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  This tragic tale is dedicated to VADIM TIKHONOV, my beloved first-born.

  


  Translator's Preface


  Samizdat is a compound word derived from sam and izdatel'stvo, meaning, in literal translation, self-publishing house. It was invented as a satire on the acronyms used by such official institutions as Gosizdat, the Soviet State Publishing House. Since there are no private presses in the USSR, most Samizdat literature appears, like the 'first edition' of Erofeev's Moscow Circles, in one typescript copy. The variety of the material thus produced is enormous, ranging from explorations of serious social and moral issues to satire and even pornography.


  Most Samizdat and official Soviet literature published in the West belongs to the first category. As a result, many Western readers have a somewhat distorted view of contemporary Soviet literature. What we read in the West belongs mainly to the reformist mainstream represented by such writers as Dostoyevsky, Tolstoy, Gorky, Sholokhov and Solzhenitsyn. The tradition of satire and grotesque, which has its roots in Gogol and which experienced a great revival in the Twenties in the work of such writers as Bulgakov, Olesha and Zoshchenko, is under-represented. It is to this tradition that Erofeev's Moscow Circles belongs.


  About seventy miles east of Moscow, in the Vladimir region, lies the town of Petushki, or Little Cockerels. This town is the goal of the journey undertaken by the hero of the work, one Benny Erofeev. The journey begins pleasantly enough with liberal doses of alcohol, Benny's recollections of "life at the top" as  able-riggers' foreman, the sharing of recipes for outlandish cocktails,

  


  travellers' tales and dreams of glorious Petushki, where love will be fulfilled. But Benny is a loser. In Moscow, he always loses the Kremlin, and, on the Moscow-Petushki line he loses Petushki. Unaccountably, the train describes a circle which brings Benny back to Moscow and to a nightmare hunt in which he is the prey.


  Benny's narration is broken only by the names of the stations through which the train passes: Serp i Molot (Hammer and Sickle) . . . Zheleznodoro-zhnaya (the Railway Railway Station) . . . Elek-trougli (Electric Coals) . . . Khrapunovo (Snorer's) . . . Pokrov (Intercession) . . . Omutishche (Slough of Despond). These names, grotesque though they sound, are real. And throughout his novel-epic, Erofeev plays on the grotesque side of reality.


  It is a side of reality which is well-known to Erofeev's compatriots. In the words of the emigre writer Nikolay Bokov (author of Nobody, John Calder, London, 1975): "Soviet life is a theatrical spectacle in which the entire population takes part, from the rulers to the ruled. The rulers set tasks and express aims in heroic slogans, in the full knowledge that the tasks cannot be fulfilled and the aims cannot be achieved. The ruled have this knowledge too, yet they accept the tasks and the aims, and neither the rulers nor the ruled show any desire to refuse to cooperate in the endless spectacle."


  Erofeev detaches himself from this spectacle by satirizing that which makes it so. Moscow Circles parodies the slogans and the tasks, the portrayals of Soviet life found in the worst examples of Socialist Realist art, which requires positive heroes to change events through supreme moral effort. Benny is not a positive hero. He cannot change events and events do not seem to change him. They simply carry him along, just as the train carries him from Moscow to Moscow.


  Little is known of the relationship between

  


  Erofeev, the author, and Erofeev, the hero of Moscow Circles apart from two anecdotes, the first contributed by Mikhail Burdzhelian, the second by Nikolay Bokov.


  "I invited Erofeev to a party in Moscow. He turned up in the company of a short man, ill-dressed, who introduced himself as 'the hero of Erofeev's Moscow Circles'. Throughout the evening Erofeev sat silent, while his 'hero' became ever more voluble. At the end of the evening, they left, Erofeev still silent and sober, his 'hero' noisy and drunk."


  "The editors of the Moscow Samizdat journal, Veche, invited Erofeev to contribute an essay on the philosopher Rozanov. Erofeev agreed, but failed to produce anything. Finally the despairing editors locked Erofeev up in a Moscow flat with the works of Rozanov all at his side and left him there, denying him all access to alcohol until he had finished."


  These stories tell us little about Erofeev, the man, but they are a fine illustration of the way in which Moscow Circles draws on anecdote and anecdote draws on Moscow Circles.


  Translation is never easy, and the translation of a work which relies heavily on allusion to a common culture is particularly difficult. When Benny remembers a conversation with his -leader in the Petushki Revolution (aimed at liberating alcohol for the people), he ends his outline of action with the words: "And then we'll have another drink and study, study, study." To a Russian reader, the last words will be an immediate reminder of Lenin's dictum, which graces the walls of every Soviet educational institution. I hope that the notes provided at the end of this book will help the English reader enjoy this work as much as I have enjoyed translating it.


  J. R. Dorr ell Cambridge, 1980

  


  Author's Preface


  The first edition of Moscow Circles sold out fast, since it came out in only one copy. Its publication invoked much undue censure over the chapter headed "Hammer and Sickle to Karacharovo". In my introduction to the first edition I advised all young ladies to skip the said chapter, since the words "And then I had a drink" are followed by a page and a half of obscenities, and the entire chapter is composed of indecent expressions, except for "And then I had a drink". The only result of this honest admission was that all readers, and especially young ladies, immediately turned to the chapter headed "Hammer and Sickle to Karacharovo", leaving out all the preceding chapters and even the phrase "And then I had a drink". That is why I have decided to cut out all the foul language from this chapter. It is better so, since in the first place my book will be read in the proper manner, and in the second, no one will be offended.

  


  Moscow to Kursk Station


  Everyone talks about the Kremlin. I have heard about it from many people, but I have never seen it myself. How many times when drunk, or even crapulous, have I crossed Moscow, north to south, east to west, from one end to the other, through the centre, or any old way —but I have never seen the Kremlin.


  It wasn't there again yesterday, and yet I spent the whole evening staggering about somewhere in the vicinity, and I wasn't even all that drunk. When I got out at Savelovsk Station I had a glass of Bison Grass vodka, because long experience has taught me that this is the best available cure for a heavy head in the morning.


  Yes. Bison Grass it was. And then, at Kalyaev Station, I had another glass, only this time it was coriander vodka. A man I knew used to say that coriander vodka does not have a humanizing effect for, while it refreshes all bodily parts, it weakens the soul. For some strange reason the opposite happened to me, that is, my soul was wonderfully refreshed, but my limbs weakened. I agree, its effect was not humanizing. That is why I added two pints of beer and some egg liqueur straight from the bottle.


  What next, Benny, what did you drink then? I hear you ask. A most natural question, but I cannot answer it properly. I remember quite clearly that on

  


  Chekhov Street I had two glasses of Hunter's vodka. But could I have got across the Sadovaya Ring Road without a drink? The answer is no. So I must have had something else.


  And then I went to the centre of town, because that's what always happens: whenever I go looking for the Kremlin I end up at Kursk Station. Actually, I was supposed to go to Kursk Station, and not to the town centre, but that is where I went, so as to see the Kremlin, just this once. I knew anyway, that I wouldn't see the Kremlin and that this way I'd end up at Kursk Station.


  It's enough to make one weep. Not because I never made it to Kursk Station (so what: if I didn't get there yesterday, I'll get there today). Not because I woke up this morning in the hallway of some block of flats (it seems that yesterday I sat down on the fortieth stair from the bottom, and, hugging my little suitcase, fell asleep). All that is unimportant. What matters is the fact that I have just discovered that between Chekhov Street and that hallway I managed to drink another six roubles' worth —what was it, and where? And in what order? And did it make me feel better or worse? No one knows, and now no one will ever find out. Just as no one knows to this day whether Prince Dimitry was killed by Boris Godunov. Or was it the other way round?


  Where was this hallway? I still haven't the faintest idea, but that's as it should be. All is well. Everything in this world must be slow and wrong. That way man avoids hubris and remains unhappy and confused.

  


  It was light by the time I went out into the street. Everyone will know—everyone, that is, who has spent a paralytic night in a strange hallway and has left it at dawn —that my heart was heavy as I descended those forty steps and that it was very heavy as I came out into the light.


  Never mind, said I to myself, never mind. Over there is a chemist's—see? And over here a silly bugger in a brown jacket is sweeping the pavement. You can see that too. So keep calm. Everything's as it should be. If you want to go left, Benny, then go left. I'm not forcing you to do anything. If you want to go right —go right.


  I went right, swaying slightly from cold and misery, that's what did it, the cold and the misery. How heavy lies the early morning burden on the heart! How illusory yet inevitable the distress! What does it consist of, that burden which dare not give its name? Two parts paralysis to one part nausea? Is it more an exhaustion of the nerves or a mortal anguish somewhere near the heart? And if it consists of all these in equal parts, then what does it add up to: stupor or fever?


  Never mind, said I to myself, put your collar up against the wind, and keep going, slowly. And take very, very shallow breaths. That way your feet won't keep catching on your knees. And go somewhere. Never mind where. If you turn left, you'll end up at Kursk Station. If you turn right, you'll still end up at Kursk Station. So turn right, just to make sure. Oh, vanity of vanities.


  How insubstantial life is during that most

  


  impotent and shameful interlude in the life of our people — the hours which stretch from dawn to opening time. How many are the needless silver threads on heads without a home! Keep going, Benny, keep going.


  Moscow, Kursk Square


  See, I knew it: if you turn right you'll end up at Kursk Station. You were tired of those quiet little streets, you wanted the madding crowd—well, now you've got it.


  Oh, leave off, said I to myself. Do you really think I want your crowds? Your people? Why, even our Saviour said —to his own mother at that —"why should I care about you?" So why should I, of all people, care about all these noisy, beastly people?


  I really ought to find a column to lean against, then I won't feel so ill.


  —But of course, Benny, of course, someone sang out high up above my head, so very quietly, so very tenderly. — Close your eyes a little, and then you won't feel so ill.


  —I know you! You're the angels of the Lord! It's you again.


  —Of course it's us, again so very tenderly.

  


  —You know something, angels, said I, very very quietly.


  —What? the angels replied.


  —I feel terrible.


  —We know you do, the angels sang out.— Walk about a little, and then you'll feel a bit better, and it's only half an hour to opening time. Of course you won't be able to get vodka before nine, but they'll have some red wine . . .


  —Red wine?


  —Red wine, responded the angels of the Lord with a song.


  —Nice and cold?


  —But of course . . . I got so excited!


  —You say I'll feel better if I walk about a little. But I don't feel like walking. You know as well as I do how difficult it is to walk for a man in my condition!


  The angels had nothing to say to that. And then they sang out again:


  —Listen: why not have a look at the station buffet. They might have something. There was sherry there yesterday evening. They couldn't have drunk it all in just one evening!

  


  —Oh, yes, that's where I'll go, right away. Thank you, angels.


  And they sang out, so very, very quietly:


  —Any time, Benny . . .


  And then, so very, very tenderly:


  —Don't mention it . . .


  How very sweet of them. Ah, well, if you gotta


  go, you gotta go. And isn't it great that I bought the


  presents yesterday— without them I could not have


  got to Petushki, because one does not go to Petushki


  without presents. The angels made me think of the


  presents because those for whom they were bought


  are like angels. It's a good thing I bought them. But


  when? Think . . . just keep going and think. I crossed the square, well not crossed it exactly, I dragged myself across. Every now and then I had to slow down and stop, to keep the nausea down. You see, man is not just a physical being. He is also a spiritual being, nay, more, a mystical, supra-spiritual being. And here I was, waiting for all three ... to throw up.


  So when did you buy those presents? Was it after the Hunter's vodka? Impossible I was in no state to think of presents. Was it between the first and second glass of Hunter's? Impossible again. I had thirty seconds between the two, and I'm not Superman, so I couldn't have got anywhere in that time. And anyway, Superman would not have made it to the second glass of Hunter's. He'd have

  


  collapsed after the first. So when was it? Oh, Lord, the world is so full of mysteries! It's covered by an impenetrable screen of mysteries! Was it before the coriander vodka or between the beer and the white dessert wine?


  Moscow. Kursk Station Restaurant


  No, it certainly could not have been between the beer and the white dessert wine, because they followed each other without a pause. Perhaps it was before the coriander vodka. Actually, no. First I got the nuts, before the coriander vodka, and then I got the candy. Or maybe it was the other way round: after a glass of coriander vodka I . . .


  "No alcohol here!" said the bouncer by the door, looking at me as if I were a dead dog or something dirty.


  Nothing to drink!


  Despair fell on me, but I still had the presence of mind to mutter that this was not what I had come for. There were lots of things I could have come for. My express train to Perm might have refused to go to Perm, and I might have decided to come here for some Beef Stroganoff and some music — Ivan Kozlovsky, or the Barber of Seville.

  


  So I simply clutched my little suitcase to me, just as I had done in that hallway long ago, and waited to order.


  Nothing to drink! Oh, Mother of God! The angels said this place was overflowing with sherry. And yet now they seemed to have nothing but music, and even that was sort of beastly. It really was Ivan Kozlovsky, I knew that voice straight away, it's the beastliest voice in the world. All singers have beastly voices, but each is beastly in its own peculiar way. That's how I can tell which is which. Kozlovsky, who else? "Oh, cup of my paaa-ast . . . Aaaah, let me see you in the laaah-ight of the naaah-ight ..." Who else could it be, but Kozlovsky. "Oooh, why am I bewitched by yooo . . . Doooo not leave me."


  "Would you like to order?" "What have you got to offer me apart from music?"


  "Why 'apart from music?' We've got Beef Stroganoff, pudding, udder ..."


  Another wave of nausea washed over me.


  "What about sherry?"


  "We haven't got sherry."


  "How strange. Udder you've got, yet no sherry."


  "You've got it. Udder yes, sherry no."

  


  And I was left alone. And so, I tried to make myself feel a little better by looking at the chandelier above my head.


  A fine chandelier, that. Too heavy, though. Supposing it were to fall on someone's head . . . terribly painful. Come to think of it, perhaps not. While it was hurtling towards you, you might be sitting here, all unsuspecting, and drinking, say, sherry. And then, when it reached you, you'd no longer be among the living. What a depressing thought . . . there you were just sitting, and there, from above . . . what a very depressing thought.


  Come to think of it, what is so depressing about it? Supposing you were sitting here with a hangover, with not even a hair of the dog inside you, and they were not letting you have any sherry —and then, on top of it all, that chandelier . . . that really is a depressing thought. Very, very depressing. Not a thought just anyone could cope with. Especially when hung over.


  Supposing someone were to say: you can have a small bottle of sherry, but only if we can take the chandelier off the hook and . . . would you agree to that?


  "Right, then. Have you decided what to order?"


  "Sherry, please, a small bottle."


  "Now there's a good one! I've told you, loud and clear: we have no sherry!"

  


  "All right. I'll wait . . . until you get it."


  "You just wait! I'll give you sherry!"


  And I was alone again. I looked at the retreating female with revulsion. Especially at her white seamless stockings. A seam might have calmed me down, it might have lifted the burden off my soul and conscience.


  Why are they all so rude? Why? And they are rude, especially at those limes when rudeness is unforgiveable, when a hangover leaves all one's nerve ends exposed, when one is weak and timid. Why? What a wonderful world it would be if everyone in it could be weak and frightened, just as I am now, and just as unsure of everything: of himself, of his place in the scheme of things. A world without enthusiasts, without achievements, without dedication —nothing but universal cowardice. I would be willing to spend an eternity upon this earth, if only I could be shown a corner of it where heroic deeds were sometimes discouraged. "Universal cowardice"—our salvation from evil, the panacea which will guarantee supreme happiness! And let the eager beavers . . .


  "Who asked for sherry?"


  There, towering above me, stood two women and a man, all three dressed in white. My upraised eyes must have been full of misery and confusion, that much I understood, because I saw my confusion and misery mirrored in their eyes. . . . I just wilted and lost all presence of mind.

  


  "But I ... I was hardly asking at all. Never mind if there's no sherry. I'll wait . . . I'm just . . ."


  "What do you mean, 'you're just? What are you thinking of 'just waiting' for?"


  "Nothing, really. It's just that I'm going to Petushki, to visit my sweetheart. ..."


  "Ha ha, your sweetheart."


  "See, I've bought some presents."


  And those executioners just stood there, waiting to hear what I would say next.


  "You see, I'm from Siberia ... an orphan . . . it's just that I'm feeling sick, that's why I need the sherry. "


  Sherry! That did it. The three of them leapt at me and dragged me right across the room (the agony, the shame!), they marched me right across and threw me out. And my little suitcase with the presents came flying after me.


  Out again. In the void, caught in the bared teeth of life.

  


  Moscow. To the Train via the Shop.


  What happened between the restaurant and the shop and the shop and the restaurant cannot be told. Nor will I try. The angels might, but the story would make them weep and you wouldn't hear a thing for their sobbing.


  I have a better idea: let us dedicate a minute of silence to those two deathly hours. Benny, remember those hours. Remember them on the most exciting, most wonderful day of your life. Do not forget them in moments of bliss and rapture. It must not happen again. Let me say to all who are near and dear to me, to all men of goodwill, to all whose hearts are open to poetry and compassion:


  — Stop what you are doing. Pause with me in a minute of silent respect for that which is inexpressible. And if you can get hold of a deafening siren — hoot!


  Yes. I stopped. I stood there exactly one minute, staring with bleary eyes at the railway clock, still as a pillar in the middle of Kursk Station Square. My hair blew with the wind, then stood on end, then blew with the wind again. Taxis swirled all around me. People did the same, giving me strange looks. They were probably debating with themselves whether I should be sculpted thus for the edification of past and future generations.

  


  The silence was broken by a hoarse female bass, pouring out of nowhere:


  "Attention! The train for Petushki leaves at eight hours sixteen minutes from platform four. Calling at Hammer and Sickle, Chukhlinka, Reutovo, Zheleznodorozhnaya and all other stations except Esino."


  But I remained stationary.


  "Attention. The train for Petushki leaves at eight hours sixteen minutes from platform four. Calling at Hammer and Sickle, Chukhlinka, Reutovo, Zheleznodorozhnaya and all other stations except Esino."


  Right. The minute is over. And now, of course, you all bombard me with questions.


  —Didn't you say you were on your way from the shop?


  —Yes. That's where I'm coming from.


  And I continue on my way toward the platform, my head inclined a little to the left.


  —Your little suitcase is heavy now, isn't it? There is a song in your heart, isn't there?


  —Well, I reply, tilting my head to the right. My case is, indeed, very heavy. But it's a little early to say about the song.


  —So what did you buy, Benny? We're dying to know!

  


  —Yes, well, I can see that. Just a sec, I'll give you a list. First, there were two bottles of Kuban vodka at 2 roubles 62 each, that's 5.24. Then I got two quarter-litres of Russian vodka, a rouble 64 each, which makes it 5.24 plus 3.28, that's 8 roubles 52 kopecks. And there was also something red. I'll remember in a moment. Oh, yes, fortified rosé at a rouble 37.


  —Yes, yes, I hear you say. But how much was it altogether?


  —Just a moment. I'll let you have the total. The total is 9 roubles 89 kopecks, say I, as I reach the platform. You see, I also bought two sandwiches, so as not to puke.


  —Benny, surely you meant to say 'so as not to feel sick?


  —Oh no, I mean what I say. I always have to have a bite of something with my drink, otherwise I puke. But when it comes to the second and third drink, I can take those on their own, because though I might feel sick I never puke. And that's how it is until the ninth drink. That's where the second sandwich comes in useful.


  —Why? Will you feel sick again?


  —Oh no, no way. I won't feel sick. But I will puke.


  Of course you're all shaking your heads. I can see it from here, from this wet platform. All of you, scattered over my land, are shaking your heads and saying ironically:

  


  —How elaborate, Benny, how refined!


  —But of course!


  —What precision of thought! And is that all? Is that all you need for happiness? Nothing more?


  —What do you mean by 'nothing more'? I reply as I enter the carriage. If I'd had a bit more money I'd have bought some beer and a couple of bottles of port, but then . . .


  This really kills you.


  —Oh, Benny! You're so basic!


  —So what! Why shouldn't I be basic? say I. End of conversation. 'Basic' indeed! I won't answer any more of your questions. I'd much rather sit down, clutch my little case to my heart and gaze out of the window. So there. 'Basic'!


  But you won't let me be.


  —What's up with you. Offended?


  —Not really, say I.


  —Don't be. We mean well. But why do you clutch your suitcase to your heart, you idiot? Is it the vodka?


  That really hurts! What's the vodka got to do with it?


  "Citizen passengers, our train is proceeding to

  


  Petushki. Calling at Hammer and Sickle, Chukhlinka, Reutovo, Zheleznodorozhnaya and all other stations except Esino."


  Really, what has the vodka to do with it? You've got a thing about vodka, haven't you! If you must know, I clutched this case to my heart even in the restaurant, and it had no vodka in it then. And in that doorway too, if you remember, and there was not even a hint of vodka in it then! If you really want to know, I'll tell you the whole story, just wait a little. I'll just have a little drop when we get to Hammer and Sickle and . . .


  Moscow to Hammer and Sickle


  then I'll tell all, absolutely all. Have a little patience. I'm being patient enough!


  But of course, you think I'm no good. In the mornings and when I've got a hangover I am of the same opinion. But how can one trust the opinion of a man who's not had even a drop to drink! Now if you asked me in the evening —that's quite another matter. The depths of my personality! That is, of course, only if I've had a real skinful during the day —then I am fathomless!


  All right, then, I'm no good. I'll even go so far as to say that a man who feels like death in the morning, and in the evening is full of plans and

  


  dreams and strivings—such a man is no good at all. Bad mornings and good evenings are a sure sign of evil in a man. Now the other way round, with courage and hope in the morning and exhaustion in the evening —that's a sure sign that the man is nothing but rubbish, a drudge and a mediocrity. Revolting. I don't know about you, but I'd find him revolting.


  Some, of course, are always the same, mornings or evenings. Happy to see the dawn and happy to see the sunset. Such men are completely foul, even thinking about them is unpleasant. Or there are those who feel equally ghastly at any time of day —I wouldn't even know how to describe someone like that, such absolute scum and shit. You see our shops stay open until nine in the evening and the Eliseev even stays open till eleven, and anyone but a complete shit should be able to plumb some depths in his personality by then, however shallow.


  So what have we got here?


  I took my all out of the little case and went through it carefully, from the sandwiches to the fortified rosé at a rouble 37, and then I suddenly felt all sad and fainthearted . . . Lord, you see before you the sum of my possessions. But is this what I need? Is this the object of my soul's desire? This is what I have been given by men as a substitute for that which my soul desires! And if they had given me that would I have needed this? See for yourself, Lord —fortified rosé at a rouble 37. . . .


  And the Lord, wreathed in blue lightning, answered:

  


  —Do you think St Theresa needed her stigmata? No. They were not what she needed, but what she desired.


  —That's it, I shouted back in ecstasy. The same is true of me. This was what I desired, but I did not need it!


  Well, then, Benny, I thought to myself, if this was what you desired, drink it. But I waited. Would the Lord say anything more?


  The Lord was silent.


  All right then. I took the quarter litre and went out onto the platform at the back of the carriage. All right, then. My spirit has been languishing in prison for the last four and a half hours, now I'll let it roam. Here is my glass and here is my sandwich, so I won't feel sick. And here is my soul, just beginning to respond to impressions of existence. Partake of my repast, oh Lord!


  Hammer and Sickle to Karacharovo


  And then I had a drink.

  


  Karacharovo to Chukhlinka


  And then . . . well, you can imagine how long I spent trying to keep my spirits up and my nausea down, how long I cursed and swore. Five minutes, seven, an absolute eternity. That is how long I heaved within those four walls, my hand at my throat, beseeching my Lord to have mercy upon me.


  But until we reached Karacharovo, all the way/ from Hammer and Sickle to Karacharovo, the Lord was blind to my entreaties. The glass I'd emptied steamed somewhere between my belly and my gut, now rising, now falling. It felt like Vesuvius, Herculaneum and Pompeii, like the May Day gun salute in my country's capital, and I suffered and prayed.


  And then, at last, near Karacharovo, the Lord heard my prayer. All became peace and quiet. And once peace and quiet work within me, that is that, once and for all. I am a lover of nature and consider it churlish to return nature's gifts.


  I smoothed my hair down a bit and went back inside. The passengers looked at me with something akin to apathy, eyes round and apparently vacant. That's what I like. I like the fact that my compatriots have such vacant and protruding eyes. They fill me with virtuous pride. You can imagine what eyes are like on the other side. There, where everything can be bought and sold. Over there eyes

  


  are deep set, predatory and frightened. Devaluation, unemployment, poverty . . . such eyes look at you with distrust, reflecting constant worry and torment. That's what they're like in the land of ready cash.


