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CHAPTER 1 

Olesya locked her compartment and began to undress and stopped, 

and stood very still.  

Someone was watching her.  

She glanced at Tyubik.  

It sat on the table, trembling slightly, black and shiny in 

the soft gray light, the ‘T’ and the ‘E’ of TUBE scuffed, faded 

gold. 

“Tyub. That sounds funny, papa. How about I call it 

Tyubik?” 

“It’s an abbreviation, Olesya. It stands for Trans-Urban 

Blitz-Express in English, the first four letters of every word.” 

“I know what an abbreviation means.” 

“Don’t interrupt. Listen to what I’m saying. ‘Tube’ means a 

pipe, or a flue. It’s a high-speed train. See? It’s shaped like 

a tube for aerodynamic purposes, to reduce the drag. Give it 

more speed so it travels faster.” 
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“But papa, that’s a funny name for a train.” 

“Not in English it isn’t.” 

“Can I call it Tyubik?” 

“You can call it whatever you want. It’s yours.” 

Olesya looked out the window.  

Olesya stripped out of her clothes, put on clean panties 

and flannel pajamas and woolen socks, wrapped herself in a 

blanket, snatched Tyubik from the table and sat still. 

The feeling of being watched got stronger. It came from 

everywhere at once as if every surface had eyes, red eyes hidden 

in red walls, red carpet, red drapes. The red and the plush and 

the gold that didn’t belong in the train, that belonged in a 

theater. Olesya shuddered, kicked off the blanket and hugged her 

knees and rocked a little, looking out the window. 

Outside it was white and empty and flat. The blue of the 

evening was creeping in, and Olesya decided to get out at the 

next stop, stretch her legs, walk a little, apologize to Alla 

Borisovna, and talk to Natasha. Definitely talk to Natasha.  

There was another reason underneath it all. She didn’t 

understand why she wanted to do it and it frightened her and she 

tried to ignore it but it wouldn’t leave her and it was growing 

stronger. She wanted to look at the train from the outside, to 

touch it, to feel it thrum under her hands, to walk the length 

of it and stand in front of the engine and look in its eyes. 

The intercom crackled. 
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“Good evening, ladies and gentlemen. I’m pleased to 

announce that our next stop will be Wolf Point. This will be a 

short stop, so please—” 

Olesya turned it off. She put Tyubik in her pajama pocket 

and took out an Alyonka chocolate bar that somehow escaped the 

customs, ripped off the paper, carefully unwrapped the foil, 

breathed in deeply and bit into it and closed her eyes and 

proceeded to eat the whole thing, thinking that if Alla 

Borisovna saw her right now, she’d kill her on the spot. 

Papa brought her an Alyonka chocolate bar every time he 

returned from his overnight trips, his sheepskin coat 

unbuttoned, scarf draped loose, ushanka pressed down all the way 

to his brows. He’d drop his briefcase to the floor and reach 

inside his pocket and Olesya would run out to him and hang on 

his neck. 

“Papa! Papa!” 

“There is my girl. There is my little ballerina. How are 

you doing?”  

“Papa, I missed you!” 

Olesya wiped her mouth clean and spread the foil on the 

table and once it was neat and flat she scooped up the corners 

and scrunched it into a loose ball and packed it around the 

middle and twisted one end to a long neck, bent it, shaped the 

head, bit the very tip to make it sharp and flat, then pinched 

the other end to a tail and pressed it on the table to make the 



Anske / TUBE / 4 

 

belly flat and stable. 

“A swan. Just like you taught me to make it, papa.” 

The train whistled. A shiver passed through the car. The 

brakes squealed and the train began to slow and as it did, the 

feeling of being watched left her, and Olesya listened to the 

footsteps in the corridor and the voices and when they died, she 

pulled on her boots and grabbed her coat from the hook, and the 

scarf and the hat, and was about to unlock the door when 

something caught her eye. Movement. Movement in the window.  

Outside, not too far from the tracks, stood a large black 

wolf. It looked right at her, its ears alert, hackles raised, 

tail straight and stiff. Their eyes met and Olesya’s breath 

stopped. The wolf turned and bounded into the woods. 

Olesya stood for a moment, waiting for her heart to slow 

down, then cautiously stepped out into the corridor and shut the 

door behind her and walked to the vestibule and down the metal 

stairs to the windy platform dusted with white. 

“Getting some fresh air?” 

The conductor in a gleaming red uniform smiled at her his 

white American smile and Olesya did her best to smile back. 

“Sorry. Didn’t mean to bother you.” He rubbed his hands 

against the cold. “You one of the dancers?”  

A group of corps de ballet girls huddled in the relative 

protection of the squat depot, chatting, stretching, smoking. 

Olesya glanced at them and glanced back at the conductor 
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and nodded. 

“Thought so. My compartment is next to yours, did you 

know?” 

Olesya looked at him. 

“There is a button under the intercom. If you need 

anything. Or just knock on the wall.” He smiled again and blew 

on his hands and waited. 

