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Chapter 1. The Double
The mighty ridges of Bogdo Ul, the final spur in the Hentei Range, ring Ulan Bator on the south. The mountain is considered holy, and there has been a ban on hunting, woodcutting, and erecting yurts there from time immemorial, but fifty years ago, in one of its gorges, the Economic Management Office of the Mongolian People's Revolutionary Party's Central Committee built a special hotel, the Niukht, which means "burrow" or "lair" in Mongolian. In the old days they brought delegates here for Party congresses, participants in international conferences, and closed meetings; now they let in anyone who wanted to come. In fall 2004, Shubin and his wife booked a room here. It was eight kilometers and four thousand tugriks for the taxi to the center of town.  A thousand tugriks was worth a little less than a dollar.   

           The rooms had been renovated for tourists, but the halls and lobbies retained the spirit of a bygone era. Carpet runners, green with an international design on a dark red border, lay on the upper floors, and the restaurant was decorated with an embossed hanging depicting camels, horses, cows, and sheep together with everything nomadic husbandry had to offer under socialism. The landscape out the windows had scarcely changed very much since the time of Chingiz Khan.
It was September, and in the upland's transparent air, Bogdo Ul's crest stood out distinctly against the cold clear sky.  From below, Shubin could make out the silhouette of every single tree on it. On the slopes, amid the dark green of conifers, he saw the whimsical yellow and red patterns of an aspen grove that had not yet lost its leaves. The stand of birches at the mountain's foot was a brownish yellow. On the faint breeze he could hear the papery sound of fading leaves and the even ringing of grassy stems in which all the sap had dried up. Had it started blowing harder, all that would have been drowned out by a long and powerful din coming across the tops of the cedars and pine. 

The tourist season was coming to an end so there were only fifteen or so young Mongolian men and women staying at the Niukht, three per double. With them were two Norwegians (as his wife was told at reception), missionaries with professionally smiling faces and the easy gait of healthy men accustomed to being in public. Shubin noted the evangelical simplicity of their knit sweaters and faded jeans. They were converting the natives to the fold of some Protestant church or other. Seminars were held in the conference hall in the afternoons, and in the evenings, in the wooden pavilion closer to the gorge, an iron stove sent up smoke and the Norwegians and their pupils gathered for a barbecue, roasting sausages, blowing up balloons, and singing songs in English.  Multicolored lights burned in the garlands of artificial ivy overhead. The women hula-hooped and the men clapped. It was all very proper. The real night life, involving vodka and room hopping, started later, as the pastors drifted off to sleep. 

On the third day, the evening entertainment in the pavilion lasted past midnight, and in the morning Shubin and his wife were the only ones left in the hotel. The Norwegians had headed for the airport with the dawn, and after breakfast the Mongolians went back to town. The waitress said that at the end each had received a packet with a special t-shirt and an envelope. She thought it contained a certain sum in dollars, but his wife learned from a maid that all it had in it was a discount coupon for a beer joint in the capital that turned into a nightclub after sunset where naked girls danced beside a gilded statue of Stalin. Twenty years before, when Shubin had come here to gather materials for his dissertation on Russian epidemiologists who had worked in Mongolia, the statue had stood at the entrance to the Republic Library. It had washed over to the nightclub on the wave of recent events. There it had lost its pedestal, although it had a new coat of thick bronze paint.
From his window Shubin saw the noisy band of new converts board the bus. Everyone looked pleased. The main prize for them had been the free vacation with three meals a day in a fairly decent restaurant and practice in conversational English. Before departure they ditched the special literature left them for self-education. All the hotel trash bins were crammed with it. From one of the bins Shubin extracted the printout of an exorcism guide that was so PC toward the Devil you would be hard put to say why he had to be battled in the first place. The text was accompanied by diagrams depicting the soul's various states. In cross-section it looked like several concentric circles broken up into sectors and segments and filled in variously depending on the degree they had been defeated by demons. 