  How different from the eyes of my people! Their steady stare is completely devoid of all tension. They harbour no thought —but what power! What spiritual power! Such eyes would not sell you. They couldn't sell anything or buy anything. Whatever the fate of my country. When all around is doubt and melancholy, in the hour of greatest need and suffering — those eyes won't even blink. It's all in the lap of the gods as far as they're concerned.


  I like my people. I'm glad that I was born and came to man's estate under the gaze of those eyes. There is just one thing: what if they noticed what I was doing out there just now? Tossing about from corner to corner, like the great Shalyapin, a hand at my throat as if I was suffocating?


  Oh, well, never mind. So what if they noticed. After all, I might have been rehearsing. That's right. I could have been rehearsing, say, the immortal Othello, Moor of Venice. All alone, taking all the parts, and playing them all at once. Suppose, for example, that I had been unfaithful to myself and my convictions; or rather that I had begun to suspect myself of infidelity to myself and my convictions; and that I had whispered to myself things so terrible against myself that I, who had fallen in love with my suffering self as much as I loved myself, then began to strangle myself. Anyway, what does it matter what I was doing out there!

  


  There, on the right, by the window, two men sit. One looks very, very dumb and is wearing a padded waistcoat. The other looks very, very intelligent, and is wearing an overcoat. And there they sit, filling their glasses and drinking, without any feeling of shame. They do not hide, they do not wring their hands. The very, very dumb one has a drink, burps and says: "Ah, that went down fucking well!" And the very, very intelligent one has a drink and says: "Tran— scen — dental!" In such a festive tone of voice! And the very, very dumb one takes a bite of something to help the drink down and says: "This is it. This food is kind of out of this world!" And the very, very intelligent one just keeps chewing and says: "Yes. Tran— scen —dental!"


  How wonderful! I enter the compartment desperately worried whether they think me a moor or not a moor, whether they consider that I am a good or evil person, and there they are, just drinking passionately, openly, like the lords of creation — drinking in the full consciousness of their superiority over mankind. "This food is kind of! ..." When I pluck a hair of the dog in the morning I do it furtively, hiding out of sight of earth and sky, because to me such a thing is more intimate than the most intimate of relationships. If I drink before work, I drink in secret. If I drink at work I drink in secret. But they? "Tran—seen —dental!"


  My problem is that I am too sensitive. My childhood, boyhood and youth were blighted by my sensitivity. Or rather, not so much by my sensitivity as by my boundless extension of the sphere of that which is intimate. How often has it been the cause of my downfall!

  


  Let me tell you about it. Some ten years ago I lived in Orekhovo-Zuevo. When I moved into my new room, there were four already living there and I became the fifth. We lived in perfect harmony. No arguments. If one of us wanted a drink of wine, he'd get up and say: "Boys, I want a drink of wine." And we'd all say: "Fine. Drink wine. We'll drink wine with you." And if one of us got a thirst for beer, we all got a thirst for beer.


  Perfect. But then one day I began to notice that the four of them were becoming distant. They kept whispering and looking at me, following me when I went out. That seemed odd and even a little worrying. And their mugs carried a preoccupied and even frightened look.—What's the matter? I agonized. —Why?


  One fine evening I found out what the matter was and why. That day, I remember, I stayed in bed. I had a beer, and fell into a depression. So I was just lying there, depressed.


  And then I saw the four of them quietly sitting down around my bed: two at my head and two at my feet. They looked me straight in the eye, with reproach. They looked at me with the bitterness of men unable to understand some secret that I harboured within me. Something must have happened.


  —Listen, they said. That's enough of that!


  —Enough of what? I sat up, amazed.


  —Enough of thinking that you are a cut above

  


  others . . . that we're just nothing, and you're Cain and Manfred rolled into one.


  —What makes you say that?


  —We'll tell you. Did you drink beer today?


  Chukhlinka to Kuskovo


  -I did.


  —Did you drink at lot? -I did.


  —All right then. Get up and go.


  —Go where?


  —As if you didn't know! There you go again, making us out to be nothing but scum, pretending you're Cain and Manfred . . .


  —Listen, I pleaded, I never said . . .


  —You didn't say it, eh? From the day you moved in here you've been saying it, not with words, but with actions. Or rather with the absence of actions. You have been making a negative assertion.

  


  —Which 'actions'? Which 'absence'? My eyes were wide with astonishment.


  —You know which. You don't go to relieve yourself, that's what. As soon as we met you we knew there was something odd about you. From the day you moved in here not one of us has seen you go to the john. If it was just the big job, all right! but even with the little one, not once . . . not even that!


  And all this was said without a smile, in the tone of someone mortally offended.


  —Look here, boys, you've got me wrong . . .


  —No, we haven't!


  —But you have! I can't do it like you can. I can't just get up and say, loud and clear: 'Well, boys, I'm off for a piss!' or 'Right, boys, I'm off for a crap!' I can't.


  —And why can't you? We can, but you can't. So you're better than we are? We're nothing but filthy beasts and you're a lily-white boy!


  —No, no, how can I explain?


  —No need to explain. We understand it all.


  —Listen, can't you see . . . there are some things in the world . . .


  —We know as well as you do the things that are and the things that aren't . . .

  


  And there was no way I could get through to them. Their grim glances pierced my very soul. I began to give in.


  —Well, of course, I can ... I too could . . .


  —There you go again. So you can do it like we can. But we can't do it like you. You can do everything, naturally, but we can't do anything. You're a Manfred, you're a Cain, and we're nothing but dirt under your feet.


  —Oh, no, no. And here I became completely confused. —There are certain things . . . certain areas . . . One can't just get up and . . . Because there are such things as self-control, or whatever . . . There's such a thing as a sacred shame, ever since the days of Turgenev . . . and later that oath of Herzen's on Sparrow Hills . . . And after that to get up and say: Right, boys, I'm off to . . . It's somehow all wrong . . . when you have a sensitive soul . . .


  And they, all four of them, looked at me as if I was mud. I shrugged my shoulders and fell helplessly silent.


  —Enough of that stuff about Turgenev. You can talk as much as you like, we've read him too. Just tell us this: did you drink any beer today?


  -I did.


  —How much?


  —Two pints and a half.

  


  —Right, then. Get up and go. And let's all see you go. Stop trying to humiliate and torture us. Get up and go.


  Right, then. I got up and went. Not in order to relieve mysef. To relieve them. And when I got back one of them said :


  —With views as revolting as yours you will always be unhappy and alone.


  He was absolutely right. Much of God's purpose is clear to me, but I can't understand why he should have made me so chaste. The joke is that my modesty was so misinterpreted that I found myself accused of a most elementary lack of manners.


  Take Pavlov-Posad. I was taken to see some


  ladies there and introduced thus: —This is the famous Benny Erofeev. He's famous for many things. But his greatest claim to fame is —he's never farted. Not once in his life.


  —Really! Never?! The ladies regarded me with astonished curiosity. —Not once?


  That, of course, made me all embarrassed. I can't help getting embarrassed in the presence of ladies. So I said:


  —Well, not quite never. Occasionally, in spite of . . .


  —Really! The ladies were amazed.—Erofeev does. Incredible. Occasionally, in spite of . . .

  


  And that really threw me and I said somethings like:—Well, what's in a fart? To fart is noumenal. There's nothing phenomenal about farting.


  —Just think of that! (They were quite overcome.)


  And then they proclaimed from every Petushki rooftop:—He does it aloud and then he says that he's not doing something that is bad, but something that is good!


  There you are. The story of my life. Blighted by this curse, the essence of which is not that I am misunderstood, which I would not mind, but that I am understood in a strictly opposite sense, an absolutely foul, antinomial sense.


  There's much that I could say on this subject, but if I said it all, I wouldn't finish before we got to Petushki. So I won't say it all. I'll just give you one small example, the one which is freshest in my mind. I'll tell you how a week ago I lost my foreman's job, because of 'the introduction of a corrupt system of work graphs'. The whole of Moscow Planning and Transport Administration trembles with horror at the thought of those graphs. And why, you may well ask?


  That's a point. Where are we now?


  Kuskovo! We're going through Kuskovo without stopping! I ought to drink to that, but perhaps I'll first tell you my story,

  


  Kuskovo to Novogireevo


  and then I'll go and have a drink.


  So. A week ago I lost my job as foreman, to which I'd been appointed five weeks ago. In four weeks, as you can imagine, one can't introduce any drastic changes, and I did not introduce any, and lest anyone think I did, well, I can tell you that it was not drastic changes which lost me my job.


  It was all much simpler. Before I became foreman the production process looked like this: in the morning we'd sit down and play poker, for money (can you play poker?). Right. Then we'd get up, unwind a bit of cable off a drum, and lay the cable in a ditch. And then, as you can imagine, we sat down again, and each one of us filled his leisure hours as best he could, for everyone has a different character and different aspirations: some drank vermouth, others, the simpler among us, Eau de Cologne 'Fresh', and those with pretensions drank cognac in Sheremetevo International Airport. And then we'd go to bed.


  And next morning things went as follows. First we'd sit down and drink vermouth. Then we'd get up and drag yesterday's cable out of the ditch and throw it away, because by then it was all wet, naturally enough. And then—what else—we'd sit down to play poker, for money. And that left us with just enough strength to go to bed, without finishing the game. So, early next morning, we'd all wake each other with:

  


  —Alexey, up you get, time to play poker!


  —Stasik, time to get up, let's finish yesterday's game!


  So then we'd get up and finish the game. And then, as soon as dawn broke, without even a drop of 'Fresh' or vermouth inside us, we'd grab the cable and begin to unwind it, so that it would get nice and wet for the next day and become unusable. And only then did we each get down to our own leisure pursuits, because every man has his own aspirations. And so back to the beginning.


  When I became foreman I simplified this process to its absolute limits. This is what we wouLd do. One day we would play poker, the next day we'd drink vermouth, on the third day we'd play poker, and on the fourth day it was back to vermouth. And the intelligent members of my gang were just swallowed up by Sheremetevo airport, where they sat and drank their cognac. The drum, of course, was left untouched. If I'd proposed that we should touch it they'd have gone for me, and then they'd have all gone their own way: some to play poker, for money, others to drink vermouth, others 'Fresh'.


  For a while everything was perfect. We'd send off our socialist pledges once a month and we'd get our pay twice a month. We'd write, for example: "on the occasion of the coming centenary we pledge ourselves to end production traumatization". Or: "in honour of the glorious anniversary we will struggle to ensure that every sixth worker takes a correspondence course in a higher educational institution." Traumatization! Institutions! The

  


  poker never let us see the light of day and there were only five of us!


  Oh, what freedom and equality! What fraternity and freeloading! Oh, the joy of non-accountability! Oh, most blessed hours in the life of my people —the hours which stretch from opening to closing time!


  Free of shame and idle care we lived a life that was purely spiritual. I broadened their outlook to the best of my ability and they loved to have it broadened; especially on anything dealing with Israel and the Arabs. I could throw them into raptures: raptures about Israel, raptures about the Arabs, and especially raptures about the Golan Heights. And they never ceased talking about Abba Eban and Moshe Dayan. They'd come home after a night out on the tiles, and they'd all ask each other: "Well, how was that Nina from No. 13? Did you abba, eban?" And the answer would come with a self-satisfied smile: "Of course I 'ad 'er. We 'ad a lovely dayan night!"


  And then—just listen to this —and then, when they found out what Pushkin had died of, I gave them the "Nightingale Garden" to read, Blok's epic poem. There, central to the work (that is, of course, if you ignore all those fragrant shoulders and dim mists and pink lovers in flimsy raiments), there at the heart of the poem is a lyrical figure, thrown out of work for drunkenness, wenching, and absenteeism. I said to them: "This is a very modern work," I said "you'll derive great benefit from reading it." And what do you think happened? They read it. But, oddly enough, the poem had an

  


  adverse effect upon them. All the 'Fresh' disappeared from the shops. God knows why, but poker was forgotten, vermouth was forgotten, Sheremetevo International Airport was forgotten, and 'Fresh' was victorious, everyone drank 'Fresh' and nothing else.


  Oh, carefree days! Oh, birds of the heavens who do not gather corn for the granary! Oh, lilies of the field more beauteous than Solomon! They consumed all the 'Fresh' from the territory between Dolgoprudnaya Station and Sheremetevo International Airport!


  And that was when it hit me —I'd been a complete, useless idiot! Had I not read some wise man who said that the good Lord cares only for the fate of princes, leaving the fate of nations in a prince's care? And I was a foreman, and therefore a 'little prince'. And how was I caring for the fate of my 'nation'? Had I looked into the souls of those bastards, had I probed their murky depths? Did I know the dialectic of the hearts of those four buggers?


  Had I known it I would have understood the common factor between the "Nightingale Garden" and 'Fresh', and why the "Nightingale Garden" could not coexist with poker and vermouth, while both Dayan and Eban could, perfectly!


  And that was when I introduced my world famous 'personal work graphs' for which I was, eventually, sacked. . . .

  


  Novogireevo-Reutovo


  Do you want to know what they were like? Well, they were very simple. Vellum paper, indian ink, and two axes: one horizontal, the other vertical. Along the horizontal axis I'd plot the working days of a given month, and along the vertical axis the amount of drink consumed, expressed in grams of pure alcohol. Naturally, the quantities consumed after work represent a constant and are of little scientific value.


  At the end of the month, my workers would come to me and report: on such-and-such a day, I drank this much, and on such-and-such a day that much. And I, using indian ink and vellum paper, converted the information into a beautiful diagram. Here, for example, is the personal graph of Viktor Totoshkin, a Komsomol member:


  [image: ]


  And this one belongs to Alexey Blindyaev, a Party member since 1936. He's knocked about a bit, the old sod:

  


  [image: ]


  And this one belongs to yours truly, ex-foreman of the riggers of the Planning and Transport Administration, author of the epic Moscow Circles:


  [image: ]


  Fascinating curves, don't you think? Even at a most superficial level. The first shows the Himalayas, the Tyrol, the Baku oilfields or even the top of the Kremlin wall, which, by the way, I've never seen.


  The second represents the pre-dawn ripples on the river Kama, the quiet splashing and plashing of the waves reflecting the lights of the boats. And the third records a proud heart beat, the stormy petrel's

  


  cry, a tidal wave. And all this just from the external appearance of the graphs.


  But to those who could see beyond this (myself, for instance), these lines spilled the beans about a man and his heart: they revealed all —his strengths, sexual and practical, and his weaknesses, practical and sexual; his mind, his capacity for betrayal. They gave away the secrets of his subconscious, if such secrets existed.


  I was now able to examine the soul of all those buggers, attentively, intently and deeply. But not for long: one sad day the graphs vanished off my table. That was the day when that old cretin, Alexey Blindyaev, Communist Party member since 1936, sent off our latest socialist pledge to head office —the one where we all pledged ourselves, on the occasion of the coming centenary, to behave the same at home as we did at work —and, because of stupidity or drink, he put my personal graphs into the same envelope as the pledge.


  I noticed their disappearance, had a drink, clutched my head. The same happened at head office —they received the envelope, clutched their heads, had a drink and the same day they drove out in their Moskvich to our site. And what do you think they found upon breaking into our office? Nothing, apart from Alexey and Stasik. Alexey was sleeping, curled up on the floor, and Stasik was puking. Fifteen minutes, and it was all over. My star, in the ascendant for four weeks, sank without trace. It was Crucifixion—exactly thirty days after Ascension. It was only one month from my Toulon to my St Helena. In other words I was sacked and replaced

  


  by Alexey Blindyaev, that senile old fool and Party member since 1936. As soon as he got appointed, he sat up on the floor and asked them for a rouble — but they did not give it to him. Stasik paused in his puking and also asked for a rouble —they did not give him one either. They drank a little red wine, got into their Moskvich and went back.


  And now I solemnly swear that to the end of my days I will do nothing which could bring about a repetition of my unhappy experience at the top. I'll stick to the bottom, and from there I'll spit at your whole social ladder. Yes. A spit for each rung. To get up this ladder, you have to be an absolute bastard, made of pure steel from head to foot. I'm not like that.


  Anyway, they sacked me. I, the thoughtful, analytical prince, was seen by those below me as a scab and collaborator, and by those above me as a useless idler with an unbalanced psyche. The lower classes would have nothing to do with me, and the upper classes couldn't speak of me without laughing. The upper classes could not and the lower classes would not. And what does that mean, ye who know the true philosophy of history? That's right: I'll be fucked up next pay day, as decreed by the laws of goodness and righteousness, and since pay day is the day after tomorrow, it follows that on the day after tomorrow I'll be all fucked up.


  —Disgusting!


  —Who said 'Disgusting'? Was it you, angels?


  —Yes. We said it. Benny, your language!

  


  —Come on, just tell me how I can stop swearing. These material cares have so broken me, I haven't been sober once since that day. Not that I was all that sober before, but at least I used to remember what I had drunk, and in what order, but now I can't even remember that. I've always been in flux. My life has been all ups and downs: sometimes I'd go without a single drink for a whole week, then I'd drink for forty days, then I'd have another four days without a drink, followed by six months drinking without coming up for air ... like now . . .


  —We understand, we understand it all. You have been humiliated, and your great heart . . .


  —That's absolutely right. That day my great heart spent a whole half hour battling with my reason. It was like a tragedy by Corneille, the poet-laureâte: duty struggling with the heart's desire. Only in my case, it was the other way round: heart's desire struggled with reason and duty. My heart said "You have been insulted, they think you're a shit. Rise, Benny, go and get drunk. Go and get as pissed as a newt." But my reason grumbled, obstinately: "Do not rise, Erofeev, you must not go anywhere, you must not touch a drop." To which my heart: "All right, Benny, all right. No need to drink a lot, don't get pissed as a newt, just have four doubles, and that'll be it." "No doubles or singles," said reason, sharply. "If you're that desperate, have three pints of beer and forget even to remember your doubles!" But my heart started whining: "All right, then, just two doubles. Please . . .

  


  Reutovo-Nikolskoe


  Please, just three singles..." So then reason said: "All right, Benny, have three singles, only don't go anywhere, have them at home ..." And what do you think happened? Do you think I had the three singles at home? That's a laugh! From that day on I kept having three singles, just to keep me at home, but they couldn't. Because by the sixth day my reason was so soused that the line dividing heart and reason disappeared altogether and both started saying out loud: "Go, go to Petushki! Your happiness and salvation are in Petushki, go there!"


  Petushki is the place where birds never cease singing, day and night, where the jasmine blooms winter and summer. Original sin—which might have happened— does not burden anyone there. In Petushki even those who spend weeks stewed have a clear and fathomless gaze.


  It is at Petushki that every Friday, at eleven o'clock precisely, that girl with eyes of white, white turning to whitish, that most beloved of tarts, that tow-headed she-devil, meets me on the platform. And today is Friday and in less than two hours it will be eleven o'clock precisely, and there she'll be, on that station platform, with that white look in hr eyes without guilt or shame. Come with me—such marvels you'll see!


  And what have I left behind, there where I've come from? A pair of dead socks and a pair of

  


  government issue trousers, a pair of pliers and a rasp, a pay advance and expenses — that's what! And what am I coming to? What is on the platform at Petushki? There on the platform are foxy eyelashes, lowered, and a swaying of shapes, and a plait from neck to ass. And after the platform there's vodka and port, transports and paralysis, delights and orgasms. Oh, Mother of God, how far it is still to Petushki!


  And there, beyond Petushki, at the confluence of earth and sky, where the she-wolf howls at the stars—there everything is different, but just the same. There, in lousy, fug-dimmed chambers, unknown to the white one, blooms my infant, the chubbiest and meekest of infants. He knows the letter 'y'. and expects walnuts as a reward. Which of you knew the letter 'y' at three years of age? You don't know it properly even now. But he does, and he doesn't expect anything more for it than a bowlful of walnuts.


  Pray for me, angels. Let my way be light, let me not stumble, let me see the place for which I have longed so deeply. Till then, excuse me. Please keep an eye on my little case so that I can go out for ten minutes. I must have a drink of Kuban vodka, to fortify my resolution.


  And so I got up again and went through half the carriage to the platform at the end.


  And this time I did not drink like I did near Karacharovo. This time I drank without nausea or a sandwich, straight from the bottle, with a backward toss of the head, like a pianist, conscious of

  


  the greatness which was just beginning and which was yet to be.


  Nikolskoe-Altykovskaya


  You'll regret those thirteen gulps I thought, as I took the thirteenth gulp.


  After all, you know that the second dose of the morning, if taken straight from the bottle, clouds the soul. Only for a short time, until the third dose, taken from a glass—but it clouds the soul, nevertheless. Who should know that better than you?


  All right. May your tomorrow be bright. And your morrows even brighter. But why do the angels get embarrassed as soon as I begin talking of the joys of Petushki station and after?


  What are they thinking? That no one will be there? Or that the train will fall off the embankment? Or that somewhere near the one hundred and fifth kilometre the drink will put me to sleep and I'll be strangled like a boy or knifed like a girl? Why are the angels embarrassed and silent? My tomorrow is bright. Yes. Our tomorrow is brighter than our yesterday or today. But who can guarantee that our day after tomorrow won't be worse than our day before yesterday?

  


  There you have it. Well said, Benny. Our tomorrow and so on. That was very neatly and well expressed, you seldom express yourself so neatly and so well.


  In fact you've got very little brain altogether. Who should know that better than you? Resign yourself, Benny, at least to the knowledge that your soul is more capacious than your brain. What do you want a brain for, anyway, when you've got conscience and good taste. Conscience and good taste — that itself is so much. Brains are just unnecessary.


  And when did you first notice, Benny, that you are an idiot?


  Simple. The day two absolutely opposite reproaches were hurled at me: I was boring and superficial. Now if a man is intelligent and boring he won't descend to superficiality. If he is superficial and intelligent he won't allow himself to be boring. But I, idiot that I am, managed both.


  Want to know why? Because my soul is ill. But I don't show it. Because, for as long as I can remember, all I have done has been to simulate sanity, and all, absolutely all my mental, physical and any other powers you can think of are devoted to this. That's why I'm boring. I am completely indifferent to everything that you talk about, to all your everyday cares. There. And I never breathe a word of that which I care about. Partly because I'm afraid of being thought a nut, partly for another reason, anyway I don't. A very long time ago, I remember, when the talk would get round to something or other, I used to say: "Hell! Why do you want to talk

  


  such bullshit!" And people used to be surprised at me and say: "What do you mean, bullshit? If this is bullshit, what isn't?" And I would reply: "Oh, I don't know! But it does exist!"


  That does not mean that I think I know the truth or am close to it. Far from it. But I have approached the truth from the angle from which it can be contemplated most conveniently.


  And I contemplate and see it, and therefore I am sorrowful. And I don't believe that anyone else among you has to carry the same bitter burden. It is difficult to say what this burden consists of, and you wouldn't understand it anyway, but it is mostly 'sorrow' and 'fear'. Yes, let's say that 'sorrow' and 'fear' make up the greater part, and then there's 'muteness'. And every day, from daybreak, my 'beautiful heart' exudes this infusion and bathes in it till night. I know this can happen to others, when someone suddenly dies, when the person they most need in the world suddenly dies. But with me it is so all the time. Understand that much, at least!


  What else can I do but be boring and drink Kuban vodka. It is a right which I have earned. I know that 'the sorrow of the world' is not a fiction put into circulation by ancient writers, because I myself carry it in my breast and know what it is, and I do not want to disguise that. One must get used to speaking boldly and openly of one's merits. Who else but we can know just how good we are?


  Take this example. Have you seen Kram-skoy's painting, "Inconsolable Grief"? Now suppose that a cat had smashed something like a Sèvres

  


  goblet, near that rigid princess or lady, or had torn a terribly expensive peignoir to bits. Do you think she'd start rushing about and waving her arms? Of course she wouldn't, because all that would be bullshit, because, if only for a day or three, she would be above all peignoirs, cats and Sèvres goblets.


  And that's my problem. Do you understand now why I am the saddest of profligates? Why I am the most superficial of idiots and the gloomiest of shits? Why I am a fool, a demon and a windbag rolled into one?


  You do? Wonderful. Let's drink to mutual understanding. Let's drink what's left of the Kuban vodka, straight from the bottle and straight away.


  That's the way! Saltykovskaya-Kuchino


  What was left of the Kuban vodka was still whirling about near my epiglottis when I was addressed from above:


  — Why did you drink all that, Benny? That's too much.


