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				Always the island had been out there, so far out over so much choppy water, far beyond the last gray wave, the groaning ice when there was ice, the fog when there was fog, so distant in the middle of such a huge lake that, for their first nine years, Nizhi—that church made of those tens of thousands of wooden pegs, each one as small as a little boy’s finger bones; those woodshingled domes like tops upended to spin their points on the floor of the sky; the priests’ black robes snapping in the wind, their beards blowing with the clouds, their droning ceaseless as the shore-slap waves—might have been just another fairy tale that Dyadya Avya told.

				And then one day when the lake ice had broken and geese had come again, two brothers, twins, stole a little boat and rowed together out towards Nizhi . . .

				“Into the lake,” Dima said.

				“To hunt the Chudo-Yudo,” Yarik said.

				“Until they found it.”

				“And killed it.”

				They were ten years old—Dmitry Lvovich Zhuvov and Yaroslav Lvovich Zhuvov—and they had never been this far out in the lake, this lost, this on their own. Around them the water was wide as a second sky, darkening beneath the one above, the rowboat a moonsliver winking on the waves. In it, they sat side by side, hands buried in the pockets of their coats, leaning slightly into each other with each sway of the skiff.

				“Or maybe it came up,” Dima said, “and crushed the boat.”

				“And they drowned,” Yarik said.

				“Or,” Dima said, “it ate them.”

				They grinned, the same grin at the same time, as if one’s cheeks tugged the other’s lips.

				“Or,” Yarik started.

				And Dima finished, “They died.”

				They went quiet.

				The low slap of lakewater knocking the metal hull. The small sharp calls of jaegers: black specs swirling against a frostbitten sky. But no wood blades clacking at the rowboat’s side. No worn handles creaking in the locks. Hours ago, they had lost the oars.

				Now they were losing last light. Their boat had drifted so far into Lake Otseva’s center that they could no longer make out the shore. But there was the island. All their lives it had been somewhere beyond the edge of sight, and now they watched it: far gray glimpse growing darker, as if the roots of its unknown woods were drawing night up from the earth. It humped blackly out of the distant water, unreachable as a whale’s back. And beyond it stretched the lake. And all around: the lake. And beneath them the rocking of its waves.

				At their feet the tools they’d taken scraped back and forth against the skiff floor: axe, hatchet, cleaver, pick. Each one freshly sharpened. In the bow, behind their backs, a brush hook’s moon-bright blade swayed against the sky. Beneath it, a cloud of netting. And, nestled there to keep from breaking, wrapped in wool blankets to warm the life in them: two dozen eggs, a gestating nestful of yolky souls. Out of the stern, the fishing rod jutted, its line lipped by the waves—tugged and slacked, tugged and slacked—going down down down into the black belly of the lake where its huge hook hung, gripping in its barb the red fist of a fresh goose heart.

				Way out over the water, far beyond the island, the edge of the lake met the end of the world and there the sky was a thin red line drawn by a bead of blood. Then it was just a line. Then the line was gone, and there was just the darkness of the earth meeting the darkness of the sky and the boys rose unsteadily on the unsteady boat and crouched atop the netting, unfolding the blankets from the eggs. Dima unscrewed the tops from the canning jars. Yarik cracked the shells against their rims. One by one he slid in each yolk on its slick of albumen. One by one Dima closed the tops again. When they had all the eggs in all the jars, they tied threads around the glass necks. Each thread they tied to an oarlock or a hole punched through the gunwale or a ring at the prow, the two brothers crawling around the boat, reaching over its edge, letting go the jars. At the ends of their strings they floated, the glass gleaming, the eggs like a lakeful of eyes.

				“How many heads do you think it has?” Dima said.

				It had become more night than dusk, and there was no moon, no way to see the fishing line. But they watched the rod.

				“At least six,” Yarik said.

				“Probably twelve,” Dima said.

				Yarik told him, “Twenty-four.”

				Dima said, “I want the axe.”

				Reaching down, he found it, and—arms thin as the handle, shoulders straining—lifted. Beside him, in Yarik’s small boy’s hands, their old uncle’s pistol seemed huge. They sat huddled together, cold and silent and knowing the other was scared: the line would snap tight; the boat would jerk; the weight would suck down the stern; the water would wolf their feet; the thing’s two dozen heads would roar up around the boat, one set of jaws mouthing blood and metal, the other twenty-three agape, their tongues, their teeth.

				“What if it doesn’t come?” Dima said.

				That was when the rod bent. They watched it arc, watched the arc deepen until the rod was almost doubled on itself, shaking.

				“It’s going to,” Dima whispered, and Yarik said, “break,” and Dima said, “come loose,” and then the stern dropped so fast that for a moment there was just the strain of all the air cupped within the boat against all the water trying to suck it down, the sound of something splitting, tearing . . . and then the boat jerked back up, its stern lifting off the surface, knocking the boys forward, noses to knees, and when they looked up the rod was gone.

				Stumbling to his feet, Dima stood scanning the water for a hint of the rod streaking away. Or hurtling back at them.

				The boatwall boomed.

				He jerked, ripped a hand off the axe, flailed for the gunwale. Behind Dima: his brother laughing. Even in the dark, he could see the panic on Yarik’s face, the unnerved giddiness in his eyes as he banged the metal barrel on the boat-side again.

				“Trusishka,” Yarik called him. He tried to make clucking noises as he bobbed his head, but he was laughing too hard; only sputtering came out.

				The laughter passed from Yarik to Dima as these things always passed, as if the placentas that had once fed them were still conjoined, and Dima climbed onto the rowboat seat, shakily stood, threw back his face, and crowed a laughter-rippled rooster’s call: “Kukareku!”

				Yarik climbed beside him, crowed out his own: “Kukareku!”

				On the thin metal bench, they stood side by side, beating their chests, calling into the night.

				From the night, a call came back to them: some rooster of Nizhi crowing its reply. Such a long sound! So drawn out and furious! They counted it—raz, dva, tri . . . fifteen, sixteen, seventeen—longer even than Dyadya Avya’s old crower, longer than they could push their own breath when they emptied their lungs in a wild burst of crowing back. How the rooster bellowed his challenge again at them! How they threw their crowing, boys and bird, across the black surface of the lake!

				Until their crows turned to shouts, their shouts back to laughter, the laughter to breathing, the breathing quieting. They stood there, rocking. Above them, the stars filled the sky like sand filling a bucket of water until it seemed wholly comprised of grains of light. Below, Otseva’s surface filled with their reflection. All around the boat, the floating jars gleamed: a drifting constellation, waterborne.

				“What if it comes back?” Yarik said.

				And they passed between them the knowledge that that was why they had come out. For it to come back. So they could kill it. They stood thinking of their father, and how he must have tried, and they passed between them the truth that he had failed, and that they would fail, too, and they wondered again, silently, the thoughts they had wondered aloud in the night in their beds at Dyadya Avya’s—where in them lived their souls? And had they grown side by side, same to same, in their mother’s womb as well? And if one was swallowed up, or died, or simply left, would the other go, too?—and then they climbed down off the seat and went around the boat again, Dima with his axe, Yarik with the cleaver, cutting all the strings.

				One by one, the jars floated away. The gleams separated from each other. The darkness between the boys and the boat widened and widened and then swallowed any sign of the jars at all.

				“Out to see Nizhi,” Dima tried. And after a moment: “Into the lake.” And then: “Where they sank, and the water swallowed them up, and they drowned.” Dima grinned, waited to feel his brother grin.

				But his brother was clambering for one side of the boat, and Dima was scrambling to the other to keep from tipping, and into the darkness that somewhere hid the island Yarik was shouting, “Help! Help!”

				Dima reached for him and drew him down again, beside him on the bench, whispered it would be OK, they were together. On the island, Yarik’s shouting had stirred some dog of Nizhi. It barked, so far out its sound was quiet as a creaking in the dark, and the sky drifted above the drifting boat, and the cold came on, slow and steady, as if the creaking was its footsteps creeping across the night towards the boys, and they leaned into each other, shivering.

				When Dima climbed off the bench, Yarik followed. They slid together along the bottom of the boat until they lay stretched out, boots to bow, out of the wind, side by side, rocking. In the sky, the stars flickered, flickered, as if each distant dog bark caused the night to blink.

				In unison, the brothers unzipped their jackets. They slipped their arms out of the sleeves. They paired each strip of zipper with its mate on the other’s jacket, worked at the pulls along the teeth until they were zipped in, facing each other, their jackets become one jacket that encased them both. Inside, they slid their fingers into each other’s pits. Against his hands, Dima could feel his brother’s heartbeat. Or was it his brother’s hands beating beneath Dima’s arms? Or was it his own heart pulsing? The wind rushed by above.

				He might not have woken if it wasn’t for Yarik’s struggling. Over them, the searchlight washed across the boat, sparked off the empty oarlocks, was gone again.

				Yarik tore the zipper open, shoved loose, sat up. Dima stayed lying where he was. He watched the light find his brother.

				“Look!” Yarik called down at him.

				Instead he shut his eyes.

				“Allo!” Yarik shouted. “Allo!”

				Dima listened to the night swallow the shout, to the water shushing beneath Yarik’s banging scramble for the bow, his brother’s frantic passed by, unseen, missed—until the gunshot silenced everything. Its blast filled the boat fast as if the bottom had been blown out, water rushing around Dima’s ears. Through it, he heard another boom, another. Eyes squeezed tight, he counted the shots—four, five, six—­waiting for the seventh that would mean the gun was empty. It never came. Instead, there was his brother saying his name, asking him to sit up, telling him to look.

