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For Kristine
All these years after that first kiss,
and still the magic grows

1
Leaves
I’m ten years old, my whole life you’ve called me Vanya. My name is on the school records, on government papers as Ivan Petrovich Smetski. Now you tell me I’m really Itzak Shlomo. What am I, a Jewish secret agent?”
Vanya’s father listened silently, his face as smooth, weathered, and blank as parchment. Vanya’s mother, who was merely hovering near the conversation rather than taking part in it, seemed to be having a little trouble keeping herself from smiling. In amusement? If so, at what? At Vanya? At her husband’s sudden discovery of their intense commitment to Judaism?
Whatever the cause of her almost-smile, Vanya did not want to be ridiculous. Even at the age of ten, dignity was important to him. He calmed himself, spoke in more measured tones. “We eat pork,” he pointed out. “Rak. Caviar.”
“I think Jews can eat caviar,” offered his mother helpfully.
“I hear them whispering, calling me zhid, they say they only want to race with Russians, I can’t even run with them,” said Vanya. “I’ve always been the fastest runner, the best hurdler, and yesterday they wouldn’t even let me keep time. And it’s my stopwatch!”
“Mine, actually,” said Father.
“The principal won’t let me sit in class with the other children because I’m not a Russian or a Ukrainian, I’m a disloyal foreigner, a Jew. So why don’t I know how to speak Hebrew? You change everything else, why not that?”
Father looked up toward the ceiling.
“What is that look, Father? Prayer? All these years, whenever I talk too much, you look at the ceiling—were you talking to God then?”
Father turned his gaze to Vanya. His eyes were heavy—scholar’s eyes, baggy and soft from always peering through lenses at a thousand hectares of printed words. “I have listened to you,” he said. “Ten years old, a boy who thinks he’s so brilliant, he rails on and on, showing no respect for his father, no trust. I do it all for your sake.”
“And for God’s,” offered Mother. Was she being ironic? Vanya had never been able to guess about Mother.
“For you I do this,” said Father. “You think I did it for me? My work is here in Russia, the old manuscripts. What I need from other countries is sent to me because of the respect I’ve earned. I make a good living.”
“Made,” said Mother.
For the first time it occurred to Vanya that if he was cut out of school classes, Father’s punishment might be even more dire. “You lost your place at the university?”
Father shrugged. “My students will still come to me.”
“If they can find you,” said Mother. Still that strange smile.
“They’ll find me! Or not!” cried Father. “We’ll eat or not! But we will get Vanya—Itzak—out of this country so he grows up in a place where this mouth of his, this disrespect for everyone that doesn’t measure up to his lofty standards, where they will call it creativity or cleverness or rock and roll!”
“Rock and roll is music,” said Vanya.
“Prokofiev is music, Stravinski is music, Tchaikovski and Borodin and Rimski-Korsakov and even Rachmaninov, they are music. Rock and roll is smart boys with no respect, you are rock and roll. All the trouble you get into at school, you will never get into university with this attitude. Why are you the only child in Russia who doesn’t learn to bow his head to power?”
Father had asked this question at least a dozen times before, and this time as always, Vanya knew that his father was saying it more in pride than in consternation. Father liked the fact that Vanya spoke his mind. He encouraged it. So how did this become the reason for the family to declare itself Jewish and apply for a visa to Israel? “You make a decision without asking me, and it’s my fault?”
“I have to get you out of here, let you grow up in a free land,” said Father.
“Israel is a land of war and terrorism,” said Vanya. “They’ll make me a soldier and I’ll have to shoot down Palestinians and burn their houses.”
“None of that propaganda is true,” said Father. “And besides, it won’t matter. I can promise you that you will never be a soldier of Israel.”
Vanya was scornful for a moment, until it dawned on him why Father was so certain he wouldn’t be drafted into the Israeli military. “Once you get out of Russia, you aren’t going to Israel at all.”
Father sighed. “What you don’t know, you can’t tell.”
There was a knock at the door. Mother went to answer.
“Maybe here in Russia you aren’t in class for a while,” said Father. “And this nonsense of running, you’ll never be world champion, that’s for Africans. But your mind will be quick long after your legs slow down, and there are countries where you will be valued.”
“Which other countries?” asked Vanya.
Mother was letting somebody into the apartment.
“Maybe Germany. Maybe England. Canada, maybe.”
“America,” whispered Vanya.
“How do I know? It depends where there’s a university that wants an aging scholar of ancient Slavic literature.”
America. The enemy. The rival. The land of jeans and rock and roll, of crime and capitalism, of poverty and oppression. Of hope and freedom. All kinds of stories about America, from rumor, from the government press. It was 1975 and the Vietnam War had ended only a few years ago—America had bloody hands. But through all the propaganda, the rivalry, the envy, one message was constant: America was the most important country on earth. And that’s where Father wanted him to grow up. That’s why Mother’s Jewish relatives were suddenly the only ones who counted, they and Father’s grandmother on his mother’s side. To get them to America.
For a moment, Vanya almost understood.
Then Mother came back into the room. “He’s here.”
“Who’s here?” asked Vanya.
Father and Mother looked at him blankly.
“He’s called a mohel,” said Mother finally. Then they explained what this old Jewish man was going to do to Vanya’s penis.
Ten seconds later, Vanya was down the stairs, out on the street, running for his life, running in despair. He was not going to let a man take hold of his member and cut bits of it off just so he could get on a plane and fly to the land of cowboys. By the time he came home, the mohel was gone, and his parents said nothing about his abrupt departure. He took no false hope from this. In Vanya’s family, silence had never meant surrender, only tactical retreat.
 
Even without the mohel, though, Vanya continued to take solace in running. Isolated at school, resentful at home, cut off from romping with his friends, he took to the streets again and again, day after day, running, dodging, leaving behind him ever-grumpier mutters and shouts of Slow down! Watch your step! Show some respect! Crazy boy! To Vanya that was part of the music of the city.
Running was the way he dreamed. Having never been in control of his own life, his idea of freedom was simply to break free. He dreamed of being at the mercy of the wind, carried aloft and blown here and there, a life of true randomness instead of always being part of someone else’s purpose. Father’s earnest, inconvenient plans for him. Mother’s ironic vision of life as one prank after another, in the midst of which you did what was needed. What I need, Mother, is to kite myself up in the air and cut the string and fly untethered. What I need, Father, when you’re setting out the pieces for your living chess game, is to be left in the box.
Forget me!
But running couldn’t save him from anyone’s plans, in the end. Nor did it bring him freedom, for his parents, as always, took his little idiosyncrasies in stride. In fact they made it part of their story; he overheard them telling some of their new Jewish friends that they had to be patient with Itzak, he was between realities, having had the old one stolen from him and not yet ready to enter the new one. How did they think of these glib little encapsulations of his life?
Only when Father underwent the male ritual of obedience himself did Vanya realize that this Jewish business was not just something they were doing to their son. Father tried to go about his ordinary work but could not; though he said nothing, his pain and embarrassment at showing it made him almost silent.
Mother, ever supportive, said nothing even to refer to what the mohel had done to her husband, but Vanya thought he detected a slight smirk on her face when Father asked her to fetch him something that ordinarily he would get up and find for himself. He wondered briefly if this meant that Mother thought the whole enterprise of believing in God was amusing, but as Father’s wound healed and life returned to what passed for normal these days, Vanya began to suspect that, despite her irony, it was Mother who was a believer.
Perhaps she had been a believer all along, despite slathering the tangy, bacony lard on her bread like any other Russian. Father’s discovery of his Jewishness was part of an overall strategy; Mother simply knew who ran the universe. Father was forcing himself to act like a believer. Mother showed not a doubt that God really existed. She just wasn’t on speaking terms with him. “Six million Jews died from the Fascists,” she said to Father. “Your one voice, praying, is going to fill all that silence? When a child dies, do you comfort the parents by bringing them a puppy to take care of?”
Mother apparently believed not only in the idea of God, but also that he was the very same God who chose the Jews back when it was just Abraham carting his barren wife around with him, pretending she was his sister whenever some powerful man lusted after her.
That was a favorite story for Vanya, as Father insisted that they study Torah together, going over to the apartment of a rabbi and hearing him read the Hebrew and translate. As they walked home, they would talk about what they’d heard. “These guys are religious?” Vanya kept asking. “Judah sleeps with a prostitute on the road, only it turns out to be his daughter-in-law so it’s all right with God?”
The story of the circumcision of Shechem was Vanya’s turning point. Dinah, the daughter of Jacob, gets raped by the prince of Shechem. The prince wants to marry her and Jacob agrees that this would make everything all right, only Dinah’s twelve brothers are more interested in repairing the family’s wounded honor than in getting their sister married to a rich man with a throne in his future. So they tell the prince that he and all the men of his city have to be circumcised, and when the men are all lying there holding their handles and saying Ow, ow, ow, the sons of Jacob draw their swords and slaughter them all. At the end of that story, Vanya said to his father, “Maybe I’ll let the mohel do it to me.”
Father looked at him in utter consternation. “That story makes you want to be circumcised?”
Vanya shrugged.
“Is there any hope that you can explain to me why this makes sense?”
“I’m thinking about it, that’s all,” said Vanya. He would have explained it, if he could. Before the story he refused even to think about it; after the story, it became conceivable to him, and, once he could conceive of it, it soon became inevitable.
Later, running, he thought maybe he understood why that story changed his mind. Circumcision was a foolish, barbaric thing to do. But having the story of Shechem in Torah showed that God himself knew this. It’s barbaric, God seemed to be saying, and it hurts like hell, but I want you to do it. Make yourself weak, so somebody could come in and kill you and you’d just say, Thank you, I don’t want to live anyway because somebody cut off part of my privates.
He couldn’t explain this to his father. He just knew that as long as God recognized that it was a ludicrous thing to do, he could do it.
So for a few days Vanya didn’t run. And it turned out that by the time the circumcision healed so he could run again, they took the city out from under him. The American Congress had antagonized the Russian government by tying most-favored-nation status to Russia’s upping the number of Jews getting visas, and in reply the Russians cut the emigration of Jews down to nothing and started harassing them more. To Vanya’s family, this had very practical consequences. They lost their apartment.
For Father, it meant no more consultations with students, no more visits with his former colleagues at the university. It meant the shame of being utterly dependent on others for food and clothing for his family, for there was no job he could get.
Mother took it all in stride. “So we make bricks without straw,” she said. All his life Vanya remembered her making enigmatic comments like that. Only now he was reading Exodus and he got the reference and realized: Mother really is a Jew! She’s been talking to us as if we were all Jews my whole life, only I didn’t get it. And for the first time Vanya wondered if maybe this whole thing might not be her plan, only she was so good at it that she had gotten Father to think of it himself, for his own very logical, unreligious reasons. Don’t become a practicing Jew because God commands it, become one so you can get your son a good life in America. Could she possibly be that sneaky?
For a week, they camped in the homes of several Jews who had no room for them. It couldn’t last for long, this life, partly because the crowding was so uncomfortable, and partly because it was so obvious that, compared to these lifelong followers of the Law, Vanya and his parents were dilettantes at Judaism. Father and Vanya hacked at Hebrew, struggled to keep up with the prayers, and looked blankly a hundred times a day when words and phrases were said that meant nothing to them.
Mother seemed untroubled by such problems, since she had lived for a couple of years with her mother’s parents, who kept all the holidays, the two kitchens, the prayers, the differentiation of women and men. Yet Vanya saw that she, too, seemed more amused than involved in the life of these homes, and the women of these households seemed even more wary of her than the men were of Father.
Finally it wasn’t a Jew at all, but a second cousin (grandson of Father’s grandfather’s brother, as they painstakingly explained to Vanya), who took them in for the potentially long wait for an exit visa. Cousin Marek had a dairy farm in the foothills of the Carpathian Mountains, in a region that had been part of Poland between the wars, and so escaped Stalin’s savage collectivization of the freehold farmers of Ukraine. Because this hill country was remote, strategically unimportant, and thinly populated, Communism here was mostly window dressing. Technically Cousin Marek’s dairy herd was merely a portion of the herd belonging to the farflung dairy collective; in actual practice, they were his cows, to be bred and cared for as he wished. A good portion of the milk and cheese they produced didn’t quite make its way into the state-run dairy system. Instead, it was bartered here and there for goods and services, and now and then for hard Western currency. Cousin Marek had the room, the independent attitude, and enough surplus to take in a few hapless cousins who had decided to become Jews in order to get to the West.
“The country life will be good for you, Vanya,” said Father, though the sour expression on his face suggested that he had not yet thought of a way that the country life would be good for him. What Cousin Marek did not have was a university within three hours’ travel. If Father was to lecture, he’d have to find a subject matter interesting to cows.
As for Vanya, though, Father was right. The country life was good for him. The chores were hard, for though Cousin Marek was a pleasant man, he nevertheless expected that everyone on the farm would work every day, and give full measure. But Vanya got used to labor quickly enough, not to mention the country food, the whole milk, the coarser, crustier, more floury bread they made in this part of Ukraine. The farm was good; but what he came to love lay beyond the farm. For in this backwater, some remnant of the old forests of Europe still survived.
“This is the rodina, the original homeland,” Father told him. “Where the old Slavs hid while the Goths passed through, and the Huns. And then they were gone and we fanned out into the plain and left these hills to the wolves and bears.” Our land. Father still thought like a Russian, not like a Jew.
What did Vanya care, at his age, about the original Russia? All he knew was that the country roads went on forever without traffic, and with grass growing where the wheels didn’t make their ruts; and the trees grew large and ancient in the steep-sided hollows of the hills where no one had bothered to cut them down; and birdsong didn’t have to fight to be heard above honking cars and roaring engines. Someone had spilled a milkpail of stars across the sky, and at night when there was no moon it was so dark you could bump into walls just trying to find the door of the house. It wasn’t really wild country, but to Vanya, a city boy, an apartment dweller, it was a place of magic and dreams, like the paintings of Shishkin; Vanya half-expected to see bear cubs in the trees.
This was the place where all the fairy tales of his childhood must have taken place—the land of Prince Ivan, the grey wolf, the firebird; of Koshchei the Deathless, of Mikola Mozhaiski, of Baba Yaga the witch. And, because he came here about the same time as his first reading of Torah, he also pictured the wanderings of Abraham and Jacob and the children of Israel in this green place. He knew it was absurd—Palestine was hot and dry, the Sinai was stone and sand. But couldn’t he picture the sons of Jacob coming back from herding sheep in these hills, to show their father the torn and bloody many-colored coat? Wasn’t it from these hills that Abraham charged forth to do battle for the cities of the plain?
He couldn’t fly here, either, but he could run until he was so exhausted and lightheaded that it felt as if he had flown. And then he grew bolder, and left the roads and tracks, searching for the most ancient and lost parts of the forest. Hours he’d be gone, exploring, until Mother grew worried. “You fall down a slope, you break your leg, nobody knows where you are, you die out there alone, is that your plan?” But Father and Mother must have discussed it together and decided to trust in his good sense and perhaps in the watchfulness of God, for they continued to allow him his freedom. Maybe they were simply counting on the visa to come and get him back to some American city where they could hide in their apartment from the gangsters’ bullets and the rioting Africans that they always heard about.
If the visa had come one day earlier, Vanya wouldn’t have found the clearing, the lake of leaves.
 