  And I had just enough breath to reply:


  —There's nothing in the whole world, from

  


  Moscow to Petushki, that could be too much for me. Why do you fear for me, heavenly angels?


  —We fear that you . . .


  —That I'll start using bad language again? No, never, it's just that I didn't know you were with me all the time, I wouldn't have ... I am happier every minute and if I start using language now, it will be sort of happily . . . as if in German poetry: 'Up your rainbow!' 'Go to the pearls!' Nothing more. How silly of you.


  —No, it isn't, it's just that we fear that you won't get there again.


  —Get where? Do you mean Petushki? You mean to her? To my shameless queen with sky-like eyes? You are dumb!


  —No, we're not, we fear you won't get to him, and he won't get his walnuts.


  —Come off it! While there's breath in my body . . . right, there was last Friday. Last Friday she would not let me go to him. I became limp last Friday, angels, I lost myself in her white belly, round as the earth and sky. But today I will get to him, if Fate spares me. Well, not today. Today I'll be with her and I'll graze among the lilies till the morning, but tomorrow . . .


  —Poor little boy, sighed the angels.


  —'Poor little boy'? Why 'poor'? Just tell me this, angels, will you stay with me right up to Petushki? Will you? You won't fly away?

  


  —Oh, no, we can't go as far as Petushki. We'll fly away as soon as you smile. You haven't smiled once today. We'll fly away with your first laugh. We won't worry about you then . . .


  —And you'll meet me there, on the platform, won't you?


  —Yes, we'll meet you there . . .


  Charming creatures, these angels. Only they shouldn't have said 'poor little boy'. He's not like that at all! An infant who knows the letter 'y' like the back of his hand, who loves his father like himself — he does not need pity!


  All right, he was ill the Friday before last, and everyone there feared for his life. But as soon as he saw me he started to recover! Honestly! Merciful God, let nothing befall him, now or ever!


  Promise me, oh, Lord, that should he fall down the front steps or off his bed, he will break neither his arm nor his leg. If he should catch sight of a knife or a razor, don't let him play with them; find him other toys, oh Lord! And when his mother lights the stove —which he loves—keep him away, if you can. I would hate him to burn himself . . . And if he should fall ill, let him get better as soon as he sees me!


  It's true that last time I came they told me he was asleep. They said he was ill with a fever. I drank lemon vodka by his bed and they left me alone with him, and he really was in a fever, even the dimple in

  


  his cheek glowed with fever, and it was strange that such a bundle of nothing could have a fever . . .


  I'd drunk three glasses of lemon vodka by the time he woke and looked at me and the fourth glass in my hand. We had a long conversation then, and I said:


  —Listen, little one . . . Don't die . . . Just think (after all, you know a letter of the alphabet, therefore you know how to think), it would be so silly to die knowing only the letter 'y' and nothing more . . . Can't you see that that would be silly?


  —Yes, Father.


  How he said that! And all that they—immortal angels and dying children —say, all that is so important that I have written it in italics, and all that we say is in tiny letters, because all that is more or less nonsense. Yes, Father!


  —You'll be up soon, little one, and you'll dance to the 'pig's farandole'—remember? When you were two you danced to it. Words and music by your father. 'Such a sweet, funny de-vil-kins snatched, scratched, bit my tu-mmy-kins . . .' And you, one hand at the waist, the other waving a scarf, jumped like a tiny little idiot . . . 'From February I whimpered and fro-oze, in August early I turned up my to-oes . . .'Do you love your father, little one?


  —Very much.


  —Good. So don't die. And when you don't die and get better, you can dance something for me

  


  again. Not the farandole, though. The words are all wrong. 'In August early I turned up my to-oes' won't do. Much better to have 'one, two, buckle my shoe, aren't you ashamed to sleep?' I've got special reasons for liking such trash . . .


  I finished the fourth glass and became all agitated:


  —When you're not with me, little one, I am so


  alone . . . Do you understand? You played in the


  forest this summer, didn't you? And you probably


  remember the pine trees there? Well, I'm like one of


  those pine trees. They're so tall, and so very lonely,


  lonely, lonely, just like me. Like me they only look


  up at the sky and can't and won't look under their


  feet. They're so green, and will be forever green,


  until they collapse. I too will be forever green, until


  I collapse. —Green, responded the boy.


  —Remember dandelions? They keep swaying and moulting in the wind, a pitiful sight. I moult, don't I? And isn't it revolting to see me moulting day after day?


  —Revolting . . ., repeated my infant after me, and smiled blissfully.


  And I, remembering his 'revolting', smiled just as blissfully. And I saw the angels nodding to me from afar, and flying away just as they promised.

  


  Kuchino-Zheleznodorozhnaya


  But I still must go and see her first. Her! To see her on the platform, with her plait from ass to nape, to feel the flush of excitement, to feel the fire, and to get drunk and then graze, graze among the lilies till I've had so much that I am weary to death!


  Bring me necklaces and bangles, silk and velvet, diamonds and pearls, I want to be robed like a Queen because my King has returned!


  She is a girl who is not a girl! That temptress is not a girl but a harmony in A major! That woman, that ginger-haired bitch, she is not a woman, she's magic! But where, Benny, I hear you ask, where did you dig her up, where did she come from? Can anything decent come out of Petushki?


  It can, —is my reply. So loud, that all Moscow and Petushki is startled. It can not come from Moscow, but from Petushki it can! So what if she is a bitch! But what a harmonious bitch! And if you want to know where and how I dug her up, if you really want to, then listen, shameless ones, and I'll tell you all about it.


  In Petushki, as I have already told you, the jasmine blooms always and birds sing without cease. And that is how it was on that day, twelve weeks ago today. There were birds, there was jasmine, and it was also somebody's birthday party. And then there was a bottomless sea of all kinds of alcoholic drinks:

  


  it might have been ten, twelve or twenty-five bottles. And there was everything that a man, who has drunk all that, could possibly desire: absolutely everything, from draught beer to beer in bottles. And what else, you'll ask, what else was there?


  What else? There were two men and three squint-eyed things, each one drunker than the next. There was all hell let loose and a lot of bullshit. That was all, I think.


  And I mixed my drinks, diluting Russian vodka with Zhigulev beer, and I gazed at that 'trinity' and saw something in them. I couldn't tell what, and therefore I mixed and drank, and the more I saw in them, the more I mixed and drank, and that made me see even more clearly.


  But only one of the three saw anything in me, only one! Oh, those ginger eyelashes, longer than the hair on your head! Those innocent eyes! Oh, that whiteness which became whitish! Oh, those enchanting wings of a dove!


  —So you . . . are Erofeev? she said, and moved a little towards me, and her eyelashes met and then parted.


  —That's right . . . that's me.


  Oh harmonious one! How did she guess?


  —I've read one of your things. You know something? I never knew that so much rubbish could be fitted into a mere one hundred and fifty pages! I thought that was beyond the powers of man!

  


  — Never! and I, flattered, mixed and drank. — I could fit even more in, if you liked.


  And that was the beginning of unconsciousness. Of three hours of oblivion, to be more exact. What did I drink? What did I say? How many parts vodka to how many parts beer? Maybe I wouldn't have reached that oblivion if I'd drunk my vodka neat, but, anyway, I came to some three hours later, and when I came to I was sitting at a table and drinking.


  And there were just the two of us, and she was sitting next to me and laughing at me like a benevolent baby. And I thought to myself: Glorious! This is a woman whose breast has not yet been pressed by anything but premonition. No one has felt anything of hers, not even her pulse. Oh, delightful desire in my soul and everywhere else!


  And she upped and sank another glass of vodka. She drank it standing, tossing her head like a pianist. And when the glass was empty she exhaled all that was sacred, she breathed out and, swaying her hips, writhed like a whore—she was so graceful, that I could not look at her without trembling.


  You have no shame, so, of course, you'll say: Get to the point, Benny! Did she ... ?


  What can I say? Of course she . . . How could she not . . .


  She said, straight out: "I want you to embrace me masterfully with your right hand." What a laugh! "Masterfully' and 'with your right hand"! I

  


  was so plastered by then that I could not even touch her —my hands kept missing —let alone embrace her masterfully.


  Show off your flanks, if you like! I thought, as I mixed myself and drank another drink. Show them off, enchantress! Show them off, Cleopatra! Show them off, you magnificent bitch, who has exhausted the heart of a poet! Today I will cast all that I possess, all that I might possess, on the white altar of Aphrodite!


  These were my thoughts. But she—she was laughing. She came up to the table and sank another tumblerful, in one go, for she was perfect, and perfection knows no bounds . . .


  Zheleznodorozhnaya-Chernoe


  . . . She drank it, and took off some unnecessary garment. If, after this, I thought, she should discard something of her netherwear—the earth will shudder and the stones will cry.


  And she said: "Well, Benny, what do you think of my . . .?" And I, overcome by desire, fought for breath and waited for sin. And I said: "In all my thirty years upon this earth I have never seen anyone with such a lovely ..."


  What now? Should I enchant her with my

  


  tenderness or captivate her with my strength? Damn it, I never know what to do at any given moment with an inebriated female. Until that day (I wonder if I should tell you this) until that day I never knew any of them well, inebriated or sober. My thoughts pursued them, but as soon as my body began doing the same, fear would stop my heart. I had designs — not intentions. And when intentions came, the designs disappeared, and when my heart joined the pursuit, fear stopped my thoughts.


  I was always in two minds about females. On the one hand I was pleased that they have a waist and we don't, and that made me feel, how should I say . . . affectionate. Yes, I felt affection. On the other hand they murdered Marat with a penknife, and Marat was Incorruptible, so it was wrong to murder him. That destroyed my affection. On the one hand, like Karl Marx, I liked them because they were weak. For example, they have to squat to pee. I liked that, that filled me with, well . . . affection. Yes, I felt affectionate. On the other hand they shot at Lenin, no less, and with a pistol! And this destroyed all affection. Squat if you must, but -why shoot at Lenin with a pistol? Affection is quite out of the question in such circumstances. But I digress.


  Well, then, what now? Should I exude terror or charm?


  She decided for me, by sinking down and stroking my cheek with her ankle. That gesture was a little like encouragement, a little like playfulness, and a little like a gentle slap. And a little like a butterfly kiss. And then I saw that dim bitch-white in her eyes, whiter than delirium or seventh heaven.

  


  And her stomach, which was like the earth and sky. As soon as I saw that I almost wept from inspiration, I became all aflame and shivered all over. And everything became one: roses and lilies, tiny little curls, that moist, shuddering gate of Eden, oblivion, ginger eyelashes. Oh, the sobbing of those depths! Oh, those shameless eyes! Oh, that whore with cloud-like eyes! Oh, that delightful navel!


  Everything became one in order to begin the beginning, to be repeated every Friday and to stay forever in my mind and my heart. Today, I know, it will be the same: the same delirium, the same long sleep.


  The best thing about her are her shoulders. Especially when she raises them and laughs with delight, saying: "Oh, Erofeev, you daft old bugger!" Gorgeous! Can you imagine not wanting to inspire her?


  She can be a bit hard a times, but that's nothing, just self-defence, and something to do with her being a female. I don't know much about them. The main thing is that when I got to the bottom of her she was all soft, nothing but strawberries and cream. One Friday, I remember, when I was all aglow from the Bison Grass vodka I said to her:


  — Let's spend the rest of our lives together. I'll take you away to Lobnya, I'll clothe you in purple and spun silk. I'll make a bit on the side by flogging off telephone boxes, and you can just sit and sniff at things like lilies. Come with me!


  And she said nothing. Just made a rude gesture

  


  with her fingers. And I, languorous, held her hand to my face, and I sighed and wept:


  -Why?


  And she just repeated the gesture. I held her hand again and again I sighed and wept.


  —Why? In the name of God, why?


  And then she dissolved into tears and fell upon my neck:


  —You idiot! You know why! There's no need to tell you, you jerk!


  And ever since then it's been the same every Friday. The same tears, the same gestures. But today will be different, because this is the thirteenth Friday. And we are getting nearer to Petustiki, thank God!


  Chernoe-Kupavna


  I was pacing about in a terrible state, chain smoking.


  How can you say after t-h-i-s that you are lonely and misunderstood! When you have so much in the soul and so much near the soul! When you

  


  have someone like h-e-r in Petushki! and someone like h-i-m near Petushki! You lonely?


  Not now I'm not, I've not been misunderstood for the past twelve weeks. Now when I was twenty — my, was I lonely! Even my birthday was dreary. Yuri Petrovich came, and Nina Vasilievna came, and they brought me a bottle of Stolichnaya vodka and a tin of stuffed cabbage leaves. That vodka and those cabbage leaves made me feel so terribly lonely that I couldn't help weeping.


  And last autumn, when I hit thirty? The day I became thirty was as dreary as the day I became twenty. Boris came and brought some half-witted lady poet. Vadim and Lida came, and Ledya came with Volodya. And they brought me guess what? Two bottles of Stolichnaya vodka and two tins of stuffed tomatoes. I felt despair and misery at the sight of those tomatoes. I wanted to weep. But I couldn't.


  Was that because those ten years had made me less lonely? No. Was it because my soul was not so soft and my heart had hardened? No. The opposite, if anything, was true. But I still couldn't cry. Perhaps I can explain why by analogy with the world of the spirit. Suppose a quiet man drinks a bottle of vodka. He will become wild and joyful. Now what if he drinks another bottle of vodka? Will he become wilder and more joyful? No, he'll turn quiet again. A casual observer might even think him sober. Does that mean that he will be sober? Absolutely not. He'll be drunk as a lord, and therefore quiet.

  


  The same applied to me. Those ten years did not make me less lonely or make my heart harder — quite the opposite. But to a casual observer, of course . . .


  But now I must really live. Life is far from dull. Life was dull only for Gogol and King Solomon. But once you get to thirty it's worth trying to live another thirty. Man is mortal—that's what I think. Once we are here, we've got to do a bit of living. Life is beautiful. That's what I think. Can you imagine how many secrets there are in the world, how great is the infinity of things unknown? There is so much scope for those who are drawn by these secrets!


  Take one simple example. When you have drunk a bottle of vodka in the evening, and then in the morning you can't get a hair of the dog—work and all that — and, late in the afternoon, after six or seven hours of misery you finally have a drink to ease the soul (say, a tumblerful) why is it that your soul is not eased? The sick feeling which has not left you since the morning is replaced by a sick feeling of an altogether different kind, a modest sick feeling. Your cheeks glow red like a maiden's, and you are so blue under the eyes that it looks as if you'd spent last night being beaten about the face, rather than drinking vodka. Why?


  I'll tell you why. Because you have fallen victim to those six or seven hours of work. You have got to be careful how you choose your work. Bad jobs don't exist. There are no bad professions, and every calling deserves respect. The answer is to have a drink of something immediately upon waking;.

  


  Come to think of it, a drink of something won't do, you must go back to drinking that with which you finished the night before and this you must continue drinking, with just a few breaks of forty to forty-five minutes, so that by the end of the day you'll have drunk a quarter bottle more than on the day before. You won't feel sick, or ashamed, and your face will look as if it hadn't been touched for the past six months.


  See how many secrets there are in the world, fateful and joyful, how much unexplored ground there is everywhere!


  The stupid young of today seem not even to notice the impenetrability of existence. They lack scope and initiative. In fact I doubt whether they have got anything in their heads at all. What can be more worthwhile, for example, than using yourself as a guinea-pig? When I was their age I used to drink three and a half litres of 'spike' (two parts beer to one part vodka) in one go, and then go to bed fully clothed, with just one thought in my head: will I wake on Friday morning or will I not? I did not. Instead I woke on Saturday, far from Moscow, at the bottom of the railway embankment near Naro-Fominsk. I made a great effort to collect facts, and when I had collected them, I compared them. And when I had compared them I began to recall them, applying a supreme effort of memory and a penetrating analysis. And then I moved from contemplation to reconstruction: in other words I fell deep into thought, got sozzled and thus discovered what happened to Friday.


  Ever since I can remember, from my tenderest years, my favourite word has been 'daring', and —as

  


  God is my witness— I dared! If you dared like that you'd end up with a stroke or paralysed. Or rather, if you dared to do what I dared to do at your age, one fine day you simply wouldn't wake. But I did, I woke almost every morning and began daring again . . .


  When I was about eighteen I noticed that after the first drink and up to the fifth drink inclusive I grew irresistibly manly, but between the sixth drink


  Kupavna-33rd kilometre


  and the ninth drink I suffered. So much so that by the tenth drink my eyes started closing. I was so naive, I thought that I must overcome my drowsiness by an effort of will. I must have the eleventh drink to see if that would bring back a recurrence of the manliness. Nothing of the sort happened. Manliness does not return. I tried it and I know.


  I struggled with this problem every day for three whole years, but every day I fell asleep after the tenth drink. The answer turned out to be unbelievably simple. All I had to do was to follow the fifth drink by the sixth drink, seventh, and eighth, drunk in one go, but imaginatively, that is, drunk only in the imagination. In other words I had to not drink the sixth, seventh, eighth or ninth glass, with one effort of will and in one go. After this it was possible to go straight on to the tenth drink. The

  


  same way as Dvorak's ninth symphony is known as the fifth, even though it is really his ninth —the sixth drink became the tenth, and then I could be sure of growing ever more manly, unhindered, from the sixth drink (tenth) to the twenty-eighth (thirty-second) —that is, I could grow manly to that extreme which leads to madness and degradation.


  Honestly, I can't respect the younger generation. They inspire me with horror and revulsion. There will be no songs by Gorky about them, that's certain. I'm not saying that when we were their age everything was holy, very little was holy, but there were so many things for which we did care a damn. They don't care a damn about anything.


  Why can't they do like I did when I was their age! I used to take long breaks between bouts of drinking. I would drink a bit, pause a bit, drink a bit and then pause a bit again. I can't say, therefore, whether a morning's depression is more animated when it becomes a daily habit, if, every day from the age of sixteen, one drinks half a bottle at seven in the evening. If I could have my time over again I would try to find out. But would they?


  That's not all. Think of all the secrets hidden in other spheres of human life! Imagine, for example, drinking nothing but white vodka one day and nothing but red wine the next. By midnight on the first day you are like a man possessed. You are so fiery that young ladies could leap over you like they leap over bonfires on the night of Saint John the Baptist. And they will leap, and, if you have had

  


  nothing but white vodka throughout the day, they'll get somewhere. But if you have had nothing but fortified red wine? Well, girls won't leap over you, that's certain. In fact, the opposite will happen: on the night of Saint John the girls will sit down, but you won't be able to leap over them, let alone do anything else. But only if you have had nothing but red wine from morning to night.


  Think how fascinating it would be to experiment in areas even more specialised! Hiccuping, say. My stupid compatriot, Soloukhin, invited you to come with him to the woods, mushrooming. Tell him what he can do with his salted mushrooms and join me in a study of the mathematical aspect of hiccuping.


  Oh, God, I hear you protest, surely there are better things in life than that, things which could . . .


  That's the point, there aren't! There is nothing, nothing which could! I'm no idiot, I know that there are such things as psychiatry and extra-galactic astronomy, but all that is not ours. All that has been foisted upon us by Peter the Great and by Dimitry Kibalchich. That is not the direction in which our talents lie. Our calling is an altogether different one, the one to which I will lead you, if you will follow. You may say that this calling is evil and repulsive. I must remind you of my words —"there is no such thing as an evil calling, and every calling deserves respect."


  Can't you see that it's best to leave extra-galactic astronomy to the Yanks and psychiatry to

  


  the Germans? Let Spanish idiots go to corridas, let the Egyptians build their Aswan Dam (the wind will blow it down anyway), let Italy choke on its belcantos. We'll turn to hiccups.


  33rd kilometre-Elektrougli


  In order to start investigating hiccups we must, of course, bring them on. Either an sich (Kant) — which means in ourselves, or in someone else, but for ourselves — or fur sich (Kant again). An sich and fur sich together is best, and this is how it is done. Drink one of the strong vodkas, Starka, Knacker or Hunter's, for example, for two hours without stopping. Drink it by the tumblerful, one every half an hour, preferably without anything solid. If that is too difficult you can have a bite of something unappetising, such as bread that is not too fresh, pickled or salted sprats or sprats in tomato sauce.


  Then take an hour's break without eating or drinking, relax your muscles and don't make the slightest effort. When that hour is over you'll see, the hiccups will start. The onset of the hiccups will amaze you by its suddenness. Then you will be amazed by the inevitability of the second hiccup, the third hiccup and so on. But if you are not an idiot you will soon stop being amazed and get down to business, writing down the intervals between hiccups, measured in seconds : 8 — 13 — 7 — 3 — 18.

  


  Try to find some sort of periodicity, however approximate. Try, if you really are not an idiot, to deduce some kind of fomula for forecasting the length of the intervals. Try away. Life will disprove all your formulae.


  It is said that the leaders of the world's proletariat, Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels, carefully studied the organization of social formations and could, as a result, forecast many events. But this event would have floored them. A whim leads you into the sphere of the inevitable—reconcile yourself to this and be patient. Life will shame both your elementary and your additional maths.


  13-15-4-12-4-5-28


  Is this not the same as the way in which rise succeeds fall and misery succeeds ecstasy in the lives of ordinary men, without the slightest hint of regularity? Is this not the random way in which catastrophes fall upon mankind?


  The law is above us all. The hiccups are above all law. And the suddenness of their end will be as amazing as their beginning, and it will be an end which, like death, you will be unable to foresee or prevent:


  22 —14—end. Silence.


  In this silence you will hear the voice of your heart: hiccups are unfathomable and leave us helpless. We are completely without power, we are at the mercy of a fate which is nameless and from which there is no salvation.

  


  We are nothing but trembling creatures and they are all-powerful. They are the right hand of God which is forever extended and to which only cretins and rogues will not bow. He is uncir-cumscribable, therefore, He exists. Therefore be as perfect as your heavenly Father.


  Elektrougli-43rd kilometre


  That's right. Drink more, eat less. That is the best protection against hubris and superficial atheism. Observe a hiccuping atheist and you will see that he cannot concentrate. His face is grim, he is ugly and tormented. Turn away from him, and look at me when I hiccup. I believe that death has been overcome and am free of all resistance. I believe that He is Good and therefore I too am good and happy.


  He is Good. He is leading me from suffering to light. From Moscow to Petushki. From the sufferings at Kursk Station, through the purgatory at Kuchino to the reveries at Kupavna— to the light and Petushki. Durch leiden-licht.


  I was pacing up and down in ever-greater excitement. Still chain-smoking. And then a bright idea struck my brain like lightning. Is it not time to have another drink to maintain this noble impulse? What can I drink in Thy Name?

  


  Alas I have nothing worthy of Thee. Kuban vodka is such muck. And it seems shameful even to mention Rossiyskaya in Thy presence. As for fortified rosé at a rouble 37 —Oh, Lord!


  If I reach Petushki today, I will create a cocktail which can be drunk without shame in the presence of God and men, in the presence of men and in the name of God. And I will call it 'The Waters of Jordan' or 'The Star of Bethlehem'. Should I forget when I get to Petushki, please remind me.


  Don't laugh. I am very good at creating cocktails. Cocktails such as Canaan Balsam and The Tear of a Komsomol Girl and that's as it should be. Nature cannot be expected to yield her gifts. They must be taken from her, and this can only be done with the right recipe. I'll let you have it, if you like.


  The drinking of vodka neat, even if it is straight from the bottle, promises nothing but toil and trouble. The addition of Eau de Cologne to vodka shows a certain style, but lacks all pathos. But the drinking of a tumblerful of Canaan Balsam is proof of style, ideas, pathos, and hints at the metaphysical.


  What is the most treasured ingredient in Canaan Balsam? Meths, of course. But as meths is nothing but the object of inspiration, inspiration is something which it totally lacks. So what do we treasure most in meths? The answer is simple: the pure taste sensation it produces. And the miasma it exudes. To release this miasma you need a hint of fragrance. That is why lager is added (Ostankino or

  


  Senator lagers are the best) together with purified varnish, in the following proportions: 1 to 1.


  I don't need to remind you how to purify varnish, that's child's play. For some strange reason no one in Russia knows what Pushkin died of, but everyone knows how to purify varnish.


  Here then is the recipe for Canaan Balsam. You only live once and you can't afford to get the recipe wrong.


  Meths —        100 grams


  Lager —        200 grams


  Purified varnish —100 grams.