				But when Dima rose, he kept his eyes shut. He would have stayed in the hull if, without his brother, it hadn’t been so cold. He climbed by feel onto the bench, leaned against Yarik. When the light hit his brother’s face, Dima opened his eyes. Bright as a full moon, the searchlight came, sweeping the lake, them, the lake. Until it held, blasting. Dima shut his eyes again. Through the water, he could feel the ship coming, the shuddering of its engine, the small boat beginning to shake.
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				Sometimes, climbing up the steps of the autobus on his way to work, Dima would pass Yarik climbing down and feel, for a moment, his brother’s palm on the back of his neck, still warm from Yarik’s coat pocket. Or punching in at the entrance to the Oranzheria he would spot his brother in the crowd shuffling out: Yarik would nod to him, too tired to speak; he would nod back. Sometimes, twelve hours later, Dima would hear his brother, returned for his next shift, calling to him: Good morning, little brother! And he would call back: Good night, big brother! Born a mere eight minutes apart, it was how they’d called each other since they were kids, and the whole tram ride home he would play it over and over in his head—good morning, bratishka; good night, bratan; good morning, bratishka; good night . . . —trying to keep the voice just right, to hold the image of Yarik’s eyes.

				And, though weekends were an idea discarded long ago, sometimes on Unity Day, or Defender of the Fatherland Day, or any of the half-handful that he got off, Dmitry Lvovich Zhuvov would go to his brother’s home. He would take a tram across town, shortcut through the playground, skirt the small lake puddled at the building’s entrance, climb the concrete steps inside the dimlit stairwell, knock on the apartment door, and step into his brother’s hug and kiss the cheek of his brother’s wife and eat with the children some sweet thing she had made, and they would gather—his little nephew leaping up and down on the couch, his infant niece nursing at his sister-in-law’s breast—while the two brothers, lying hidden behind the coffee table, raised hands: a mitten bear, a glove of a rooster, simple socks making a pair of horses to pull the sleighs in the tales the brothers told. Then Dima would turn his cheek on the rug and, watching so close he could feel the breath behind his brother’s whinny or roar, try to catch a glimpse of Yarik as he used to be.

				Sometimes Dima would almost feel that Yarik still was as he’d once been. Helping hang an icon for his brother’s wife, Dima would stradle Yarik’s shoulders, whoop and flail as his brother, roaring, tried to stand beneath the weight, bellowing until they both collapsed into a laughing heap. Clearing away the dead lilacs that lined Yarik’s street, they’d taken turns with the bow saw, one brother urging the other on with hollered bursts of folk songs, each banging out the beat with the flat of his hands on the sawer’s back. It was the way they’d always worked together, and, later, pouring a drink, Dima would stare across the table—Yarik’s hands full with his daughter’s diapers, ears with his son’s babble, face flush from shouting over it to his wife—and tell himself, I am seeing him, here, right now, and know it wasn’t true. Always, then, Dima would think of the lake and the rowboat and the blanket of stars. His eyes would ache. His lips would shiver. He would cover them with his fist.

				They had the same big fists, were the same high height, had grown the same thick bones. Heads round as ball-peen hammers, hair black as raven wings, eyes like the gray of that bird’s breast feathers stirred with the blue of its sky. Their father used to call them his two tsareviches, claim they had flown to him as crows, morphed into infants before his eyes, would one day turn back into birds and fly away again. Instead, with each year, they only turned a little more into themselves: Yarik’s shoulders a little wider, his forehead a little higher, the skin around his eyes a little more cragged; Dima’s eyes seemed to grow more blue, his face to lengthen, a mole marking his cheek. Still, until a couple years ago, strangers had struggled to tell them apart. Now it was easy: one was brown as their farmer uncle after a summer in the fields, the other pale as his wraith-white skin in winter.

				The first year Dima worked at the Oranzheria, it had scared him—watching his face turn wan and wrinkled—each shift beneath the mirrors’ thin light leaching his color a little more until he was as pallid as any other night worker high on the surface of that great glass sea. Vast hectares of panels stretching across an endless scaffolding of steel, it spread northward from the lakeshore, creeping over the land like a glacier in reverse: the largest greenhouse in the world. On the news they talked of its unceasing expansion, of the whole country’s future in ever brighter bloom, of a Russia risen again on the wings of her space mirrors.

				Kosmicheskie zerkala. An idea born during Brezhnev (Oh for a satellite to reflect the sun into our Siberian night! Oh to snatch day from the earth’s bright side, expel our long darkness from this northcold land!) and designed under Andropov (These giant dragonflies! Their steely abdomens the size of submarines! Their solar module wings!), built in Gorbachev’s last years, scrapped by Ivashko, reborn with the oligarchs and launched in the last decade of the past century, rocketed through the exosphere on the arching backs of freshly molted entrepreneurs. It was a man from Moscow who built the first (the people of the city shook their heads, took it for just what this new breed of billionaire did when it got drunk), and it was his corporation that quieted their laughter to whispers (he was going to launch it for science, for Russia, for Petroplavilsk, for free), and finally to awestruck silence the day the Space Regatta Consortium put the first one up: belly to belly with the world, it slid the planetary curve, in its wake a gleaming disk of Kevlar, big as Red Square, reflecting the sunlight down. But it was the Ministry of Energy that paid for the Consortium to send up another, and another, and the next, and the one after that.

				Soon there were five floating in the night sky above Petroplavilsk. Petrovskaya Plavilnya, Peter’s Foundry. Once the city had clanged and glowed with the workyards of the tsars—monstrous anchors forged for Baltic men-of-war, Great Catherine’s cannons rolled out to disembody Turks—but for many years it had manufactured little but melancholia. A place of concrete buildings, busted piers, skeletons of trees beneath streetcar wires scratched into sky, graveyards gray with snow, the absurdity of crocuses, of even the color purple, of old people standing in their underwear on the shore of the still-frozen lake beneath the cries of gulls, the birds’ solitary drifting and sudden frenzied flocking like the days of the work-hungry men, their job-starved wives.

				That was how it was after perestroika. That was how it was until the mirrors came. Until the oligarch proposed to make an experiment of the city, the first place on earth illumined by the sun for every hour of every day of all the seasons of the year. He would take the most depressed, torpid town in Russia and grow its productivity as if beneath a heat lamp, sprout a work rate unparalleled in the world; it would be a hothouse of output, a field of ceaseless yield. No long months of winter brooding, darkness drawn over Petroplavilsk like goose down. No twilight melancholy, no dreaminess of dusk. No midnight urge to lie on dewy grass between the trolley lines inhaling summer’s scent. No evening-ushered crime spike. No streetlamps. No car headlights. No night.

				The first zerkalo kosmosa lit only the center of the city. It painted gleam on the bronze pates of scowling heroes, flared pilfered sunlight off the memorial cannons and stacks of iron shot. The people of Petroplavilsk gathered at the light’s circumference, their backs bathed in blackness, their faces aglow. Some crept to the edge, their hands held as if to dip their fingers in the light, faint shadows blooming beneath their bodies, their edges sharpening to noonlike, until they found themselves bathed whole in the caromed sun. In those first nights of that first mirror the city’s heart thumped to the sounds of celebrations. Parents brought their children. Sons carried in their dying mothers. No one slept. They would lie in bed looking through their windows at the glow, or shut their curtains and lie there thinking of it.

				The second zerkalo lit the rest of the city. The third, the sprawl of concrete apartments to the west. The fourth, the eastern same. The fifth one lit the dockyards and a swath of the sea-sized lake.

				Fishing boats trawled through daylight and mirror-light, the droning of their engines incessant as the waves, their crews pulling twelve-hour shifts, clambering aboard in midday brightness, alighting onto docks in a midnight like a low-watt noon. Along the Kosha River the old ironworks roared through the semblance of sunset, the factories on the Solovinka thudding into sunrise, their rumble unrelieved by the passage of days, weeks, months. Sleep was freed from nature’s hours. Breakfast was what happened before work. Stores never closed. On once-empty shelves new goods appeared: prewashed greens, low-fat avocados. On the way home from work women bought machines for cleansing tableware, shaving tools that ran off batteries; their husbands picked up suppers cooked by strangers’ hands.

				In the last hour of nature’s light, as the planet rolled away from the sun, the zerkala rose off the eastern horizon, their refracted glow red as the sky in the west. People called it voskhod zerkala. Mirror rise. From then to dawn the satellites drifted overhead, a sliding swatch of stars, their mirrors ever angling to cant the sun’s light down on the same circle of earth. And as the first zerkala followed their path over the world’s western edge, the bank of mirrors behind them took up the task, and then the zerkala behind them, and behind them, all through the hours that once were night.

				No longer. Dusk to dawn the city was eerie with a luminescence like a storm-smothered day with shadows sharp as noon. The planners had hoped a people used to the north’s white nights might adapt with ease, that it would feel little different from summer’s solstice: the long wait for dusk, the anxiousness that built by the hour until at last the sliver of night would drop and puncture it, pressure whooshing out like the long day’s sigh. Except beneath the zerkala there was no puncture, no release. Not even summer’s few hours of dark. And in the fall, the cold days drew behind them no blanket of night. Winter never grew its black coat. And what was there for spring to shed? From what would it wake?

				Outside the spot of erased night, small villages slept on in their enduring dark. Beyond them lay the woods. Vast lands of larch and fir, aspens and birch. All fall, while their canopies turned the colors of the sunsets, while night yawned wide above their shedding leaves, while branch tips hardened against the coming cold, each tree beyond the zerkala’s reach must have wondered at the way, inside that circle of light, the others stayed green. Their leaves still on their branches. Where, when winter hit, they rotted.

				In spring, the stretching days woke those who’d slumbered, dormant, beneath nature’s blanketing dark, to an eerie sight: beneath the zerkala light all their brethren stood dead or dying, stuck in winter-broken bodies, not a single bud. Even the evergreens had succumbed: the tops all winterburned, the bottoms sprouting suckers, their shapes forever changed.

				In villages, gardens ground to a halt, field crops grew confused. Barley forgot to form seed heads. Pea shoots paused preflowering. Where tubers had been sown the soil waited. A few farmers tried to hang on, to pasture milk cows on clover that didn’t bloom, to grow the few things that seemed able to withstand the constant light: plots of cucumbers and onions, a few patches of strawberries. While all throughout the city the people watched their old trees swapped for ones grown in the Consortium’s great greenhouse. Park gardeners planted beds with Consortium-cultivated flowers. Seeds developed in the laboratories of the oligarch went on sale.