At the end of each chapter the authors cited instances from their own practice in Southeast Asia. All the stories were adapted to local conditions and reminded him of fairytales for mentally retarded children. They began like English limericks: "There once was a lady in Hong Kong, . . ." "There once was a merchant in Shanghai, . . ." "A hotelier's daughter in Thailand. . . ."  These people suffered from dreadful ailments of unknown etiology until, with the help of the brochure's authors, their eyes were opened to the fact that their illness was caused by the demons whom they had naïvely revered as the spirits of their ancestors or divinities out of the Buddhist pantheon. The contagion's breeding ground was often the home altar, but physical destruction of idols was not recommended. It was enough simply to turn away from them for them to lose their harmful power.
           Soon Shubin and his wife left Ulan Bator for a couple of days, and upon their return they found another seminar at the Niukht, this one being led by Koreans in severe black suits. His wife took them for Moonies, but they turned out to be Orthodox Catholics. Their flock comprised Mongolians who looked a little poorer and older then the Norwegians', but among them Shubin was surprised to recognize one of the members of the previous party, a young man with an animated, well-chiseled face. At dinner in the restaurant he looked at Shubin a couple of times, too, and later, when Shubin was smoking on the porch, started talking to him in Russian. 

           His name was Baatar, and he had behind him the Donetsk teachers institute. Now in the summer he led tourists around the country, and in the winter he worked in his shop repairing refrigerators. The capital's inhabitants were supplied meat by their steppe relatives. It had to be stored somehow in a city apartment, so local repairmen had long since learned how to convert imported refrigerators into single-purpose freezers. Baatar was one of those skilled hands. 


"I have a small family, a wife and daughter. We eat rationally, we eat vegetables," he said not without pride in his Western mentality. "Over a winter we consume just three sheep, a calf, and a horse." 
 

They got around to the question of why Shubin had come to Mongolia. There was no secret here. He had been sent here by a rich tourist magazine that could allow itself an image article on the beautiful poor country where no one wanted to go on vacation. They had paid his ticket and hotel, and he had taken his wife along at his own expense. 

 Baatar listened and nodded politely, but you could tell he didn't believe it. He probably thought this was a cover story masking much weightier matters. Times had changed, and people from Moscow now came to Ulan Bator with just one purpose: to sell something that they had previously brought here for free or to exchange for what they themselves had in abundance. In gratitude they were pumped with vodka, supplied with mutton for their family, and treated to folk dances and throat singing. All this was as archaic as the souvenir pins and postcards from the days of Tsedenbal with which poor old men tried to tempt tourists on Sukh Bator Square. All this had to be paid for, but the concept of firm prices had not caught on in the country, where people had taken in the thesis that the soft was fated to live and the hard to die with their mother's milk. This was a world of bright colors, precise lines, and foggy business relations based on deception and mutual trust.  

Baatar began groping for approaches to this exciting topic. They discussed comparative prices for food, the cost of train tickets, and the ways of customs officers. He obviously wanted to determine whether he and Shubin might find mutual interests, but the prerequisites for that conversation had yet to mature. The topic demanded extreme delicacy, therefore he led up to it gradually. 
 "I know a lot of businessmen who want me to go into business with them, but I haven't. I want to work with Russians or Germans. Ours are all thieves." 


"You have plenty of Chinese firms here," Shubin said.  "Are the Chinese thieves, too?" 

"No, but they're dangerous. If you do something the wrong way they might kill you."
"And Mongolians wouldn't?" 

"Rarely. We're a peaceful nation."  

The wind had died down, and even the dwarf birches weren't rustling their weightless leaves. Only from the entrance to the gorge did the diminishing ring of dry grass reach them. The final rearguard from the morning storm was passing there. The pea shrub, mountain needle grass, and angelica stiffened by the morning frost were ringing in unison. Bogdo Ul's dark hulk was mute. Eight centuries ago, young Temujin hid from the Merkits in its thickets and burrows. 

"How do you explain Chingiz Khan?" Shubin asked.
"At that time you could kill but not steal. Now we're all Buddhists," Baatar explained, apparently forgetting why he was here. 

His tone held the sober awareness of the fact that as a civilization develops, its morals inevitably decline. 