  So that's Canaan Balsam (nicknamed Black and Blue on account of its colour). It is not over-strong and has a staunch aroma. This aroma is in fact best described as a hymn. The hymn of democratic youth. Yes, that's the best way to describe it, since it brings forth vulgarity and turpitude in all who drink it. I've seen that happen many times!


  There are two ways of preventing these evil tendencies from coming forth. The first is to abstain from Canaan Balsam. The second is to replace it by The Spirit of Geneva. There is not a drop of honour in this cocktail but what a bouquet it has! And what is the secret of this bouquet? The answer is, I don't know. So what is the solution? The solution lies in toilet water, White Lilac to be precise, which is the ingredient of The Spirit of Geneva for which there is no substitute. Jasmine, Cypress, or Lily of the Valley simply won't do.

  


  "The world of components has no equivalents," to quote ancient alchemists. They knew what they were talking about. Lily of the Valley simply isn't White Lilac, neither morally nor as regards the bouquet.


  Lily of the Valley excites the mind, troubles the conscience and strengthens one's sense of justice. White Lilac, on the other hand, stills the conscience and reconciles man to the blows of fate.


  I remember once I drank a whole bottle of Lily of the Valley. And then I sat down and wept. Why? Because I remembered my Mother, and I could not put her out of my mind. "Mother!" —I said, and wept. "Mother!"—tears again. A stupid man would have just gone on crying, but I took a bottle of Lilac and drank that. And you know what happened? My tears dried, I was seized by a desire to laugh like a drain and I forgot my mother so completely that I could not even remember her name.


  Now you can understand my contempt for those who make The Spirit of Geneva by adding Lily of the Valley to the anti-perspirant for feet.


  Here is the correct recipe:


  White Lilac —           50 grams


  Anti-perspirant for feet— 50 grams Zhigulev beer —         200 grams


  Varnish —              150 grams.


  But a man who does not want to trample upon the universe should send Canaan Balsam and The Spirit of Geneva to hell. And instead, should make himself The Tear of a Komsomol Girl. This cocitail

  


  is strange and smelly. The reasons for its smelliness will become clear later. First I'll explain why it is strange. He who drinks vodka neat keeps a sane mind and a good memory —or loses both. But The Tear of a Komsomol Girl has the oddest effect. After one glass your memory is as strong as ever, but your mind just goes blank. After the second glass the brightness of your mind amazes you, but your memory goes blank.


  Even the recipe for The Tear is pungent. The aroma of the cocktail itself, when mixed, can make you temporarily lose your senses and your consciousness. That's what happened to me.


  Lavender water — 15 grams Verbena —       15 grams


  Forest water—    30 grams


  Nail varnish —     2 grams


  Mouthwash — 150 grams Lemonade —    150 grams.


  This mixture is stirred for 20 minutes with a honeysuckle twig. There are those who say that dodder can, if necessary, be used instead of honeysuckle. Such an assertion is false and criminal. I would rather be quartered than stir The Tear of a Komsomol Girl with a dodder twig. Only honeysuckle will do. People who use dodder instead of honeysuckle to stir The Tear really make me laugh.


  But enough of The Tear. Listen to my latest and best recipe. "Finis coronat opus," as the poet said. Here is 'Cat Gut', the drink of drinks. This is more than a drink—it is the music of the spheres.

  


  What is the most beautiful thing in life? The struggle for freedom. And what is even mo-re beautiful? This. Take it down.


  Zhigulev beer —                     100 grams


  Shampoo ('Sadko the Rich Merchant')— 30 grams Anti -dandruff shampoo —             7 0 grams


  Insect repellent —                    20 grams.


  Infuse some shag in the mixture and serve.


  I have, by the way, received letters from idle readers, recommending that this mixture be put through a strainer and left standing overnight. What will they think of next! Such additions, corrections and idiotic suggestions are but the products of a flabby imagination and a narrow mind.


  So. Your Cat Gut is ready. Drink it from early evening in large gulps. After two glasses of this, men become so inspired you can spit at them from five feet for half an hour and they won't take the blindest bit of notice.


  43rd kilometre-Khrapunovo


  Have you had enough time to copy the recipes? Right then, that's enough for now. And when we get to Petushki I promise to reveal the secret of The Waters of Jordan. That's if I get there alive. If God is merciful.

  


  But first let's put our heads together and think. What can I drink now? What cocktail can I create out of the muck that is left in my little suitcase? Auntie Klava's Kiss? Yes, that is a possibility. My little suitcase can only produce The First Kiss and Auntie Klava's Kiss. Do you want to know what The Kiss is? Simple. A 50-50 mixture of any red wine and any vodka. Dry wine with Pepper vodka or Kuban vodka, for example, produces The First Kiss. Moonshine and a number 33 port make a Kiss Taken by Force, A Loveless Kiss or Inez Armand. There are many such 'kisses' and they'll all make you sick unless you get used to them from childhood.


  I have some Kuban vodka in the suitcase. But no dry wine. That means that the First Kiss is out and I can only dream. But I do have one and a half small bottles of Rossiyskaya and my fortified rosé at one rouble 37. And that means that I can have Auntie Klava's Kiss. There's no doubt that its taste is unattractive and that it is absolutely puke-making, more suitable for watering rubber-plants than for drinking straight from the bottle. True, but what else can I do? I have no wine, and no rubber-plant. Nothing for it but to drink Auntie Klava's Kiss.


  I returned to the carriage so as to make myself a Kiss. I had been away so long! Ever since Nikolskoe . . .


  As I entered I once again saw my Motherland, big, bulging and ready for anything, staring at me with dozens of eyes, big, bulging and ready for anything. Last time, after a bottle of Rossiyskaya, I

  


  liked those eyes. Now, after half a bottle of Kuban vodka, I was in love with those eyes, madly in love. I stumbled as I entered the carriage, and smiling a little, just in case, I managed to get to my seat unaided.


  And when I got there I froze. Where were the remains of my Rossiyskaya? Where was that small bottle which I had only half emptied at Hammer and Sickle? All the way from Hammer and Sickle it stood by the little suitcase, and there was nearly 100 grams left in it. Where is it now?


  I looked at everyone in the carriage. No one blinked. I must be completely and madly in love. What about the angels? Weren't they supposed to look after my suitcase while I was away? Where was it they left? Was it in Kuchino? That's right. So it was stolen between Kuchino and the 43rd kilometre . While I was sharing the depths of my feeling with you, while I was initiating you into the secrets of life, I was being robbed of Auntie Klava's Kiss. In the simplicity of my soul I never looked into the carriage—what a laugh! But "enough of being simple," to quote Ostrovsky, the playwright. And finita la commedia. Not all simplicity is sacred. Not all comedy is divine. Enough of fishing in troubled waters. It is time to fish for men!


  But how and for whom?


  God knows what genre I'll reach Petushki in. All the way from Moscow it has been philosophical. Essays and memoirs, poetry and prose, as in Turgenev, but now we're starting a thriller!

  


  I looked into my little suitcase to check if everything was as it should be. It was. So where was the rest of my Rossiyskaya?


  I looked to my right. The very, very dumb one and the very, very intelligent one were sitting there as before. The dumb one in the padded jacket had crossed his eyes long ago and gone to sleep. And the very, very intelligent one in the coat was sitting opposite and kept trying to wake him up. And he was doing it heavy-handedly: he kept grabbing the dumb one by a button, and puiling, as if he was drawing a bow, and then he let go, so that the very, very dumb one in his padded jacket flew back to where he came from, embedding himself in the back of the seat like Cupid's blunt arrow in the heart.


  —Trans-cen-dental, I thought to myself. How long have they been sitting like this? These two couldn't have stolen it. True, one is wearing a padded jacket, and the other is awake—so, in principle, they could have. But one of them is asleep, and the other is wearing a greatcoat—so they couldn't have.


  I looked towards the back of the carriage. Nothing there to suggest . . . Well, there was a couple who suggested something, but something quite different. They were very strange, these two. A he and a she. They sat far apart, each by a window and it was clear that they didn't know each other. And yet they were disconcertingly alike. He was wearing a jacket, and she was wearing a jacket. He had a moustache and a brown beret, and she had a moustache and a brown beret.

  


  I rubbed my eyes and looked again. What an amazing similarity. They did keep glancing at each other with interest and enmity —quite clearly they couldn't have stolen it.


  I looked towards the front of the carriage. The same story. Only two people who looked peculiar. A grandfather and his grandson. The grandson towered above the grandfather and was obviously congenitally weak in the head. The grandfather was a dwarf, but he too was obviously weak in the head. Both looked me straight in the eye and smacked their lips.


  How suspicious, thought I. Why did they do that? Everyone else looked me straight in the eye, but no one else smacked their lips! Very suspicious. I returned their steady stare.


  There was no doubt about it. The grandson was an absolute cretin. His neck looked peculiar. It did not join the torso, instead it grew out of it, rising with his collar bone towards the back of his head. He breathed like an idiot. First out, then in, quite unlike normal people, who first breathe in and only then out. The way he looked at me, with his eyes wide open and his mouth peering . . .


  The look his grandfather gave me was even stranger. He was all tensed up, as if staring into the barrel of a gun. His eyes were very blue and very waterlogged, and water dripped out of them like out of two drowned men, straight into his boots. He looked like someone who was under sentence of death. Even his bald head looked dead. The whole of his face was pock-marked, as if he had been

  


  peppered with shot at close range. And in the middle of his shot-up mug there was a swollen, blue nose, hanging and swinging like a cork.


  Very suspicious, I thought again, and rising a little from my seat, I beckoned with my finger.


  Both leapt up and towards me, smacking their lips all the while. That too is suspicious, I thought. I believe they even leapt up before I beckoned!


  I invited them to sit down opposite me. Both sat down, staring hard at my suitcase. The grandson sat down very strangely. We all sit on our behinds, but he sat sort of askew, on his left rear, as if offering one leg to me and the other to his grandfather.


  "What's your name, old man, and where are you going?"


  Khrapunovo-Esino


  "My name is Dimitrich. And this is my grandson, his name is Dimitrich, too. We're going to the park at Orekhovo to take a ride on the merry-go-round."


  And the grandson added :


  "Hee-hee-hee. . . "

  


  It was a weird sound. I wish I could give you a proper idea of what it was like. He couldn't speak, he could only squeak. And he didn't speak with his mouth, because that was always peering and was somewhere at the back of his head. He talked with his left nostril, and with such an effort — as if he had to lift his left nostril with his right nostril to do so.


  "Hee-hee-hee, we're off to Petushki, wonderful Petushki! Hee-hee-hee, grandpa is a dear, grandpa is a drunk ..."


  "I see. So you're going to have a ride on the merry-go-round."


  "That's right."


  "Are you sure?"


  "We're going for a ride on the merry-go-round," repeated old Dimitrich, speaking like a man on death row, and the water kept flooding out of his eyes.


  "Tell me, Dimitrich, what were you doing while I was out of the carriage? While I was deep in thought, thinking of my feelings for my beloved? What were you doing then, eh?"


  Dimitrich, motionless, became runny all over.


  "I was . . . nothing ... I just wanted some stewed apples and white bread ..."


  "Stewed apples and white bread?"

  


  "That's right."


  "Fine. So while I was deep in thought out there, you two were going through my things for some stewed apples and white bread, right? And when you couldn't find the stewed apples . . .?"


  Grandfather was the first to give in, he just dissolved. And the grandson followed, his top lip disappeared, his bottom lip fell to his stomach, like a pianist's hair. Both were weeping.


  "I understand. I can understand anything, if I want to forgive. My soul is like the belly of the Trojan Horse —it will swallow anything. I'll forgive anything if I decide to understand. You just wanted stewed apples and white bread and you found neither. So you were simply forced to drink what you found. Instead of what you wanted. "


  They were crushed by my logic. Both covered their faces in shame and rocked in time to my reproaches.


  "You remind me of an old man I knew in Petushki. He too only drank booty, just couldn't drink anything which wasn't stolen. For example, he'd steal a bottle of triple strength toilet water from the chemist and then he'd go to the station john and there drink it on the quiet. He called it 'drinking to friendship'. He was firmly convinced that this was what 'drinking to friendship' meant, and he died in this conviction. So, you decided to drink to friendship, right?"

  


  They just rocked and wept and the grandson's armpit blinked.


  "Enough of that. I'm the sort of man who can swallow anything if he wants to understand. This head of mine is the refuge of tolerance. If you like, I'll give you a bit more to drink. You've had half a glass each, well, I can let you have another half a glass."


  Just then someone came up from behind and said:


  "May I join you?"


  We all looked up. It was the man with the black moustache and the brown beret.


  "Hee-hee-hee," young Dimitrich squeaked, "listen to that clever uncle!"


  Black Moustache glowered from under his facial hair and snapped:


  "Who is clever? I am not a thief, like some I could mention. I don't steal essentials from strangers. I've brought my own —here. . . ."


  And he put a bottle of Stolichnaya in front of me.


  "Will you partake?"


  I moved over to let him sit down.

  


  "Later, perhaps, but first I'll have some of my own. Auntie Klava's Kiss."


  "Auntie Klava's Kiss?"


  "That's right."


  We filled our vessels, each with the drink of his choice. Grandfather and grandson placed theirs before me; clearly they had had them ready long before I invited them. Old Dimitrich brought out an empty half bottle which I recognized straight away —it was mine. And young Dimitrich brought out a bucket, which he'd hidden somewhere between his pubis and his diaphragm. I gave them their promised portions and they grinned.


  "To friendship, then?"


  "To friendship!"


  We all drank with our heads tossed back, like pianists.


  "This train does not stop at Esino. This train stops at all stations except Esino!"

  


  Esino-Fryazevo


  And then the rustling and lip-smacking began. It was as if the pianist, who drank anything, had drunk everything and, drowning in hair, had started to play Liszt's Forest Rumours in -sharp minor.


  Black Moustache in the jacket was the first to speak. But for some reason he spoke exclusively to me.


  "I read in Bunin that ginger-haired people always go red when they've had a drink."


  "So what?"


  "Don't you see? Kuprin and Gorky were never sober!"


  "Fine. So what?"


  "Don't you see? Do you know what Chekhov said on his death bed, just before he died? First he said: 'Ich sterbe' which means 'I'm dying'. And then he added: 'Let's have some champagne!' And then, but only then, he died."


  "So what?"


  "With Schiller it wasn't just a question of dying —he couldn't live without champagne. Do you want to know how he wrote? He put his feet in ice-

  


  cold water, took a glass of champagne and wrote. He'd down one glass, and the first act was finished. Five glasses later he had a whole tragedy in five acts."


  "Well, well, well. So what?"


  He threw ideas about like a victorious general scattering bounty, and I had a hard time keeping up.


  "So what?"


  "And Gogol ..."


  "Gogol did what?"


  "Whenever Gogol visited the Panaev family, he


  used to ask for his special pink wine glass." "And he drank from it?"


  "Yes, he drank from his pink wine glass."


  "And what did he drink?"


  "Oh, God knows!"


  "Had to be vodka. What else can one drink from a pink wine glass."


  Me and the two Dimitriches listened to him intently. Black Moustache laughed, happy in the expectation of ever greater triumphs.


  "Do you know about Mussorgsky? Do you want to know how he wrote his immortal opera

  


  'Khovanshchina? It's a story that is both funny and sad. Mussorgsky was lying in a ditch, pissed out of his mind, and Rimsky-Korsakov, in evening dress and with a bamboo cane, was passing by. Rimsky-Korsakov stopped, tickled Mussorgsky with his cane and said:


  '"Up! Wash your face and sit down to your divine Khovanshchina'!' —and there they sat. Rimsky-Korsakov in an armchair, legs crossed, top-hat on the back of his head. And Mussorgsky, languid and unshaven, scribbling music in the sweat of his brow. Mussorgsky was dying for a snifter. He couldn't care less about the music, but Rimsky-Korsakov in his top-hat wouldn't let him have a snifter. But as soon as Rimsky-Korsakov was out of the door, Mussorgsky dropped his immortal 'Khovanshchina' and leapt back into his ditch. Then he got up, had a snifter and then it was down in the ditch again. And the social-democrats ..."


  "He's well-read, that one," old Dimitrich interrupted in amazement, and young Dimitrich grabbed all his hair and sat open-mouthed in rapt attention.


  "I love reading! There are so many books in the world!" Black Moustache went on. "I mean, I drink for a month or two, then I stop and read some book and it seems so good and I seem so bad that I get all upset. I can't go on reading, so I drop the book and turn to drink and I drink for a month or two and then. ..."


  "Just a moment," I interrupted. "Just one moment. What about the social-democrats?"

  


  "What social-democrats? Do you think I was only talking of the social-democrats? Russia's best sons, all those whom Russia needed, drank like sponges. Only stupid, superfluous men did not. Evgeny Onegin, when staying with the Larins, stuck to wortleberry syrup, and even that gave him the runs. But Onegin's decent contemporaries were giving birth to 'the science of revolution' and the Decembrists, between Lafitte and Clicquot (Lafitte and Clicquot, I'll have you notice!). And when they finally woke Herzen ..."


  "Yes, wake up, Herzen!" someone on my right suddenly bellowed. Startled we all looked right. The bellow came from Eros in the greatcoat.


  "He should have got out at Khrapunovo, that Herzen, but he's still here, the swine!"


  Everyone who could, laughed and: "Leave him


  alone, you idiot, you fucking Decembrist!", "Rub his ears!", "What does it matter whether he goes to Khrapunovo or Petushki! Maybe he has decided to go to Petushki and you are sending him to Khrapunovo!" resounded all around. Everyone went suddenly and unexpectedly wall-eyed, unexpectedly and happily, unexpectedly and revoltingly. Me too.


  I turned to Black Moustache in the jacket:


  "Right then. They woke Herzen. What's that got to do with the social-democrats and 'Khovan-shchina'?"


  "Everything. That was the beginning of the

  


  most important change—unrefined vodka replaced Veuve Clicquot! It was the beginning of classlessness, debauchery and 'Khovanshchina' . . . All those Uspenskys and Pomyalovskys couldn't produce a single line without a drink! I saw it in black and white, that's how I know! All Russia's honest citizens drank like sponges. They drank because they were honest! Because they were unable to lighten the lot of the people! The people were drowning in poverty and ignorance, just read Pisarev and you'll see! These were his very words: The people can't afford beef, vodka is cheaper than beef and that's why the Russian lower classes drink. They drink out of poverty. They can't read books, because they can't find Gogol or Belinsky in the market —only vodka. State monopoly vodka or any old vodka, vodka by the bottle and vodka by the glass. That's why the Muzhiks drink, out of ignorance!'


  "No wonder all Russia's honest citizens were desperate, how could they be anything but! They couldn't help writing about the lower classes, couldn't help saving them, couldn't help drinking in despair. The social-democrats wrote and drank, in fact they drank as much as they wrote. But the Muzhiks couldn't read, so they just drank without reading a word. So Uspensky upped and hanged himself, Pomyalovsky lay down under a pub bench and expired and Garshin leapt off a bridge ..."


  Black Moustache took off his beret and jumped up, gesticulating like a madman. The drink had gone to his head and was making him very excited. The Decembrist in the overcoat left his Herzen alone and sat down with us, staring at our orator with damp and cloudy eyes.

  


  "And look what happened. A shroud of ignorance covered everything and pauperization became universal! Have you read Marx? Universal! In other words more and more drinking went on. The desperation of the social-democrats correspondingly grew, way beyond the Lafitte and Clicquot which woke Herzen. All the thinking men of Russia drank without coming up for breath, out of pity for the Muzhiks. There they lay, puking miserably, and all the bells of London could not have got them up. And that's how it was until our time. Right up until our time.


  "Oh, what a vicious circle of existence! I feel


  like crying when I think of it. And when I read one


  of those books I just can't make out who's drinking


  and why—whether it is the lower classes, looking


  up, or the upper classes looking down. So I drop the


  book and drink for a month or two and then . . ." "Stop!" said the Decembrist. "Is it not possible not to drink? To take oneself in hand and give up drinking? Privy Councillor Goethe, for example, never touched a drop."


  "Never? Not a drop?" Black Moustache rose in amazement and put his beret back on. "That's impossible!"


  "He did not. There you have an example of a man who could take himself in hand and never touch a drop."


  "Do you mean Johann von Goethe?"

  


  "Yes, I mean Johann von Goethe, who never touched a drop."


  "How strange. . . . Even when Schiller . . . offered him . . . a glass of champagne?"


  "Not even then. He'd take hold of himself and say: 'I never touch the stuff."


  Black Moustache fell into a blue funk. His system, his lovely system, woven out of ardent and brilliant implausibility, was disintegrating in public.


  Help him, Erofeev, I whispered to myself, grab an allegory or something . . .


  "So you claim that Privy Councillor Goethe never touched a drop?" I addressed the Decembrist. "And do you know why? Do you know what kept him on the wagon while all men with decent views drank? I'll tell you what. Now we, for example, are going to Petushki, and for some reason our train stops everywhere except Esino. The train could have stopped at Esino. But it did not. It just charged through without stopping. And it did so because there are no passengers at Esino, they all get on at Khrapunovo or Fryazevo. Yes. They walk from Esino all the way to Khrapunovo or all the way to Fryazevo just to get on. Because they know that the train will just rush through Esino without stopping. And that's how it was with Johann von Goethe, the old fool. Do you think he didn't want a drink? Of course he did. So, in order not to lose face in society, he forced all his characters to do the drinking for him. Look at 'Faust'. Can you name a single character

  


  in 'Faust', who doesn't drink? They all do. Faust drinks and is rejuvenated, Ziebel drinks and attacks Faust, Mephistopheles keeps buying drinks for himself and the students, singing 'The Flea' all the while. Why should Privy Councillor Goethe want to write that, you may ask? Simple. For the same reason that he made Werther take a bullet in the head. Because, and this I have on very good evidence, Goethe himself was on the verge of suicide, and so as to rid himself of the temptation he made Werther do it instead. Understand? He lived, but he'd managed to end it all. So everything was hunky-dory. That's far more ignoble than a proper suicide. It points to greater cowardice, egotism and creative baseness. And so this Privy Councillor drank in the same way as he committed suicide. Mephistopheles would have a drink and the old swine would feel good. Faust would have a drop too many and the old sod became quite incoherent. I Used to know a guy called Nikolay, who was just the same. He knew that after one drink he'd be off work for a week or even a month. So he never touched a drop, but he almost forced us to drink. He'd pour out the stuff for us and burp for us and then he'd wander round in a happy stupor.


  "So much for your great Johann von Goethe! No wonder he refused what Schiller offered. He was an alcoholic, a soak, was your Privy Councillor Johann von Goethe. You should have seen how his hands shook."


  "Marvellous!" said Black Moustache and the Decembrist admiringly. The system was back in operation. With an expansive gesture, the Decembrist brought out a bottle of Pepper vodka

  


  and put it at the feet of Black Moustache. Black Moustache took out his Stolichnaya. All of us, strangely excited, rubbed our hands.


  I got the biggest portion. Old Dimitrich got a drink too, and even young Dimitrich got a glass. He happily clutched it to his left breast with his right hip and tears welled up in both his nostrils.


  "Right. Let's drink the health of Privy Councillor Johann von Goethe."


  Fryazevo-61st kilometre


  "Right. The health of Privy Councillor Johann von Goethe."


  As soon as I had that drink I realised that we were all getting absolutely pickled.


  "May I ask you one tiny little question?" asked Black Moustache through his moustache and through the sandwich he had there. Once again he was addressing himself exclusively to me.


  "Please can you tell me why your eyes are so full of sorrow? How can a possessor of so much knowledge feel such sorrow? One might almost think that you hadn't had a drop since the morning!"

  


  This offended me rather.


  "How can you say that! Why do you think.it's sorrow? It's just that my eyes are a bit bloodshot. I'm just a bit pissed ..."


  "No, you're wrong. Your eyes are dulled by sorrow. You look just like Goethe. By your very appearance you are refuting one of my lemmas, which may be a little speculative, but is the child of experience. You, like Goethe, refute everything!"


  "How? By my dullness?"


  "Right! Listen to my wonderful lemma. If we drink in the evening and we don't drink in the morning, what are we like in the evening and what are we like in the morning? When I've had a drink, I am madly happy, lively, even frenzied, I can't stay still. But in the mornings I am unhappy. I am not just still. The degree to which I am gloomier than my usual, sober self is in direct proportion to the degree to which I am happier than my sober self when drunk the evening before. If Eros possesses me in the evening, my morning disgust is in direct proportion to my desire of the night before. Can you see what I am saying? Look."