He came upon it in the midst of a forest so old that there was little underbrush—the canopy of leaves overhead was so dense that it was perpetually dusk at ground level, and nothing but a few hardy grasses and vines could thrive. So it felt as if you could see forever between the tree trunks, until finally enough trunks blocked the way or it grew dark and murky enough that you could no longer see beyond. The ground was carpeted with leaves so thick that it made the forest floor almost like a trampoline. Vanya began loping along just to enjoy the bouncy feel of the ground. Like walking on the moon, if the Americans really had landed there. Leap, bounce, leap, bounce. Of course, on the moon there were no tree limbs, and when Vanya banged his head into one, it knocked him down and left him feeling weak and dizzy.
This is what Mother warned me about. I’ll get a concussion, I’ll fall down in convulsions, and my body won’t be found until a dog drags some part of me onto somebody’s farm. Probably the circumcised part of me, and they’ll have to call in a mohel to identify it. Definitely the boy Itzak Shlomo—on your records as Ivan Petrovich Smetski. A good runner, but apparently not bright enough to look out for trees. Sorry, but he was too stupid to go on living. That’s just the way natural selection works. And Father would shake his head and say, He should have been in Israel, where there are no trees.
After a while, though, his head cleared, and he went back to bounding through the forest. Now, though, he looked up, scouting for low limbs, and that’s how he realized he had found a clearing—not because of the bright sunlight that made the place a sudden island of day in the midst of the forest twilight, but because suddenly there were no more branches.
He stopped short at the edge of the clearing and looked around. Shouldn’t it be a meadow here, where the sun could shine? Tall grass and wildflowers, that’s what it should be. But instead it was just like the forest floor, dead leaves thickly carpeting the undulating surface of the clearing. Nothing alive there.
What could be so poisonous in the ground here that neither trees nor grass could grow here? It had to be something artificial, because the clearing was so perfectly round.
A slight breeze stirred a few of the leaves in the clearing. A few blew away from the rise in the center of the clearing, and now it looked to Vanya as if it was not a rock or some machine, for the shape under the leaves undulated like the lines of a human body. And there, where the head should be, was that a human face just visible?
Another leaf drifted away. It had to be a face. A woman asleep. Had she gathered leaves around her, to cover her? Or was she injured, lying here so long that the leaves had gathered. Was she dead? Was the skin stretched taut across the cheekbones like a mummy? From this distance, he could not see. And a part of him did not want to see, wanted instead to run away and hide, because if she was dead then for the first time his dreams of tragedy would come true, and he did not want them to be true, he realized now. He did not want to clear the leaves away and find a dead woman who had merely been running through the woods and hit her head on a limb and managed to stagger into the midst of this clearing, hoping that she could signal some passing airplane, only she fell unconscious and died and . . .
He wanted to run away, but he also wanted to see her, to touch her; if she was dead, then to see death, to touch it.
He raised his foot to take a step into the clearing.
Though his movement was ordinary, the leaves swirled away from his foot as if he had stirred a whirlwind, and to his shock he realized that this clearing was not like the forest floor at all. For the leaves swirled deeper and deeper, clearing away from his feet to reveal that he was standing at the edge of a precipice.
This was no clearing, this was a deep basin, a round pit cut deeply into the earth. How deep it was, he couldn’t guess, for the leaves still swirled away, deeper, deeper, and the wind that had arisen from the movement of his leg carried them up and away, twisting into the sky like a pillar of smoke.
If that was a woman lying there, then she must be lying on a pedestal arising from the center of this deep hollow. Women who bumped their heads into tree limbs did not climb down a precipice like this and climb up a tower in the middle. Something else was going on here, something darker. She must have been murdered.
He looked at her again, but now many of the leaves that had blown up from Vanya’s feet were coming to rest, and he couldn’t quite see her face. No, there it was, or where it should have been. But no face now, just leaves.
I imagined it, he thought. It was that leaf—I thought it was a nose. There’s no woman there. Just a strange rock formation. And a pit in the middle of the forest that had filled with leaves. Maybe it was the crater from an old meteor strike. That would make sense.
As he stood there, imagining the impact of a stone from space, something moved on the far side of the clearing. Or rather, it moved under the far side of the clearing, for he saw only that the leaves began to churn in one particular place, and then the churning moved around the circle, heading toward him.
A creature that lived in this hollow, under the leaves like a sea serpent under the waves. A terrestrial octopus that will come near me and throw a tentacle up onto the shore and drag me down under the leaves and eat me, casting only my indigestible head up onto the center pedestal, where it would eventually lure some other wanderer to step off into the pit to be devoured in his turn.
The churning under the leaves came closer. In the battle between Vanya’s curiosity and his morbid imagination, the imagination finally won. He turned and ran, no longer bounding over the forest floor, but trying to dig in and put on speed. Of course this meant that his feet kept losing purchase as leaves slipped under them, and he fell several times until he was covered with leafmold and dirt, with bits of old leaves in his hair.
Where was the road? Was the creature from the pit following him through the forest? He was lost, it would turn to night and the monster would find him by his smell and devour him slowly, from the feet up . . .
There was the road. Not that far, really. Or he had run faster and longer than he thought. On the familiar road, with the afternoon sun still shining on him, he felt safer. He jogged along, then walked the last bit to Cousin Marek’s farm.
 