				Though even the researchers who had found the light-sensing gene, who’d flicked off the molecular switch, couldn’t ease the panic that coursed through the mice, tree frogs, bats. Voles were hunted as if with spotlights. Housecats grew fat on their kills. New prey presented itself to dogs. Out beside the soon-doomed woods fields became feasting grounds for foxes, falcons, their hunting an unimpeded bliss.

				But why were the snowy owls booming their mating calls, displaying their wings, when their spring fledglings were barely out of their nests? Why, so long after spring had gone, were the warblers and wagtails stirred to sing so often and so loud? The geese watched the time for flying south come near, still waiting for flight feathers to grow. Deer didn’t mate. Bears browsed lazily as in midsummer, oblivious to their approaching sleep. And when the cold arrived, did they hear their stomachs groan? Did a shiver run up the flanks of the wolves beneath their summer fur? First snows came, and how strange to see the silhouettes of arctic foxes that had forgotten to turn white, to watch them try to creep upon hares equally unable to hide. And how frenzied the white world seemed then, teeming with ermines and polecats and minks, the panic of their dark shapes.

				All that was before the rumors of a dozen more mirrors going up, the confirmation on the news, the oligarch’s oaths to turn the tsar’s foundry into the country’s garden, Petroplavilsk into Rossiyasad, before the Oranzheria. The mammoth solarium collared the city, a necklace of unceasing gleam. From underneath, it was a second sky of glass. Over fields sewn year-round with engineered seeds, the sunlight streamed down, yanked up sprouts at twice the speed: rapeseed, sunflowers, barley, rye. In air so humid it fogged their throats, workers picked enormous soy pods, cucumbers engorged with warmth and light, harvested ceaselessly, whether the rest of the land lay in bloom or under snow.

				By the time the rumored new mirrors were seen one night—a constellation of seventeen fresh stars rising in the sky beside the five expected ones—the Oranzheria was big as the lake, its clear walls encasing the city, its vast roof flat and wide as Otseva’s surface of winter ice. And it was growing. Through mirror-light and sunlight, in unceasing shifts, twelve hours at a time, twelve thousand laborers swarmed beneath it, over it, at its fringes, every day. A quarter of all the workforce of the city. The first time new hires rode the buses out they crowded at the windows, eyes widening, cheekbones knocking glass. Four stories up, the edge of the Oranzheria cut across the old sky like a second horizon. When the shift switch aligned with sunset, the strip of glass went roseatted, as if dusk had cracked open to show the nearing workers a sliver of some more colorful world. As they passed beneath, it reddened above them, deepened . . . and then began to brighten again as the rising mirrors’ light replaced the last of the sun’s.

				In those first years atop the Oranzheria, back when Dima and Yarik still worked beside each other on the same shift, the same crew, there was something about being so high up, so close to the sky, that spurred the brothers’ dreams. Laying lines of adhesive along strips of steel where the glass panes would be laid down, bent over their silicone guns, they eased the ache in their necks with talk of their uncle’s old chicken coop, of how many hens it would hold, how many Russian geese, American turkeys, laughed so hard at their own attempts at warbling that their gasket lines wriggled in parallel gaffes. One brother on each end of a half-culvert, they debated the merits of wheat and barley, rye and flax, wound up lost in memories of crickets leaping in the communal fields, openmouthed boys chasing the bugs as if to catch them on their tongues. Fitting the trough into the long line of a rain canal, they talked of how they would one day do it again, of how this time the whole harvest would be theirs, the fields theirs, the farm.

				The last time they’d worked together was more than six months ago. And that day they had not even been working, not when the drumming began, heavy as sudden rain, on the top of Dima’s hard hat. Yarik stopped, stared. Watching him, Dima started to rise from his crouch. The drumming ceased. In its place: the weight of a hand pressed down.

				“Why get up?” Dima stayed squatted beneath the foreman’s sarcasm. “I wouldn’t want to disturb such an engrossing conversation.” The fingers drummed again. “Maybe, you want me to bring you some tea?”

				Turning his head beneath the patter, Dima looked past the foreman’s legs, across the high glass plain, to the yawning hole a ladder hatch had sprung. It huffed with the heat of the world below, thick and shaking as jet engine breath. And with it, climbing up out of the hatch: a man in a silvery suit. Others were already up, clustered there, four pairs of sunglasses watching Dima back.

				The only one not wearing shades was the man coming out of the hatch. He rose into the stillness of the standing others, only their suits moving in the wind, his own beginning to whiffle as he made the surface in a movement fluid as the rippling of his sleeves, no pause even as he stepped out of the hatch onto the glass, eyes sweeping the scene, stride already taking him through the group, towards the foreman, the brothers.

				Then he was there, between them, looking down at the glass around his boots. They were boots dyed the blue of Lake Otseva on a deep-skied day, made of squamous skin that might have been peeled off some creature of that inland sea, toes like two serpents’ heads, heels heavy as hooves. The man’s slacks rippled, his jacket snapped. From his neck, two strings hung, weighted by metal nibs, their leather the blue of his boots, the same color—Dima squinted up—that seemed to tinge his eyes. Except, as Dima looked at them, they grew more gray. Around them, the man’s long hair was swept straight back, nearly to his shoulders, bleached blond as his mustache, his golden goatee. His face was tanned, soft, something about the combination so unnatural it made Dima want to look away. But the eyes that he had thought were gray, he saw now—stranger still—had begun to shimmer with a hint of gold.

				The man’s gaze flicked back to the glass below his boots, between the brothers. There the surface was streaked with yellow scrawl. It was bad enough that they were pausing more and more in the movements they were paid to make, bad enough their chatter had caught the ears and slowed the actions of the workers nearby, but to have been bent over their grease pencils, lost in a moment of no work at all, in dreaming up the layout of the milking parlor they’d reconstruct from their uncle’s abandoned barn, right at the moment when the man had come through the hatch, the man who paid the men who paid the men who paid their foreman, who paid them, the man who said to them now, “What’s this?”

				On Dima’s hard hat, the foreman’s fingers beat their tattoo.

				Yarik was already rising from his crouch, standing up into the spill of his own apology, when the man gave him a look that cut him quiet.

				“Are you some cowboy?” the man said. Silence. He turned to them both. “A couple Cossacks?”

				“They’re just—”

				“No.” The man shot the foreman a smile that shut him up. “I’ll guess.” He contemplated the grease-pencil scribblings. “A blueprint?” He raised his eyebrows, scanned their faces. “For new sector expansion? A brainstorm of improvements to our equipment?” With a silver-tipped toe he poked at Dima’s drawing of herringbone stalls. “These are the snow dispersal chutes?” Traced the lines Dima had drawn to show how cows could be arranged. “These are slides to more efficiently direct the shovel-loads? To prevent the spillage onto the crops?” His boot sole hovered over the milking parlor. He planted it, traced with his other toe the lines Yarik had drawn—arrows showing better access to the udders in a retrofitted tie-stall barn—the metal tip scraping against the glass, the gesture twisting the man into a strangely dainty pose. “Here,” he insisted, “you’re trying to solve our problems with ventilation when ice builds up.” He made a little circle with his toe. The foreman looked away, as if his boss had donned a tutu. Stepping from holding corral to chutes with quiet exclamations of surprise and pleasure—“I see. Very clever. Top-notch work.”—he seemed a small child making his way through a hopscotch game.

				Until he stopped. Crouching between the brothers, he reached out, placed a hand over the foreman’s drumming fingers. The patter quit.

				Dima could feel the weight of both men’s hands, then the lightening as the foreman’s withdrew, then the other’s redoubled, pressing down again. That close, he could see the soft red corners of the man’s eyes, the gleam in them. “Look at all these fuckers.” The man spoke low, as if just for Dima’s ears, his gaze roving the other laborers who had shifted their work close to better hear, the men in suits stepping nearer to see, the foreman trying to look like he wasn’t straining to listen, too. “Prairie dogging fuckers,” the man said. He threw a grin to each of the brothers, two quick tosses made to force a catch. Yarik was still standing, but he crouched down as if to scoop it up, and the three were level, low, close.

				“Fucking fish-fooders,” the man said, and laughed. “Come on, you cowboys. Tell me. Am I right? About the snow chute? The ventilation? You were recontextualizing the whole Oranzheria, yes? Inventors,” the man declared. “Our own Korolev! Our own Sikorsky!”

				Dima was already nodding, about to tell the man what he wanted to hear, when Yarik said, instead, “We weren’t inventing anything.”

				“OK,” the man said.

				“We were only thinking.”

				“About?”

				“Tourism.”

				The man beamed. “Loop me in, cowboy,” he said. “Give me the helicopter view.”

				Dima could not imagine how his brother did it: looked straight into those eyes and laid out a lie as intricate as any of Dyadya Avya’s tales. Some sunsets, Yarik said, he and Dima were overcome by the way the wide glass surface broke lightning into a thousand reflections crackling across the panes; how, staring down, you could fit yourself into a V of geese flying above; when mist rolled over the Oranzheria it was as if the cloudbanks they had dreamed of walking on as children were suddenly made real.

				“All this,” Yarik said, “and nobody but us to see it. And we see it all for free. But”—he paused—“if there were viewing platforms . . .” Pointing to the stalls as if they were windows through which visitors would watch the magic shows of hail, he said, “Here’s the route they could take. Here, a tram that would ride ten meters up along the underside of the glass.” And by the time he was laying out a vision for buses to bring out the people of Petroplavilsk, the man had stopped following the drawings. He was looking only at Yarik’s face.

				Watching, Dima thought he heard a humming sound. Low and quiet. There, then gone. Only when he saw his brother’s eyes flick to the man, did he realize where the noise was coming from. Yarik stopped talking. The man stopped the sound. Yarik began again. The sound, again: louder, heavier. The man opened his mouth, let the noise expand into a low, wavering, mournful vowel, round and long and nearly sung.