  [image: ]

  


  This is what Black Moustache drew on a piece of paper. And he explained that the horizontal is the line of ordinary sobriety, his everyday line. The high point of the curve represents the moment of sleep and the low point represents the moment of waking with a hangover.


  "See? An absolute mirror image. There is nothing which dumb old nature cares about as much as equilibrium. I don't know if this care is morally justified but it is strictly geometric. Look closely at this curve, because it represents not just the rhythm of life. It represents everything.


  "In the evenings we are fearless, even if there is reason to be afraid. We are courageous and undervalue all that is precious. In the morning we overvalue all that is precious to such an extent that we become afraid, for no reason whatever. If we receive an excess of nature's gifts in the evening, we will lose a mathematically precise equivalent by the morning. If, in the evening, we feel inspired to pursue an ideal, a morning hangover will inspire us to pursue the anti-ideal. Should the ideal remain, it will only inspire an anti-urge.


  "This, then, is my lemma. It is universal and applies to everyone. But your behaviour is not human, it is like Goethe's."


  I laughed and said:


  "How can it be a lemma, if it is universal?"


  "If it is universal, how can it be a lemma?" laughed the Decembrist.

  


  "But it is a lemma! Because it takes no account of women! It applies to human beings, in the purest sense of the term, but not to women. As soon as there is a woman in the picture all sense of proportion is automatically lost. If woman was not woman, this lemma would not be a lemma. A lemma is universal until the appearance of a female. Where there's a female, there is no lemma. Especially if the lemma is good and the female is bad."


  Everyone leapt at that:


  "What do you mean by a lemma then? And what do you mean by a bad female? There's no such thing as a bad female, only a bad lemma."


  "Simple, I've got thirty women, one better than the other, even though I haven't a moustache," said the Decembrist. "You've got a moustache, right, and only one good woman. Now I think that thirty women, however bad, are better than one, even if she's top class."


  "What's a moustache got to do with it? We're talking about females, not moustaches!"


  "Them too. If it weren't for moustaches we would not be talking at all."


  "I don't get it! I still say that one good woman is better than all your. . . . What do you think?" and the man with the black moustache turned to me again. "What do you think of this question from a scientific point of view?"

  


  "Scientifically speaking," I replied, "I agree. In Petushki, for example, you can hand in thirty empties and get a full bottle of Knacker, and if you bring, say ..."


  "What! Thirty? Why so many!" the shouting started again.


  "How else would you get it? Thirty empties at twelve kopeks each, that makes three roubles sixty.. Knacker costs two roubles sixty-two. Every child knows that. Not every child may know what Pushkin died of, but they all know that. But you won't get any change. 3.60 is more than 2.62, but you still leave the change, because of the fine woman behind the counter and fine women deserve respect!"


  "So what makes her so fine?"


  "Simple. A bad woman would refuse your empties. But a good woman takes all the empty bottles and replaces them by one full one. Therefore she deserves respect. What are women for, anyway?"


  Everyone fell thoughtfully silent. Every man might have been thinking his own thoughts, or they might have been thinking of the same thing, I don't know.


  "They're there to be respected. Do you know what Gorky said on Capri? He said: 'If you want to see how civilized a society is, look at the attitude of its men to its women.' So I go into a Petushki shop with thirty empties and I say: 'Lady,' in a voice that is sodden and sad, 'Lady, be so good as to let me

  


  have a bottle of Knacker.' I know that I am giving her nearly a rouble over, three point sixty minus two point sixty-two. I could do with the money. But she's looking at me and thinking: 'Shall I give that swine his change?' and I'm looking at her and thinking,—'Will that cow give me any change?' or rather, I am not looking at her but through her. And what do you think I see? I see the island of Capri. I see agave and tamarind trees and I see Gorky sitting under them, his hairy legs sticking out of striped trousers. And Gorky is shaking his head and saying: 'Leave the change! Leave the change!' If I do that it means I won't have anything to feed my face with, so I give him an imploring look, as if to say: 'But then I will have a drink but nothing to chase it down with.' To which he replies: 'Never mind, Benny, you can take it. If you want to eat, don't drink.' And so I leave without my change. Angry, of course. Civilization! Society! Oh, Gorky, Gorky, was it stupidity or drink that made you say that out there on Capri. You're all right, you can munch your agaves, but what about me?"


  Everyone was laughing, And the grandson squeaked: ", hee, hee, agaves, lovely Capri!"


  "And what about no-good women?" asked the Decembrist. "Don't you agree that sometimes you need a no-good woman?"


  "Of course. There are times when a good man just cannot live without a no-good woman. Like me, for example, twelve weeks ago. There I was, buried, and I'd been buried four years, so I'd stopped stinking and they told her: 'That's him, buried over there. See if you can resurrect him.' And she moved

  


  up to me. My God you should have seen her move . . ."


  "Yeah," said the Decembrist. "She moves like she writesl and she writes like Leo. And Leo's writing is fucking awful!"


  "You've got it. And she came up to my grave and said 'Talitha cumi', which is ancient Hebrew for 'I say to thee, rise and go'. And what do you think happened? I rose and went. Three months now I have been walking about like this, all in a daze."


  "You're in a daze, because you are in sorrow," Black Moustache in the beret said again. "And you are in sorrow, because of a broad. "


  "He's dazed because he's pissed," objected the Decembrist.


  "What do you mean by 'pissed'? Why is he pissed? I mean, a man's in sorrow, so he goes to see his woman. And no man can go and see his woman without having a drink first! He can only do that if the woman he's going to see is no good at all. And even then he's got to have a drink. In fact the worse she is, the more pissed he's got to be."


  "Fantastic!" exclaimed the Decembrist. "Isn't it great that we're all so cultured. We're like characters in Turgenev, with everyone sitting and discussing love. Let me tell you the story of a grand passion and of the need for a no-good woman. Let's be like the characters in Turgenev, where everyone tells stories."

  


  "Let's! Like in Turgenev!" agreed everyone, even old Dimitrich.


  61st kilometre-65th kilometre


  The Decembrist began his story.


  "I had a friend once, an unforgettable character. He was always a bit crazy, but one day he became absolutely possessed. He went bananas over—guess who? Olga Erdeli, the famous Soviet harpist. Now you might think that Vera Dulova is just as famous, but he went bananas over Erdeli. He'd never seen her in his life, he'd just heard her on the radio, tinkling on the harp and he just went nuts over her . . .


  "So there he was absolutely bananas, in bed. He gave up working, studying, smoking, drinking, wenching, he never got out of bed, he never even looked out of his window. He wanted Olga Erdeli, and that was that. 'When I've had Erdeli,' he said, 'I'll rise, but not till then. Only then will I go back to working, studying, smoking and looking out of the window.' And we said: 'Look here, why does it have -to be Erdeli? How about Vera Dulova instead, Vera Dulova plays divinely.' To which he replied: 'You know what you can do with your Vera Dulova! She's useless! I wouldn't sit down to crap with Vera Dulova.'

  


  "Well, the guy was just fading away in front of our eyes. After three days we came to him and said: 'Look here, are you still raving about your Olga Erdeli? Won't you let us bring you Vera Dulova?' 'Do that,' he says, 'if you want her strangled with a harp string. I'll strangle her for you.'


  "Well what could we do? He was dying and we had to save him somehow. I went to see Olga Erdeli, thinking I would explain the problem, but I didn't have the courage to tell her about it. I wanted to go and see Vera Dulova, but then I thought better of it, because he would have strangled her — just like that. So there I was one evening sadly walking about Moscow, thinking of those two, sitting on their harps and playing away, living off the fat of their harps while my friend was falling apart.


  "And then I saw this old hag, well she wasn't all that old, just tight. 'Gimme a wouble,' she said, 'Gimme a wouble!' That was when I had this brilliant idea. I gave her a rouble, and explained everything. The old bat turned out to be quicker on the uptake than Olga Erdeli. Just to make the whole thing more convincing I stuck a balalaika in her hand and dragged her along to my friend.


  "There he lay, pining. First I threw the balalaika at him and then I threw Olga' at him and said: 'Here she is, your Erdeli! If you don't believe me ask her.'


  "The next morning I saw him at his window pulling at his first cigarette. And then, bit by bit, he got back to working, studying, drinking . . . back to normal. See!",

  


  "What's that go to do with love and Turgenev!" we all said, even before he finished. "It must be about love. Have you read Turgenev? Right then. Let's have something about love. Tell us about first love, about Zinaida, about the duel, and how you were whipped across the face. Something like that."


  "Of course," I said "it's all a bit different in Turgenev, all his characters meet by the fireside, top-hats on and jabots flying. We don't need a fire to keep us warm, and as for jabots —we're too pissed to speak anyway ..."


  "That's right!"


  "Living the Turgenev way means sacrificing everything for a loved one. It is being able to do what anyone who doesn't love the Turgenev way can't do! You, for example," and I pointed at the Decembrist, "could you bite off the finger of your friend, the one you were telling us about? For the sake of the women you loved?"


  "What's a finger got to do with it? Why a finger?" roared the Decembrist.


  "Listen! could you creep into the Party Committee office at night, take off your trousers and drink a bottle of ink, put the bottle back, put your trousers on and then go quietly home? Could you do that for the woman you loved?"


  "Christ! never!"


  "There you are!"

  


  "But I could!" piped up old Dimitrich all of a sudden, so unexpectedly that we all rubbed our hands in excited anticipation. "I could tell you a thing or two!"


  "You? Tell us? I don't suppose you've even read Turgenev?"


  "Never mind. My grandson has read everything."


  "All right, all right, he can tell us his story later. We'll let him have his word afterward. Get going, old man, let's have your bit on love!"


  I can imagine, I thought, what nonsense he'll produce, what utter nonsense! And I remembered my words on the day I met my Queen: "I can produce even more rubbish! Lots more!" Let damp-eyed Dimitrich tell his story. The dark corners of people's souls must be respected, and we ought to look into them, even if there's nothing but rubbish there. Never mind. Souls deserve respect, not contempt.


  The old man began his story.

  


  65th kilometre-Pavlov-Posad


  "We had a director once, called Lohengrin, because he was very strict. He was all covered in blackheads. Every evening he drove a motor-boat. He'd get into his motor-boat and start attacking his blackheads."


  The old man's eyes swam, he was full of emotion.


  "And when he'd, had his boat ride he'd come back to the office and lie down on the floor, and there was no way anyone could get through to him. He just lay there without a word. And if you said anything he didn't like he'd just turn away and start weeping. He'd stand in the corner and weep and wet himself like a little boy ..."


  The old man fell suddenly silent. His lips started trembling, his blue nose lit up and went out. He was crying! Crying like a girl, his head in his hands, his shoulders heaving, moving up and down like waves.


  "Is that all, Dimitrich!" the whole carriage burst out laughing. Everyone was happy. Young Dimitrich shuddered all over, from top to toe, so as not to spatter his ankles as he spluttered to left and right.


  "What did all that have to do with Turgenev? We agreed to tell stories like in Turgenev! God knows what that was! 'Covered in blackheads'! 'Wet himself!"

  


  "It probably wasn't even his own story. He probably took it from a film he's seen. 'The Director'."


  "What bloody film?"


  I listened to all the shouting and felt sorry for old Dimitrich. I understood his tears. It was pity, just pity for everything and everyone: the director, his offensive nickname, the wall he'd pissed on, the boat and the blackheads. First love or final pity — what does it matter? When Christ died on His cross He commanded us to behave with compassion. Not to mock. Compassion and love for the world are one and the same thing. Every sod of earth, every belly deserves love. And the fruit of every belly deserves compassion.


  "Come on, old man," I said "let me stand you a drink, you deserve it. I like the way you talked about love. Let us all drink to the gentleman from Orel, to Ivan Turgenev, citizen of La Belle France."


  "Here's to the gentleman from Orel!"


  And the gurgling and tinkling began again, followed by rustling and smacking. An encore of the Etude in -sharp minor by Franz Liszt.


  No one noticed the figure of a woman with a brown beret, a jacket and a black moustache who appeared at the entrance to our compartment (well, by now it looked like a compartment). She was plastered from top to toe, and her beret was all askew.

  


  "I want Turgenev, too, and a drink," she said, speaking from the depths of her beret.


  Our confusion soon passed.


  "An entrée to whet our appetities," said the Decembrist sarcastically. Everyone laughed.


  "No need to laugh. She's a fine piece of skirt, nice and plump," said old Dimitrich.


  "These nice bits of skirt ought to be shipped off to the Crimea," observed Black Moustache grimly, "and thrown to the bears and wolves."


  "But why?" I protested and moved to make way for her. "She can join us and tell us something! You've read Turgenev, you've read Gorky, but you don't talk much sense!" I seated the lady and poured her half a glass of Auntie Klava.


  She downed it and, instead of thanking me, she raised her beret and said, "See this?" showing everyone a scar above her ear. After a moment's solemn silence she thrust her glass at me again and said: "Give us another drop, young man, or I'll faint!"


  So I gave her another half glass.

  


  Pavlov-Posad-Nazarevo


  She downed that just as mechanically as the first one. Then she opened her mouth wide and pointed, "See? Four teeth missing!"


  "Where have they got to?"


  "God knows. I'm art educated woman, yet here I am without my four front teeth. He knocked them out. For Pushkin. I heard you having a literary conversation so I thought I'd join you, have a drink, and tell you how I had my head bashed in and lost four front teeth for Pushkin."


  And she began to tell her tale, and a truly wondrous tale it was.


  "It all started with Pushkin. They sent us a Komsomol organiser called Evtyushkin. He kept pinching everyone and spouting Pushkin's poetry and one day he grabbed me by the thigh and said: 'Did my magic glance torment thee?' And I said: 'What if it did?' And he grabbed my thigh again, and with the words 'Did my voice echo in thy soul?' he gathered me up and dragged me off. And when he'd dragged me out again, I wasn't myself for days. I kept wandering round repeating: 'Pushkin, Evtyushkin, torment, echo. Echo, torment, Evtyushkin, Pushkin. Pushkin, Evtyushkin . . .'"


  "Get to the point. What about those four front teeth?" interrupted Black Moustache.

  


  "Hang on. I'll get to them in a jiffy. Right, what happened then? Oh, yes, from that day on, everything was fine, I spent half a year with him, displeasing God in the hayloft. Everything was just fine! And then that Pushkin ruined it all. You see, I'm a bit like Joan of Arc. Herding cows and munching bread was not enough for her, so she got on her horse and galloped off to Orleans to seek adventure. I too didn't know when I was well off. As soon as I had a drink inside me I'd go to him and say: And who do you think is going to raise your kids? Pushkin?' And he'd snap back at me: 'What kids? There are no kids. What's Pushkin got to do with it?' And I'd say: 'When they come it will be too late to think of him!'


  "And that happened every single time I'd have a drop too many. 'Who's going to look after them kids?' I'd say. 'Pushkin?' and he would go absolutely wild! 'Go away,' he would shout, 'go away! Stop drowning the fire in my soul!' I hated him then, I hated him so much that my head spun. But after a while I always calmed down and loved him again. I loved him so much it kept me awake at nights.


  "But one day I got completely stoned out of my mind. I rushed to him and shrieked: 'Who do you think is going to raise your kids? Pushkin, eh?' As soon as he heard that name, his face went black and he roared, shaking with anger: 'Drink yourself stupid if you must, but leave Pushkin alone. Leave those kids alone! Drink my blood, if you must, you old bat, but don't tempt your Lord!' I was off sick then, the doctor gave me a certificate that my head was concussed and my gut was twisted, and it was autumn down south, and I bellowed at him: 'Go

  


  away, you bastard, and don't come back! Who needs you! I'll whore a little and then I'll jump under a train! And then I'll go into a monastery, take the veil and become a nun! You'll come to me begging for forgiveness and I'll come out looking ravishing, all in black and I'll scratch your eyes out with these two fingers! Go away!' And then I shrieked, 'Do you love my soul? What about my soul?' He, still shaking and black, replied: 'I love your soul with my heart, but I can't love it with my soul.' And he gave a sort of wild operatic laugh, bashed my head in and left for Vladimir-on-Klyazma. Why? For whom? The whole of Europe shared my bewilderment. And my deaf and dumb grandmother said to me from her bed: 'See, my dear, where your search for your ego has got you!'


  "Yes, well. A month later he was back and I was as stewed as an eel when I saw him. I fell about laughing and clapping my hands. Ah ha!' I shouted. 'You buggered off to Vladimir-on-Klyazma, and who do you think is going to raise . . .!' And he came up to me without a word, knocked out my four front teeth and went off to Rostov-on-Don on a Komsomol ticket.


  "I feel faint again, buddy! Give us another drop!"


  We were all dying of laughter. The deaf and dumb grandmother was the last straw.


  "And where's that Evtyushkin of yours now?"


  "God knows. He might be in Siberia, or then again he might be in Central Asia. If he got to

  


  Rostov-on-Don and is still alive he must be somewhere in Central Asia. If he didn't make it to Rostov-on-Don and died, then he must be in Siberia."


  "You're right," I agreed, "he won't die in Central Asia, a man can live there. I've never been there but my friend Tikhonov has. He says you walk along and see a village and they've got the turd-burning stove on, and the place is dry, not a drop to drink anywhere, but at least there's plenty to eat: bards and saxaul trees. That's what he lived on for half a year—bards and saxaul trees. It was all right, he came back all podgy, with bulging eyes."


  "And what's it like in Siberia?"


  "That's different. You can't survive there. Siberia is completely empty except for negroes. Nothing is ever sent there, there's no drink or grub. Once a year they get a shipment of embroidered dishcloths from Zhitomir and the negroes use them to hang themselves."


  "What negroes?" objected the Decembrist waking from his slumber. "There's no negroes in Siberia! Negroes live in the United States, not in Siberia! You might have seen Siberia, but have you seen the States?"


  "I have. And there's not a single negro there."


  "No negroes? In the United States of America?"


  "That's right. Not a single negro!"

  


  Everyone was so befuddled and there was so much fog in all our brains that there was no room for surprise. The lady who had an interesting past, a scar and no teeth, was immediately forgotten. She, too, was forgetting herself. So was everyone else. Everyone, except young Dimitrich, who, conscious of the presence of a lady, kept spitting something yellow across the back of his neck.


  "So. You've seen the States," mumbled Black Moustache. "How very, very unusual. You say they don't, and never did, have negroes there. O.K. I'll accept that. But tell me this: is it true that they don't, and never did, have freedom? Does freedom remain nothing but a phantom on that continent of sorrow? Well?"


  "Yes," I replied "freedom is nothing but a phantom on that continent of sorrow, but they've got so used to the situation, they hardly notice it at all. You know, they never showed any of the servility I've got so used to here. I walked about a lot and looked at them very closely, but I never saw one grimace, one gesture, one response which wasn't full of dignity. Enough dignity to last us a Seven Year Plan. 'I wonder why' I asked myself, as I turned from Manhattan into Fifth Avenue. 'It must be their revolting self-satisfaction.' And I stood still in the middle of Fifth Avenue trying to answer the following question: 'In a world full of propaganda and advertising capers, where does all this self-satisfaction come from?' I went to Harlem and I kept asking myself: 'Where does it come from? They are the playthings of monopoly ideologists, puppets in the hands of armament kings —and yet, look at their appetite! They stuff themselves five times a

  


  day, and always with the same limitless dignity. How can a decent man have an appetite, let alone in the United States!' "


  Old Dimitrich nodded his head in agreement: "They eat while we've almost given up. All our rice is exported to China and all our sugar to Cuba. How can we eat?"


  "Never mind, old man, never mind! You've had a good life, you've no right to talk. If ever you get to the States, remember, never forget your Motherland and all it has done for you. Gorky did not write just about women. He wrote about his Motherland too. Do you remember what he wrote?"


  "Of course I do!" and all he had drunk poured out of his blue eyes. "Grandma and me wandered ever deeper into the forest ..." "Dimitrich, what's that go to do with the Motherland!" objected Black Moustache drowsily. "That's about his grandma, not about his Motherland!"


  Old Dimitrich started weeping again.

  


  Nazarevo-Drezna


  Black Moustache said: "You've obviously learned a lot on your travels. Tell us, where do they respect a Russian more? This or that side of the Pyrenees?"


  "I don't know about that side, but on this side he doesn't get any respect at all. For example, I was in Italy, and there a Russian gets completely-ignored. All the Italians ever do is just sing and draw. I mean, one Italian will stand and sing and next to him another will be drawing the one who's singing. And nearby will be a third Italian, singing about the one who is drawing. It's a sight to make a man sad. But they can't understand that."


  "Italians can't understand anything, anyway!" said Black Moustache.


  "That's right. When I was in Venice, on St. Mark's day, I wanted to see a gondola race. I can't tell you how sad I felt when I saw that race! My heart was bathed in tears, but my lips were mute. The Italians didn't understand that, they laughed and pointed at me: 'Look, there goes Erofeev, he's all screwed up again!' I wasn't. It's just that my lips were mute.


  "I didn't really want much from Italy. I just wanted to see three things: Vesuvius, Herculaneum and Pompeii. But they told me that Vesuvius had long ago gone out and I was sent to Herculaneum. And there I was told: 'What do you want

  


  Herculaneum for, you idiot. Scram to Pompeii!' And when I got there they said: 'Pompeii is not for you,' and sent me back to Herculaneum.


  "So I gave up and went to France and just as I was getting to the Maginot Line I suddenly thought: 'Why not go back and stay a day or two with Luigi Longo, you could rent a bed, read a book and have a good rest.' I would've preferred to have dossed down with Palmiro Togliatti but he'd died not so long before that . . . Anyway, Luigi Longo's was almost as good. But I didn't go there. Instead I crossed the Tyrol mountains and made for the Sorbonne. And when I got there I said: 'I want to study for a baccalaureate.' And they said: 'If you want to study for a baccalaureate there must be something which distinguishes you as a phenomenon. So what distinguishes you as a phenomenon?' And I said: 'Nothing. I am an orphan.' 'From Siberia?' they asked. 'From Siberia,' I replied. 'Well, there must be something distinctive in your psyche nonetheless. What is it?' 'This is not little old Khrapunovo,' I thought, 'this is the Sorbonne, so I must say something clever.' So I said: 'I, as a phenomenon, am distinguished by an involuntarily expanding Logos.' The director of the Sorbonne had been stealing up quietly from behind while I was trying to think up something clever to say, and when he heard me, he hit me on the back of the head and shouted: 'You're an idiot, Erofeev, so stop your talk about the Logos! Out, Erofeev, out of our Sorbonne!' Then I really regretted not having stayed with Comrade Luigi Longo.


  "Well, there was nothing for it, I had to go to Paris. I arrived there from the Notre Dame end. I

  


  was amazed at what I saw—nothing but brothels all around. That and the Eiffel Tower with General De Gaulle standing on top, eating chestnuts and peering through his binoculars into the four corners of the world. I couldn't see why he should want to do that, when there was nothing but brothels all around.


  "I mean, it's impossible to walk on the boulevards there, 'cos everyone is rushing about like mad. From brothel to clinic and back. There was so much clap around, I could hardly breathe. One day, I remember, I had a drink and went for a walk in the Champs Elysees. There was so much clap about, I could hardly move my feet. I saw two people, a man and a woman, both chewing chestnuts and both old. I recognized them straight away, but I couldn't think where from, perhaps it was the papers. Anyway, it was Louis Aragon and Elsa Triolet. 'I wonder,' —I thought,—'whether they're going from a clinic to a brothel or from a brothel to a clinic?' And then I felt ashamed of this thought, because this was Paris, not Khrapunovo, so I decided to ask them some questions. The most burning social questions I could think of.


  "I caught up with Louis Aragon and opened my heart to him. I told him I was in despair because I did not know the meaning of doubt, that I was dying of internal contradictions and so on. He gave me one look, saluted me like an old trooper, took the arm of his Elsa and went on. When I'd caught up with them again I addressed myself not to Louis but to Elsa and I said I was dying of a lack of impres -sions. I told her that doubt overcame me whenever I stopped despairing, but then, when I despaired,

  


  I didn't know the meaning of doubt. The old cow just patted me on the cheek, took the arm of her Aragon and went on.


  "Later I learnt from the papers that they weren't Aragon and Triolet at all, they were, as it turned out, Jean-Paul Sartre and Simone de Beauvoir, but what's the difference? I went down Notre Dame and rented a garret there. Garrets, mezzanines, ground floors, wings and attics —I get them all mixed up. Can't tell them apart. Anyway, I rented something in which I could sleep, write and smoke a pipe. I smoked twelve pipes and sent an essay to the Revue de Paris, with the French title 'Chic and brilliant immer elegant'. An essay on matters of the heart.