 "Here on the steppe," he added, "people slaughter livestock every week, but they don't show children the blood. Children don't see blood at all until they're seven." 

Eventually a common interest was found after all. Shubin mentioned that he and his wife were planning to go to Erden Dzu, and Baatar volunteered to take them there in his Honda when the seminar was over. In the end the Koreans promised their students gifts. The trip was worth spending three days and two nights. The first Buddhist monastery in Mongolia, Erden Dzu was famed for its fantastic beauty, and in addition it stood on the ruins of Karakorum, the short-lived imperial capital of Chingiz Khan and Ogadai. Shubin had dreamed of seeing this dead city since his youth, but in the Soviet era he never did get there. Now, after the collapse of another empire, its ruins should evoke completely different emotions than then.   


"It's cheap, of course," his wife agreed when she learned that for the three-day trip Baatar was asking only two hundred thousand tugriks, including gas, "but I don't like him. If Wahhabites or voodooists from Haiti came here tomorrow, he would jump into bed with them." 


"What do you expect?" Shubin stood up for him. "It's a poor country and people survive the best they can. And he's a Chingizid, by the way."

"Which means?"
           "Descended from princes. He has the blood of Chingiz Khan in him." 

           "So now he's going to slit our throats along the way," his wife said, climbing into bed. 

           In the morning they went down to breakfast in the restaurant as usual. The Koreans were already at the table eating their carrots. The Mongolians turned up later and were brought large portions of meat. Baatar took his plate and sat down at the Korean vegetable table. No one had invited him, but soon Shubin heard him speaking English with his neighbors fairly glibly. The two or three phrases he caught gave him a notion of their topic of conversation. They were talking about organizing the next seminar somewhere else and on terms more advantageous for the organizers.

"Doesn't he remind you of someone?" his wife asked.  

It was a routine question; she imagined doubles everywhere. Famous actresses revealed resemblances to one of her girlfriends or relatives, the tiny ape and plush raccoon that sat behind the glass in the buffet in memory of her son's childhood brought to mind famous politicians, and even the wardrobe suddenly started looking like her neighbor on the ninth floor. Everything on earth had its pair, but it was unclear whether one was the copy of the other or they were two different copies of an unknown original that had a mysterious propensity for multiplying its essence.  


Baatar was sitting facing them. In the morning light Shubin noticed that his hair wasn't blue-black, like nearly all Mongolians', but dark brown.  In conversation he furrowed his brow with an intelligent look so that his left eyebrow rose higher than and independently of his right. This probably went along with an ability to wiggle his ears and bobble a hat on his head.

"Dark brown hair, elongated face, one eyebrow higher than the other, the lower lip hanging down ever so lightly," his wife enumerated. "If it weren't for the slits of his eyes, the exact same type."

Shubin knew who she had in mind, but he was thinking of someone completely different whom his wife had never seen.  


Baatar sensed they were talking about him, gave them a friendly wave, waited for a greeting in response, and lowering his voice almost to a whisper, continued his conversation. He was probably passing Shubin off as a businessman from Russia who did business with him because he was reliable, not a thief, unlike the majority of Mongolians. This acquaintanceship might give him additional credit with the Koreans.   

This returned Shubin to his thoughts about that other man, whose face surfaced in his memory so clearly, it was as if they had seen each other yesterday and not eleven years ago.   

It was 1993, March. The marble floor of the underground passage was covered in boot-corroding slush, and lotto sellers stood along the walls in solid ranks. The beggars had been pushed off to the sidelines.  Only a legless girl with an angelic face and a pure gold trellis of Soviet pins on her chest held her rightful place at the turn to the Metro doors, from which waves of warm air rolled up to her. She was sitting in an old wheelchair that had bearings instead of wheels and she was held into it by two criss-crossed straps over her black imitation leather waterproof pants. Shubin walked by here nearly every day and knew that this beggar girl looked after some musicians, donating to them, out of a love for art, some of the charity that was her due. The philanthropist switched wards when she got tired of their repertoire. 