				The foreman stepped back. The suits who had started forward stopped. Their boss stayed crouched, looking back and forth between the brothers, grinning. Nobody moved, nobody spoke. Yarik cleared his throat, looked at the scribbles on the glass, once more began to talk of the money that could be made. And it was only then, when the blue-booted man sat back on his haunches, lifted his face to the sky, and let out the groaning moan like something boiled in his belly, a bellow fit for an animal twice his size, that Dima realized what it was: a moo. A cow’s moo. The man was mooing.

				The next day, the brothers arrived at work to find their foreman come to send one of them home. Not fired, the man said, just rescheduled. Separated. Which one would switch from the natural-lit shift to the mirror-lit, who would get on the bus and return in a dozen hours just as the other was getting done, he left to them to decide. Dima stood there, silent. So Yarik chose the daytime (If I’m only home when the kids are up I’ll never screw my wife) and the new crew (Dima, who’ll keep an eye on Mama during the day?) assigned to ground-level jobs. They were to work on different planes—Dima high up laying the glass, Yarik below in the stanchion crew—at opposite times. And life would split in two: the time of them together, the time of them apart.

				All their years till then, work had been just another way the world had paired them. As children, they’d milked the collective’s cows in tandem, four small hands squeezing four synchronous streams. As teens, they spent each weekend of every Potato Month, bused out to the fields with all the other schoolkids, not caring how many hours they raked tubers from the finger-cracking dust so long as they were doing it together. Which was why, when all their former classmates scrambled after occupation placements that promised promotion, privilege, the brothers simply chose the first slot they could fill side by side: the floor of a factory where they passed their days shouting to each other above the din, pouring molten metal into casts of tractor doors, fitting windows into cabs, each pane held between them like a glimpse of the thing that had invisibly bound them since birth.

				Now, watching his brother turn away to find his new crew, Dima could feel it crack. Right then—with his new foreman, then his foreman’s manager, then whoever he hoped might listen—he began to try to get his shift aligned again with Yarik’s. But there was a manager for every manager, each tied to the orders of another above, and above seemed set against him for reasons he could not glean, until it felt as if he’d fallen back two decades into the old state system and, six weeks of bureaucracy later, he did what anyone in The Past Life would have done.

				Gennady Shopsin, in the apartment below, was an assistant to the manager of the office of scheduling for the sixty-first sector of the North-North-East Branch, but ever since he’d heard a rumor of promotion he’d been intent on securing an apartment adjoining his to renovate into a place more suitable for the associate manager that he’d soon be. Standing in the hallway last Unity Day, Dima and he had made an agreement: the day his mother died Dima would sell the assistant manager their home—a two-bedroom flat the state’s collapse had left her, assigned long ago to their long-gone family of four, now down to her and him—so long as, every day until then, Gennady would schedule Dima for whatever overtime could be had, even if it meant mirror-light and natural-light, eighteen hours on the glass, so long as it would let his shift overlap a little with his brother’s.

				For over half a year now, that had been the best that he’d been able to do: Yarik below the glass, himself above. If they were in the same sector they might manage to take their quarter-hour rest together. Lying on a cool patch of sod not yet ripped up, hard hats over their faces, voices muffled, they’d fill each other in on the last month of their lives. Yarik would ask after their mother. Dima, after his niece and nephew. But mostly they talked about what their lives had become, what had become of the world they lived in—the Oranzheria and the zerkala and work—about the time they would cut loose from it all, strike out together, live someday on the farm.

				Long ago, for one near-orphaned year—their father drowned, their mother lost to grief—they had. Slept nights alongside nesting hens in straw against one wall of the one room of their uncle Avya’s peasant house, woke mornings to the scent of fresh-laid eggs, the crackle of kindling catching, Dyadya Avya huffing the stove into heat, smiling at them through the smoke. All around the izba where Avery Leo­nidovich Zhuvov had lived there had stretched the kolkhoz’s vast collective versts, but, to them, that year that they turned ten, that their uncle took them into his care, the real farm had been the half-hectare the state allowed their dyadya to harvest as his own. He’d hoed up every inch of soil around the livestock lean-to, meager plots squeezed between the privy and the chicken coop. All day, while their uncle worked the kolkhoz’s wide fields, his nephews labored in his: what they grew in that small space, they knew, was all there’d be to eat. Most evenings they made it themselves—a bowl of boiled potatoes, soupy with grease; a torn chunk of hard bread dipped in milk to make it chewable—brought it out to the place where their father’s body lay. He was buried in the farthest corner of the plot their uncle claimed, far from the well, no fence, just heavy field rocks piled over his grave to keep the hog from digging him up. They would climb the mound, sit on a stone, and, crunching into an onion or cracking a chicken bone, watch the gloaming deepen over the fields, feel the sweat dry on their skin, wait for their uncle to come home. And at night they curled together in their beds of hay, hens warning them from nests, Avya’s old wolfhound, Ivan, stretched out beside him on the floor next to the stove, a bottle balanced on their dyadya’s belly, his voice like a snoring in his thick throat as—once upon a time—he would begin another of his tales.

				And a decade after he had died, buried beneath his own pile of rocks beside his own brother, a dozen years gone by since the farm where their uncle and father lay was sold, on the rare breaks—one a month, at most two—when Yarik and Dima might still manage to take their tea together, they would lie side by side upon the churned dirt beneath that glass sky, and talk again of what they’d promised long ago. “Soon,” Dima would say into the steam of his tea; or, “In six months . . . ,” the heat wetting his face; or, on one spring afternoon, “By June we’ll bring the money out there.”

				It was always summer beneath the glass, but at the unfinished edge, where bare girders reached towards a forest in retreat, the April air still augured snow.

				Yarik pressed his warm cup to his chin, rolled the Styrofoam against his stubble. “Maybe, bratishka.”

				“By June,” Dima said, “I’ll have my half.”

				Over the rim, Yarik raised his eyebrows.

				“We’ll bring it all out to the farm, go into Stepan Fyodorovich’s house, empty our rucksacks all over his table.”

				“The old kulak will have a heart attack.”

				“Then we’ll take all the money and put it back in our rucksacks.”

				Yarik grinned. “And bury the body in the woods.”

				Dima raised his cup. “To heart attacks.”

				They tapped Styrofoam rims. Yarik squeezed his to make it squeak.

				But Dima was already listening to a woods whispering at the edge of a hayfield, the shrushing of footsteps that took him farther in, the wind in the canopy deep in that forest where white birch trunks dropped down like beams of sunlight around the place where he and his brother had long ago buried themselves beneath the leaves. “Baba Yaga’s,” he said, his look lost in the tea. “You think it’s still there?”

				Once it might have been a hunting cottage, long collapsed, or perhaps an eremitic chapel reverberating with the mumbles of some wild-eyed recluse. When they first found it there seemed a small steeple engulfed by the caved-in roof, a bulbous dome subsided into rot, a door decayed as if to invite them in. And in they burrowed, hauling at rocks, digging a tunnel, two small boys with bruised arms and faces blackened but inside a hideaway opening up, just big enough for them. Through it tree trunks grew, their bark rough as rooster legs, their roots spread out like talons. Baba Yaga’s, they’d called it, lying in the soil-scented dark, trying to remember that part of Pushkin’s epic tale, the windowless witch hut perched atop hen’s feet. Whispering into the blackness inside, they added their own scenes that wrote out Ruslan and Lyudmila, starred themsevles instead, told them to each other beneath a forest floor abloom with mushrooms. Hundreds of them grew on the mound above—purple wood blewits and golden chanterelles, ox tongues stiff and red, milk-caps and pheasants backs and puff balls huge and white—spread bright as a quilt beneath the trees. Each time the boys left they picked it apart, filled their baskets. And each time they returned to it regrown.

				“You think,” Dima said now, his words made visible in the steam, “we could still find it?”

				Beneath the sound of hammering from above, his brother breathed out a sudden, small laugh. “My God,” Yarik said, as if he hadn’t thought of it in years. “All those mushrooms!”

				“Hundreds!” Dima said.

				“Thousands!”

				“We could be picking them right now.”

				Reaching over—“And what?”—Yarik plucked the top of Dima’s ear. “Slave in the kitchen? Instead of taking it easy like this?”

				Dima ducked his head away, his face brightened, as if his brother’s fingers had flicked a switch. “Your kids would be slaving in the kitchen,” he said. “We’d be telling them stories.”

				“The last time I got home early enough to tell Timosha a bedtime story . . .” Yarik’s smile slipped. “I can’t even remember.”

				“Soon,” Dima told him, “we’ll tell them stories every night.”

				“In the summer we’ll be too beat.”

				“But in the winter,” Dima said, “after the harvest, there’ll be nothing to do but sit by the stove.”

				“And starve,” Yarik said.

				“And eat soup.”

				“Without meat.”

				“With mushrooms,” Dima said.

				“I do love mushroom soup.”

				“We’ll have it all summer.”

				“And in the fall?”

				“In the fall, Mama will bake them in sour cream.”

				“And in the winter?”

				“We’ll have the ones she pickles.”

				“And in the spring?”

				“By the spring I’ll kill you if you say another word about mushrooms.”

				“By the spring,” Yarik said, “we won’t be speaking to each other.”

				“We won’t need to.” Dima took another sip of his tea. “We’ll just wake up, together, without trying, like we used to. The smell of the chickens, the stove. I’ll make the fire. You’ll take Polina from her crib. Timofei will crawl into the straw, get us eggs. And we’ll eat them, all of us around Dyadya Avya’s old table, before we go out to the field. That’s how it’ll be in spring.”

				Yarik had tipped his cup and was staring up into the empty bottom. The Styrofoam filtered the light and softened it on his face, and about his mouth there was the hint of a distant happiness Dima knew meant he was thinking of something else.

