“Well, I don’t want to pry, but…there are things I still
don’t understand.”
“Like what?” She sat down on the bunk; he sat next to her,
held her hand. “Like, what was in that note, for example?”
“What note?”
“The one you left on the bed, on the afghan, right under
TUBE.”
“Oh.” Olesya sighed. “That. That’s for dyadya Shurik. When
he comes back.” She looked out the window.
“Sorry I asked.”
“No, no, it’s okay. There wasn’t much in it, really. It
said, ‘Dyadya Shurik, remember that story I told everyone at
baba Zina’s birthday party? This is the end of it. Thank you.
Olesya.’”
“That’s it?”
“That’s it.”
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“What was the story? If you don’t mind my asking.”
She told him.

THE END

372

Anske / TUBE /

RUSSIAN GLOSSARY
B
Bába – grandma
Bezmózgly kusók der’má – brainless piece of shit
Bolván - blockhead
C
Chúsh – nonsense, rubbish
Chyórt – devil
Chyórtov trús – damn coward
D
Der’mó - shit
Dóbry den – good afternoon
Dorogúsha – dearie
Dryan’ – little shit
Drug – friend
Dúra - fool (female)
Durák - fool (male)
Dyádya – uncle
E
Elektríchka - electric commuter train
G
Glúpaya – stupid female
Gómic – gay, fairy
Govnyúk - shithead
Grazhdanín – citizen
K
Kalína – viburnum shrub with red bitter berries
Kompót – compote, cooked fruit drink
Kozyól – ram, male goat, old slavering man
Kretin - cretin
Kúkla – doll
Kupé - compartment
L
Lzhívy ublyúdok – lying bastard
M
Málchik – boy
Marshrútka - minibus
Molodye lyúdi – young people
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Molokó - milk
N
Nachálstvo - management
P
Pádla – scum
Papásha – pop, poppa
Parshívets – lousy, filthy boy
Parshívka – lousy, filthy girl
Perekhód – underground passageway
Pláksa – whiner, crybaby
Podónok - jerk
Podstakánnik - nickel tea holder
Podyézd – communal entrance
Prostitútka - prostitute
Provodník - train conductor, male
Provodnítsa – train conductor, female
R
Ryóva – crybaby, weeper
S
Selyódka – pickled herring
Shkólnik – school student
Skátertyu doróga – good riddance
Stérva – damned wretch
T
Támbur - train car vestibule
Továrishch - comrade
Trus – coward
Tyótka/tyótya – a matronly woman, can be derogatory
U
Ubórshitsa - cleaning woman
Uchastkóvyi – district militia officer
Uród – ugly person
Ushánka – fur hat
V
Vagón - train car
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