Beside her now a boy of about ten was playing a half-size violin, Gluck's "Melody," transformed so oddly by the acoustics of this stone tunnel that Shubin didn't recognize it right away. The fretful mama, hovering over the violinist, was setting his music right on his stand. This was something she needed, not him, so as not to feel superfluous. Before them lay an open violin case that resembled a headless, narrow-winged butterfly. Silver coins were scattered on the blue velvet lining. There wasn't much of it, and the yellow and white hundred-ruble coin fell in soundlessly. The perfection of its coining redeemed its value, which was dwindling with each passing day.
It had been tossed by a young man wearing ironed jeans and a doeskin jacket. Shubin had seen him somewhere before but couldn't remember where or when or whether this was in fact him and not someone who looked like him. Time had left its stamp on many faces now, concealing everything that used to distinguish them. 

           In exchange for the hundred rubles the man took a smaller coin from the case.
           "I have to make a call. You don't mind?"
          The mama didn't answer and the boy kept playing with the professional aloofness of a street musician. His empty gaze and the way he held himself made him look blind. The memory of how someone who earned his living with his bow should be blind had asserted itself, and he obeyed this ancient law unconsciously. There were a lot of laws like that now. They had surfaced out of the murk of centuries and gone back into force at the beginning of the era of reforms.  


The man glanced at Shubin, too. His left eyebrow crept up. 


"Don't recognize me?  Zhokhov."  He smiled and Shubin immediately remembered where they'd met. 

           That was in another life. While visiting a mutual friend, they had accidentally discovered they had both spent time in Mongolia. Zhokhov had worked there as either a geologist or a mining engineer. The words "Buddhism" and "wolfram" figured as equals in his stories, one of which had stuck in Shubin's memory for some reason. Once Zhokhov had spent the night in a yurt and early in the morning, when everyone was still sleeping and he had an urgent need to piss, he was afraid to go outside because of the spooky Mongolian dogs that roamed near the yurts. Zhokhov was too shy to awaken his hospitable hosts. "My bladder had my teeth in a grip," he said, laughing. Even the intonation of that idiotic sentence came to mind.  

They stepped aside so as not to block the violinist. The sullen Moscow crowd flowed past them in two oncoming streams. 

"For a bow," Zhokhov began in a tone as if he'd been asked about this, "only white horsehair works, but you can't take it from a mare. Urine falls on her tail and the sound is wrong. You need a stallion. There's a major shortage these days. Once the Cossacks split off from us, they drove all the horses into the steppe. It's easier to bring it in from Mongolia. . . . Well, I've got to go. Someone's waiting for me up top."  

He smiled and skimmed over the slush in his sky blue jeans, as light as a puff from Aeolus's mouth. In parting, his clenched fist soared up in the old wartime salute. Shubin remembered this relict gesture of his from their parents' childhood days, too.  

He needed to cross the street. All the Metro exits there were swarming with stalls knocked together from plywood or crudely welded together from sheet metal. The dominant colors were bright blue, orange, and red, like males' breeding plumage. The crowd was seething, shashlyk braziers were smoking, and there was jaunty music coming from somewhere. Policemen darted past looking like nothing so much as pickpockets, if it hadn't been for the uniform. 

People were lined up on the sidewalks with the kinds of things that before had only been sold at the flea market. Their salaries and pensions demanded that they immediately turn them into affordable goods, which they would sell immediately, buy something with the money they made, turn around and sell that, and live on the difference, otherwise inflation would eat it all up. Moscow had turned into a giant open-air commission shop. From his high tribune Yeltsin had given the go-ahead to sell virtually anything anywhere, freely, but not everyone had the energy to spin in that wheel. They had sunk to life's bottom in a matter of weeks. Shubin was still floundering and his keen vision picked out his like by the pathetic meagerness of their goods and the expression of fleeting indifference on their faces, with which they hoped to cheat fate when the steps of potential buyers slowed nearby. He himself made the exact same face if some earning was in the offing. 