				“These days,” Yarik said, “I usually wake up to Zina snoring.” His eyes slid to Dima. “You know, I go to sleep with my nose against the back of her head? I love the smell of her hair. Ever since our first time, you know what she’s smelled like to me? Crushed weeds. I know, I know, but I love it.” The hint was gone; the happiness was there. “When we . . .” Yarik’s smile widened. “I like to bury my face in her armpits. Like this,” he said, and flopping over, launched himself against Dima’s side, pushing at Dima’s clenched arm with the top of his head, and Dima, spilling his tea, clamping his arm tight to his side, squirmed away until they were both sprawled out, Yarik stretched on his belly, Dima half-collapsed onto his back, their laughter for a moment swallowing all the din of the Oranzheria. Amid sounds of men and machines that swept back over Dima’s quieting, he propped himself up on his elbows, watched Yarik still chuckling into the dirt. He could still feel the tug at his ear, the sweaty head nuzzling his chest, the thing in him only his brother could brighten still filling his face with its glow.

				Wiping his hands on his pants, he found his overturned cup, sat chewing the edge, smiling through the sound of his teeth on the Styrofoam, until they had both gone quiet again. Always, with five minutes left, they would stop talking and silently exchange their hard hats, each brother using the other’s to shade his face for a few stolen moments of sleep.

				That day Dima said, “You know what your hair smells like? Birch. Like a birch switch run under the hot water in the baths.”

				Yarik lay with his face turned down to the soil. And when he turned to look up, his neck bent at a crazy angle, he was grinning again. “You know, bratishka,” he said, “we really need to find you a wife.”

				Once, before the end of the world they’d grown up in, before the beginning of the one growing around them now, in The Past Life, on summer evenings after work, they had gone down to the lake together every day. There, amid the shore-swarm crowds, they’d launched each other from their shoulders. Whoops and laughter and one brother stirring beneath the curved soles of the other’s feet, three quick taps on Dima’s ankles, the same returned on Yarik’s head, the rush of water dropping away, of them rising together out of the lake.

				In winter, they would join the others in a line a hundred wide, everyone side by side on skates, snow shovels in their hands, and, chanting raz! dva! tri!, in one cheering communal rush plow clear a smooth square of ice. All those whooping voices! All that thunderous scraping! Winter birds blasted up into the sky: a swirl of caws and wingflutter above the crowd of skaters as each began their swooping glides below. Someone always brought a boom box. Big brassy marches, orchestral strings, the wail of fiddles and the balalaika’s trill and a hundred voices singing Ya shagayu, shagayu—I am walking, walking—in a hundred synchronized puffs of breath.

				Every evening, those same clouds filled the air around the statue of Peter the Great where poets, high on the plinth, clinging to the tsar’s bronze side, sang out their verse. Every weekend, the bread factory filled with even warmer steam, each apartment complex coming together to bake in the industrial ovens. Once a month each building’s kooperativ gathered to stitch rips and darn holes on the machines of a textile plant. And every time the Cultural-Educational Organization arranged a reading on the National Theater stage—actors reciting Akhmadulina, Tvardovsky, reading stories by Krylov and Gogol—the grand auditorium rang with the rhythmic booms of an entire city’s hands: clap! clap! clap!

				Free Time, economists had called it, and once had recognized its role in people’s lives (new and substantial developments in self-education, the director of the Institut Ekonomiki I Organizatsii Promyshlennogo Proizvodstva had written, improvements in levels of culture); once, it had even been the goal: It is intended, he had proclaimed, based on the steady increase of labor productivity and reduction in labor time, to make a transition to an even shorter workweek. . . . Thirty-five hours, economists predicted. Thirty, they dared to dream. But no one, not even the director of the Institute Ekonomiki, foretold the zero-hour workweek that came.

				Gorbachev, glasnost, perestroika, years of depression, devaluation, the decommissioning of the tractor factory, degeneration of Petroplavilsk, a time of worry and hunger, poverty and despair. For most. For Dima, those had been his favorite years. Workless, he and Yarik would wait together beside the Kosha River, at a bend in the road where traffic slowed, flapping their arms at farm trucks, jogging after tractor wagons, lying back in the coolness between cucumber crates, the river running beside them all the way out to the old kolkhoz. The kulak who had bought it up in the days of reprivitization had fired his fieldhands, let the fields go fallow, and, cutting the last of his losses, counting on a day when the worth of his land might remake his fortune again, shut down the farm. Out there, there had been nothing but the sound of the truck or tractor leaving, the thrum of crickets, sometimes their uncle’s old Yurlov Crower belting out his call, the long cry turned lonesome with all the bird’s brood gone. Someone had found Dyadya Avya’s old milch cow half-wild in the woods. Someone slew the swine. One by one the feral chickens were gathered up out of fields themselves gone wild. Cowbane and Gypsyweed and Rattle and Yarrow: the brothers still sometimes found a hen hunkered in the scrub. The only gun they had was Dyadya Avya’s old revolver, and neither could bring himself to use it, so they lured birds with rotted seed, set their uncle’s rusted traps, sat along the riverbanks angling for fish, cooked them over open fires, slept beneath the open sky.

				And if the day darkened, if the evening threatened rain, they went to the woods, hurried beneath wind-rattled branches, the rush of raindrops battering leaves, until, in the twilight between white birch trees they caught a burst of color and, crouching low, on hands and knees, crawled in. By then their older eyes had recognized the remains of a bench, a broken ladle, half a metal basin filled with rocks, and they knew it was nothing more than some forgotten bathhouse farmworkers must once have used. But still, the old banya’s seclusion stirred their dreams, its darkness let them loose, and, lying there amid the scents of soil and each other, they would swear to one day make them real. Then they would go quiet, listening to the rain drum at the earth above, or two trees knocking at each other somewhere in the night, or sometimes the wo-hoo, woho-uhwo-ho of a Ural owl calling to its mate, before their breathing would fall in synch, the den filled with a sound steady as a single chest breathing peacefully in sleep.

				Now, Dima could barely make out his brother beneath the glass. It had been weeks since he’d seen Yarik, and he was working overtime with a pane-laying team when he caught a glimpse of him through the steel frame just before a sheet of glass was settled in. Through the pane the scene below was blurred soft, but he knew that tall, thin shape, the way that hard hat hung forward on that long neck, how Yarik’s legs bowed when he was carrying something heavy, that voice—he was sure he heard it—reedy barking, quick yelp of a laugh. Kneeling, he rapped with his knuckles. The glass hardly made a noise against his gloves. He smacked at it with the flat side of his ratchet. Across the pane from him, a worker tightening a bracket down glanced over without slowing the cranking of his elbows. The crane had laid the glass a little off its frame, and, like a man drinking water from a creek, Dima dropped his face close to the gap. “Yarik!” he shouted through it. If his brother heard him, he didn’t show it. “Yarik!” The backhoe rumbled alive, its shovel crashing into the bricks. Dima slid to his belly, his face turned so the cheekbones bruised against the surface.

				Down there, they were taking the top off an old farm building. “Sizing” the Consortium called it: everything that was in the Oranzheria’s way smashed or sawed or toppled low enough to build the glass panes over it. Later, the razing crews would finish the job. After, the extraction crews would clear the rubble from the fields. Then the tractors would come. Here, at the edge of the advance of the glass, two wrecking machines twice the size of bulldozers rolled slowly past it all, a heavy chain—the links thick as a forearm—stretched between at five meters height. It lopped off whatever it hit—silos, chimneys, canopies of ancient trees—like a trimmer on a hedge.

				Over the noise, Dima bellowed his brother’s name again. And there at last: Yarik looking up. The crack between the bracket and the pane was just wide enough for Dima to fit his fingers through. He shoved them down to the knuckles, waggled them.

				His brother lifted a hand in a wave, started back to work.

				“Come here!” Dima shouted, his fingers beckoning.

				But only the workers around his brother looked: the tops of their hats, their faces glancing up, the tops of their hats again. He watched Yarik’s yellow hard hat, waiting for the moment when it must tilt back, too, waiting to glimpse once more the small blue spots of his brother’s eyes.
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				“You have to stop doing that,” Yarik said.

				They were playing Zmei, the five of them stretched out in a line held hand to hand to hand: Yarik’s five-year-old, Timofei, followed by Yarik’s wife, Zinaida, then Yarik, then Dima, and their old mother, Galina Yegorovna, tugged along as the last swishing joint of the serpent’s tail. It was Dima who suggested the game (“Oh,” he’d told the pouting boy, “I’m pretty sure even Timofei—maybe especially Timofei —couldn’t manage to shake loose my grip!”) and, as they zagged and whipped around the apartment complex playground, he squeezed Yarik’s hand a little tighter. Three links of hands ahead Timofei was all loopy laughter, jerking the line sharply as he could.

				“Squeeze, Yarik,” Dima said.

				“You have to stop it.”

				“I’m just saying hello.”

				As Timofei wound them around the spring-mounted animals—the bear, the hedgehog, the goose with the broken bill—Dima loosed his grip on his brother’s hand just enough to clasp his fingers farther up and grip again.

				“It’s distracting,” Yarik told him.

				“You don’t want—”

				“I do, Dima. That’s why it’s distracting.”

				The boy led them through the cut-out fuselage of a rocket ship, all climbing bars and rusted fins, Dima stooping as he pulled their mother behind.”You aren’t even trying,” he told his brother.

				“Bratishka—”

				“Mama can grip better than you.”

				“You’ll lose your job.”

				The line whipped; Yarik’s hand jerked loose.

				“So?” Dima said.

				In front, Timofei whooped, “Break! Break! Dyadya Dima’s the Chudo-Yudo!” Behind Dima, still clinging to his hand, their old mother blew exasperation through her lips, leaned over, spat.

				Yarik stood, still holding Zinaida’s fingers in his, separated from Dima by a black tractor tire half-buried in the dirt.

				“So?” Yarik said. “So, I’ll lose my job.”

				From the city center the booming began, the kettle drums and bass drums and snares, the tromping soldiers’ boots. It was May ninth, Victory Day. Soon the guns would fire—still celebrating the surrender of the Germans so long ago—and they had come back early from the parade, before the cannon could scare the baby into a fit. Galina Yegorovna hadn’t understood why they’d had to leave; she had gotten dressed in her old uniform—green jacket pinching the loose skin of her arms, buttons unbuttonable around her belly, gold epaulettes frayed as old rug tassles, hammer and sickle pin aslant, the kosinka with which she always covered the massive bun of her white hair replaced today by an army cap—and she wanted to stay to see the salutes.