Vanya never got a chance to tell about his adventure. Mother took one look at him and ordered him to bathe immediately, they’d been searching high and low for him, there was almost no time at all to get ready, where had he been? The visas had come through suddenly, the flight would leave in two days, they had to drive tonight to get to the train station so they could get to Kiev in time to catch the airplane to Austria.
Eventually, when they had time to relax a little, sitting on the plane as it flew to Vienna, Vanya didn’t bother to tell them about his childish scare in the woods. What would it matter? He’d never see those woods again. Once you left Russia there was no going back. Even if you had left a mystery behind you in the ancient forest. It would just have to live on in his memory, a question never to be answered. Or, more likely, the memory of a childish scare that he had worked himself into because he always imagined such dramatic things.
By the time the plane landed in Vienna and the reporters flashed their lightbulbs and pointed TV cameras at them and the officials inspected their visas and various people descended on them to insist that his parents go to Israel as they promised or to inform them that they had the right to do whatever they wanted, now that they were in the free world—by this point, Vanya had persuaded himself that there was never a human face in the clearing, the pit was not as deep as he imagined, and the churning of the leaves had been the wind or perhaps a rabbit burrowing its way through. No peril. No murder. No mystery. Nothing to wonder about.
No reason for it to keep cropping up in his dreams, haunting his childhood and adolescence. But dreams don’t come from reason. And even as he told himself that nothing had happened in the woods that day, he knew that something had happened, and now he would never know what the clearing was, or what might have happened had he stayed.

2
True Love
So Father’s plan had worked after all. When they arrived in Vienna, it was a matter of a few hours’ paperwork to confirm his appointment as a professor of Slavic languages at Mohegan University in western New York, where he would join a distinguished language faculty, the Russian jewel in a polyglot crown. Soon the family was established in what seemed to them a spacious house with a wild garden that led down to the shore of Lake Olalaga—which quickly became the familiar Olya, the common nickname for Olga, and sometimes, in whimsical moods, Olya-Olen’ka, as if the lake were a character in a folktale.
Raised on stories of America—and especially New York—being a jumble of slums and pollution, Vanya found the woods and farms and rolling hills of western New York to be a miracle. But none of the woods was half so ancient or dangerous-seeming as the forest around Cousin Marek’s farm, and Vanya soon found that America might be an exciting place to arrive, but living there could become, in time, as boring as anything else.
Yet his father was satisfied. Vanya reached America young enough to become truly bilingual, quickly learning to speak English without a foreign accent, and taking to the way Americans pronounced his name—Ívan instead of Iván—eye-vun instead of ee-vahn—so readily that it was soon the name he used for himself, with Vanya surviving only as his family’s nickname for him.
His father and mother were not so linguistically fortunate—Father would never lose his guttural Russian accent, and Mother made no effort to progress beyond American money and the names of items at the grocery store. It meant that Mother’s world barely reached beyond their house, and, though Father lectured at other colleges and enjoyed his students, he, too, centered his life around his son.
Ivan felt the pressure of his parents’ sacrifice every day of his life. They did not speak of it; they didn’t have to. Ivan did his best to take advantage of the opportunities his father and mother had given him, working hard at his schoolwork and studying many other things besides. They had no cause to complain of him. And when he was tempted to protest their sometimes heavy-handed regulation of his life, he remembered what they had given up for him. Friends, relatives, their native land.
Ivan’s respite from his parents’ expectations was the same one he had found in Russia: He ran. And when he got old enough for high school athletics, he not only continued with long-distance running, he also took up all the games of the decathlon. Javelin, hurdles, discus, sprints—he was sometimes the best at one or another, but what set him apart from the rest of the track team was his consistency: His combined score was always good, and he was always in contention at every meet. He lettered three years at Tantalus High, and when he began to attend Mohegan University, he made their track team easily.
His parents and their friends never understood his need for athletics. Some even seemed to think it was funny—a Jewish athlete?—until Ivan coldly pointed out that Israel didn’t bring in Christians to fill out its Olympic team. Only once, near the end of Ivan’s junior year in high school, did Father suggest that the time wasted on athletics would be better spent refining his mind. “The body goes by the time you’re forty, but the mind continues—so why invest in the part that cannot last? It isn’t possible to divide your interests this way and do well at anything.” Ivan’s reply was to skip a day of finals while he ran all the way around Lake Olya. He ended up having to do makeup work that summer to stay on track for graduation; Father never again suggested that he give up sports.
But Ivan was not really rejecting his father. During Ivan’s years at the university, he gravitated to history, languages, and folklore; when he entered graduate school, he became his father’s most apt pupil. Together they immersed themselves in the oldest dialects of Ukrainian, Bulgarian, and Serbian. For one year they even conducted all their conversations in Old Church Slavonic, lapsing into Russian or English only when the vocabulary didn’t allow a modern thought to be expressed.
Everyone could see how proud Father was at Ivan’s exceptional performance—several papers published in first-rate journals even before he entered the graduate program—but what they never were was close. Not as Ivan imagined American fathers and sons were close. Ivan did not speak to his father about his dreams, his yearnings, his frustrations, his hopes. He certainly never mentioned that he still had nightmares about a circular chasm in the forest, where some unnameable creature stirred under the leaves.
Nor did Ivan speak much more readily to Mother—but Mother seemed to know most of his feelings anyway, or guess, or perhaps invent them. When he was in high school he would come home smitten with love for this or that girl, and Mother would know it even though he said nothing. “Who is she?” she’d ask. When he told her—and it was always easier just to tell—she would study his face and say, “It isn’t love.”
The first few times he insisted that it was too love, and what did she know, being old, with true love long since replaced by habit? But over time he learned to accept her assessment. Especially when, now and then, she would say, “Oh, poor boy, it is love this time, and she’s going to hurt you.” To his grief, she was never wrong.
“How do you know?” he demanded once.
“Your face is an open book to me.”
“No, really.”
“I’m a witch, I know these things.”
“Mother, I’m serious.”
“If you won’t listen to my answers, why do you ask me questions?”
Then, when he was twenty-four, the Berlin Wall came down. The family watched everything on television. As he switched off the set, Father said, “Now you can go back to Russia to do your research for your dissertation.”
“My dissertation doesn’t require research with sources inside Russia.”
“So change your topic,” said Father. “Are you crazy? Don’t you want to go back?”
Yes, he wanted to go back. But not for research. He wanted to go back because he still saw a certain leaf-covered clearing in his dreams, and the face of a woman, and a monster in a chasm; and for the same reason, he did not want to go, because he was afraid that the place didn’t exist, and because he was afraid that maybe it did.
So he spent the rest of the year finishing up his classwork and passing his comprehensives. Then another year of groundwork research for his dissertation and it was late July of 1991, only six weeks before his ticket back to Kiev. Naturally, that was when he met Ruth Meyer.
She was the daughter of a doctor in Ithaca, a couple of lakes away in western New York. They met at a Presbyterian wedding—the groom was a friend of Ivan’s from the track team in college, the bride a roommate of Ruth’s. They reached for the same hors d’oeuvre on a plate and within a few minutes stood outside on the porch of the house, watching a thunderstorm come in from the southwest. By the time the rain came they were holding hands.
“Say something to me in Old Russian,” she said.
Old Russian was too modern for him. In Old Church Slavonic, he said, “You are beautiful and wise and I intend to marry you.”
She closed her eyes as if in ecstasy. “I love it that you speak a language to me that no other woman will ever hear from you.”
“But you don’t understand it,” he pointed out.
“Yes I do,” said Ruth, her eyes still closed.
He laughed; but what if she had understood? “What did I say?”
“You told me that you hoped I’d fall in love with you.”
“No I didn’t.” But his embarrassed laugh was a confession that she had come rather close to the mark.
“Yes you did,” she said, opening her eyes. “Everything you do says that.”
After the wedding, Ivan came home to his mother and sat down across from her in the living room. After a few moments she looked up at him.
“Well?” he said. “Is it love, or is it nothing?”
Her expression solemn, Mother said, “It’s definitely something.”
“I’m going to marry her,” he announced.
“Does she know this?”
“She knows everything,” he said. “She knows what I think as I’m thinking it.”
“If only she knew before you thought it, you’d never have to think again.”
“I’m serious, Mother,” he said.
“And I’m not?”
“Don’t tease me. This is love.”
By now Father was in the room; there’s something about the mention of marriage that brings parents, no matter what they were doing. “What, you fall in love now, when you’re about to leave the country for a year?”
“Maybe I can postpone the trip,” said Ivan, knowing as he said it that it was a stupid idea.
“That’s good, marry now when you don’t have a doctor’s degree,” said Father. “Her father plans to support you?”
“I know, I have to go. But I hate waiting,” said Ivan.
“Learn patience,” said Father.
“In Russia you learn patience,” said Ivan. “In America you learn action.”
“So it’s a good thing you’re going to Russia,” said Father. “Patience is useful much more often, and you especially need to learn it if you plan to have children.”
Ivan laughed giddily at the idea. “I’m going to be such a good father!” he cried.
“And why not?” asked Mother. “You learned from the best.”
“Of course I did,” he said. “Both of you. You did the best you could with a strange kid like me.”
“I’m glad you understand,” said Mother. That wry smile. Was it possible she wasn’t joking? That she had never been joking?
During the weeks before he flew to Kiev, he spent more time in Ithaca than in Tantalus. His mother seemed sad or worried whenever he saw her, which wasn’t often. One time, concerned about her, he said, “You’re not losing me, Mother. I’m in love.”
“I never had you,” she said, “not since you escaped from the womb.” She looked away from him.
“What is it, then?”
“Have you told her your Jewish name?” she asked, changing the subject.
“Oh, right, Itzak Shlomo,” he said. “It hasn’t come up. Does it matter?”
“Don’t do it,” she said.
“Don’t what? Tell her my Jewish name? Why would I? Why shouldn’t I?”
She rolled her eyes. “I’m such a fool. Now you will, because I asked you not to.”
“When would it come up? Why does it matter? I haven’t used the name since we came here. Our synagogue is Conservative, so is theirs, nobody cares if I have a gentile name.”
Mother gripped his arms and spoke fiercely, for once without a smile. “You can’t marry her,” she said.
“What are you talking about? We’re definitely not first cousins, if that’s what you’re worried about.”
“You remember the story of the Sky, the Rat, and the Well?”
Of course he did. It was a tale she had told him as a child, and he studied it again in folklore class. A not-so-nice rabbinical student rescues a young woman from a well, but only after she promises to sleep with him. Once she’s out of the well, she insists that he promise to marry her, so that they are betrothed. Their only witnesses are the sky, the well, and a passing rat. Back home, he forgets his promise and marries someone else, while she turns down suitor after suitor until she finally pretends to go mad in order to make them go away. Then his first two children die, one bitten by a diseased rat, the other from falling down a well. He remembers the witnesses to his betrothal and confesses to his wife; she does not condemn him, but insists that they divorce peacefully so he can go and honor his promise to the young woman. So that’s how it happens that he ends up keeping his word after all. The moral of the story was to keep your oaths because God is always your witness, but Ivan for the life of him couldn’t figure out what she was getting at.
“I’m not betrothed to anyone else but Ruth,” he said.
“You think I don’t know that?” she said. “But there’s something.”
“Something what?”
“I dreamed about that story.”
“This is about a dream?”
“You were the man and Ruth was the one he never should have married. Vanya, it won’t work out. This is not the right girl for you.”
“Mother, she is, you just have to trust me on this.” Impulsively he bent down and kissed his mother’s cheek. “I love you, Mother,” he said.
When he stood straight again, he saw that tears dripped down her cheeks. He realized that it was the first time he had kissed his mother in years, the first time he told her he loved her since—maybe since he was eight or nine. Or younger.
But she wasn’t crying because of his kiss. “Do what you do,” said Mother softly. “When the time comes, you must trust me.”
“What time? What is this, a game of riddles?”
She shook her head, turned away from him, and left the room.
Of course he told Ruth all about the conversation. “Why shouldn’t I know your Jewish name?” asked Ruth, shaking her head, laughing.
“It’s not like it was my real name,” said Ivan. “I never even heard it until we were about to emigrate. We aren’t very good Jews, you know.”
“Oh, I know,” she said. “As I recall, at Denise’s wedding you were reaching for a shrimp.”
“So were you,” he said. “But I’m the one that got it.”
She raised an eyebrow. “I was reaching for you,” she said. “So I got mine, too.”
He laughed with her, but he didn’t really like the joke. Their meeting was pure chance, or so he had always thought. But now she had raised another possibility, and he didn’t care for it. Was I set up? If she manipulated that, what else might she have plotted?
No, no, that was complete nonsense, he told himself. It was Mother’s weird objection, that’s what made him suspicious. And besides, what if she had plotted to meet him? He should be insulted? Beautiful, intelligent girl maneuvers to meet awkward, penniless grad student—how often did that happen? Oh, all the time—in grad students’ dreams.
Mother was so eager for him to get out of New York—and away from Ruth—that for the last week he had to keep asking her for clothes each morning because she had already packed everything. “I don’t need to take all my clothes with me,” he said. “I’m a student. Everyone will expect me to wear shirts for several days between washings.” She shrugged and gave him a shirt—but from her ironing, not from his luggage.
All of Ruth’s family came to the airport at Rochester to see him off, and so did Father. But Mother wasn’t there, and that made Ivan a little angry and a little sad. All these years, he had thought that Mother’s amused smile was because she was secretly smarter than Ivan or Father. But now it turned out that she was superstitious, troubled by dreams and folktales. He felt cheated. He felt that Mother had been cheated, too, not to be educated better than that. Was that something she picked up from her Jewish grandparents? Or was it deeper than that? Not to see her son off on a trip that would take at least six months—it wasn’t right.
But he had other things to worry about. Being jovial with Ruth’s mother and father, saying good-bye in restrained and manly fashion to his father, and then prying Ruth away as she clung to him, weeping, kissing him again and again. “I feel like I’ve died or something,” he said. She only cried harder. That had been a stupid thing to say, as he was about to board a plane.
After all her mother’s remonstrances and her father’s patient instructions to let the boy go, it was Ivan’s father who was finally able to lead her away so Ivan could get on the plane. He loved Ruth, yes, and his family, and her parents, too, but as he walked down the tube to the plane, he felt a burden sliding off his shoulders. His step had a jaunty bounce to it.
Why should he feel like that, suddenly lighter, suddenly free? If anything, this journey was a burden. Whatever he was able to accomplish in his research would be the foundation of his career, his whole future. When he came back, he would become a graduate and a husband, which meant that his childhood was truly over. But he would still be hanging fire until he became a professor and a father. That was when his adulthood would begin. The real burdens of life. That’s what I’m beginning with this trip to Russia.
Only when he was belted into his seat and the plane pulled back from the gate did it occur to him why he felt so free. Coming to America, all the burden of his parents’ hopes and dreams had been put onto his shoulders. Now he was heading back to Russia, where he had not had such burdens, or at least had not been aware of them. Russia might have been a place of repression for most people, but for him, as a child, it was a place of freedom, as America had never been.
Before we are citizens, he thought, we are children, and it is as children that we come to understand freedom and authority, liberty and duty. I have done my duty. I have bowed to authority. Mostly. And now, like Russia, I can set aside those burdens for a little while and see what happens.