Sometimes, amid the endless blouses, sweaters, and tops, there would be a flash of imported stainless steel or a black Japanese tape recorder, or a kitchen machine would emerge with dignity from its box with a suite of interchangeable tips and multipage instructions. The owners of these objects seemed like rich men to Shubin. He and his wife had never had anything like that, and now they never would. Their cat had gone from pollack to capelin, and fruits were reserved for their six-year-old son. Shubin had learned to cut his own hair in order to economize on the barber. At the same time, the temptations were multiplying by the day. Stores kept popping up around them that his wife could not bring herself to enter in her old rabbit coat. 

She taught piano at a music school, and in the fall her salary had lasted them a week; now it lasted three days. Her private pupils saved them, but those were getting fewer and fewer. Shubin was earning kopeks. Of all his commercial initiatives, including attempts to publish books on training fighting dogs and importing unbranded silver from India, only one had panned out.  He had been able to sell the Order of Lenin left him by his maiden great-aunt for a good price at the Izmailovskoe market. It turned out that the four-digit number on the back certified that it contained valuable alloys. His great-aunt had been awarded it back before the war, at a time when they did not skimp on consumable materials. He was lucky to have found an honest buyer. Shubin himself learned all this from him, but he concealed the details of the transaction from his wife. He wanted her to see him as a practical man. 


Once someone called out to him, "Hey, beard!"

A homesewn camo jacket twirled in front of him in all its glory. He shook his head. The seller exchanged his inviting tone for a prophetic one.
"Watch out, you'll be sorry! Camo's coming into fashion."
Shubin had heard this for the first time the summer before last, from a taxi driver who was taking him to the airport and en route was trying to flog those same spotted pants with the crooked zipper and pockets in the most useless places. At the time he'd laughed, but later he couldn't shake the feeling that that whole business in Abkhazia, Karabakh, and the Dniester region had also begun with a fashion for camo. The first puff of smoke from an as yet unseen blaze.
The ranks of sellers stretched out for three hundred or so meters from the Metro. A solid din hovered above them. The snatches of conversations that reached Shubin were all about the same thing: what cost how much yesterday, how much it cost today, and how much it would cost tomorrow. 
All of a sudden a solitary female voice rose up: "There's no sugar! The cooperatives bought up all the sugar!" 

In revolutions this foodstuff was always the first to disappear, as if its taste and color were incompatible with the new life. 
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Zhokhov ascended from the underground passage to the street, where there was so much slush that the dank Moscow winter, retreating, at the last line of defense, had left behind just two colors, black and gray. 

The people he had set up to meet hadn't shown yet. The coin fished out of the violin case slipped into the payphone slot and his finger dialed out of habit.    


"Marik, that you? . . . Got a minute? . . . We didn't finish up then.  I'll explain it to you now. The scheme's simple. So you cash that amount for them, we get a train car of sugar for the difference and drive it to Shneersonsk. . . . Oh, that's what I call Sverdlovsk. . . . Because Sverdlov's real name was Shneerson. . . . I don't know, somebody told me Sverdlov was his Party pseudonym. . . . What's got into you? I don't care about the Jewish question, ask Gena. . . . Fine, make it Ekaterinburg. I have a friend there setting up the trade and he's only asking for three percent. We give him the sugar and take away those bulletproof jackets. . . . I told you! So we pick them up and take them to Moscow. I'm in touch with a security business and they're very interested. . . . Got it. I'll wait for you to call."   


The windowless flank of the building he was standing next to was plastered solid with announcement slips two meters off the ground. One of them attracted his attention: "Exchanging electric coffeemaker for men's imported boots, size 43." At the bottom bristled an untouched fringe of tags with a telephone number. Zhokhov ripped off the last one, stuck it in his pocket, and went back to the payphone. He glanced from side to side, got out another coin, and made another call.
"Hello! Teacher's lounge? Elena Mikhailovna, please. . . . Lena, it's me. Do you need sugar? . . . Wait up, first hear me out! I'm offering you a bag of sugar. . . . You mean you aren't planning to make jam for the winter? Lelka needs her vitamins. . . . Well, not for this winter, it's almost over." 