				“What will the Party think?” she’d hissed at Dima as they had left.

				“The Party’s dead, Mama.”

				“Oh!” She’d thrust her wrinkled papery palm against his lips.

				“Mama,” he’d said, “you don’t want to make Polya cry on her birthday, do you?”

				And, on cue, his mother’s eyes had begun to tear up instead.

				Polina Yaroslavovna Zhuvova had turned one year old two weeks ago, but now that International Workers’ Day had been de-recognized by the Consortium, deemed tied to the worst backward ways of the past, Victory Day was the closest to her birthday that Yarik could get time off. Zinaida had made a cranberry pie. Their mother had brought blini. Dima had worked the last hour of his twelve, climbed down from the Oranzheria as the zerkala sank out of sight, boarded the bus just as the new sun rose to warm the back of his neck. But there had been no Yarik to pass him on the stairs. And Dima, forsaking sleep between his shifts, had taken a different bus, the opposite direction, all the way out to Dyadya Avya’s abandoned izba, where he had shrushed alone through the leaves to their mushroom warren, gathering milk-caps and morels for the blintzes he and his mother would bring. While he was out there, he’d gone to the old kulak who now owned the land and gotten the baby’s gift.

				There it sat beside the sandbox: a pine green tarp cinched into the shape of a sack. The sack was jerking. They’d left the baby beside it, swaddled in blankets, while they’d played their game. Now Polya began to cry. Each boom of the drums ramped up her squall. Yarik stepped over the tractor tire and past Dima and jogged to her, Zinaida hurrying after, Timofei trudging behind, glaring at the baby’s wailing face, rolling his eyes. Dima’s mother still held his hand, her whole face gripped with eagerness, her eyes darting from street to square for a sight of the parade.

				“It’s this way, Mama.” Dima turned her gently.

				By the time they reached the sandbox, the guns had started in the distance and Polya was screaming as if the volleys had been fired at her. Beside her, the sack was in convulsions. Yarik cradled his daughter, his too-aged face bent nose to nose with her red and screaming one.

				“The booms are for you,” he was saying. “For your birthday!”

				“No they’re not,” Timofei said.

				“Timosha!” Zinaida scolded.

				“Boom boom boom,” Yarik said into the baby’s belly.

				“They’re for the heroes of Mother Russia,” Timofei said.

				Galina Yegorovna’s face lit up: “The martyrs!”

				“See?” Timofei said.

				“Boom boom boom,” went Yarik.

				“It’s not for Polya, is it Dyadya Dima?” Looking up at Dima, Timofei’s striken face was a picture of the sound the baby was making.

				Dima could not remember what that face had looked like when it was as small and scrunched as Polya’s was now, but he had never forgotten the look on Yarik’s face—those hospital fluorescents flickering in that wet gaze—the first time his brother had laid eyes on his newborn son. It had been how Yarik used to look at him. Remembering that, he almost told the five-year-old, Yes. A whole parade just for your sister. A whole streetful of soldiers just for her.

				“Boom, boom, boom,” went Yarik, looking into his daughter’s eyes just the way, before her, he had looked into his son’s.

				Dima reached down and scrunched the small boy’s hair in his fingers. “No,” he said. “Of course not, Timofei. It has nothing to do with her at all.”

				His words were followed by such a silence that he thought, for a moment, somehow the baby had understood. Yarik had quit his booming. Polya had quit her screaming. The air was drawing its breath in preparation for the next blasts. Dima glanced from his brother to his brother’s wife, expecting their reproval. But they were looking at the sack. Polya, too, her face unclenched, her eyes gone wide. Out of an airhole Dima had cut, a small head jutted: two tiny eyes, hard as cherry pits, staring back. Above them, its skull was crowned by a fin of flesh, bloodred and ragged as an ear chewed in a fight. Below its chin hung a flap like the part gnawed off. Its curved beak was smooth and pale as ivory.

				Timofei reached for the thing; the sack sucked it back in.

				In the distance, the cannons thudded.

				“A rooster?” Yarik said.

				“Not just any rooster,” Dima said.

				“This is your gift?” Yarik’s face was spreading with a grin.

				Dima grinned back. “It’s a Golden—”

				“For Polya?” Zinaida cut in. “For a one-year-old?”

				Around the baby all the other gifts were piled in a mound: tiny ones wrapped and sealed as carefully as candy bars, huge ones the size of samovars, ones with bows so big they hid the thing they’d been tied to, each one in bloom with a bright white card taped on—Polya, Polya, Polya, Polya. Beneath Dima’s hand he could feel his brother’s other child look up at him. Timofei’s thin hair was soft as the breast of a bird. Through it Dima could feel bone, skull, heat, pulse.

				To his sister-in-law, Dima lied, “Of course it’s not for the baby.” To his nephew he said, “It’s for you.”

				Pulse, pulse went the boy’s head.

				“Really?” Timofei breathed.

				“Yarik . . .” Zinaida prompted.

				“Really,” Dima said.

				And Timofei’s head was gone, the whole boy hurled forward, as if thrown at the bag by the expellation of his whoop.

				“Don’t touch it,” Zinaida said at the same time Yarik said, “Careful with it.”

				“How can he not touch it,” she said to her husband, “if you’re telling him touch it.”

				“I only said—”

				“He’s touching it.”

				“Timosha!”

				But the boy was on his knees, hand already through the hole, arm buried up to his shoulder, fingers grasping for the panicked, squawking, sack-trapped body inside.

				“Yarik!” Zinaida shouted, and, as if Yarik’s free arm had been waiting for the starting gun of his wife’s voice, he lunged forward, baby in his other arm, his fist snagging his son’s pants’ waist, hauling him away from the roiling bag of bird. Beaming, Timofei held his own fist up into the air. In it: a hunk of golden feathers.

				“My God!” Zinaida said. “He’s bleeding.”

				But he was not. The small streaks of blood on his wrist and knuckles were from the quill tips of the feathers that had been torn out.

				Yarik passed the baby to his wife and with his two big hands pried open his son’s own. A few sticky feathers dropped in clumps; the others fluttered off: bright gold flakes. In Zinaida’s arms, the baby reached out, tried to catch one in its tiny hand. Dima’s mother echoed its grasp with her own old fingers.

				“Why would you do that?” Yarik said to the boy, but Zinaida, holding the baby, looked at Dima as if the words were meant for him.

				“It’s not a regular rooster,” Dima told her.

				“It’s a rooster,” she said. “People use those things for fights.”

				“Not these.” Untying the top of the sack, he said, “Let me show you,” and brought the bird out. It was as big as Polya, and he gathered it in his arms and held it like a mirror of Zinaida holding the baby. All along its back, from neck to tail, golden feathers shimmered in the late orange light. They draped down its shoulders, over its chest, in dense soft flows, glistening patches of dark blue beneath gleaming like wet rocks behind a waterfall. But all that paled next to its tail: feathers so black they seemed almost purple, so long they swished in the air, unfurling upwards in sweeping arcs, spilling over, cascading down, dropping past Dima’s forearms all the way to brush the dirt.

				“It’s a Golden Phoenix,” Dima said.

				It tucked in its neck, let out a quiet cluck. The baby, in Zinaida’s arms, made a noise so purely happy all of them smiled.

				“It’s beautiful,” Yarik told him.

				“It is,” Zinaida said.

				“Can I touch it?” Timofei asked.

				“Gently,” Yarik said.

				“Be gentle,” Zinaida said.

				“Reach out very slowly,” Dima told him, “very smoothly. Good. Good. Like that. Feel how soft—”

				The bird’s head jerked up and struck down, quick and hard as the needle of a sewing machine: stab, stab, stab.

				“Because,” Yarik said, “we don’t even have any chickens.”

				The playground petered out at a brightly painted merry-go-round tilted so badly its edge grooved the mud, and the mud from the playground to the street was littered with trash tossed by children, the last mostly melted snowbank black with the leavings of auto exhaust. Dima stood beside it, the Golden Phoenix in his arms.

				Beside him, Yarik kicked the snowbank with his boot toe. “And its crowing?” He flipped a hand towards the apartment complex, the playground abandoned now by all but their mother. “The neighbors would kill it.”

				“He doesn’t crow.”

				“Zinaida would kill me.”

				“I’ve had him for two days and . . .”

				“He put a hole in Timosha’s hand.”

				“ . . . he hasn’t crowed once.”

				“What’s wrong with the thing?”

				“Timofei tried to grab his—”

				“I mean about the crowing.”

				Dima smoothed the golden feathers on the bird’s long neck. Between the buildings to the west the red sun slipped lower; in the east, the sky was already aglow with the start of mirror-rise. Oktrovskogo Avenue was full of people coming back from the parade: babies in strollers, soldiers with guns, couples holding hands with the earnestness of knowing this was the last full day they’d have together for weeks. More and more of the men let go their girlfriends, or handed the baby to their wives, or swigged the last from a bottle and peeled off from the crowd and gathered at the trolleybus stop where Dima and Yarik stood. Some of them wore old medals; most of them carried hard hats; all of them looked tired. None seemed to notice the bird in Dima’s arms.

				“You’re taking it to work?” Yarik said.

				Dima grinned. “Can you imagine?”

				“I can imagine you doing it.” Far down the street, there came the rumble of a tank heading back from the parade. “I guess you have to take Mama home, anyway.” Behind them, in the playground, their mother wandered the mud, stooping to gather the feathers Timofei had dropped. “You can leave it with her while you’re at the Oranzheria.”

				Dima yawned as if at the word. The tank was going slow, cars beginning to pile up behind it. Its hatch was shut and on the barrel of its gun the red light of the setting sun glinted. Through its cloud of dust he could just see the first canescent orbs rising. “What would be so bad about it?” he said.

				“About what? Getting fired?”

				“I mean just not working . . .”

				“Everything.”