3
Chasm
In these heady days of revolutionary change, it was hard for Ivan to concentrate on his research. The manuscripts had been sitting for hundreds of years in the churches or museums, the transcripts and photocopies for decades in the libraries. They could wait, couldn’t they? For there were cafés springing up everywhere, full of conversations, discussions, arguments about Ukrainian independence; about whether Russian nationals should be expelled, given full citizenship, or something in between; about the low quality of the foreign books that were glutting the market now that restrictions had eased; about what America would or would not do to help the new nation of Ukraine; whether prices should remain under strict control or be allowed to inflate until they stabilized at “natural” levels; and on and on.
In all these conversations Ivan was something of a celebrity—an American who spoke Russian fluently and even understood the Ukrainian language, which was patriotically being forced into duty even in intellectual discussions that used to be solely the province of Russian. He had the money to pay for coffee, and often paid for stronger drinks as well. He didn’t drink alcohol himself, however—as an athlete, he had ostentatiously not acquired his father’s vodka habit. But no one pushed it on him; he could drink or not drink as he pleased, especially when he was paying.
Not that these conversations were at a particularly high level. They were just neighborhood chats and gossip and rants and diatribes. But that was the point. At the university, he would still be his father’s son; in the cafés, he was himself, listened to for his own sake.
Or was it for the sake of his money? Or his Americanness? Or just good manners? Did it even matter? After enough weeks of this, Ivan began to weary of the constant conversation. No one’s opinions had changed, nothing important was being decided, and Ivan was sick of the sound of his own voice, pontificating as if being American or a graduate student gave him some special expertise.
He began to spend more time with the manuscripts, doing his research, laying the groundwork for his dissertation. It was a mad project, he soon realized—trying to reconstruct the earliest versions of the fairy tales described in the Afanasyev collection in order to determine whether Propp’s theory that all fairy tales in Russian were, structurally, a single fairy tale was (1) true or false and, if true, (2) rooted in some inborn psychologically true ur-tale or in some exceptionally powerful story inherent in Russian culture. The project was mad because it was too large and included too much, because it was unprovable even if he found an answer, and because there probably was no answer to be found. Why hadn’t anyone on his dissertation committee told him that the subject was impossible to deal with? Probably because they didn’t realize it themselves. Or because, if it could be done, they wanted to see the results.
And then, in the midst of his despair, he began to see connections and make reconstructions. Of course his reconstructions might be merely a projection of Propp’s thesis onto the material, in which case he was proving nothing; but he knew—he knew—that his reconstructions were not nonsensical, and they did tend to coalesce toward the pure structure Propp had devised. He was onto something, and so the research became interesting for its own sake.
Bleary-eyed, he would rise from the table when the library or museum closed, stuff his notebooks and notecards into his briefcase, and walk home through the dark streets, the gathering cold. He would collapse into bed in his tiny room, sublet from a professor of Chinese who never intruded on his privacy. Then he’d rise in the morning, his eyes still aching from the concentration of the day before, and, pausing only for a hunk of bread and a cup of coffee, return to the museum to resume again. The harder he worked, the sooner he’d be done.
That was how the autumn passed, and the winter. Shortages of coal and oil made the bitter cold even harder to bear, but, like Bob Cratchit, Ivan simply bundled up and scribbled away regardless of the chill in every building in Kiev. He was so immersed in his work that sometimes he didn’t even read his mail from home—not from Mother, not from Father, not from Ruth. It would sit in a pile until finally, on a Sunday when the library opened later, he would realize how long he’d gone without contact from home and open all the letters in a binge of homesickness. Then he’d scribble hurried and unsatisfactory answers to all of them. What was there to say? His life was within walls, under artificial lights, with row on endless row of Cyrillic characters in old-fashioned handwriting shimmering in front of his eyes. What could he possibly tell them? Ate bread today. And cheese. Drank too much coffee. A dull headache all day. It was cold. The manuscript was indecipherable or trivial or not as old as they claimed. The librarian was friendly, icy, flirtatious, incompetent. The work will never end, I wish I could see you, thank you for writing to me even when I’m so unfaithful about writing back.
And then one day it wasn’t cold. Leaves were budding on the trees. Ukrainians in shirtsleeves flooded the streets of Kiev, taking the sun, carrying sprigs of purple lilacs with them in celebration of spring. How ironic. Just when the season was about to make life in Kiev worth living again, Ivan realized he had accomplished all that he needed to do in Russia. Everything else could be worked out on his own, without further reference to the manuscripts. Time to go home.
Funny, though. As soon as he thought of going home, it wasn’t Tantalus he thought of, or the shores of Lake Olya, or his mother’s face, or sweet Ruth’s embrace.
Instead he thought of a farm in the foothills of the Carpathians, with wild forest just beyond the cultivated fields. The face he saw was Cousin Marek’s, and what his body yearned for was not the loving embrace of a woman, but rather to hold the tools of the farm and labor until sweat poured off him and he could fall into bed every night physically spent, and rise in the morning to face a day filled with a thousand kinds of life.
Even as memories of the place flooded back to him, Ivan realized that there was key information he had never known as a child. The name of the town where he would have to transfer from train to bus, and from bus to whatever ride he could get on the road to . . . what village? He had no idea how to tell a driver his destination. He didn’t even know Cousin Marek’s last name.
Oh well. It was just a whim.
But it was a whim that wouldn’t go away. After months of barely writing to them, it was absurd to call his parents over this unscheduled side trip. But he picked up the phone and talked and waited his way through the half hour it took to make the connection.
“You want to go back there?” asked Father. “What for?”
“To see the place again,” said Ivan. “I have fond memories.”
“This must be a new meaning of the word fond. I still have backaches from that place. The calluses haven’t healed yet.”
“Mine have,” said Ivan. “I wish they hadn’t. Sometimes I think I was freer on that farm than . . . well, no, I guess not. Anyway, I haven’t spent that much on food or whatever, so I’ve got plenty of money left for a trip. Does Marek have a phone?”
“Not that I know the number anymore,” said Father.
“Then ask Mother, you know she’ll have it squirreled away somewhere.”
“Oh, yes, I’ll love that conversation. ‘So, Vanya is all done with his research but he’s not coming home, he’s going to visit his cousin while his mother languishes. What should I expect from a son who doesn’t write to his parents? We can’t force him to love us—’ ”
Ivan laughed. “Mother’s not a whiner, Dad.”
“Not to you,” said Father. “I get a solo performance. And Ruth, she’ll be glad to hear that you can wait to see her—because you have to say hello to some cows.”
Ivan laughed again.
“You seem to think I’m joking.”
“No, Father, I just think you and Mother are funny.” Wrong thing to say. Father didn’t like to think he was amusing. “Sometimes,” Ivan added.
Unmollified, Father replied, “I’m glad to provide you with entertainment. Our ratings are low—one viewer—but the reviews of our performance are good enough maybe we’ll be renewed for another season . . .”
“Come on, Father, I want to pay a call on Cousin Marek. He took us in when we needed help, should I be this close and not make the effort?”
“Close?” said Father. “As close as New York is to Miami.”
“You’ve got the scale wrong,” said Ivan. “More like from Buffalo to Syracuse.”
“Tell me that again after four hours on the bus.”
“Call me back when you have the information?”
“No, Mother has it right here in the book.” Father gave him all the information and they said good-bye.
They refused to sell him a ticket at the train station until right before departure—inflation was too high to be able to lock in the price even the day before. Nor could they guarantee him that the bus would even be running. “Capitalism now,” said the ticket agent. “They only run the bus if there are enough passengers to pay for the fuel.”
That night, after half an hour of trying, he got through by telephone to Cousin Marek.
“Little Itzak?” Marek said.
“I use Ivan, mostly.” Ivan was a little surprised. Cousin Marek had always called him Vanya. Ivan didn’t remember that Marek had even known his Jewish name. But that was a long time ago, and perhaps the old farmer had been amused at this family of Russian intellectuals who suddenly decided to be Jews and then took up residence on a farm.
“You eating kosher?” asked Marek.
“No, not really,” said Ivan. “I mean, I avoid pork, lard, things like that.”
“No lard!” cried Marek. “What do you put on your bread?”
“Cheese, I hope,” laughed Ivan.
“All right, we’ll go out and pluck a few from the cheese tree.” Marek laughed at his own joke. “Come ahead, we’re glad to have you. I’ll find out when the bus is coming in and I’ll be there to meet you. I’m afraid all the cows you knew are long since knackered.”
“They didn’t like me anyway.”
“You weren’t much of a milker.”
“I’ll be no better now, I’m afraid, but I’ll do whatever you need. I . . . pole vault rather well.” It took him a moment to think of the Ukrainian word. Marek laughed.
That night, when Ivan was through packing, he was still too full of springtime to sleep. He went outside for a walk, but even that wasn’t enough. He began to jog, to run, dodging through the streets as he used to do as a child. When he was a child he had never been allowed outside to run at this time of night, and it surprised him how many people were still out and about. But it might not have been like that, before. Had there been closing laws for drinking establishments? Or a curfew? He wouldn’t have known, not at his age, or if he knew, he forgot.