He hadn't seen his six-year-old daughter since New Year's. In the fall he'd gone to the zoo with her, and the warmth of her little hand resting in his had flowed through his forearm, over his shoulder and chest, and straight to his heart. Both had been silent because there was no need for words. Each finger and each phalange of each finger was a secret alphabet they alone understood. Each touch had a special meaning, from rapture at the beauty of the birds of paradise fluttering around the aviary to the need to pee. 

Their meetings stopped after his mother-in-law got the idea that if he was such a hotshot businessman, Zhokhov should have to pay to see his daughter in hard currency, ten dollars for every hour spent outside the house. She considered this price reasonable. Hiring Lelka out at a fixed rate felt degrading, and since the winter the cost of even an hour's walk was beyond his means. His mother-in-law, who had been a director of educational work, would agree to no concessions, and his wife did whatever she said. 

           He was allowed one telephone call a week for free. His daughter didn't want to talk on the phone and would agree only to fairytales. Zhokhov invented the magical land of Swinelandia, which was inhabited by anthropomorphic pigs, who were good but silly, and he spent all his air time on stories from their life, which he made up between Saturdays. The Swinelandians had their own flag with three stripes of various shades of pink and a seal in the shape of a crowned acorn. The state anthem started like this: "We are loyal to our piggery!"
           He stopped his other ear with his finger to keep out the street noise. 

           "Naturally, toward alimony. . . . What does that mean, money's better? Do you have any idea what times you're living in? In February inflation was a hundred percent a week! Sugar is currency, you can sell it any time. . . . I didn't know how either but life made me. . . . Why only sugar? It's just that today we're signing a contract for two trainloads and I'll take my brokerage percentage in kind." 


He broke off the conversation when he noticed an antiquated Lada 6 pulling up to the curb close by. From either side of it emerged two Caucasians wearing identical leather jackets, one older and hefty, the other fairly young, stately and lithe, like a dancer in a folk ensemble.  


"Hasan! Hasan!" Zhokhov shouted.  

The older man heard him but did not take a step toward him. With an economical gesture he had the young man stay by the car. Not a muscle moved on his puffy face, shaved blue almost up to his eyes. 

           His palm was moist and his handshake limp, as happens with large men endowed with great physical strength by nature who feel no need to demonstrate it. His jacket sleeve was pulled back, revealing his hairy wrist and an officer's watch with a star and hands and dial that were pale and murky in the daytime.  In the dark they filled with poison green light.

"You shouldn't wear that," Zhokhov said. 

           "Why?"
           "Phosphorous, radiation." 

Hasan got into the back seat without saying a word. The car rocked under his weight. The young one sat behind the wheel. In profile he looked older. There was a sense that his face had been sculpted following an ancestral stencil and only his eyes belonged to him alone, and then not always. At times their fiery gleam went out, as if the blood of his forefathers, who knew the measure of this world, was asserting itself. Zhokhov got in next to him to show him the way and only then remembered his name—Ildar. 

As he sat down he noticed a crumpled plastic package with a gear pictured on it on the seat beside Hasan. The partly worn-off letters around its teeth formed the word "Soyuzkhimmash." The package was stuffed with something soft and formless, but Zhokhov immediately realized what was there: money. The carefully casual newspaper packaging concealed the bulk of bundles tossed in. When Marik had to carry large sums in cash, he used packages like that, too. They were safer than a bag or briefcase, let alone an attaché. 


They got started, made a turn, stopped at a light, dove into a tunnel, came out near some railroad tracks, and started wandering in the right-of-way, between barbed-wire-entwined fences, windowless kishlak walls, and silvery sheds with prison camp towers and quasi-military checkpoints where sturdy lads walked up and down wearing bulletproof vests or officers pea jackets minus any badges of rank. The alleys to either side were blocked by gates. 

The money package was reflected in the little mirror above the windshield. Zhokhov knew the amount and mechanically started calculating his own percentage again in rubles and in dollars. Over the last two days these calculations had been made many times, but the procedure itself was soothing, like reciting a mantra. 