				“ . . . at the Oranzheria anymore.”

				“Then you mean not working, period.”

				“I mean not working like this.”

				“What would you do?”

				“I mean us, bratan. I mean us living out at . . .”

				The tank passed, roaring, covering the rest of his words, then took its roar with it and there was just its dust and the cars and Yarik said, “You better call Mama. The tram will be here and you’ll miss it. And then this won’t be just some idea, but the real fucking disaster, Dima, that you know it would actually be.”

				Dima turned and shouted for her—“Mama!”—and when he turned back, Yarik was holding out his hand, knuckles curled and fingers hanging down, as if the rooster was a dog. “I hadn’t been out there,” Dima said. “Not for a year.”

				“To Dyadya Avya’s?”

				One hand cupped over the bird’s eyes, Dima’s other stroked the top of its head. “This morning, when I went out to get him”—he smiled at the rooster—“to get you—the bus took thirty minutes before it got beyond the Oranzheria.”

				Yarik glanced up from the bird.

				“But once you’re past it?” Dima said. “Once you’ve finally got out from under the glass? Into the villages, along the Kosha . . .”

				“Then it must feel like thirty years. Gone backwards.”

				“No,” Dima told him. “Remember how full the village used to be? All the farm trucks on the road? Now there’s nobody. Nobody in the fields, nobody fishing in the Kosha. Not even any old people sitting on the benches outside their gates. Everything’s changed, Yarik. Even out there.”

				“God.” Yarik reached the rest of the way to the bird’s head, cupped his hand over Dima’s, gave it a squeeze. “Listen to us. We sound like old people.”

				“Even them.” Dima kept his hand still beneath his brother’s. “Even the dedushkas and babushkas who went out there to retire—seventy, eighty years old—even they’re working again.”

				“And you want to quit?” Yarik slid his hand off Dima’s down to the bird’s beak, gave it a wiggle. The bird jerked its head, glared. “We’ll retire at ninety,” Yarik said, trying to force a smile. Dima’s face stayed as serious as the bird’s. He felt Yarik take his head in his hand, shake it as if he had a beak. “Just hold on another fifty-four years, bratishka,” Yarik said. “OK?” And, leaning in, kissed his brother on the temple.

				Sometimes it seemed to Dima they had already waited that long. Sometimes it seemed half a century since their uncle had sold the farm, since they had pulled his body from the river, since the day—could it really have been only a decade and a half ago?—that Dyadya Avya had gathered together in the threshing barn all the other farmers from the old kolkhoz. By then it had already been a kooperativ. And the last century had already begun its close. And God—or the people’s poverty, or their greed, or a hundred million hearts yearning for freedom—had picked up the world as if it were no weightier than a snow globe, turned it over, and shook. But for all the blizzard of new laws that had swirled down—On the Peasant Farm, On Development of Agrarian Reform, On Realization of the Constitutional Rights of Citizens Concerning Land—the scene itself, the izba, the fields and barns, though now turned upside down, stayed pretty much the same: the managers remained the managers, the brigade bosses still bossed the brigades, the nomenklatura became the oligarchy, the ones who once had worked the black market became the ones who saw how it could work once it was brought into the light. The kolkhozy splintered, their shards divvied up by free market laws: here a farmer got a few hectares of land, there another received the seed; one a milking parlor, another the cows; somewhere a tractor, elsewhere its plow. There had been nothing for them to do but salvage some semblance of the collectives they’d had before: cooperatives owned piecemeal, and without the backing of the state. They had failed. The cooperatives incorporated, the farmers suddenly shareholders in farms too big to work themselves. Then came the men who all along had pulled the strings of state-run collectives, who in The Past Life had scraped salaries off the backs of the kolkhozniki, had fattened off the old corruption, men who now saw how much they stood to gain from impoverished farmers with no clue how much they stood to lose.

				It was a man who had never set foot in the fields who saw it first; a man from Moscow who moved so fast that by the time one farmer knew the oligarch had bought a neighbor’s share he had sold his share as well; a billionaire who spent so furiously he held 51 percent of nearly 100 percent of the farms that surrounded the city by the time the decade crumbled into collapse; a man who, when all the money nearly everyone else had saved lost nearly all its value overnight, had his in foreign markets, in Swiss banks, and most of all in land.

				In Moscow they called him The She Bear. Businessmen said it out of envy, politicians out of respect, cartoonists with their pens: jaws gaping, claws raised, guarding cubs in bibs that read Zerkala or Oranzheria, Land or Lake or Light. In Petroplavilsk the people called him The Baron, spoke of how he had turned all the city, all the land around it, into his personal estate, how someday he would own the rest of Karelia, too: an entire vast region of vast Russia ruled over by him. By Borya, as his mother had called him. His friends still called him Baz. But his name was Boris Romanovich Bazarov, and, when they said it, the farmers from whom he’d taken the land let their spit fly.

				Dyadya Avya hadn’t even bothered with the name at all: he just spat. His had been the last kooperativ still holding out—no money for pesticides or feed corn or food for families, just Bazarov, having already bought off a third of the old kolkhozniki, offering the only way for the rest to eat. I don’t care if I have to make borscht out of my nephews—their uncle had shoved a finger at Yarik and Dima for all to see—I wouldn’t sell to that—in place of the man’s name, he hawked up phlegm and gobbed it at the ground—wouldn’t sell him the hole under my shithouse. But one farmer mumbled, Your nephews won’t feed all of us, and another called out, You’ll sell when you’ve got nothing to eat but the shit and Avya, beating his fist on the side of the barn, shouted them all down. Did I say we shouldn’t sell? he bellowed. Sell! We have to sell! But we don’t have to sell to that—he hawked another, spat a smaller stream. The shouts went up: Then to who? Avya shouted back: To one of us! Laughter, snorts, jeers. If you’ve got that kind of money, one said, you must be storing it up your ass. Another heckled, No wonder he won’t sell his shithouse. And Avya roared over the laughing, Not to me, you fools! And sure as hell not to any of you! But men clamped under fear don’t have it in them to laugh long, and by the time his shout was done it rang out over an already quieting barn. The farmers shifted in their boots, their eyes serious. To who? they asked again. And the brothers’ uncle had to look away when he said the name: Kartashkin.

				Stepan Fyodorovich Kartashkin was hated almost as much as the billionaire. A district manager in the kolkhozy days, he had been one of the string pullers, the top-scrapers, a skimmer of profit and black market trader who had managed in those first lawless days of the early nineties to make for himself what in a small village had been a small fortune. Everyone knew he had gotten it at the expense of all the others and everyone resented him for it, but he was the son of the son of a villager; he gave more than anyone to the cripples at church gates; he came to the cultural house for every dance; he had been a farmer, was still a farmer; was, at least, one of them.

				We all pool our shares, Avery Leonidovich explained, land and everything, and sell it to Kartashkin.

				They shook their heads: even Stepan Fyodorovich didn’t have enough to match what the billionaire was offering.

				So we sell for less, Avya told them.

				More head shaking, more grumbling, more questioning of why, why take a loss, What would we get for it in return?

				It stays in the village, Avya said. It stays out of the hands of that—he hawked again, but couldn’t mouth more than a dribble.

				And what, one of the farmers asked, is to keep Kartashkin from turning around and selling it all to The Baron for a profit?

				That, Avery Leonidovich told them, is what we get for it. We put it in the contract. It has to stay a farm.

				The billionaire—

				And, their uncle rode over the objections, it can’t be sold to anyone but one of us. Or of our kin. We put it in the contract.

				Which was how the old kolkhoz, Avya’s izba and outbuildings, and all the hectares around, had become the only swath of land within forty kilometers of Petroplavilsk to stay out of The She Bear’s paws. And still within the reach of the brothers’ dreams. Now, into the hollow of Yarik’s neck, Dima whispered what he’d been wanting to say all afternoon: “Bratan, I have it.”

				Yarik’s fingers quit shaking his head, let go.

				“My half,” Dima said. “I have it now.”

				Somewhere down the street one of the parade stragglers dropped a bottle. Yarik looked towards the crash, watched the half-smashed bottle roll. Reaching in his jacket pocket, he drew out a pack of cigarettes, tapped it and shook one out, and reached in the same pocket and brought out a matchbook and lit it. “Half of what?” Yarik said, exhaling. “Of what we thought the land was worth four years ago?”

				“Just this winter—” Dima started.

				“Or even six months ago? Because, bratets”—with his free hand, Yarik picked a fleck of tobacco from his lip—“anything you’ve saved with this goddamn deflation has gone down in value and”—he spat—“everything out there”—he swept his hand at the skyline of the city—“has gained in it. Before we do anything, we have to have enough between us so we can go to Kartashkin while we’re still working, and find out his price, and meet it, and be able to keep up with . . .” He trailed off, drew on the cigarette, held it out to Dima.

				If it hadn’t been for the small strip of white shivering at the tip of his fingers Dima wouldn’t have been able to tell that his brother’s hand was shaking. He left the cigarette there to show it, said, “How far are you?”

				Yarik finally looked at him.

				“How far,” Dima said, “from your half?”

				The bottle had stopped rolling. “We said we’d try.” Yarik brought his hand back. “We didn’t say we’d have it by now. We didn’t set a date that you—”

				“I saw Kartashkin.”

				Yarik held the cigarette a centimeter from his mouth.

				“When I was out at Dyadya Avya’s,” Dima told him. “Guess what he charged me for the rooster?”

				Yarik moved his hand to his lips, drew in.

				“Nothing,” Dima said.

				Through the smoke, Yarik looked at him.

				“He gave the bird to me for free. He’s buttering everybody up. I talked to some of the others. He’s offering to give them a cut of whatever he makes from the sale of the farm. He’s going to sell, Yarik. He’s going to find a way to get out of the contract, and he’s going to sell.”

				Yarik shook his head. “Not yet.” He tossed the cigarette down at his feet. “Not until the old kulak knows exactly how high he can go.”

				“What if one of the others—”

				“He’ll wait, Dima. So long as the Oranzheria is still being built, he’ll wait. He’ll wait to see how much the Consortium is willing to bid.”