In school in America he had picked up the American idea of life in the Soviet Union, even though he had lived there and knew it wasn’t all terror and poverty. But his memories of life in Kiev had faded, or retreated out of sight, anyway, to be replaced by the American version. And it was true, partly—the high-rises were all hideously ugly slabs of concrete with only the most slapdash attempts at aesthetics, as if socialism required that beauty be expunged from public life.
But the older parts of the city still had grace to them. He headed for the Staryy Horod, the old part of the city, and stopped only when he reached the Golden Gate, built in 1037. He touched the stone and brick columns, which had once stood in ruins but now were restored to something like their original form. When the Golden Gate was first built, and the little church atop the arch was still sheathed in the gilded copper that gave the gate its name, it was the center of Kiev, and Kiev was the center of the largest, most powerful kingdom in Europe. He imagined what it must have looked like then, with the stink and noise of medieval commerce in these streets. The trumpets blaring, and Prince Vladimir the Baptizer or Yaroslav the Wise riding with their retainers through the cheering throngs.
Ivan had no romantic notions of chivalry, of course—Russian legends, history, and folklore had never had an “Arthurian” period of anachronistic dreaming. The people lived in squalor and filth, by modern standards. The difference between the aristocracy and the lower classes was entirely expressed in the quality of clothing and the quantity of food. By his clothes a man was known; wealth was worn on a man’s body, and on the bodies of his womenfolk. So the cheering throngs would be wearing plainer colors, the traditional weave of these grasslands, while the prince and his people would be wearing silks from the East, looking for all the world like Oriental potentates—even though the princes were Scandinavians from the north, not Oriental at all. The wealth of Rus’—ancient Russia—was in trade, and the trade was in the fabrics and spices of the East.
So of course it would not be just the smell of dung and sweat and rotting fish and vegetables—there would be whiffs of the heady aromas of cinnamon, pepper, cumin, basil, savory, paprika. Ivan breathed deeply and almost believed that he could sense some lingering traces of the ancient days.
And with those breaths he was ready to move on. He ran down the hill into the Podil district, the area where he had grown up. Some old churches and monasteries remained, but most of the buildings dated from the 1800s. Running along these ever-more-familiar streets felt like coming home, and soon enough he found himself in the street where he had lived as a child. What came to him then was not history, but memory, and not memories of oppression or want, but rather of happiness with his parents, with his friends. Here was the postbox, here the spot where old Yuri Denisovich sat to take the sun every bright afternoon, and here was the place where Mother always came to bring treats to Baba Tila, an old Armenian or Georgian woman, somewhere foreign and mountainous and exotic, anyway. Every day or so, a little treat to the old lady. Did she still live here?
Ivan slowed, stopped in front of the building. His first thought was that he had no idea which room belonged to the old lady, since they had never gone inside. Baba Tila was always at the stoop, wasn’t she? No. She sat at the window right beside the stoop, so Mother climbed three steps and then handed the treat to Baba Tila through the window. Treats, Mother called them, but as often as not they were just leaves. For tea, Mother said, so that was a treat. But once it was dirt. Mother only looked at him with disgust when he laughed about it. “Baba Tila grows plants in her window box,” she said.
“But it’s just dirt. That’s not much of a treat, is it?”
He couldn’t remember how Mother answered. Perhaps she hadn’t. Perhaps she simply closed the box, took his hand, and went out for the walk. How old was he then? Three? Five? It was hard to remember. The visits to Baba Tila stopped when he went to school. Or no, probably they didn’t—Mother simply went without him, while he was in school.
A man of perhaps forty came up the street, just a little ahead of himself in the night’s drinking. He climbed the stoop, then paused at the door and looked back down at Ivan.
“You want somebody?” he said. “It’s late.”
“I used to know somebody who lived here,” he said. “Baba Tila. An old lady. That apartment, right in front.”
“Dead,” said the man.
“You knew her?”
“No,” he said. “But after she died nobody would rent the place. It was a pigsty, had a smell to it or something. It was empty when I moved in, but they didn’t even show it to me. I asked, too. Ground floor front—I could have used that. Stuck me three flights up in back.”
“Doesn’t matter,” said Ivan. “Childhood memory, that’s all.”
“Just so you’re not one of those damned burglars. Cause if I catch you breaking in I’ll shatter your bones, I hope you know that.”
“I’m an American student,” said Ivan. “No burglar.”
“American,” scoffed the man. “And I’m Chinese.” He went inside.
Ivan was flattered. He hadn’t lost his native accent, not a bit of it, if a suspicious man refused to believe he was a foreigner. Cool.
Ivan walked away, began to break into a jog, and then turned and went back and looked up again at Baba Tila’s window. He remembered that a couple of times when Mother brought him here, Baba Tila had not been home. Those times, Mother had left her gift on the windowsill, and then had reached up and taken something—he never saw what—concealed in the stones on the near side of the window, just out of sight from the steps. Remembering this, he had to reach up and feel the place where things had been concealed, touch the stones his mother had touched. And yes, of course there was the faintest tinge of a hope, a thrill of possible discovery: What if there was something hidden there for Mother after all these years, that he could bring home to her?
Ridiculous; but he could not resist the impulse. He stood on the top step and leaned over. It was an easy-enough reach—he was taller than his mother, after all, and she had not had to strain. His fingers skimmed along the surface of the stones that rose up the left edge of the window, then probed again into the cracks, into the gap between wooden window frame and stone wall.
And there was something. In a gap between, about where Mother’s hands had always reached, he felt a corner of something. He stroked it with his finger, once, twice, each time drawing the corner of it a little farther out. The third time, it emerged enough that he could grasp the corner, draw out the whole thing. A folded slip of paper. Damp, stained and weathered, mottled and rippled and warped by the reshaping of winters—how many of them? All the winters since Baba Tila died? Or all the winters since Mother had stopped coming to see her? Was this paper a message to Mother? Or to some other visitor who took Mother’s place?
He opened it. The writing was unreadable in the faint light available to him. It might not be readable at all. He refolded it and put it in his pocket, then jogged away, heading for his apartment.
There, under the bright light in the kitchen, he opened the note again, and found he could read it well enough, despite the streaking and staining of the paper. It was simple enough:
Deliver this message.
Simple, but recursive to the point of meaninglessness. Nothing else was written on the paper, so the instruction to deliver the message apparently was the message. But to whom was he to deliver it? And was he the intended message-bearer, anyway? Hardly likely. Maybe the paper had been attached to some other paper that had slipped farther back into the crevice. Or maybe it was part of a larger message which had been removed long ago, this little instructional note having been overlooked. But even as he thought of this, he knew it wasn’t true. If there was another message with this one, containing the message itself and the name of the person to whom it should be delivered, why would this cover note be needed? When one addresses an envelope and puts a stamp on it, one hardly needs to then attach a note to the envelope saying, “Deliver this letter.” One gives it to the postman and he does his job.
Who was the postman? What was the message? One thing was certain: Whoever was meant to be the messenger, whoever it was who might have made sense of this recursive note, had not picked up the message for many years. Indeed, all meaning was now utterly lost, and all that remained was this brief writing which might as well have been in Minoan Linear A for all the luck he would ever have in deciphering it.
But it was found in the place where Baba Tila left things for Mother, and Mother would want to have it. Ivan took the note and tucked it into his luggage, an inside pocket of the carryon bag. Even if he forgot it, it would be there when he got home, he’d find it again as he was unpacking, and he’d take it to Mother. Maybe she’d explain to him then who Baba Tila was and why she brought her gifts. Maybe she’d tell him what this message meant. Though, more than likely, Mother would simply go enigmatic on him, give him one of her inscrutable smiles, and tell him that if he didn’t already understand, he never would.
Women always said things like that, and it made him crazy. It’s as if every conversation with a woman was a test, and men always failed it, because they always lacked the key to the code and so they never quite understood what the conversation was really about. If, just once, the man could understand, really comprehend the whole of the conversation, then the perfect union between male and female would be possible. But instead men and women continued to cohabit, even to love each other, without ever quite crossing over the chasm of misunderstanding between them.
And I’m marrying Ruthie?
Well, why not? She loved him. He loved her. In the absence of understanding, that was as good a reason as any for living together and making babies and raising them up and throwing them out of the house and then going through the long slow decline together until one of them died and left the other alone again, understanding as little as ever about what their spouses really wanted, who they really were.
Was that tragedy? Or was that comedy?
Was there really any difference?
 