  "You can imagine how difficult it is to write about love in France. Everything to do with love has already been written. They know everything about love in France, it's not like here. If you show a Russian with secondary education a hard chancre and ask: 'Is this a hard or a soft chancre?' he is sure to say 'soft, of course', and if you show him a soft one he'll just not know what to say. It's different in France. They might not know the price of 'Knacker' but if a chancre is soft, it'll be soft for everyone, and no one will say it is hard.


  "Anyway, the Revue de Paris returned my essay. Their excuse was that the essay was in Russian and only the title was French. Did I despair? I smoked another thirteen pipes on my mezzanine and wrote another essay, again on the subject of love. This time it was all in French, from beginning to end, and only the title was in Russian: 'Whoring

  


  as the highest and final form of debauchery'. And I sent it to the Revue de Paris."


  "And you got it back again, eh?" said Black Moustache, to show he was listening, even though he looked half asleep.


  "Of course. They acknowledged my language to be brilliant, but they considered my basic argument false. This is what they said: 'This idea might be true in Russia, but not in France, where whoring is not the highest let alone the final stage. When debauchery reaches whoring in Russia, it is abolished by decree and is replaced by compulsory masturbation. In France the possibility of a future organic assimilation of certain elements of Russian onanism, in its free form, into native sodomism into which — through intermarriage —whoring is being transformed, cannot be excluded. This assimilation, however, will follow the lines of traditional French debauchery and will become permanent.'


  "In short, I was blinded with science. So, I just burnt my manuscripts and my attic and my mezzanine and went to the English Channel via Verdun. As I was going towards Albion, I was wondering why I hadn't stayed with Luigi Longo after all. I was going along and singing: 'The Queen of England is gravely ill, her days and night are numbered . . .' and when I got to the surburbs of London . ."


  "Excuse me," interrupted Black Moustache, "but how did you manage to travel so far? Don't think I don't believe you, I do, absolutely, but I am amazed by the ease with which you crossed all state borders."

  


  Drezna-85th Kilometre


  "Why? What borders? Borders are necessary to prevent different nations from getting mixed up. Over here, for example, a border guard can be certain that the border is neither imaginary nor emblematic, because on one side of the border people speak Russian and drink more and on the other side they drink less and speak not-Russian.


  "Over there there's no need for borders, because everyone drinks the same amount and everyone speaks not-Russian! They want to find employment for their border guards over there, but they've got nowhere to put them. So their border guards just knock about with nothing to do, miserable, forever cadging cigarettes. So as regards borders over there, things are dead easy. If you want to stay in Eboli you're welcome to do so. If you want to go to Canossa, you just go to Canossa. If you want to cross the Rubicon, you just cross it. So you see there's nothing to be astonished at. By twelve o'clock Greenwich Mean Time I was being introduced to the Director of the British Museum. He had an impressive and stupid sort of surname, something like Sir Combi Corm.


  'What do you want?' asked the Director of the British Museum.


  'I want to be employed by you. Or rather, I would like you to employ me.'

  


  'You would like me to employ you? In those trousers?' asked the Director.


  'What trousers?' I asked, feeling secretly vexed. And he, as if he hadn't heard the question, got on all fours and started sniffing at my socks. When he'd had a good sniff, he got up, frowned, spat and then asked: 'You want me to employ you? In those socks?'


  'What socks?' I asked, no longer hiding my vexation. 'These socks?' The socks I dragged around with me all over my Motherland undoubtedly stank. But I changed them before I left, because man ought to be pure and clean all over — in his soul, his thoughts and . . .'


  "He wouldn't listen. He went to the House of Lords and said: 'My Lords, I've got this gutter-snipe waiting outside. He's from the snowy wastes of Russia, but he doesn't look too drunk. What should I do with the baboon? Should I employ the idiot? Does the gargoyle deserve any work?' So the Lords looked at me through their monocles and said:


  'Go on, William, give it a whirl! Try exhibiting him. A dusty jerk like him will fit in anywhere!' And then the Queen of England spoke. She raised her hand and shouted:"


  "Ticket inspector, ticket inspector!" The call resounded throughout the carriage exploding in my ears. "Ticket inspector!"


  My story was interrupted just as I got to the best bit. But it wasn't just my story that was interrupted—so too was the drunken dream of

  


  Black Moustache and the slumber of the Decembrist. Old Dimitrich came to, all tearful, while young Dimitrich blinded us all by his whistling yawns, which turned into laughter and defecation. Only the lady with the painful past and the dental gaps slept like fata-morgana.


  It's not as if anyone on the Petushki line is afraid of the ticket inspector. No one has a ticket. It's only the renegades who actually go and buy a ticket who feel uncomfortable at the sight of the ticket inspector. When he shows his ticket the renegade doesn't look straight at anybody, not at the inspector, not at the other passengers. He just wants the ground to swallow him up. And the inspector looks at the ticket with revulsion and at the man with crushing disapproval. And the passengers look at the coward with big, beautiful eyes, as if to say: "Shame on you, you nut! Where's your conscience?" And they look into the eyes of the inspector as if to say: "Look at us. Aren't we lovable? Come to us, Semyonych, we'll not let you down."


  Things were very different before Semyonych was appointed to the post of Chief Ticket Inspector. Those without tickets were thrown, like Indians, into reserved areas, and there beaten about the heads with an encyclopaedia, fined, and thrown off the train. Panic-stricken herds used to gallop through the train, trying to escape the ticket inspector, dragging all before them, even those with tickets. I once saw two little boys who, affected by the universal panic, ran with the herd and were crushed to death. They were left behind in the corridor, lying there with tickets clutched in their tiny blue hands . . .

  


  Chief Inspector Semyonych changed all that. He abolished all fines and reservations, and instead he just demanded one gram of vodka per kilometre from those who had no ticket. Everywhere else in. Russia 'hares' have to pay inspectors a kopek per kilometre, that is nearly twice as much as Semyonych charged. So, for example, someone travelling from Chukhlinka to Usad, a distance of 900 kilometres, would give Semyonych 900 grams of vodka. Then he was free to travel in peace, spread out all over the seat, like a king.


  Semyonych's reforms strengthened the links between the inspector and the masses, made the link cheaper, simpler and more humane. So you see that the shout 'Inspector' was free of all fear. It was just the excitement of anticipation.


  Semyonych entered the carriage smiling voluptuously. He was already hardly able to walk. He usually went only as far as Orekhovo-Zuevo, where he'd get out and go to his office loaded up to his eye-balls.


  "You again, Dimitrich? Going to Orekhovo as usual? For a ride on the merry-go-round? That'll be one hundred and eighty. And you, Black Moustache? From Saltykovo to Orekhovo-Zuevo? Seventy two grams. Wake up that floozy and ask her how much she owes me. And what about you, Overcoat? Hammer and Sickle to Pokrov? That'll be one hundred and five, please. The 'hares' are getting rarer all the time. That used to cause 'anger and indignation' but nowadays it causes 'righteous pride'. And what about you, Benny?"—Semyonych greedily enveloped me in a haze of alcohol, "So

  


  what about you, Benny? Moscow-Petushki, as usual?"


  85th kilometre-Orekhovo-Zuevo


  "That's right. This time it will be forever."


  "And do you think, Sheherezade, that you'll get away from me again?!"


  Allow me to digress a little. Let me explain 'Sheherezade' and 'getting away' while Semyonych drinks his fines.


  I first met Semyonych three long years ago. He'd only just got this job and he came up to me and said: "Moscow-Petushki? That will be 125 grams." And when I told him that I did not have anything on me, he said: "So what do you want me to do? Smash your face in?" And I replied that there was no need for that and recited something from Roman Law. That got him really interested and he asked me to tell him more about the world of antiquity and Rome. So I started telling him and just as I got to the Lucretia-Tarquin scandal I had to get out at Orekhovo-Zuevo, so he didn't get to hear whether that skiver Tarquin got what he wanted from Lucretia or not.


  Now. between ourselves, Semyonych is a terrible dreamer and womanizer. It was only the erotic aspects of world history that interested him. So a week later when the inspector came on the

  


  train at Fryazevo he didn't say "Moscow-Petushki, that'll be 125", instead he leapt at me and demanded the end of the story. "Well, did he get to fuck Lucretia, or didn't he?"


  So I told him what happened next and then I went on from the Roman period to the Christian era. I got to the story of Hypatia and just as I was saying: "And thus, incited by Patriarch Cyril, the fanatical monks of Alexandria tore the clothes off the beautiful Hypatia and ..." the train stopped dead at Orekhovo-Zuevo and Semyonych leapt out on the platform, hooked.


  It was the same story every week, for three long years. I was the only passenger on the Petushki line who travelled without a ticket, without once offering Semyonych a single gram and yet I remained alive and well. But every story must have an end. World history too . . .


  The week before, I had got as far as Indira Gandhi, Moshe Dayan and Dubcek. There was nowhere further to go. And here was Semyonych with his fines inside him. He burped, looked at me like a python or like Sultan Shakhriyar:


  "Moscow-Petushki? One hundred and twenty-five."


  "Semyonych," I replied, almost imploringly, "Semyonych! Have you had a lot to drink today?"


  "A fair amount," he replied, not without pride. He was absolutely smashed.

  


  "What I mean is this: how are your powers of imagination? I mean, are you capable of looking into the future? Are you capable of being transported with me from the dark world of the past in to the Golden Age which is just around the corner?"


  "I am, Benny! I can do anything today!"


  "Can you make the leap with me from the Third Reich, the fourth vertebra, the Fifth Republic and the Seventeenth Congress into the world of the fifth empire, seventh heaven and second coming as promised to all Judea?"


  "I can!" roared Semyonych. "Speak, speak, Sheherezade!"


  "Listen then. On the 'most chosen of all the days' Simeon, worn out by all his torments, will finally say. 'Let go thine servant,  Lord' and Archangel Gabriel will say: 'Virgin Mary, Mother of God, rejoice, blessed among women!' and Doctor Faustus will say: 'Oh, would this moment last forever', and all whose names are inscribed in the book of life will sing: 'Exult, Isaiah' and Diogenes will extinguish his lamp. And there will be goodness and beauty, and everything will be good and everyone will be good, and there won't be anything but goodness and beauty, and the tormentor and his prey will entwine. . ."


  "Entwine?" Semyonych began to get impatient.


  "Yes, they will entwine in a kiss, and anger and scheming will abandon men's hearts and woman ..."

  


  "Woman!!" Semyonych was trembling. "What about the woman?"


  "And the woman of the east will cast off her veil! She will finally cast off her veil, that repressed woman of the east. And down will lie ..."


  "Lie down?!!!" Semyonych was losing all control.


  "Yes. The wolf and the lion will lie down together and no more shall there be weeping and every man will take the girl he fancies and she will ..."


  "Ooooh," Semyonych moaned "will she? Soon?" and he suddenly started waving his arms about like a dancer. And then he took off his jacket, trousers and everything, all the way to that which is most intimate, so fast that he got all entangled in his clothes.


  Even though I was drunk, I looked at him in amazement. And the passengers, who were sober, leapt up from their seats looking shocked.


  I think I ought to explain that in our country homosexuality is absolutely a thing of the past. Though not totally. Or rather, it is totally a thing of the past, but not completely. Or to put it another way, homosexuality is a thing of the past, completely and totally, but not absolutely.


  What do our people think about? Homosexuality. Oh yes, and about the Arabs, Israel, the Golan Heights and Moshe Dayan. But what if

  


  Dayan loses the Golan Heights and Israel makes peace with the Arabs? What will people think about then? Nothing but homosexuality.


  Suppose they are watching television. They see General de Gaulle and Georges Pompidou at a diplomatic reception. Naturally enough, the two of them are smiling at each other and shaking hands. But our people look at them and say: "Oh! That General de Gaulle!" or "Tut, tut, Pompidou!".


  That is how they looked at us now, a "tut, tut" writ large in their wide-open eyes.


  "Semyonych!" I grabbed him and dragged him to the end of the carriage. "You're not alone! Remember where you are! Come on!"


  He was horribly heavy. All floppy and unsteady. I managed to drag him to the corridor at the end and propped him up against the door.


  "Benny, tell me . . . The woman of the east . . . Once she casts off her veils . . . Will she have anything on underneath? Do they wear anything under their yashmaks?"


  I had no time to reply. The train stopped dead at Orekhovo-Zuevo, the automatic doors opened . . .


  Orekhovo -Zuevo


  and Chief Ticket Inspector Semyonych, intrigued for the one-thousandth and first time, half dead and

  


  totally exposed, was hit on the head by the handrail and thrown out onto the platform. For two or three seconds he stood up, swaying like a thoughtful reed, and then he fell flat at the feet of the people getting off the train and all the fines he'd collected on the way burst out of him, flooding the platform.


  I saw all that absolutely clearly, and can testify to it to the world. But as for the rest ... I didn't see anything else and can't tell you about it. With a corner of my consciousness, with its very edge, I remember how the human avalanche getting out at Orekhovo-Zuevo hit me and drew me in, trying to gather me up so as to spit me out on to the Orek-hovo platform. But somehow I never got spat out, because the crowd getting in attacked the crowed getting out. Instead I spun about like shit in an ice-hole.


  If God asks me when I get over there: "Surely, Benny, you haven't forgotten everything else? Did you then plunge straight into the dream with which all your troubles started?" I will reply: "No, Lord, not straight away". I also remember that I finally gained control over the elements and returned to the carriage, throwing myself into someone's seat, nearest the door.


  There, on the seat, Lord, I was seized by a powerful stream of reverie and lazy dreams. Oh, no. I lie! Again I lie to your face, my Lord. Only it's not me lying, but my weakened memory. I did not get seized by that stream of reveries immediately, first I felt in my pocket and found an untouched bottle of Kuban vodka from which I took five or six swigs. Only then did I put down my oars and surrender to the powerful stream of reveries and lazy dreams.

  


  This is where it carried me.


  . . . All these stories about the Golden Age are nothing but defeatist fabrications. About twelve weeks ago I saw the archetype of the Golden Age and in another half of an hour the vision will shine in my eyes for the thirteenth time. I will be back there, where birds never stop singing by day or by night. Where winter and summer the jasmine blooms.


  And who is that I see in the jasmine, dressed in purple and spun silks, who is there with eyelashes entwined, breathing in the scent of the lilies? . . . And smiling idiotically, I part the jasmine twigs . . .


  Orekhovo -Zuevo-Krutoe


  and out came Tikhonov, looking very sleepy and shading his eyes because of me and the sun.


  —What are you doing here, Tikhonov?


  —I'm working on my theses. We've been ready for action a long time now, but we didn't have the theses. But now they're ready too.


  —So you think the situation is ripe?


  —God knows! When I've had a drink I think it is, but as soon as my head clears a little, I think, no, it's not ripe yet, it's too early to take up the gun . . .


  —Drink some Juniper vodka, Vadim, that'll help.

  


  Tikhonov drank some Juniper vodka, burped and became depressed.


  —Well, is the situation ripe enough now?


  Very nearly. Give it a moment or two and it will be.


  —So when do we advance? Tomorrow?


  —Oh, God knows. When I've had a drink I think it is best to advance straight away, but really we should have advanced yesterday. But as soon as the drink begins to wear off, I think no, yesterday would have been too soon and the day after tomorrow won't be too late.


  —Go on, Vadim, have another Juniper vodka. He did and got depressed again.


  —Well then, is it time to advance?


  —It is time!


  —Don't forget the password. And remind everybody —rendezvous is at 0900 hours Greenwich Mean Time tomorrow morning, between the villages of Gartino and Eliseykovo, near the cattle yard.


  —Goodbye, comrade. Try to get some sleep tonight.


  —I will. Goodbye comrade.


  I must say straight away, since the entire

  


  human race is now standing in judgement, that I was opposed to this escapade from the start, knowing it would be as barren as a fig tree (a good expression, that, barren as a fig tree). I said from the beginning that a revolution achieves something only if it takes place in the hearts of men and not in the hay. But once they'd started the revolution without me, I couldn't stand aside from my comrades. I hoped at least to prevent their hearts from getting too hard and their hands from spilling unnecessary blood.


  Just before 0900 hours Greenwich Mean Time we were sitting by the cattle yard in the hay, waiting. To each man who came up to us we said: "Sit down and join us, comrade —you won't find the truth by looking at your feet." But everyone remained standing and, gun at the ready, responded with an agreed quotation from Antonio Salieri: "Nor is there truth up above". The password was a joke and had a double meaning, but we were thinking of something else. 0900 hours Greenwich Mean time was approaching.


  Where had it all started? It all started with Tikhonov nailing his Fourteen Theses to the gate of the Eliseykovo village council. Or rather he didn't nail them to the gate, he wrote them in chalk on the fence, and they weren't so much theses as words, clear and terse words, and there weren't fourteen of them, just two. Anyway, that's where it all started.


  We marched out in two columns, carrying banners.


  One column advanced on Eliseykovo and the other on Gartino. We marched unopposed until sunset. There were no dead or wounded on either

  


  side, and there was only one prisoner: the former chairman of the Larionov village committee, thrown out of work in his declining years for drunkenness and congenital idiocy. Eliseykovo felt. Cherkassovo was at our feet, Neugodovo and Peksha begged for mercy. All the key centres of the Petushki region, from the shop at Polomy to the Andreyevskoe warehouse, fell into the hands of the insurgents.


  After sunset the village of Cherkassovo was proclaimed the capital. Our prisoner was transported there, and that is where we held our victory congress. All the speakers were smashed, and all were mumbling one and the same thing : Maximillian Robespierre, Oliver Cromwell, Sophia Perovskaya, Vera Zasulich, punitive expeditions from Petushki, war with Norway . . . and then it was back to Sophia Perovskaya and Vera Zasulich.


  People in the audience were shouting: "Where's Norway?" "Oh, God knows where!" others answered. "Somewhere in the middle of nowhere, at the back of beyond. "


  —Wherever it is, I tried to silence the noise, — we can't manage without an invasion. To rebuild an economy destroyed by war you've got to destroy it first, and to do this you need at least one war, civil or otherwise, and you need a minimum of twelve fronts.


  —We need White Poles! shouted Tikhonov, wild-eyed.


  —You idiot! I shouted at him, —why can't you keep your trap shut! Vadim, you are a brilliant

  


  theoretician and we all carry your theses in our hearts, but when it comes to practical matters you're a shit! Tell me, what do you want White Poles for?


  — All right, who's arguing? said Tikhonov, capitulating.—As if I needed them any more than you! Let it be Norway then!


  In our excitement and elation we somehow forgot that Norway had been a member of NATO for the last twenty years, and so Vladimir T. rushed to Larionov post office with a bundle of postcards and letters. One letter, posted 'Recorded Delivery', was addressed to King Olaf of Norway and carried a declaration of war. Another letter, or rather a blank sheet of paper in a sealed envelope, was sent to General Franco. Let it serve as a warning to the old sod, the effing old Caudillo will get shit-scared!


  The demands we sent to Prime Minister Harold Wilson were very moderate: "Withdraw your gunboats from the Gulf of Akaba, and then you can do just as you like." Our fourth and last letter was addressed to Wladislaw Gomulka, to whom we wrote: "You, Wladislaw Gomulka, have full and inalienable rights to the Polish corridor but Josef Cyrankiewicz has no rights to that Corridor at all."


  And we sent off our postcards: to Abba Eban, Moshe Dayan, General Suharto and Alexander Dubcek. All four postcards were very pretty, with flowers and acorns. Let them get a little pleasure, we thought, and then they might realise that we too are subject to international law.


  No one slept that night. We were all gripped by

  


  enthusiasm, we all gazed into the sky and imagined how pleased Wladislaw Gomulka would be and how Josef Cyrankiewicz would tear his hair in despair.


  Our prisoner, Anatoly Ivanovich, former chairman of the village council, did not sleep either. He howled from his barn like a banshee:


  —Boys! Does this mean that I won't get a drink tomorrow morning?


  —Listen to him! Be glad that you'll be fed in accordance with the Geneva Convention!


  —What does that mean?


  —You'll soon know! It means that you'll be able to walk, but you won't feel like whoring!


  Krutoe-Voinovo


  Early next morning, even before the shops opened, we held a Plenary Meeting. It was an Extended October Plenary Meeting. Since all four of our Plenary Meetings were October Extended ones, we decided to number them: first Plenary, second Plenary, third Plenary and fourth Plenary.


  The main item on the agenda was the election of a chairman, that is, the election of me as chairman. That took no more than two or three minutes. The rest of the meeting was spent in pure speculation on the theme: whose shop will open first —Auntie Masha's in Andreyevskoe or Auntie Shura's in Polomv?

  


  I sat in my chair listening to the discussion and thinking that a discussion may be a necessary thing, but decrees are an absolutely necessary thing. Why had we forgotten the crowning achievement of every revolution? How about this for a decree?: "Auntie Shura will open her shop at six a.m." What could be simpler? Now that we were vested with power by the people we could easily make Auntie Shura open her shop at six a.m. instead of 9.30! Why hadn't I thought of it before?


  And how about a decree on land: "All the land of the region, with all the produce and property thereon, with all its alcoholic drinks, shall be the property of the people outright, with no reparation." Or how about this: "The hands on the clocks will be moved two hours forward." Or two hours back. Never mind where to, so long as they're moved. And: "The word 'devil' will henceforth be spelt 'divel'." Oh, yes, and we must think of a letter of the alphabet to abolish. And finally Aunty Masha in Andreyevskoe must be made to open at 5.30 instead of 9.30.


  Thoughts were crowding in my head, so much so, that I got depressed, called Tikhonov out into the corridor, where we drank a little Coriander vodka and I said:


  —Listen, chancellor!


  — What?


  —Nothing really. It's just that you're a shitty chancellor, that's what.

  


  —Find yourself another, then, said Tikhonov, offended.


  —That's not the point, Vadim. The point is this. If you want to be a good chancellor, sit down and write decrees. Have another drink and then sit down and write. I've heard that you lost control over yourself and pinched our prisoner. Why? Do you want to open the floodgates of terror?


  —Well, just a little . . .


  —What terror do you want? White? -Yes.


  —A pity, Vadim. But never mind, there are more important things to deal with first. First you must write a decree, any decree, however bad . . . Have you got a pen and paper? Right then, sit down and write and then it'll be time for another drink and for the declaration of human rights. And then we can have a look at the Terror question. Time enough. And then we'll have another drink and study, study and study.


  Tikhonov wrote down two words, had a drink and sighed:


  —Yes. I shouldn't have started the terror. But mistakes are inevitable when you are embarking on such a new undertaking as ours, and there are no precedents to guide you. Well, there were some precedents, but . . .


  —What precedents! That was nothing! Just a

  


  flight of the bumble bee, a children's game played by grown-ups, not a precedent! Do you think, we should introduce a new calendar?


  —No, let's leave it as it is. You know what they say: leave the shit alone and it won't stink.


  —You're absolutely right, let's leave it. You are a brilliant theoretician, Vadim, and that's good. Do you think it's time to close the Plenary Meeting? Auntie Shura in Polomy must have opened by now. They say she's got Rossiyskaya in stock.


  —Yes, we'll close the Plenary Meeting. There'll be another one tomorrow anyway. Let's go to Polomy.


  It turned out that Auntie Shura didn't have any Rossiyskaya. As a result of this — and of our expectation of punitive raids from the centre of the region — it was decided that our capital should be temporarily transferred from Cherkassov to Polomy, twelve versts from the borders of the Republic.


  And that is where we held our second Plenary Meeting next day. The main item on the agenda was the resignation of me as chairman.


  —I rise from my chair, I said in my speech, — in order to spit on it. I consider that the post of chairman should be held only by a man who is capable of staying blind drunk for three days. Are there such men among us?


  —There aren't, the delegates answered with one voice.

  


  —I mean, don't you think that I could stay blind drunk for three days?


  For a moment or two they all stared thoughtfully at me and then they chorused:


  —It's possible.


  —Well, then, I continued —We'll manage without a chairman. Let's go out into the fields instead and prepare the punch. Boris here is a man of sterling moral qualities, so let's lock him up and leave him to reshuffle the cabinet.


  My speech was interrupted by an ovation and the Plenary Meeting; was over. The fields were illuminated by a blue glow. I alone did not share the universal excitement and faith in the success of our enterprise and I wandered among the fires troubled by one thought: Why is the world silent? Why doesn't anyone in the world seem to care about us? The whole district is aflame and while the world might be silent because it is holding its breath, why doesn't anyone, from east or west, extend a helping hand? What is King Olaf up to? Why aren't the regular troops attacking from the south?