On the left stretched a concrete wall sporting a mosaic of party abbreviations, soccer club logos, and this winter's slogans, as monotonous, angry, and desperate as the complaints of a mute. Zhokhov automatically read the coal-black graffiti broken up by the junctures in the slabs: "Gaidar, give the money back!" "Yeltsin's a Judas!" Meanwhile a recognizable someone with a flipped middle finger instead of a face popped up and vanished, hidden by a pillar. A symbolic equation flowed by in which the sum of the terms equaled a swastika. Freaks with smeared names stood disciplinedly in line for the gibbet, and an anthropomorphic five-pointed star wearing the pointy helmet of a Russian knight and carrying a straight Varangian sword attacked a Mogen David wearing a Khan Mamai cap and armed with a curved Khazar saber.


Ildar did not utter a word the whole way. His face was calm, like a murid who knows from whose lips alone the voice of destiny should be heard. A shadow of doubt flickered just once, when he saw a piece of plywood on the right that was nailed to a tree and bore a bold inscription: Tire Repair. A sparsely feathered arrow, like the ones that used to be drawn through hearts on fences, directed them to a shed that was listing to one side and propped up by two beams. Hanging on a chain from the roof was a hubcap framed by scraps of tar paper. 

Braking, Ildar shot Hasan a questioning glance. He shook his head. 

Zhokhov told him to slow down. He was afraid of missing the turn, but he ended up recognizing it from far off. The familiar landscape came up slowly, as if surfacing from a half-forgotten dream. They drove into the yard past a white, pink-bellied dog lying in the snow and stopped next to a one-story brick warehouse, brown with years of soot. These walls had never felt the hot breath of sandblasting equipment. Ildar stayed in the car with the package while Zhokhov and Hasan entered the storage-type building through a small steel door. 

The ceiling was made of overlapping particle board, and the documentation hanging on the walls scarcely made any sense now. Amid the curled-edged papers with faded typing and rust traces around the tacks, a famous poster by Djuna Davitashvili, itself not quite current either, stood out. On it, an Assyrian sorceress was portraying a butterfly, one wing of which was the American Stars and Stripes and the others the red Soviet flag. The whiskers on the right and left were in matching colors. 

Under this chimera, squatting by the wall, a broad-chested, tow-headed fellow was eating a paper cup of imported soup dissolved in boiling water from a paper cup. His red and blue track suit, which rustled every time he moved, was a mark of his caste. 

Along the other wall, reconstituted Chinese meat in foil boxes stood in silver stacks, which two women were covering with a camo tarp. 
The one wearing an orange railworker's vest said to the other, "Yeltsin, they reported it yesterday, his mother's very sick. God forbid she passes before Easter. Then what? After all, nowadays, we don't know anything. Maybe, if not, we'll be mourning the departed with vodka during Lent. Everyone's so wicked now." 

"Is Nikolai Petrovich in?" Zhokhov asked her.
The woman didn't answer, but the other said,
 "Where else would he be?"
Under the towhead's tenacious gaze they went into the next room, which was hollow and empty after renovation. New furniture had yet to be brought in, and sitting at the only table, which had legs of unpainted plywood, was a man wearing sateen coveralls, like a warehouse worker. Peeking out from under the coveralls was an expensive imported shirt and a tie that was evidently was not inexpensive either. 

On the other side of the table were two office chairs with high backs and disproportionately short legs. This simple but psychologically effective device had been described in many guides to business. The legs were sawed off so that in any business negotiation the master of the office would be looking down on his visitors.  

"Greetings, Nikolai Petrovich. We've come to see you." Zhokhov addressed him with the familiar "you" but used his name and patronymic, the way Politburo members and captains of industry addressed each other.  "Here is my buyer. We've talked over the terms, and everything suits him. . . . Have a seat, Hasan, and let's work out the delivery."
"There isn't any sugar," Nikolai Petrovich said in a colorless voice, having waited for him to sit down. 

"How's that?" Zhokhov was upset. "You and I agreed on all this yesterday!"


"Yesterday I had it and today I don't. The sugar's gone." 