The semester had just ended, and Ruthie was over for a visit. Esther Smetski had liked her son’s fiancée from the start, but she hadn’t enjoyed spending time with her ever since she realized that Vanya mustn’t marry the girl. It wasn’t Ruthie’s fault, was it? Something Vanya had done. Something that happened to him that the boy himself didn’t understand, but he was encumbered, he wasn’t free to marry, and here was this girl with his ring, with a right to come to the Smetski house and cluck her tongue over what a bad correspondent Vanya was.
“My mother keeps saying, ‘He doesn’t act like a young man in love,’ and I have to keep explaining to her that he’s doing research, he’s buried, he spends all day writing and reading and he hardly wants to do more of it when the libraries close.” Ruthie’s voice sounded almost amused by the whole thing, but by now she had delivered this speech often enough that it no longer seemed to conceal wounded feelings. She really didn’t mind that much that Vanya didn’t write.
Piotr nodded and smiled mechanically. Esther knew from years of experience that Piotr only barely tolerated small talk, and when the small talk had already been said many times before, it was all he could do to keep from getting up and stalking out of the room and doing something productive. But for Vanya’s sake he smiled. He nodded.
“But he must write to you, Piotr,” said Ruthie. “About his research.”
Piotr. What a name for a Jew. Of course he had his Jewish name, taken when he converted, but his academic reputation had been established under the name Piotr Smetski, and he wasn’t about to make people switch to calling him Ruven Shlomo.
“No, not often,” said Piotr. “I’ll have plenty of time to hear about it when I look at drafts of his dissertation.” He smiled wryly.
As they talked for a few minutes about the work Vanya would have to do when he came home, Esther tuned out their conversation and thought about Vanya, about how strange it was that this other woman, this girl-child, should speak of her son so possessively, should speak of his future as if it were her own future. When I held him in my arms, when I whispered his true name into his ear for only God and me to hear and understand, I did not do it just to hand him over, a scant two decades or so later, to this American girl, this doctor’s daughter, this child of money, of imitation country clubs. There was majesty in the child, and only banality in this marriage.
Fool! she said to herself. Marriage is about banality. Its purpose is banality, to create an environment of surpassing safety and predictability for young children to grow up in, the foundation of life, the root of inner peace. What do I want for him, a troublesome, restless woman? A queen? She almost laughed at herself.
“Was that funny?” asked Ruthie, feigning perplexity.
“I’m sorry,” said Esther. “My mind wandered for a moment, and I was thinking of something else. What are we talking about?”
“Whatever it is, it looks like what you were thinking was more entertaining,” said Ruthie. “Tell us!”
“Yes, please,” said Piotr, his irony only barely concealed; what he meant was, please save me from having to talk to this person. Was this girl so stupid she couldn’t hear it? Piotr, you must not be snide in front of her. We’ll be listening to her for many years, unless Vanya acquires a sudden rush of wisdom.
“It’s hard for me sometimes,” said Esther. “Listening to English. I have to work so hard.”
“I wish my Russian were a little better,” said Ruthie.
“You have no Russian,” said Piotr, surprised. “Have you?”
“I can say palazhusta.”
“Pozhalusta,” Piotr corrected her. “Please.”
Ruthie laughed. “See? Even that I can’t get right. I’m afraid our children won’t be bilingual.”
But at the mention of children, she got a faraway look and glanced toward the window.
Something wrong with talking about children. Esther felt an alarm going off inside her. Suddenly the girl doesn’t want children. This is how God orders things. In all the old stories, when a man married a woman he had no right to marry, the marriage was barren. In the old days, the woman tried but couldn’t conceive or bear a child. These days, though, the woman can decide to be barren. But it amounts to the same thing, doesn’t it? Vanya must not marry this girl. If only he would listen to his mother.
“The way children talk these days,” said Piotr, “you’ll be lucky if they’re lingual at all.”
Esther leaned forward a little in her chair. Ruthie at once focused on her. She might not realize it consciously, but the girl knew she had let something slip, and she knew Esther had picked up on it. That was the way communication was among women, most of the time; few women realized it, but they all depended on it. “Women’s intuition” wasn’t intuition at all, it was heightened observation, unconscious registration of subtle clues. Ruthie knew that her mother-in-law didn’t want the marriage, and knew that somehow she had just given fuel to that cause; Ruthie knew this, but didn’t realize that she knew it. She simply felt uncomfortable, on edge, and she noticed more when she was conversing with her future mother-in-law. Esther didn’t need to be told any of this. She knew, because she had trained herself to know these things. It was a school at least as rigorous as any university, but there was no diploma, no extra title to add to her name. She simply knew things, and, unlike most women, knew exactly why and how she knew.
“Ruthie, you know you aren’t planning on having a lot of children,” said Esther. At once she softened the remark with a more general observation. “American girls don’t want so many children these days.”
“You only had the one,” said Ruthie, still smiling, but definitely on the defensive, with a remark like that.
Esther let her own ancient sorrow rise to the surface a little; her eyes watered. “Not for lack of desire,” she said. The emotion was real enough; choosing to show it at this moment, however, was entirely artificial. And it worked.
“Of course you wanted to fulfil your traditional role as a Jewish wife and mother,” said Ruthie. “That’s the religion of scarcity. You feel the obligation to produce sons to become rabbis, and daughters to give birth to more sons in the next generation.”
“Oh, is that all it is?” asked Esther.
“Of course there’s the biological imperative toward reproduction,” said Ruthie.
“Such big words,” murmured Esther. Piotr wasn’t entirely unobservant. He caught the irony in Esther’s voice and grew more alert to what Ruthie was saying.
“But in the feminine Judaism, in the loving Bible, you have only as many children as you need. Like Eve, with only two sons, and bearing a third only when one of the first two died. She was free, not cursed at all—the curse was from the other Bible.”
“Other Bible?” asked Piotr.
“Two Bibles, conflated, one hidden inside the other,” said Ruthie. “The Bible of scarcity is the book with the curses in it. Adam earns his living by the sweat of his face; Eve bears children in sorrow and is ruled over by her husband. A zero-sum game where it’s all right to drive the original inhabitants out of Canaan and keep their land, where if a man can’t pronounce the word shibboleth it’s all right to kill him because he’s an outsider. That’s the Bible of killing and hatred and a jealous God who wants all idol-worshipers killed—struck by lightning at Elijah’s bidding or slaughtered by the swords of the Levites when Moses gave the command.”
“You’re quite the scholar,” said Piotr.
“Not me,” said Ruthie. “But my class in Feminist Judaism this semester really opened my eyes.”
“Ah,” said Piotr.
“A woman’s value doesn’t come from childbearing and obedience. It comes from her boldly making decisions—like Eve’s decision to eat the fruit and know something. It was Adam who followed her; she was the rebel, he was the follower. And yet what is it called, ‘the Fall of Adam’!”
“That’s what the Christians call it, anyway,” said Piotr. His bemusement was growing.
“It’s the Bible of scarcity that makes Jews think they have the right to displace the Palestinians. In the feminine Bible, the lamb lies down with the lion.”
“Lions are always glad when lambs act like that,” said Piotr. “Saves all that energy wasted in hunting and chasing.”
“Now you’re teasing me,” said Ruthie, reverting from feminist lecturer to sweet little thing when the latter seemed like the best way to win. And sure enough, Piotr at once began to backpedal.
“Of course, I know you didn’t mean it that way, I was joking,” he said.
“You must think I’m some kind of radical or apostate or something,” said Ruthie.
No, thought Esther. I just think you’re a girl who has seized upon the philosophy that will allow you not to bear children to my son, whom you’re not supposed to marry.
“Of course not,” said Piotr.
“But Esther does,” said Ruthie.
There it was, the gauntlet thrown down.
“I’m sure it was an interesting class,” said Esther. “But you know how hard it is for me to follow English.”
Ruthie got the faintest smirk on her face. “Ivan says you understand English fine except when you don’t want to.”
So the boy was more observant than she had thought. “Is that what Vanya says?” Esther answered, letting herself sound a little hurt. “Maybe he’s right. When I’m upset, it’s harder to concentrate on listening to English.”
“So I did say something to upset you,” said Ruthie.
“I’m upset that my boy should be so heartless as to postpone coming home to his fiancée. It must be breaking your poor heart. Not having your young man, now that’s scarcity, nu?”
The conversation returned to safer ground, and after a few more minutes Ruthie announced she must head home to see her parents.
“You mean you came here first, before you saw your own mother?” asked Esther. “You’re so sweet.”
“She was hoping for word from our son the nonwriter of letters,” said Piotr.
With a laugh and kisses all around, Ruthie left.
“ ‘Nu’?” asked Piotr as soon as Ruthie was gone. “Are you suddenly taking up Yiddish?”
“I hear it from women in the synagogue, I pick it up,” said Esther.
Piotr switched to Russian. “And here I believed you when you told me your family had been Jews living in Russia even before the Goths came through, long before Yiddish was invented in Germany.”
“You never believed that,” said Esther mildly. “You read it in a history somewhere that Russian Jews all migrated in from Germany and so you know my family tradition can’t be true.”
“Why not?” he said. “Does it matter? What it means is that you keep your own set of rules. Jews so ancient that they don’t think the Talmud deserves all the authority it gets. Jews who can make a sandwich of beef and cheese.”
“But not ham and cheese,” she said, smiling.
“That Ruthie,” said Piotr. “Do you think she really believes that feminist nonsense about the nice feminine Bible hidden inside the nasty masculine Bible?”
“She does for now,” said Esther. “But like most college feminists, she’s not going to let the theory stop her from marrying.”
“And you’re an expert on this?”
“I hear the women at synagogue talking about their daughters.” She imitated them in English. “ ‘Oy! The younger generation always knows more than the older! Two thousand years Jewish women have more rights than Christian women ever had, but suddenly we’re oppressed, and it takes my daughter to tell me?’ ”
Piotr laughed at her take on the matrons of the synagogue. “You know what I was thinking? She got so excited when she was spouting this ahistorical countertextual nonsense, and I caught myself thinking, ‘What an idiot her teacher must be,’ and thinking about her teacher made me realize—the kind of excitement she was showing as she mindlessly spouted back the nonsense she learned in college, that’s just like the excitement some of my own students show. And it occurred to me that what we professors think of as a ‘brilliant student’ is nothing but a student who is enthusiastically converted to whatever idiotic ideas we’ve been teaching them.”
“Self-knowledge is a painful thing,” said Esther. “To learn that your best students are parrots after all.”
“Ah, but students who fill their heads with my ideas and spew them back on command, they are at least saying intelligent things, even if they all come from me.”
“Especially if they all come from you.”
“It’s my mission in life.” He kissed her. “Filling empty heads.”
“And mine is filling empty stomachs,” she said. “Now that she’s gone, we can have supper. I only had two pork chops, I couldn’t have shared with her.”
He looked at her sharply for a moment, then realized she was joking. “Really, what’s for dinner?”
“Soup,” she said. “Can’t you smell it?”
“The house always smells like good food,” said Piotr. “It’s the perfume of love.”
Over supper, they talked of many things and, sometimes, talked not at all, enjoying the comfortable silence that comes from long friendship, from shared life. Only when she was rising from the table to carry dishes to the sink did Esther broach the subject that was most on her mind.
“Do you think there’s any chance that Vanya’s lack of letters to Ruthie means that he doesn’t want to marry her after all?”
“No,” said Piotr. “I think he isn’t thinking about her. He’s thinking about his work.”
“And when you’re working, you don’t love me?” asked Esther.
“We’re married,” he said, “and you’re here.”
“And if you were in Russia like Vanya, you wouldn’t write to me either?”
He thought for just a moment. “I wouldn’t go without you,” he finally said.
“Very carefully chosen words,” she said.
“I wouldn’t be without you,” he repeated. “Without you, I wouldn’t be.”
She kissed him and then washed the dishes as he returned to reading and grading student papers.
 