				In Dima’s arms, one of the rooster’s legs worked free, jutted out, scrambling at the air. “But the contract—”

				“You said it yourself. He’ll find a way. Or more likely their lawyers will. Some clause, some bribe. One of the old kolkhozniki who used to farm with Dyadya Avya, one of their kids . . .”

				“That’s why,” Dima said, “we have to go to him now.”

				Again, the pack of cigarettes; again, the two quick smacks against Yarik’s palm. “You don’t think someone else already has?” One of the rooster’s talons snagged in his brother’s shirt, yanked the fabric. Yarik clenched the fresh cigarette in his mouth and with his free hands reached to work the bird’s claw loose. “But he won’t sell to them. Just like he won’t sell to us.” He freed the rooster’s foot and held it for Dima to take. “Not till the Oranzheria is at his goddamn door. Then he’ll sell. And that, bratets, is when we’ll know how much is half of what we need.”

				Dima squeezed the knotty foot in his hand. “But the Oranzheria won’t go that far.” The day was as dim as it would get, the mirrorglow not yet enough to lift his brother’s face out of the almost-dusk. “It can’t just keep going,” Dima said.

				Yarik drew in, a red flare at the end of his cigarette. “Of course not.”

				“It’s too far.”

				“I know that.”

				“It—”

				“You know that. Because we work there.” Yarik smiled just enough to let the smoke leak out. “But the old kulak doesn’t. He won’t know it till the work on the Oranzheria stops. Till it stops growing. Till it’s done.”

				“And then . . .”

				“Then we’ll go to him.” Yarik drew again on the cigarette. “And that is why it can’t be now, bratets, why we have to keep at it until the minute the last pane of glass is laid on the last hectare of the Oranzheria. So that we have enough, so that our halves—your half—keeps growing with the value of the land, so that we can go that day, that exact day, and bring it to him, bring him more than the others in the village have, before the others in the village know.”

				Pressed against the skin of his arm, Dima could feel the Golden Phoenix’s warmth, the softness of its feathers, its small heart working. “How long do you think it will be?”

				Yarik shrugged. He took the cigarette from his mouth, looked at the half-spent stub. “Longer than it takes me to go through one of these.”

				“Bratan . . .”

				“I don’t know, maybe in five hundred packs? Maybe a thousand?” Yarik tried to make his mouth smile.

				“Bratan,” Dima said again, and his brother looked away, up the street, as if he already knew what Dima was going to say. “How much have you been—”

				“There’s the tram.”

				“Yarik, how much have you been able to save?” Dima watched the back of his brother’s turned head. “When it comes time . . .”

				“You don’t have a wife,” Yarik said. “You don’t have kids.”

				Above the tram, the contactors stuck up like two antennae, feelers that worked their way along the web of wires woven over the street. They hit a switch, clattered, came on.

				With his free hand, Dima reached over, into his brother’s shirt pocket, drew out the pack. He nudged its top open with his thumb and, beneath the rooster’s ruffled neck, worked his fingers after a cigarette.

				Yarik leaned close to light it. “What was it like? Out in the village?”

				“Out there,” Dima told him, “the mirrors’ beams still haven’t reached.”

				“You were there at night?”

				“Out there”—Dima drew in, let the smoke out—“the roosters crow.”

				Over his last word, the tram’s brakes began their long slow squeal. The Golden Phoenix struggled. Dima pressed the bird against his chest.

				“I’ll have it,” Yarik said. “By the time we need it, I’ll have it.” Then he turned and shouted back towards the playground,”Mama! Mama, the trolleybus!”

				And Dima turned, too, and joined him in calling for her.

				She was on her knees in a patch of new growing grass, the tiny bright green blades thin as hairs, a few last golden feathers scattered around her, shining more dully now in the semblance of sunlight the zerkala threw down. Above the trolley stop the wires had begun to hum.

				From all the way across the water he can hear the chattering of the birds. Their wind-prick calls coming through the slap of the waves, the smack of the oars, borne on the wind that gusts over Nizhi, across the lake, to them. What wind! What blast of it! He can see the whipping grasses, the stands of bent-necked spruces shaking like the manes of huddled horses, the churches alive with a flock of storm petrels gathered in the leeward, clinging to lintels carved centuries ago, to wooden shingles set in place by long-dead monks, small birds taking shelter behind the dozens of delicate onion domes, half a thousand dark whifflings waiting out the wind.

				Looking over their shoulders, their red scarves flapping, the brothers watch it come. It grabs the lake and shakes, makes sails of their jackets, shoves their rowboat back. They hack faster, thrash their oars against it. The wind holds them in place.

				And while they row the sun sinks, and the birds rise to spread across a sky gone red, and the wind comes on. The boat drives backwards against their struggling. They grip the handles harder, heave the paddles splash by splash, brother matching brother, one keeping pace with the other who rocks faster to keep pace with him until their backs burst into flame, their grunts to shouts, their fingers burning, their palms rubbed raw . . . And the oar jerks loose from Yarik’s hands. Just leaps free. How the boy lunges for it! How his fingers rake the air!

				And Dima can see it: the pale sliver of wet wood rising and dipping on a wind-chopped wave, winking as it slips away. He can see the back of his brother’s head, so still and stiff against the seething lake, can see such mortification in that frozen neck, knows the way his brother’s eyes will look when Yarik has hidden the shame and fear, tried to pack it deep in his pupils, to keep it somehow from his twin. But Dima feels it, feels it like the splintery handle of the oar still gripped in his rubbed-raw palm. And then his fingers are free. Cold air kissing the torn skin.

				One, two, three, four . . .

				In his dream, he reaches down into the jars and soothes his blisters with the yolks of the eggs.

				 . . . five, six . . .

				And with his dripping hands reaches up again and holds his brother’s. And soothes them.

				 . . . seven . . .

				“Kukareku!” the boys shout.

				 . . . vosyem . . .

				Such a long call! So drawn out and furious!

				 . . . devyat . . .

				Wavery as a hurdy-gurdy’s wail! Listen: a kolyosnaya lira keening!

				 . . . desyat . . .

				Hear the whooping of the crowd!

				Dima woke to a sound in his throat like a bow striking a fiddle string, some strand of joy reverberating in his chest. Music. For a moment, he thought it came from out on the street—how many years had it been since he’d seen musicians play?—and then the chorus burst in, breaking with static, and he knew his mother had finally found her folk songs on the radio. That morning, after working his twelve-hour shift, he’d returned home to find her still dressed in her Red Army uniform, her cap replaced by a flowered scarf, turning the dials, confounded by the absence of her favorite evening show. Now, from the kitchen, he could hear her accompany it with clapping.

				He lay on his cot, his eyes still shut, coming back into the world as slowly as he could. Outside his bedroom, the song wound down. The radio crackled with heavy gongs: the clock bells in the country’s capital keeping everyone on track. One, two, three . . . Each peal shook the daylight against his eyelids. He knew he should go back to sleep—in a couple hours he’d wolf a bowl of soup, catch the tram, get back on the glass, maybe pass Yarik returning from work—but he was watching windows in the distance: the lights of the cultural house pulsing, a celebration shaking the dom kultura’s walls. When he’d gone out to get the rooster, he hadn’t had time to travel farther down the road. Now, he was seeing it as it used to be: crammed with trucks and tractors, the fields to each side flickering with flashlight beams of farmers coming, the bonfire lighting all the faces of the kolkhozniki that swarmed the yard, clambered through the doorway into the hall. On his breastbone, he could feel their boot clomps, the beat of the double bass, and he kept his eyes closed, his breath quiet, tried not to leak out any of the air inside.

				In the hall, it was thick with cigarette smoke, the waft of wet wool, alive with thuds of mud-matted boots as the crowd surged onto the dance floor, laughter in their eyes, vodka in their cheeks, whoops and cries and the guitar’s sudden strumming, the plucking of the gusli, the fiddler bending to his bow. Hands on hips and waists, boots banging down, the crowd began to dance. Barinyas and troikas, kamarinskayas and khorovods. The brothers wading in. Dima with his high-kneed stomps, Yarik’s horse-in-harness prancing. Until the musicians broke, the crowd cleared, the clapping began: the Cossack competition. Always, if the twins were there, they danced it. And if they danced it, they won.

				At the bandleader’s call, the floor full of dancers would go still: crouched low, hovering on haunches, one leg stretched straight, the other bent beneath. The rules were simple: everyone at the same low squat, the same single kick per beat, the beats quickening, the legs tiring, the dancers collapsing until only one remained. There came the balalaika trill. The singer’s voice: long vowel swooping up and up. And the first beat would boom from the band, the second drowned beneath the crash of half a hundred heels hitting the floor as one, another hundred hands coming together in the rhythm-keeping clapping of the crowd. Everyone had their strategies: barefooters hitched heavy skirts high up their thighs; boot wearers padded their heels with hay; collaborators circled up, held shoulders for balance; singles crossed their arms, or pumped them, or flapped at the air as if hoping for lift. But Dima and Yarik would simply face each other, grip each other’s hands and, leaning back, lash their right legs out, their left, kicks so synchronized the muscles of one seemed to move the other’s, locked eyes blinking simultaneously at sweat, grins tighter and tighter until their jaws bulged, their thighs shook, the floor around them shook, the shaking floor emptier and emptier, and then just them, the thunderous clapping, the frenzied music, the brothers holding on.
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more, sign up for Literary Hub's

free newsletters..

SIGN UP NOW
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THANK YOU FOR READING!
WE'D LIKE TO OFFER YOU A FREE E-BOOK!
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LOVE THIS BOOK?

Choose another ebook on us from a
selection of similar titles!

- OR -

)

WANT SOMETHING DIFFERENT?

Choose another ebook on us from a selection
of alternate titles!

CLAIM EBOOK
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“A genuinely
fascinating novel—
for its inventiveness,
its passionate
breadth and vision.”

—Richard Ford

e

“Among the most gifted
writers of his generation.”
—Colum McCann