When asked when it would be there, the answer was he couldn't say exactly. It came in rarely now and went out immediately. The nature of its comings did not depend on miserable human will and therefore no apologies were required. What we had here was the insuperable force of circumstances.  

Nikolai Petrovich turned away and looked out the window. The intoxicating March sun was beating through it. The lurex in his tie sparkled like copper pyrite. 

Rising, Hasan returned the disfigured chair to its place with exaggerated decorum. Zhokhov detained him by the elbow and with his other hand moved the telephone on the table closer, picked up the receiver, and started dialing.
"The fuck it's gone! Don't go telling me your stories! Tell them to Semyon Iosifovich." 

At the third number Nikolai Petrovich pressed down the cradle with a pencil.
"Lyosha!” he called. 

The towhead appeared. Hasan pushed him aside and strode toward the exit. Zhokhov ran after him, trying to vindicate himself.
"Word of honor. It was all settled yesterday! I called him this morning and they didn't call him to the phone." 

In the yard he got out a pack of Magnas but didn't have time to light up. Hasan pulled the unlit cigarette from his mouth, twirled it in his fingers thoughtfully, and dropped it in the snow. There was more threat in that limp gesture than if he'd snapped it, thrown it away, or crushed it in his fist. 

"I borrowed money on the promise of your sugar. Who's going to pay the interest?"  

"We'll think of something," Zhokhov reassured him. "It's nothing to worry about.  It's a problem we can solve."
He picked up the cigarette, blew on it twice, and finished what he had to say.
"Basically foodstuffs aren't my specialty. I work in metals. I've got good connections in the Urals, especially in Sverdlovsk Province. I'm in touch with quite a few direct producers." 

"Your fine is five hundred thousand," Hasan replied.
 He didn't even rebel at this extravagant and suspiciously round sum. It was beyond belief. Zhokhov simply couldn't relate it to himself and wasn't listening well when Hasan started listing its components. His voice held neither ice nor steel. He got out a calculator, carefully poked it with his fat finger, and blocking off the sun, showed him the number that came up, which Zhokhov didn't even look at. What for? Start haggling and you're not going to get much off anyway, and on the other hand you might give him ideas about your solvency. 

"And where am I supposed to get it?"  he asked in the tone of someone who knew there was no answer to his question in principle.
"Sell your car." 


"I don't have a car."
"You said it was getting repaired."
"That was just bluster. I don't even have a license. You can check with Motor Vehicles. If you know a cop, have him check. It's a matter of kopeks." 

Hasan looked toward the gates. The white dog was lying there in the same pose, but next to it now was another, rusty gray, like a Mongolian sheep. Both had their eyes shut. 

"I've been to your house, we drank tea," he recalled.  "You said your room wasn't rented. Was that bluster too?" 

"No. So what?" 

"I can take it. To pay your fine." 


"What? A room downtown for five hundred thousand?"

"We'll get an appraisal through an agency. I'll pay whatever I'm short."  

Zhokhov had a keen sense of how that would be, ending up in Moscow past forty without his own housing, especially with his profession. His experience as an exploration geologist was now in approximately the same demand as the ability to set a ship's course using a sextant and astrolabe.  As a private entrepreneur he hadn't done all that well either. 

          "How easy all this is for you! I envy you"—which was all Zhokhov could get out before Hasan grabbed him by the neck with his hairy claw and banged his head against the wall. 

          His knit cap softened the blow, but his head filled with cotton wool, and he couldn't even tell whether he was hearing with his ears or lip reading about the meter running and his deadline of a week. His body felt drained, as if he'd been led to the edge of a roof and been bent over an abyss. The emptiness passed from his stomach to his weakened legs, only to be replaced by a momentary nausea rising through his petrified gut to his throat.  

Hasan made a gesture with his hand as if he were shaking water from his fingers. Standing by the wall, Zhokhov saw him walk toward the car and get in the front seat next to a silent Ildar, all the while looking only at the dogs. The doors slammed. Skidding furiously in the melting snow, the car drove out of the yard and was lost among the warehouses.
Translated from the Russian by Marian Schwartz
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