Cousin Marek was as good as his word, sitting there in one of the village trucks waiting for him. “Everyone’s glad you’re back,” he said. “All grown.” Marek laughed. “A Jewish scholar is supposed to have glasses and clutch a book.”
“I do my share of book clutching. Can’t help it that my eyes are still good.”
“I was teasing you. Because you have shoulders. Seeing you as a boy, who would have guessed?”
The pole vault, the discus, the javelin, putting the shot, that’s what had given him shoulders like a blacksmith. Sprints and hurdles, those were the cause of his thighs. Mile after mile of endurance running, that was what kept him lithe and lean. And all of this would sound foolish, Ivan knew, to a man whose massive muscles all came from the labor of farming. Ivan’s body had been shaped by competition and meditation, Marek’s by making the earth produce something for other people to eat. It didn’t feel right to Ivan, to talk much about athletics. So he turned the subject back onto Marek himself. “You must still be carrying that calf up the stairs.”
Marek looked puzzled.
“American joke,” said Ivan. “A tall tale. The story is, a farmer carried a calf up the stairs every day. His wife asked him why, he says, ‘I want to be strong enough to carry him when he’s a bull.’ ”
Marek thought for a moment. “Bull won’t let you carry him up the stairs, even if he’d fit.”
“That’s why it’s a joke.”
Marek burst out laughing and punched Ivan heavily on the arm. “You think I don’t get this joke? Only it’s a Ukrainian joke, Ukrainians must have carried this joke to America!”
Ivan laughed and tried not to rub his arm. He might have muscles, but it wasn’t as if he’d ever boxed or wrestled or anything. He wasn’t used to getting punched. He wondered if Cousin Marek had punched Father a lot when he lived here. That would explain why Father wanted never to come back.
It was after dark when they got to the farm. The place seemed strange, until Marek explained the differences. “New henhouses over there,” he said. “There’s more of a market for eggs now, so we grow them, ship them straight to L’viv in refrigerator cars. Capitalism! And everything looks so bright because we have enough electricity that you can turn on the lights in every room in the house at once.”
“But you never actually do that,” said Ivan.
“No, no, of course not,” said Marek. “There are two of us, so there should never be more than two lights on at once, and only one when we’re in the same room. Now you’re here, sometimes three lights!” He laughed again.
Marek’s wife, Sophia, had incredible quantities of food waiting for Ivan—crepes filled with cottage cheese and topped with sour cream, meat-filled cabbage rolls, broth with beads of fat floating on the surface, dumplings filled with fruit, mushrooms stewed in sour cream. He knew enough to plunge in and eat until he felt sick. There was nothing else he could do, unless he wanted to offend them his first night. “I never eat this much at home,” he explained. “You can’t fix so much food for me in the future, I’ll get sick.”
“Look at you, all skin and bones, complaining about too much food,” said Sophia. She pinched at his arm, expecting apparently to find it as slender as when he was a boy. Instead, she found herself having to use two hands to span his upper arm. Marek roared with laughter. “Not so skinny,” said Marek.
“Hitch up the old oxplow,” said Sophia. “As long as he’s here to pull, we don’t need to use the tractor.”
They had prepared the same bed he had slept in as a boy, but everyone had to laugh when they realized that it was like trying to play a piano sonata on an accordion. He wasn’t going to fit. So he ended up sleeping in the bed his parents had shared.
He didn’t sleep well, however. The bed was softer than what he was used to, and it was a strange place; or maybe it’s because it wasn’t a strange place, but rather a familiar one from a time of great stress in his childhood, but whatever the cause, he kept waking up. Finally, just at dawn, he woke up needing to pee so badly that he couldn’t lie in bed any longer. Tired as he still was, sore from tossing and turning, he had to wince his way out of bed and into some clothes. Here in the foothills, spring wasn’t so far advanced, and it would be cold, heading for the outhouse.
Once he was outside, though, hugging himself against the cold and peering through a cloud of his own breath in the faint dawn light, he realized that the outhouse wasn’t where he remembered. The henhouses were there now. He began to circle the house, looking for a well-worn path that would show where the outhouse was now. He made a complete circuit of the house, and then, thinking he must have overlooked the building in his weariness and the dim light, he began another circuit. It was only Cousin Marek on the porch, laughing at him, that made him realize his mistake.
“You never heard of indoor toilets, boy?” asked Marek. “Where did you pee last night?”
“I peed at the station,” Ivan answered. “I ate and just fell into bed and slept when I got here.”
Marek pointed out the add-on structure on the gable end of the house. “One bathroom upstairs, one downstairs, just like America,” he said. “Cost me a whole year’s profit plus half a beef each to the plumber and the electrician, but Sophia says it’s worth it, not having to trudge outside all winter long.”
“Lead me to it,” said Ivan, “before I explode.”
Breakfast threatened to be as heavy as dinner, from the sounds Sophia was making in the kitchen. Ivan couldn’t keep eating at that pace. So before he went out for his morning run, he stopped in the kitchen and gave Sophia a hug and greeted her and then said, “I’ll only stay until I’ve eaten enough food to equal twice my body weight. At the rate you’re cooking, that means I’ll be heading out sometime tomorrow afternoon.”
She laughed as if it were a joke.
“Sophia, I beg you.” He got down on his knees. “I’m an athlete, I run, I can’t eat so much.”
“Eat what you want, nobody’s putting a gun to your head,” she said.
“I’m afraid of seeing your frown, if I take small helpings. I’m afraid of hurting the feelings of the greatest cook in all Ukraine.”
“What do I care about her?” she demanded. “You won’t hurt my feelings, because I take no pride in my cooking, I know it’s plain food, you must have much better food in America.”
Ivan laughed and kissed her, but he knew he was doomed. If he didn’t want to spend his whole visit hearing how much better American food must be compared to the miserable Ukrainian fare that she did such a bad job of cooking, he would eat copious helpings of everything.
So he’d better get in a good long run today, and plenty of work. Though what work there might be for him he couldn’t guess—the farm must be fully mechanized by now, and Ivan had never driven a tractor in his life. He wouldn’t know how to begin plowing or planting.
He jogged to the road, stretched against the stiffness of his joints and the cold of the morning, then took off at an easy loping pace that he knew he could keep up half the day, or longer. To survive Sophia’s copious meals, he would have to have a good long run every day. Maybe two.
The roads had been improved a little, too. Not much, for these last few years hadn’t been easy in the Soviet Union. Not a lot of money for capital expenditures or infrastructure maintenance. Yet the roads were smoothly graded. Maybe the locals got together and did it themselves, not waiting for government to come in with money. That’s how government began, wasn’t it? Collective labor. And then somebody got lazy and hired a substitute, and pretty soon it was all taxes instead of the sweat of your back. But it began here, on roads like these, villagers with axes cutting down trees, with picks and spades and prybars pulling out stumps, with sledges and scrapers leveling the road. That’s work even I could do, thought Ivan. But it’s already done.
Then, abruptly, he realized where he was. North through those trees, and then bearing a little to the northwest, he’d find the trees growing tall and massive, with a canopy so thick that no underbrush grew. And then a clearing in the middle, a circular chasm filled with leaves, and something moving within the leaves.
He couldn’t understand his own fear, but there it was. He half-expected to see some huge creature, the guardian of the chasm, leap out of the woods and slap his head right off his shoulders, as if it had been waiting for him all these years to punish his intrusion. Irrational, he told himself. Pure foolishness. It never happened anyway, it was a dream born of my fears and anger in that time. No chasm, not even a clearing, and certainly no creature swimming in a lake of leaves, an airshark circling and circling, rustling the detritus of ancient trees as it kept watch for the next curious trespasser to topple down within reach.
Ivan shook his head and laughed at himself, his voice too loud in the suddenly bright light of sunrise, sounding a little forced. Whistling past a graveyard, wasn’t that the saying? He ran on, staying with the road, another mile or two, pretending that he wasn’t thinking any more about that childish nightmare, pretending that he wasn’t remembering the face of a woman becoming visible, a woman lying on a bed on a pedestal surrounded by dangers.
Since Ivan was currently leaning toward the idea that fairy tales converged because they satisfied innate psychological hungers, he couldn’t help but wonder what fairy tale he had constructed for himself, with this dream. What kind of inner hungers had stirred him as a child, to make him invent a place like that, a woman so beautiful, a danger so ineffable and dream-like? Was he the hero, torn from his home, and so now he needed some goal for his quest? Or some monster hiding in the leafy deep to do battle with? All of it designed to give meaning to the meaninglessness of his parents’ decision to uproot him, not just from his home, but from his name, his identity, his native language, his friends. Or maybe it was just a way of making concrete the nameless dread that all those changes caused in him. In that case it had served its purpose, this dream. All his fears could be placed under the leaves in that forest, and then be left behind when he boarded the airplane and left Russia behind him. Safe at last, the monster forever trapped under a distant bed.
Now that he was a happy, well-adjusted adult, he should have no more need for such a tale. Yet he could not stop thinking about the woman, the chasm, the guardian that stirred the leaves as it passed. So there was something else going on here, some hunger that was still unsatisfied. Ah, yes. It wasn’t just the monster that made the dream haunt him. It was the woman on the island. He had been just the age for such inexplicable dreams when he first thought up this personal myth—the hormones of puberty were flowing, but no physical changes had yet begun, so he had all kinds of desires but no idea yet what the object of those desires might be. A chaste princess on an island in the forest! Dry leaves instead of water in the moat. The princess on a pedestal, covered by dead plants, which swirl away from his feet as soon as he tries to cross the meadow-chasm to save her.
Now, as an adult, he could laugh at his own fantasies, pretend to be amused at his younger self. But he was not good at fooling himself, not deliberately, anyway. He was still afraid. More afraid than ever. Coming back down the road he had to pass the same place, and tired as he was, he sprinted past it. Let nothing leap from the woods, except to find me already running as fast as the wind to get away from it.
Soon enough, he was home, sweating and hungry, to join Marek at the breakfast table. Only Marek wasn’t there.
“Still milking?” asked Ivan.
“Oh, no, he’s plowing,” Sophia explained. “He takes bread and cheese and sausage with him. Can’t waste a moment getting the ground ready for planting, once the soil thaws in the spring.”
Ivan looked at the table, covered with bread, fritters, a bowl of kasha, open-faced sandwiches, canned peas. “So you and I have to eat this huge breakfast between us?”
She laughed again. “Oh, I don’t even eat breakfast anymore, just tea and a nibble of bread.”
“This is for me?”
“Only as much as you want. I know you eat so much better every day, fine hamburgers and milkshakes, but—”
“Don’t talk about that vile American food when I have this to eat!” Faking gusto, he sat down and began to wolf it down. No doubt about it, he was going to have to get Marek to take him to the fields tomorrow. He might not be any good at plowing, but he couldn’t take another breakfast like this.
After breakfast, Ivan tried to help with the housework, but was met with stubborn refusal. Sophia was not going to have a man doing women’s work in her house. It was against nature. So, using his nonexistent woodman’s skills, Ivan went out to the tractor shed and followed the trail of the heavy equipment until he found the field that Cousin Marek was plowing that day. Sure enough, there was the tractor, in the middle of a half-plowed field, and yonder was Marek in the shade of a tree, eating bread and cheese and sausage. Marek saw him and waved to him, called to him.
Ivan utterly refused the offer of food. “I just ate enough breakfast to feed Napoleon’s army. If he’d run across your wife, Cousin Marek, he would have taken Moscow and history would have changed utterly.”
Marek laughed. “You think Sophia cooks too much food? Wrong, my young friend. She cooks exactly the amount of food needed by a man who works himself to the point of exhaustion every day. The problem is not to get her to cook less. The problem is to work hard enough that her meals are exactly right for you!”
“There isn’t that much work in all the world.”
“You say that because you read so many books, so you think that thinking is work.”
“I notice you didn’t eat breakfast this morning.”
“Because I was going to sit on a tractor and drive it around all day.”
“So give me some job to do that will use up this food that sits like a lump in my belly!”
Which is why Ivan found himself repiling all the hay in the barn, miserably hot work with periodic stops for sneezing fits. At the end of the job, he was dripping with sweat and too filthy and itchy to stand it for another moment. Yet when he got to the back door of the house, Sophia wouldn’t let him in. “You think I want all that hay in my house?” she said, looking him over. “Get those clothes off and leave them in the laundry shed. I’ll run a bath for you. I remember you always came home filthy as a child, too. Sweating like a pig. And stinking like a goat!” But she said it all so cheerfully that Ivan could only smile his agreement and obey.
Just as Marek had predicted, the day’s work really had earned out the breakfast Ivan had eaten. He wasn’t terribly hungry at dinnertime, but at least he didn’t still feel bloated from breakfast. And when he kept dozing off during the meal, he realized that he had finally earned the right to refuse to eat without giving offense. “You poor thing,” said Sophia. “Get to bed before you fall asleep in your cabbage rolls.”
He woke again at dawn, just like the day before, and even stiffer in his joints and muscles. His back ached from his labor with the hay fork. His hands were sore despite the work gloves he had worn. His first impulse was to roll over and go back to sleep. But he knew that would lead nowhere. He had to get up and work the stiffness out of his body.
He thought of running another way, down toward the village, perhaps, instead of toward the forest. But in the village he would have to talk to people—it wasn’t Kiev, where strangers let strangers pass without a conversation. And at this hour of the day, he preferred solitude. Besides, was he going to let his own private myth keep him away from the most beautiful part of this countryside?
So he ran to the place where the path led into the woods, and passed it by without a second look. And when he came back, he didn’t especially hurry, either. The place had lost its power over him.
Yeah, right. That night, despite an exhausting day spent at the filthy job of cleaning out chicken coops, he kept waking up from one long dream. The same dream as before. And when he woke up in the morning, he knew something that he hadn’t understood before.
When Mother told him he mustn’t marry Ruth because of her dream, he had thought it was just foolishness on her part. But now he wondered. She knew him better than anyone, didn’t she? Maybe she knew something she couldn’t put into words, something she didn’t really understand. Maybe she understood what it was in his life that made this imaginary place so important to him. The Jewish folktale she had dreamed of was about encumbrances that made a marriage impossible. Well, couldn’t Mother have understood, at some deep level, that Ivan was somehow encumbered in a way that kept him from being free to truly give himself in marriage? That’s why she dreamed the dream she did, and why he dreamed his own dream of this woman who was definitely not Ruth, this woman who was unattainable, protected by a monster in a moat. Maybe he had to overcome this fear before it was right for him to marry Ruth. Maybe that was why he had conceived this impulsive desire to come back to Cousin Marek’s farm. Precisely because he could not go home and become Ruth’s husband as long as that monster still prowled in the chasm around the unattainable sleeping woman.
But if this was all psychological, how was he going to resolve it?
Maybe the first step was simply to go to the place and satisfy himself that it didn’t exist. Oh, there might be a meadow, but it wouldn’t be perfectly round, there wouldn’t be a woman in the middle, and the leaves would lie on ordinary ground, and not a chasm at all. Maybe he had to see that his memory was false in order to begin the process of mending this tear in his psyche.
So on this morning, he headed straight for the path in the woods, and instead of hesitating, he boldly, fearlessly jogged into the forest and made his way among the trees.
The path was not clearly marked, and his memory of the whole journey through the woods wasn’t all that clear. If the place didn’t really exist at all, not even a meadow, then how would he know that he had found where it wasn’t in order to prove to his unconscious mind that the monster wasn’t real, that the imprisoned woman did not exist and therefore did not depend on him for rescue?
He needn’t have worried. Though the run was long, he recognized the way the underbrush cleared and knew he was getting closer. The climax forest with its massive trunks and lack of underbrush, that turned out to be real, so that running here was like taking a jog through an endless Parthenon, column after massive column rising out of sight to some pale-green vault of unimaginable hugeness. He was getting closer, closer . . .
And then he was there. The clearing in the forest. Perfectly round, covered with leaves. Exactly as he had seen it for all these years in his dreams and memories.
Real.
But of course it was real. The meadow was real. But there was no woman in the middle, just a slight rise in the ground. And no chasm, either, for when he stepped closer the leaves did not swirl away from his feet and reveal a—
The leaves swirled away from his feet. He stood on the lip of a chasm, just like the one he had remembered so well. Not imaginary at all.
And there on the far side, movement under the leaves, churning it up like a gopher eating its way under the lawn, only faster, faster, heading right for him.
When he came here before, that movement had made him run away in blind panic. But he was older now, more confident of his own abilities. If he outran this thing as a child, then he could certainly outrun it now. And maybe there was no need to run. Maybe it was trapped in the chasm and could not get out.
So he stood and waited for it to come to him.