  I took my chancellor quietly aside. He was reeking of punch.


  —Vadim, do you like our revolution?


  —Oh, yes, he replied, —it may be feverish but it is beautiful.


  —I see. And how about Norway, Vadim, have you heard anything from Norway?

  


  —Nothing so far. Why do you want to know about Norway?


  —How can you ask? Are we or aren't we at war with Norway? It's all rather stupid. We have declared war, but Norway doesn't want to take part . . . Listen, if we don't get bombed by tomorrow, I'll get back in that chair and then you'll see!


  —Do, said Vadim,—who's stopping you, friend? Get back in your chair, if you like.


  Voinovo-Usad


  There was not a single bomb the next day. So, opening the third Plenary Meeting, I said:


  Senators! I see that no one in the world wants friendship with us or war with us. Everyone has turned away from us with bated breath. Since the Petushki punitive squad will arrive by tomorrow evening and Auntie Shura's shop will be out of Rossiyskaya by tomorrow morning I take all power into my own hands. Let me explain to any fool who does not understand that I am introducing a curfew. Moreover, I hereby declare that the powers of the President are extraordinary and plenipotentiary and I hereby declare myself President. That is, I declare myself to be 'a man above the law and the prophets'.


  No one made any objections. Only the Prime Minister, Boris S., shuddered at the word

  


  'prophets', and the upper part of his body shook with vengeance.


  Two days later he died of anguish and an excessive tendency towards generalization. There didn't seem to be any other cause of death and we didn't hold a post-mortem because those are unpleasant. And the same evening the telex machines of the world received the following statement: "Death from natural causes". There was no mention whose death, but the world guessed. The fourth Plenary Meeting was sad. I rose to make my speech and I said:


  —Delegates! If I should ever have any children I will hang a portrait of the Governor of Judea, Pontius Pilate, on their wall, as an example of cleanliness. The portrait will show Pontius Pilate washing his hands. I too am washing my hands. I joined you in a moment of drunkenness and against the advice of my reason. I told you that our hearts must be revolutionized, that our souls must strive towards the assimilation of eternal moral values — and everything else is in vain, useless. It is just spiritual torment and bugger-all else. What now? We won't be allowed to join the Common Market. The ships of the U.S. Seventh Fleet can't get to us, even if they wanted to.


  Here the audience objected:—Don't despair, Benny! They'll send us some B52's!


  —What? B52's! You must be joking!


  —And Phantom jets!

  


  — Ha-ha! Phantom jets did I hear you say? You just mention 'Phantoms' again and I'll die laughing.


  That was when Tikhonov rose and said:—All right, they might not give us Phantoms. But at least we can be sure of the devaluation of the franc.


  —Tikhonov, you're an idiot, and that's all there is to it. You may be a valuable theoretician, but the things you say . . . But that's not the point. Why is the whole of Petushki region aflame, but no one notices it, even in the Petushki region? In short, I hereby shrug my shoulders and resign my chairmanship. Like Pontius Pilate I will wash my hands before you and finish what's left of the Rossiyskaya. To hell with all my plenipotentiary powers. I'm off to Petushki.


  You can imagine the storm of protest among the delegates, especially when I began to polish off the Rossiyskaya.


  You can also imagine the sort of words they addressed to me when I made to leave, and when I left. I won't bother to quote them.


  There was no repentance in my heart. I walked through pasture and meadowland, through rosehip thickets and herds of cattle. The wheat bowed down to me and the cornflowers smiled up at me. And I repeat, there was no repentance in my heart.


  At sunset I was still walking. Queen of Heaven, I thought, where is Petushki? I keep walking and

  


  still there is no Petushki in sight. It is getting dark . . . where is Petushki?


  Where is Petushki?, I thought as I came up to someone's lighted veranda, which appeared out of nowhere. Then again maybe it wasn't a veranda at all, perhaps it was a terrace, a mezzanine or a wing, I can't tell them apart and I always get them mixed up. I knocked on the door and asked:—Where is Petushki? Are we a long way from Petushki?


  Instead of an answer, all those on the veranda roared with laughter. I knocked again, feeling insulted, the laughter on the veranda burst out again. How very strange! What was even stranger was that someone was roaring behind me.


  I looked back —and I saw the passengers on the Moscow-Petushki train, all with revolting grins on their faces. So that was it! I was still in the train!


  Never mind, Erofeev, I thought, never mind. Let them laugh. Take no notice. Follow the precepts of Saadi, be straight and simple as a cypress and as generous as a palm. I don't know what palms have got to do with it, but never mind, be like a palm anyway. Have you any Kuban vodka in your bottle? You have. Right then, go to the end of the carriage and drink it. Drink it, and then you won't feel so sick.


  I went to the end of the carriage, accompanied on all sides by stupid smirks. I felt a vague unease rising from the very bottom of my soul and I couldn't understand what it was and why it was so vague.

  


  "We are coming to Usad, aren't we?" I addressed those who were waiting to get off. "This is' Usad, is it not?"


  "You should be at home, not asking people stupid, drunken questions," answered a little old man. "You should be at home, doing your homework. I bet you haven't done your homework for tomorrow. Your mother will be very angry." And then he added: "You're only knee-high to a grasshopper, yet you think you have got a right to argue."


  Was he crazy? What mother was he talking


  about? What homework? What grasshopper? And


  then I realized it was me, and not the old man, who


  was crazy, because I saw another little old man,


  with a very white face, who stood near me, looked


  into my eyes from way down below and said: "Why do you want to travel anywhere, anyway? It is too late for you to go courting and too early to lie in your grave. Why do you want to travel anywhere, dear lady?"


  "Dear lady!!?"


  I shuddered and went to the opposite corner of the corridor. There's something funny going on. The whole place seems to be rotting and everyone is nutty. I had a feel all over just in case, but there was no doubt—I was no dear lady. So what made him say that, and why? It might have been a joke, of course. But what a stupid joke!


  I am sane and they are all crazy. But maybe it

  


  is the other way round? Maybe they are all sane and I am the only nut. The unease kept rising higher from the bottom of my soul. And when the train stopped and the doors opened I couldn't restrain myself from asking one of the men getting out :


  "This is Usad, isn't it?"


  To my enormous surprise the man stood sharply to attention and bellowed :


  "No, sir!"


  And then he shook me warmly by the hand and, bending down towards me whispered in my ear:


  "I will never forget your kindness, comrade Lieutenant Colonel!"


  And he left the train, wiping away a tear.


  Usad-105th Kilometre


  I was left utterly alone and utterly bewildered. My bewilderment was really born of my old unease, which was beginning to transform itself into misery. Alright, so I am a 'dear lady', a lieutenant colonel', but will somebody tell me, please, why it is so dark outside? Why it is pitch black out there when the

  


  train left only this morning and we have travelled no more than 100 kilometres? Why?


  I pressed my face against the window. How black it was out there! I couldn't see what was hidden in the darkness—was it rain or was it snow? Or was I just gazing into the darkness through tears? Oh, Lord!


  —Aha! It's you! someone said behind my back with a voice which was so pleasant and so malicious, that I didn't even bother to see who it was. I knew straight away who it was standing behind my back. He wanted to tempt me, the dumb idiot! What a time to choose for tempting!


  —So it's you, Erofeev?—said Satan.


  —Who else? —Are you feeling low, Erofeev?


  —Of course, I am. But that's got nothing to do with you. Go away. Find yourself someone else to work over.


  I said all this without turning, my forehead pressed against the window.


  —Well, if you feel low, said Satan,—subdue your spiritual impulse, and you will feel better.


  —Never. -Idiot!

  


  —Hark at the pot calling the kettle black!


  —Alright, alright. I have a suggestion to make: why don't you jump out of the train. You never know, you might not get killed.


  I thought a little, and then replied:


  —No. I am too afraid to jump. I am certain I'd get killed.


  And the devil, shamed, went away.


  And I . . . what else could I do but take another six swigs straight from the bottle and press my face to the window. The night was still black and it was still making me uneasy. And vague black thoughts kept coming into my head. I held my head tight, trying to confine those thoughts, but I couldn't as they kept spreading, like spilt beer on a table.—I don't like that darkness out there, I really don't.


  But at last the six swigs of Kuban vodka got near the heart and my heart went into battle with my reason.


  —Why don't you like the darkness? Darkness is darkness, you can't change that. Light succeeds darkness and darkness succeeds light, don't you know. And even if you don't like darkness, you can't stop it being dark. So there is only one thing you can do: accept. There's no way that we, mere fools, can change the eternal laws of existence. If we hold our left nostril we can only blow through our right nostril. Right? Right. So there's no point in demanding light when it is dark outside.

  


  —Yes, but I left Kursk Station at 8.16 in the morning.


  —So what! Don't you know it is autumn and the days are short. Before you know where you are, wham, it's night again. And it takes so long to get to Petushki. Petushki is oh, so very far from Moscow!


  —What do you mean 'so very far'. What are all those oh ohs? for? It takes two hours fifteen minutes exactly to get from Moscow to Petushki. Last Friday for example . . .


  —Forget about last Friday! Never mind what happened then. Last Friday the train went to Petushki almost without stopping. And anyway trains used to be faster in the old days. Nowdays they keep stopping. God knows why, but they do. It's enough to make you sick, the way they keep stopping everywhere except Esino.


  I looked out of the window and became all gloomy again:—Yes, but ... it is strange just the same. We left at eight in the morning, and we're still going . . .


  This was too much for my heart:—And what about the others? Do you think you are better than them? They keep going without asking why it is taking so long, and why it is so dark. They just sit quietly and look out of their windows. Why do you have to travel faster than them? The way you talk . . . it's funny . . . but disgusting too . . . what an impatient character you are. You've had a drink or two, Benny, so keep quiet and stop thinking that you are better and wiser than

  


  others! I had nothing to say to that. I went back into the carriage and sat down, trying not to look out of the window. The five or six people in the carriage all had their chins on their chests and were sleeping like babies.


  But suddenly I leapt up from my seat. — Merciful God! She was supposed to meet me at 11.00 a.m.! She will be waiting for me at eleven in the morning, and it is still dark outside. That means I'll have to wait till dawn, because I don't even know where she lives. Twelve times I found her, always by way of strange back yards and always drunk as a lord . . . what a shame that the thirteenth time I am going to see her stone cold sober. That means I will have to wait until it gets light! Oh, when will the dawn break on my thirteenth Friday!


  —Just a moment! When I left Moscow, the dawn of my thirteenth Friday had already broken. That means that today is Friday. So why is it so dark out there?


  —That question again! Back to your 'dark out there' . . . give overt


  —But last Friday . . .


  —Not that again! Benny, I see you are living in the past. You have given up thinking of the future altogether!


  —You don't understand . . . last Friday at 11.00 a.m. precisely she was standing on the platform with her plait from nape to ass . . . and it was very light, I remember it clearly, and I clearly remember the plait . . .

  


  —So what! Can't you get it into your head, you dolt, that days are getting shorter because it is autumn! I agree that last Friday at 11.00 a.m. it was light. But this Friday at 11.00 a.m. it may already be pitch dark. Don't you know how quickly the days are getting shorter! I can see you know nothing, you just pretend that you know everything. What does it matter about that plait. For all you know the plait might have got longer since last Friday, maybe it is below her ass. But the days are getting shorter, they're disappearing!


  —You are an idiot, Benny!


  I slapped myself lightly on the cheek, took another three swigs out of the bottle, and dissolved into tears. Love was rising from the bottom of my soul, replacing unease. I went completely soggy: — You promised her silks and lilies, and instead you are bringing her half a pound of Cornflower chocolates. Twenty minutes from now you will be in Petushki. On that platform, all bathed in sunlight, you will get all embarrassed, and you will give her her Cornflowers and everybody will say —That's the thirteenth time we've seen nothing but Cornflowers. We've not seen silk or lilies once. And she will answer and say . . .


  And with this thought I really dozed off. My head dropped down on my chest and that is where I wanted to leave it until we reached Petushki. Once again I surrendered to the stream of reveries.

  


  105th Kilometre-Pokrov


  I was not allowed to surrender completely. As soon as oblivion came near I felt a tail lashing my back.


  Startled, I turned to face someone with no feet, tail or head.


  —Who are you? I asked her, amazed.


  —Guess? she laughed, with a cannibalistic laugh.


  —Stupid! Why should I waste my time guessing!


  Aggrieved, I turned away, hoping to return to oblivion. Then I heard someone taking a running leap behind me and a head bashed into my back. I turned around again, and there was that someone again —no legs, no tail, no head.


  —Why did you hit me? I asked.


  —Guess? she replied, again with that cannibalistic laugh.


  This time I decided to try, afraid that she might kick my back with those legs.


  I closed my eyes to think. She was waiting for me to reply and, in anticipation, waved her fist under my very nose, as if wiping it for me.

  


  She was the first to speak.


  —So you're going to Petushki? The place where the jasmine blooms winter and summer and so on? Where . . .


  —That's right. Where the jasmine blooms etc.


  —Where your floozy rolls about in jasmine and silk, with birds flitting about and kissing her wherever they choose?


  —Yes. Wherever they choose.


  She laughed again and hit me in the solar plexus.


  —Listen, what you see before you is a Sphinx. And she won't let you go there.


  —Why not? Why on earth won't you? Is there a plague in Petushki? Did someone marry their own daughter and you . . .


  —It's worse than daughters and plagues. I should know. I said I won't let you go and that means I won't. Or rather, I will, but on one condition. You have to answer five riddles.


  What does the cow want to give me riddles for? I thought to myself, and aloud I said:


  —Alright then, stop plaguing me, let's hear your riddles. Take away that fist of yours and stop hitting me in the solar plexus. What does the cunt want to give me riddles for? I thought again. But she'd already started:

  


  —The world-renowned model worker Alexey Stakhanov used to go to the john twice a day for a piss and once every two days for a crap. When he went on a bender he pissed four times a day and did not crap once. How many times a year did the model worker Alexey Stakhanov piss and how many times did he crap, bearing in mind he went on a bender 312 days every year?


  I thought:—Who's she driving at, the cow? 'Never goes to the john?' 'Always drunk.' Who is the bitch driving at?


  Offended, I said:


  —That's a bad riddle, Sphinx, it's a riddle which contains disgusting implications. I won't try and solve such a bad riddle.


  —You won't? We'll see if you won't! Here is the second riddle: When the ships of the US Seventh Fleet docked at Petushki railway station there were no Party Members among the girls, but if Komsomol Members are taken as Party Members, then every third girl was a blonde. After the departure of the ships of the US Seventh Fleet the following facts came to light: every third Komsomol Member had been violated, every fourth girl violated turned out to be a Komsomol Member, every fifth Komsomol Member violated turned out to be blonde, and every ninth blonde violated turned out to be a Komsomol Member. If the total number of girls in Petushki is 428 how many intact non-Party brunettes were left?


  What's she hinting at now? Why are all the brunettes untouched and all the blondes violated?

  


  What does she mean to say by that, the fink? —I won't try and solve this riddle, Sphinx. Sorry, but I can't. It's too foul. Let's have the third.


  —Ha, ha! Let's have the third!: It is well known that there are no points A in Petushki. It is even better known that there are no points C. There are only points B. Right. Papanin, wanting to save Vodopyanov, set out from point 1 in the direction of point B2. At the same moment Vodopyanov wanting to save Papanin, set out from point B2 in the direction of B1. For some reason both ended up at point B3. The distance between B3 and B1 was twelve times that covered by a spit from Vodopyanov, and the distance between B3 and B2 was sixteen times that covered by a spit from Papanin. If Papanin could spit over a distance of 3 metres 72 centimetres and Vodopyanov couldn't spit at all, did Papanin set out to save Vodopyanov?


  My God! The lousy Sphinx must have gone off her rocker! What's this rot? Why aren't there any points A or  in Petushki, why are there only B's? What is she hinting at now?


  —Ha, ha! shouted the Sphinx, rubbing her hands in glee.—You won't try and answer this either?! You won't?! Got you, haven't I, you mindless beanpole! Here is the fourth riddle: Lord Chamberlain, Prime Minister of Britain, when coming out of Petushki station buffet, slipped in some puke and fell, knocking over a table. On the table, before it was overturned, were the following: two cakes at 35 kopeks each, two portions of Beef Stroganoff at 73 kopeks, two portions of udder at 39 kopeks and two decanters, containing a pint of sherry each. All

  


  the crockery survived. All the food became unfit for human consumption. The first sherry decanter did not break, but all the sherry poured out of it. The second decanter was shattered to smithereens, but not a drop of sherry was spilt. Bearing in mind that the price of an empty decanter is six times the price of a portion of udder (and every child knows the price of sherry), calculate the bill presented to Lord Chamberlain, Prime Minister of the British Empire, at the Kursk Station buffet.


  —Why at the Kursk Station buffet?


  —Why not?


  —But where did Chamberlain slip? He slipped in Petushki. You said that Lord Chamberlain slipped in the Petushki Station buffet.


  —But he paid his bill in the Kursk Station buffet. So how much was it?


  Oh God, where do such Sphinxes come from? No legs, no head, no tail and it talks such rubbish. And look at its villainous mug! . . . What is the Sphinx hinting at this time?


  —That was not a riddle, Sphinx. That was an insult.


  —It wasn't an insult, Benny, it was a riddle. If you don't like it, . . .


  —Let's have the last riddle, then!


  —Let's. Listen carefully: Minin is walking

  


  along and meets Pozharsky. 'You're a bit strange today, Minin,' Pozharsky says, 'you look as if you'd had a lot to drink today.' 'You look a bit strange yourself, Pozharsky. You're asleep on your feet,' cries Minin. 'Tell me the truth, Minin, how much did you drink today?' 'Just a moment: I started with 150 grammes of Rossiyskaya vodka, followed by 580 grammes of Kuban vodka, 150 grammes of Stolichnaya vodka, 125 grammes of Pepper vodka and then 700 grammes of beer spiked with vodka. And you?'


  'Exactly the same as you, Minin.'


  'And where are you off to now, Pozharsky?'


  'Where else could I be going but to Petushki? And what about you, Minin?' 'Petushki, too, of course. But you are going the wrong way, Prince!' 'Oh nb, it's you who are going the wrong way, Minin.' In short, they persuaded each other that each was going the wrong way. So Pozharsky went the way Minin had been going, and Minin the way Pozharsky had suggested. Both ended up at Kursk Station. Right then. Now tell me: if both had kept going the way they'd set out, where would they have ended up? Where would Pozharsky have got to?


  —Petushki? said I, hopefully.


  —Ha, ha. Of course not. Pozharsky would have ended up at Kursk Station, that's where!


  And the Sphinx laughed and rose on both her feet: —And how about Minin? Where would he have

  


  got to if he hadn't listened to Pozharsky and just followed his own route? Where would Minin have got to?


  —Petushki, perhaps? said I, with little hope of anything. I was on the verge of tears. Surely it was Petushki?


  —Shouldn't you really say Kursk Station, ha, ha? and the Sphinx started fanning herself with her tail as if she was hot from her triumph and malice. —Minin would also have ended up at Kursk Station! So who gets to Petushki, ha, ha? No one! No one ever gets to Petushki, ha, ha!.


  What a terrible laugh. A cruel laugh, the like of which I've never heard. She wasn't just laughing. She grabbed me by the nose and started dragging me off somewhere.


  —Stop! where are you dragging me to, Sphinx? Where?


  —You'll see soon enough, ha, ha! you'll see!


  Pokrov-113th kilometre


  She dragged me to the end of the corridor, turned my face to the window and vanished into thin air. Why?

  


  I looked out. The darkness had lifted. Somebody's finger had written the letters F.U. on the misted up window, and through them I could see the lights of the city and a station board with the work 'Pokrov'.


  Pokrov! That's a town in the Petushki region! Three more stops and we'll be in Petushki. You are on the right track, Benedict Erofeev. The unease which had been rising from the bottom of my soul all this time fell back and lay still . . .


  But not for long . . . Two or three seconds it lay there and then, instead of just rising, it leapt up. A terrible thought occurred to me, so terrible that I went weak at the knees. We've just left Pokrov. I saw the sign Pokrov and bright lights. That's just fine — both Pokrov and the bright lights are fine. But why did they flash past me on the right? Alright, I am not thinking as clearly as usual, but I do know that if Pokrov is on my right we are going from Petushki to Moscow, not from Moscow to Petushki! . . . Oh, that lousy Sphinx!


  I rushed back into the carriage in mute anguish. It was absolutely empty.


  Just a moment, Benny, take it easy. Stupid heart, stop beating so fast! Perhaps you made a mistake, maybe Pokrov was on the left and not on the right? Go to the end corridor then and check on which side the F.U. is.


  I rushed out and looked at the right window. A beautiful, clear F.U. was inscribed on its misty surface. I looked at the left window —and I saw

  


  another F.U. I grabbed my head and shot back into the carriage. Once again I started pacing about in mute anguish.


  Take it easy, . . . remember, Benny, all the way from Moscow you sat facing the engine, on the left side of the carriage, and all the Black Moustaches, all the Dimitrichs, all the Decembrists sat facing the engine on the right. If you are going towards Petushki your little case will be on the left of the carriage facing the engine. Simple!


  I rushed through the carriage in search of my case, but it was nowhere to be found, neither to the left nor to the right. Where is my case?!


  Alright, alright, Benny, calm down. Never mind. Your case will turn up somewhere. First of all you must establish where you are going. First pursue your idea —then the case. What is more important—ideas or millions? Ideas of course.


  Your mind is noble, Benny. Drink to your noble mind with the remains of the Kuban vodka.


  I sat back and downed the Kuban vodka to the last drop. The gloom into which I had plunged was instantly dissipated. Lightning flashed from the depths of my soul and mind, illuminating each swig with a burst of light.


  I believe man was not meant to live alone. Man must offer himself to mankind, even if mankind doesn't want him. And if he happens to find himself alone, he must walk down a train, find mankind and say: "See, I am alone. Take the whole of me

  


  and leave nothing (now that I have finished the bottle, there is nothing to leave!). Offer yourselves to me and tell me: are we going from Moscow to Petushki or from Petushki to Moscow?"


  Do you think that this is the right thing for a man to do? I asked myself, inclining my head to the left.


  It is the only thing a man can do, I replied to myself, inclining my head to the right. After all, you can't stay here for ever gazing at an F.U. inscribed on a misty pane and tormenting yourself with questions!


  I walked down the train. Apart from sprays of


  rain coming in through the open windows, the


  carriage was empty. The second carriage was empty


  too. Even the rain couldn't get in. But in the third carriage . . .


  113th Kilometre-Omutishche


  A woman dressed in black from head to toe stood by the window, apathetically contemplating the mist outside and pressing a lace handkerchief to her mouth. She's the living image of Inconsolable Grief, just like you, Erofeev, I thought as soon as I saw her, and I laughed inwardly.

  


  I approached her on tiptoe, so as not to break the spell, and quietly observed her. The woman was crying.


  That's life for you. A person seeks solitude to have a good cry but such solitude is never granted. When people cry, they don't want witnesses to their tears. Quite right too, because there is nothing greater than inconsolability. Oh, if only I could think of something to say now, something which would bring tears to the eyes of all mothers, which would put all mansions and hovels, all villages and hamlets into mourning . . .


  What can I say to her?


  —Princess! — said I, gently.


  —What do you want? —she replied, staring out of the window.


  —Nothing. It's just that I saw from your back that you were crying.


  —Don't talk rot, kid. You saw nothing of the sort . . . You'd best sit tight and keep mum, that way people might not notice you're stupid . . .


  That's what she said to me, me, who had walked through the whole train in pursuit of an answer to a question. Such a pity I've forgotten what the question was ... I know it was important . . . Ah, well, never mind, it will come back. A woman is crying — that's far more important.


  Oh the bastards! They've turned my land into a

  


  shitty hell. They force people to hide their tears and expose their laughter! Oh, the low swine! They've left people nothing but grief and fear. So now laughter is public and tears are prohibited.


  Oh, if only I could think of something to say now, something that would sting those stinkers to the quick . . . Something which would plunge all nations into disarray! . . .


  I thought a little and then said:


  —Princess, hey, Princess! —What do you want now?


  —You've stopped crying. I can see that.


   —And what else can you see? —She kept her face turned to the window and all I could see was her back.


  —Nothing but little bushes.


  —I can see that you're nothing but a little bush yourself.