End of sample




    To search for additional titles please go to 

    
    http://search.overdrive.com.   


OPS/images/Card_9780345484505_epub_003_r1.jpg
ENCHANTMENT

Orson Scott Card

BALLANTINE BOOKS « NEW YORK





OPS/images/Card_9780345484505_epub_001_r1.jpg





OPS/images/Card_9780345484505_epub_002_r1.jpg
Don’t Miss
MAGIC STREET
ORSON ScoTT CARD’S
LonG AwaiTED
ConTEMPORARY FanTasy NoOveL

American_neighborhood in

Los Angees, Mack Streetis 2
mystery chid who has some-
ow found a home. Discovered

Sandoned in 31 owrgroun ORSON

parkrased by  bunt-speaking

S o, Mtk somes SCOTT

a6 s tom famiy 1o
famiy—a boy who s 3t once CARD
sutounded by bosterous
Charactrs and deepysoe, MAGIGSTREET
One ay Mack s purged
o 3 eam whete e and
reality are skewed, a place L
et vt he does seems 1o
hvasange et e el
ot o conmerc and con
it rowig o povertl
Joung man, pursuing ot
den relationship, and using Shakespeare's A Midsummer Night's
Dream a5 3 uie il s imelss iz wor, M becomes
2piyenan o drana Undersandig s damais Nack chl-
Iehg. i vt 1 h can sur the . 5 Giscovering o nly
Vo he el .- but vy e it

In a_prosperous_Afrcan

(CoMING IN HARDCOVER JUNE 28, 2005!

A Del Rey Hardcover » www.delreybooks.com






OPS/images/Card_9780345484505_epub_cvi_r1.jpg
=]

BABIFANIRIN ERB® © KS