  Alright, maybe I was a little bush. I was all sentiment, and I sank languorously into my seat. I couldn't for the life of me remember why I had decided to walk down the train and why I met this woman . . . What was that important question about?


  —Listen, Princess. Where's your manservant? I haven't seen him since last August.

  


  — What's that rubbish you're talking about?


  —Honestly, I haven't seen him once since then. Where is he, that manservant of yours?


  —He's as much yours as mine! the Princess snapped. And suddenly she rushed from the window to the door, her skirt sweeping the floor of the carriage. At the door she turned towards me. Her face was coarse, craggy and tearful. She shouted: — I hate you, Andrey Mikhaylovich! I hate you! —and disappeared.


  —That was really something I said, my voice full of admiration like the Decembrist's. A smart way of putting me down. She's gone without answering my important question!


  Queen of Heaven! What was it? Oh, munificent Queen, let me remember!


  —Pe —ter!


  I rang the bell . . . An hour later I rang it again . . .


  —Pe —ter!


  My valet, by the name of Peter, dressed all in yellow, entered. When I was drunk one evening, I advised him to wear nothing but yellow until the day he died. And the fool took my advice and now he never wore anything else.


  —Peter, can you tell me, was I asleep just now or not? What do you think?

  


  —When you were in the other carriage you were asleep.


  —But in this one I wasn't?


  —In this one you weren't.


  —How strange, Peter . . . Light the candelabra. I love it when the candelabra are lit, even though I don't know what a candelabrum really is . . . You know, I'm afraid that I'm beginning to feel uneasy again . . .So, Peter, according to you I was asleep in that carriage and woke up in this one. Right?


  —Don't know. I was asleep myself. In that carriage.


  —Hm. Okay. But why didn't you get up and wake me? Why?


  —Why should I? What was the point in waking you up in the rear carriage when you woke yourself up?


  —Don't confuse me, Peter . . . don't . . . Give me a chance to think. You see, Peter, there's one question which I simply cannot answer. Perhaps it's because it's such an important question.


  —What is it?


  —Have I got anything left to drink?

  


  Omutishche-Leonovo


  —Don't think that this is not the important question, that this is just the means of answering it. As you know, when my heart begins to sober up, tears appear and so does vacillation of the consciousness . With a drink inside me now, I would not be falling apart, I would not be incoherent . . . Does it show very much that I am falling apart?


  —Not at all. Your mug is swollen, that's all.


  —That's alright then. That is nothing.


  —And there is nothing to drink either, —added Peter. Then he got up and lit the candelabra.


  I roused myself.—That's good. I am glad you lit the candelabra because otherwise, you know, I would feel a bit uneasy. We keep on going, we've been going the whole night and there's no one else in the train apart from us. Where is your Princess, Peter?


  —She got out long ago.


  -Where?


  —At Khrapunovo. She was going from Petushki to Khrapunovo. She got on at Orekhovo-Zuevo and got out at Khrapunovo.


  —Why Khrapunovo! What's that rubbish

  


  you're talking, Peter? . . . You're making me all confused . . . Yes, yes . . . The most important question is . . . For some reason I can't get Chekhov out of my head. Oh yes, and Schiller too. Schiller and Chekhov. Can't think why. Oh yes ... I remember now: When Schiller sat down to write a tragedy he always put his feet in champagne . . . no, I've got it wrong. That was Privy Councillor Goethe, who walked about at home in his dressing gown and slippers ... I don't ... I walk about without a dressing gown at home, and without slippers, even on the street ... so what's that got to do with Schiller? . . . Oh, yes, I know: whenever he drank vodka he dipped his feet in champagne. He dipped them and drank. Lovely! And Chekhov, before he died, said: 'I want a drink!' And he died.


  Peter kept looking at me from above. There I was, collecting my thoughts and he just stared.


  —Then there was Hegel. I remember that very clearly —there was Hegel, who said 'there are no differences, only degrees of difference, between different degrees and the absence of difference'. Translate this into proper language and it means 'who doesn't drink nowadays?' Do we have anything to drink, Peter?


  —No. There's nothing left.


  —And there's no one in the whole train?


  —Correct.


  —I see . . .

  


  I started thinking again and my thoughts were strange. They kept wrapping themselves round something which wrapped itself in something. Something very strange. And my soul—my soul felt sad . . . what was I doing? Was I asleep or was I awake? I don't know. How could I know? 'There is a form of existence which is hard to describe: it is neither sleep nor waking.' This was the state in which I spent the next twelve minutes, or it might have been thirty-five.


  When I came to, the carriage was empty. Peter had gone. The train was still dashing through the rain. It was odd, listening to the banging of doors in the carriages—odd because all the carriages were empty . . .


  I lay there like a corpse, in an icy sweat, and the fear near my heart grew . . .


  —Pe —ter!


  He appeared at the door, apoplectic with rage.


  —Come here Peter, come here. Why are you all wet? Was it you banging the doors?


  —I wasn't banging anything!


  —So who was? Peter stared at me without blinking.


  —Ah, well, never mind. If unease is growing near the heart it must be stilled. In order to still it I must have a drink. Do we have anything to drink?

  


  —No. There's nothing left.


  —And there is no one in the whole wide world?


  —Correct.


  —You're lying Peter. You always lie!! If there is no one, then who is rattling the doors and windows? Don't you know? Can't you hear me? I bet you've got something to drink, I bet you're just lying to me all the time . . .


  Peter kept looking at me with anger and without blinking. I could tell from his face that I'd got his number. I'd understood him and he was afraid. He fell on the candelabrum and extinguished it. He walked through the carriage putting out all the lights. Yes, he's ashamed, I thought. But just then


  he jumped out of the window. —Come back, Peter! Come back! I shouted in a voice so strange it was unrecognizable.


  —Scum! someone shouted outside.


  And suddenly Peter flitted back into the carriage, flew up to me, grabbed me by the hair and dragged me back and forth, back and forth in a desperate fury.


  —What's up with you, Peter? Why?!


  —Alright then! You can stay here, you old woman. Stay here, you old cow! Go to Moscow! Go and sell your sunflower seeds! I can't go on like this, I caa —aan't!

  


  And he flitted out again, for ever.


  God knows what all that was about! What's wrong with them all? I held my head tight, trembling and shuddering. And the carriages started trembling and shuddering too. They had been doing that all along, trembling and shuddering.


  Leonovo-Petushki


  The carriage doors clicked and buzzed, ever louder. Suddenly Evtyushkin, face white with fear, burst into the carriage and dashed through. Seconds later a hoard of Erinyes entered in his wake and shot off after him. Drums thundered and cymbals clashed.


  My hair stood on end! I leapt up, beside myself, and stamped my foot. "Stop, ladies! Stop, oh goddesses of revenge! There are no guilty men in the world!" but they just kept on running.


  And when the last one passed, breathing hard, I lost control and grabbed her from behind.


  —Where are you going? Where are you all running to?


  —What's that to you?! Get off! Let me goooo!


  —Where? Where is this train going to?

  


  —What business is that of yours, you fool!


  And she suddenly turned, grabbed my head and kissed me on the forehead—so unexpectedly that I went all shy, sank back on my seat and started to nibble at the sunflower seeds.


  And while I was doing that, she ran off a little way, looked at me, returned —and lashed at my left cheek. And then she soared to the ceiling and shot off after her girlfriends. And I went after her, panting . . .


  The sunset glowed red, horses tossed their manes, but where was the happiness they write about in the papers? I kept running through the blizzard and the darkness, tearing the doors off their hinges. I knew the Moscow-Petushki train was about to be derailed. Carriages rose and fell as if possessed. I started rushing about shouting:


  -Oh!stop!Ahh!


  As soon as I shouted I stopped in fright —the Erinyes came dashing back from the front of the train, straight at me, like a panic-stricken herd, with an infuriated Evtyushkin in hot pursuit. The avalanche knocked me down and buried me.


  Cymbals clashed and drums thundered. The stars were falling on the village council headquarters. And Shulamith was laughing.

  


  Petushki. The Station


  And then everything went hazy. If you were to say that there was a fog, I think I would agree. It was foggy. But if you were to say that there was no fog, just flames and ice, I might agree with that too. There were flames and ice, because first my blood ran cold, ever colder until it froze, and then it started boiling and then it froze again.


  I have a fever, I thought. This hot fog must be everywhere because of the fever. There is a hot fog all around. Because I am shivering. Out of the fog stepped someone very familiar, not quite Achilles, but still someone I knew well. And then I recognized. him: it was Mithridates, King of Pontus. His nose was running and he had a penknife in his hand . . .


  —Mithridates, is that you? I felt so bad, my words were almost soundless.


  —Is that you Mithridates?


  —It is I, replied Mithridates, King of Pontus. —And why are you all snivelly?


  —I always have a runny nose on the nights of the full moon . . .


  —Only then?

  


  —Other days too, sometimes. But it's never as runny as when there is a full moon.


  —Don't you ever wipe your nose? I lowered my voice almost to a whisper.


  —How can I say? Sometimes I do. But how can a man keep his nose clean on the night of the full moon? I tried to wipe it, but somehow I just smeared the snot all over my face. After all, it's whatever grabs you—some like to snivel, others like to wipe, and others like to smear. And I, when there is a full moon . . .


  I interrupted him:


  —I like the way you talk, Mithridates, but why have you got that penknife in your hand?


  - Don't you know? To kill you with —that's why . . . What a stupid question ... I need it to kill you with, of course!


  And with these words he changed, changed utterly! He'd been talking gently, but now he gnashed his teeth and went black in the face. The runny nose vanished, and he laughed, laughed out loud! He kept gnashing his teeth and laughing . . .


  I shivered all over.


  —Come on, Mithridates, I shouted or whispered, I don't know which. —Put away that knife, put it away! . . . But he was deaf to everything by then and he raised his hand, as if seized by a thousand black devils . . .

  


  —You brute! and then my left side was pierced and I groaned feebly, because I didn't even have the strength to raise my hand to ward off the blows . . .


  —Stop, Mithridates, stop . . .


  My right side was pierced, then my left side, then my right again —all I could do was yelp helplessly. The pain made me stagger all over the platform. I woke up, trembling uncontrollably. All around me was emptiness, nothing but wind, darkness and an icy cold.


  What am I doing? Where am I? Why is it drizzling? Oh, God . . .


  I fell asleep again. Through the distant mist I saw, in my quivering hot fever, the two monsters from Mukhina's sculpture, the worker with the hammer and the peasant woman with the sickle, advancing towards me. Both smirked. The worker hit me on the head with his hammer and the peasant woman lashed at my balls with her sickle. I shrieked —aloud, I think —and woke, again in uncontrollable spasms. I was trembling all over. My face, my clothes, my soul, my thoughts —all were trembling.


  Oh the pain! The cold! Unbearable!


  If all future Fridays are like this one, I will hang myself one Thursday . . . Were these the spasms I desired of you, oh, Petushki! Who has slaughtered all your birds and trampled down your jasmine? . . . Queen of Heaven, I am in Petushki!

  


  Never mind, Erofeev . . . Talitha cumi, as our Saviour said, I say unto thee, rise. I know you feel crushed, body and soul, and the station is wet and empty and there was no one to meet you and no one ever will. But get up and go. Try it . . . What about your case, where is your case with the presents? . . . Two packets of walnuts, Cornflower chocolates and empty bottles. Where is your little case? Who could have stolen it? After all, it had presents in it! Have a look if you've got some money, however little. Yes, you have a little, very, very little . . . But what is money to you now! Oh, frailty! Oh, vanity! Oh that disgusting and shameful interlude in the life of our people —the hours which stretch from closing time till dawn!


  Never mind, Erofeev . . . Talitha cumi, your Queen said when you lay in your grave, arise, dust your coat, clean your trousers, shake yourself down and go. Try just two steps, you'll find it easier after that. The more you walk the easier it gets. After all it was you who said to the little boy when he was ill : "One, two, buckle your shoe, aren't you ashamed to sleep ..." The main thing is to get away from the railway line. It's always full of trains going from Moscow to Petushki and from Petushki to Moscow. Get away from that railway line. You'll soon know why there is not a soul about, why she didn't come and everything. Keep going, Benny, keep going . . .

  


  Petushki. Station Square


  If you want to go left, go left. If you want to go right, go right. It's all the same. Just keep following your nose.


  Someone once told me that it is very easy to die: all you need to do is to breathe in as deep as you can, forty times consecutively, and then breathe out as many times again. Breathe out everything, and you will expire. It might be worth trying. Just a moment! What is the time? Shouldn't you first find out the time? But from whom, when the whole square is empty, not a single living soul anywhere. And even if you found a living soul, would the cold and the misery let you open your mouth?, Oh, the cold and the misery! Oh, the mute silence! If I should die sometime — and I will die very soon, of that I am sure — I'll die without accepting the world. I have seen the world close to and from a distance, from within and from without, I understand it but I cannot accept it. When I die, He will ask me: "how was it over there —good or bad?" I will not answer, I will look down, silent, and my silence will be understood by all who know the consequences of constant and heavy drinking. For is not the life of man but the soul's momentary sideways glance? Indeed, is it not the soul's eclipse? We are all, in our own way, drunk. Some have drunk more and some less, and the effect of drink on people varies: some laugh at the world, others fall on its chest and cry. Some will be sick and feel better in consequence, others will only feel nausea. What about me? I have

  


  drunk a lot, but to no effect. I have not really laughed once, and I have never been sick. I, who have consumed so much, that I no longer remember how much it was and in what order, I am the soberest man on earth. I am not easily affected by drink . . .


  "Why are you silent?" the Lord, wreathed in blue lightning, will ask, and I won't be able to answer. I will just keep silent . . .


  Maybe I should open my mouth after all — maybe I ought to find a living soul and ask the time?


  What do you need the time for Benny? Keep going, put your collar up against the wind and just keep going. Last Friday, when you knew heavenly paradise, then you could go about asking the time, but today you are without your paradise, so what do you need the time for? Your Queen did not come to meet you on the platform with her eyelashes downcast. Divinity has turned away from you ... so what do you want to know the time for? She who is not a woman but a blancmange, as you used to say jokingly, did not come to you. Mankind's delight, lily of the valley, did not come to meet you. What's the point of trying to find out the time?


  So what is left? Weeping in the morning, wailing in the evening, the gnashing of teeth at night. And who, in the whole wide world, cares about your heart? See for yourself, go to any Petushki house, and ask at any door: "What do you care about my heart?" —oh, my God . . .


  I turned the corner and knocked at the first door I came to.

  


  Petushki. Sadovaya Ringroad


  I knocked, shivering with cold, and waited for the door to open. What tall buildings they have built in Petushki!


  That's what usually happens after prolonged heavy drinking: people seem strangely small, streets seem unbelievably wide and houses become enormous. When you have a hangover the amount by which everything increases is in direct proportion to the amount by which everything decreased when you were drunk . . . Do you remember Black Moustache's lemma?


  I knocked again, a little louder. Surely it can't be that difficult to open that door and let me in for a while. I really do not understand. The serious ones of this world have not understood, and I, who am frivolous, am expected to do so. Mene, tekel, feres . . . which means I have been weighed in the scales and found wanting. Well, never mind . . .


  Whether or not the scales exist —which is immaterial — tears and sighs will weigh heavier than scheming and intent. I am more certain of that than you are of anything. I have lived a lot, drunk a lot and thought a lot, and I know what I am talking about. All your stars are about to go out, and even if they do not, they will only flicker. I don't know you, humanity, I do not know you well, I seldom pay you any attention, but I do have reason to be interested in you. I want to know where your soul is, so as to

  


  know for sure whether the star of Bethlehem will shine again or at least flicker. That's the main thing. Because all other stars are about to go out, or about to flicker. Even the shining ones will not be worth anything.


  Whether or not those scales exist, we, who are found wanting here, will win and overcome over there. I believe in this more strongly than you believe in anything. I believe in this, I know this and testify to this before the world.


  Why have they widened the Petushki streets so much? I went away from the door and turned my dull eyes on house after house, entrance after entrance. And then a depressing thought, so depressing that I was afraid to express it, followed by a depressing conjecture, which I was equally afraid to express, entered my head as I kept walking', staring hard at each house, unable to see any house clearly. It might have been the cold, it might have been something else, I do not know, but my eyes were full of tears.


  Don't cry, Erofeev, don't cry . . . What is the point? Why are you trembling? . . . Is it the cold or something else? Stop it . . .


  If only I could have just a few mouthfuls of Kuban vodka! They would reach my heart and then my heart could persuade my reason that I am in Petushki! But there was no Kuban vodka. I turned into an alley, trembling and weeping . . .


  And that was when things far more terrible than anything I had seen in my dreams started

  


  happening. I saw four men walking towards me in the alley. I trembled more violently than before, I became one massive tremor.


  They came up to me and surrounded me. How can I describe those mugs of theirs? They were not criminal, there was even a hint of something classical in them, but their eyes . . . can you imagine their eyes? Have you ever been to the latrine in Petushki Station? Do you remember that brown mess which splashes about and glints deep, deep down? That was what the eyes of these four looked like. And the fourth man was like ... I'll tell you later what he looked like.


  —Got you, said the first.


  —What do you mean? My voice was shaking terribly, from the drink and the cold. They decided it was from fear.


  —We mean what we say. This is the end of the road for you!


  —But why?


  —Because!


  —Listen . . . my voice kept breaking, because every single nerve within me was trembling just like my voice. —No one can be sure of himself at night, I mean, on a cold night. And the apostle betrayed Christ before the third cock crowed. Or rather, the apostle betrayed Christ three times before cockcrow. I know why he betrayed Him —because he was trembling with cold. That's right. And he was able

  


  to warm himself by the fire, with ... I don't even have a fire and I have a week's hangover. If you were to interrogate me now I would betray Him up to seven times seventy times, or more . . .


  —Listen, I said.—Let me go. What do you want with me? I have just missed the girl I love. I went to see her, but I didn't get to her. I overslept, my case was stolen while 1 was asleep. There was nothing much in it, but it's a shame just the same. Cornflowers.


  —What cornflowers? asked one of them angrily.


  —Chocolates, Cornflower chocolates . . . And a bag of walnuts which I was taking to my little one. I promised them to him for learning a letter of the alphabet so well. But all that is nothing. As soon as dawn breaks I'll go there again. Without money or presents, it's true, but they will still be pleased to see me and they won't reproach me, quite the opposite, really.


  The four men were glaring at me, all probably thinking: "What a coward this shit is!"


  Let them think what they like, if only they would let me go! . . . Where, in what newspaper, had I seen those mugs?


  —I want to go back to Petushki!


  —You can't go to Petushki.


  —Alright ... I won't, I just want to get to Kursk Station.

  


  —You can't go to Kursk Station!


  —But why?


  —Because I say so! One of them swung his arm and slapped me, another put his fist in my face and the other two started advancing. I didn't understand anything. I somehow managed to stay on my feet and I began to move backwards, slowly. The four of them, very slowly, advanced . . .


  Run, Benny, run, somewhere, anywhere. Run to Kursk Station. Left, right or in reverse. You'll end up at Kursk Station whatever you do. Run, Benny, run!


  I grabbed my head and ran. And they started off after me.


  Petushki. Kremlin. Monument to Minin and Pozharsky


  Maybe this is Petushki, after all? Why are there no people in the streets? Have they all disappeared? If they catch up with me they'll kill me. No one will hear me shout. There are no lights in any of the windows and even the street lights glow strangely, without blinking.


  It is quite possible that this is Petushki. Why,

  


  this house is the social security office. And behind it is a dark void. The Petushki social security office has a dark void behind it and a nest of dead men. Oh no, no!


  I leapt into a square with wet stones, paused for breath and looked around me. This is not Petushki! If He, if He has left the earth for ever, but sees each one of us, I am certain that He has never looked in this direction. But if He has never left this earth, if He covered the whole of it on foot in the guise of a servant; then He walked round this place, not through it. This can't be Petushki! Because He did not bypass Petushki. Weary, He rested there by the light of the campfire and I saw the smoke and ashes left by Him in the souls of many people. I don't need a flame, just ashes.


  No, this wasn't Petushki! I saw the Kremlin shining before me in all its glory. Although by now I could hear the footfalls of my pursuers, I had just enough time to think how many times, sober or drunk, I had crossed Moscow without once seeing the Kremlin. My search for the Kremlin always brought me to Kursk Station. And now, when I need Kursk Station more than anything else in the world, I see the Kremlin!


  Mysterious are Thy ways . . .


  Those footsteps were getting nearer and I did not have enough breath to run any further. I just staggered to the Kremlin wall and collapsed. I was all frozen and worn out with fear. I no longer cared.


  They were approaching through the square,

  


  two on each side. Who are these people and what have I done to them? This was not a question I asked myself. Nothing mattered any more. Whether they noticed me did not matter. I did not need trouble. I needed peace, peace was all I desired . . . Grant, oh Lord . . .


  They did notice me. They came up to me and surrounded me again, breathing heavily. I managed to get to my feet, thank goodness, otherwise they would have killed me . . .


  — You wanted to run away from us? From us? one of them hissed, grabbed me by the hair and hit my head against the Kremlin wall with all his might. It seemed to me that the pain split me in two, blood poured down my face and under my collar. I almost fell, but I managed to keep myself upright. The slaughter had commenced. —Put your boot in his belly! Let him writhe!


  Oh, God! I broke away and ran down the square. Run, Benny, run while you can, you'll get away, they can't run as well as you! I stopped a moment by the monument and wiped the blood off my face so as to see better. First I had a look at Minin, then at Pozharsky, then at Minin again. Where should I run to? Which way was Kursk Station? There was no time to think. I followed the direction of Prince Pozharsky's glance.

  


  Moscow. Petushki. An Unidentified Hallway


  In spite of everything I still believed to the very last moment that I would get away from them. And when I ran into that hallway and crawled to the very top of the stairs and collapsed, I was still hoping. Never mind, Benny, never mind, your heart will calm down in a moment and the blood will wash off, just lie here till the morning, then you can go to Kursk Station and . . . Don't tremble so, I tell you.


  My heart was beating so hard that I found it


  difficult to hear anything, but still I heard the door


  downstairs open slowly. And it did not shut for a few


  moments. Trembling all over, I said to myself, talitha cumi, rise and prepare for your end. This is not talitha cumi, anymore, I am certain that this is lama sabachthani, or, as our Saviour said: my God, why hast thou forsaken me. Why, oh Lord, did you forsake me?


  The Lord was silent.


  Oh, angels in heaven, they are coming upstairs. What can I do? what can I do to stay alive? Angels!


  The angels laughed. Do you know how angels laugh? Angels are terrible creatures, I know that now. Should I tell you how they laughed? Once, a

  


  very long time ago, in Lobnya a man was run over by a train in the station. It was unbelievable: the lower half of his body was reduced to tiny fragments and scattered all over the place, but the top half, from the waist up, remained undamaged, almost alive, standing by the rails like the busts of various bastards which you see standing on pedestals all over the city. The train left and he remained upright, and his face, with the mouth half open, looked sort of preoccupied. Most people couldn't bear to look, turned away, pale, with a deadly fear near the heart. But the children, three or four of them, rushed up to him and placed a lighted stub of a cigarette they'd found somewhere in the dead man's half-open mouth. Smoke kept coming out of the cigarette and the children were jumping around and laughing at such an entertaining sight.


  That is how the heavenly angels laughed. And God was silent . . . And then I saw those four, coming up the last flight of stairs. And when I saw them I felt something far, far stronger than any fear. I felt surprised: the four of them were coming up the stairs in bare feet, with their shoes in their hands. Why did they have to do that? Was it in order to make no noise? Or was it so as to steal upon me unnoticed? I don't know, but that is the last thing I remember. My surprise I mean.


  They didn't even stop for breath. They leapt at me from the top stair and started to strangle me, five or six hands at once. I did my best to keep their hands off me and defended my throat as well as I could. That was when the most terrible thing of all happened. One of them, the one who had a truly savage and classical profile, took an enormous awl

  


  with a wooden handle out of his pocket. It might not have been an awl, it might have been a screwdriver or something. I don't know. But he ordered the others to hold me down and, in spite of all my struggles, they nailed me to the floor, half out of my mind with fear . . .


  — Why, why? Why, why? Why ... I kept repeating.


  They plunged the awl straight into my neck. I never knew such pain could exist. I writhed and a thick red letter Y spread over my eyes, trembling. I lost consciousness. I have not come to since and I never shall.


  Written during cable-laying, Sheremetyevo,


  autumn, 1969
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