“Okay.” Olesya started walking away. 

“Your lady boss went crazy looking for you!” 

Olesya stopped.  

“She doesn’t like you much, does she?” 

How could she explain it to him? She couldn’t. “No.” 

The conductor beamed. “I thought so. What a nag. Boy, I 

tell you, that woman has temper. She chewed my ass off, 

threatening me. Wish I could understand half of what she said. 

There was this one word she kept repeating. Can you tell me—” 

“Sorry.” Olesya quickly walked off. 

Frosty air nipped at her nose and up ahead stood the 

soloists and the principals and as she passed them, head down, 

hands in her pockets, Egor called after her, “Hey! Olesya! There 

goes our lost swan. Hey, Krysa is looking for you. If I were 

you, I wouldn’t keep her waiting.” 

“Let her alone,” Milena said. “She wants to sing her swan 

song.” 

There were titters. 
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“Olesya, wait up!” 

Olesya sighed and stopped and turned. 

“Where the hell have you been?” 

Natasha’s copper hair streamed behind her like a banner and 

her cheeks blazed crimson. “Krysa told us you defected. She 

worked us all into a frenzy. You should’ve heard her. ‘Belaya is 

a traitor! It’s dancers like Belaya that damage Bolshoi’s 

reputation!’ And on and on and on. Christ, I thought she 

wouldn’t shut up.” 

“And you believed her?” 

“Of course I didn’t believe her. Why would you even ask? So 

tell me. Where were you hiding?” 

“I wasn’t hiding. I was in my compartment the whole time.” 

“Oh, come on. You can tell me. She made that poor conductor 

unlock your compartment and it was empty.” 

“Empty?” Cold chill went down Olesya’s back. “Are you 

sure?” 

“Of course I’m sure. I was there. I saw it myself. We 

checked everywhere, in every car, we even looked in the 

lavatories and in the baggage. It was like you have vanished 

from the face of the earth.” 

Tyubik pulsed in Olesya’s pocket. She started. 

“What’s the matter with you? You’re as white as a sheet.” 

“I saw a wolf.” 

“A wolf? Where?” 
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“Just outside the window. It looked right at me, Natasha.” 

“Really?” Natasha let out a laugh. “It’s as they say, 

‘Afraid of the wolves, don’t walk in the woods.’ See, you need 

to get back inside, or a bad American wolf will eat you!” 

Olesya looked away, toward the engine. 

“Hey.” Natasha touched her arm. “What is it? Are you 

feeling okay?” 

“I’m fine.” 

“How is your toe?” 

“Better.” 

“Want me to look at it?” 

“No, Natasha. Thanks. It’s okay. I need to go do something. 

I’ll be right back.” 

The feeling of being watched returned, and with it the 

feeling of disappointment. The train was disappointed. Olesya 

knew and she thought she knew why. It hummed to life and hissed 

clouds of steam and blared the departure signal. 

“All aboard!” the conductor cried and waved to them. “All 

aboard!” 

“Come on.” Natasha took Olesya’s hand and pulled her behind 

her and they joined the stream of dancers entering the car and 

as Olesya gripped the handholds they felt warm. She tore her 

hands away and took the conductor’s hand instead. Sweat prickled 

her underarms and she felt lightheaded. She heard the girls chat 

and felt them brush past her. 
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The train jerked and moved, picking up speed. 

Olesya stumbled to her compartment, dropped on the berth, 

closed her eyes. 

“—what I said?” 

“What?” 

“Did you hear what I said?” Natasha pulled off her hat and 

shook out her hair and plopped on the berth across. “Dinner is 

in fifteen minutes. They just announced it. Are you coming? You 

need to eat something. Besides, it’s not like you have a choice. 

Krysa will want to talk to you. You know how she is. She won’t 

let you alone until you explain yourself.” 

“I guess.” 

Katya pocked in her angelic head. “Olesya! You’re here!” 

She clapped a hand over her mouth, her eyes round and clear as 

ice. “We thought you defected. Well, Krysa told us. I didn’t 

believe her, naturally. I knew you’re not the one to do such a 

horrid thing. It’s not in your character. I told her it’s not in 

your character, but she wouldn’t listen. She—” Katya abruptly 

turned. “Oh, Alla Borisovna! I was just talking about you. How 

are you feeling? Did you have a good nap?” She flitted out of 

sight. 

“Goddamned snitch.” Natasha stood. “I’ll hold them off for 

you.” 

“Thank you.” 

“See you at dinner?” 
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Olesya nodded. 

Natasha slid the door shut and Olesya let out air and sunk 

in the pillow and listened to the voices in the corridor, 

Natasha’s soothing voice and Alla Borisovna’s shrieking voice 

and more muffled voices and after a while it got quieted and the 

only sounds were the clicking of the wheels and the occasional 

dinging of the bell. 
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CHAPTER 2 

Olesya took off the woolen sock, peeled off the gauze and the 

adhesive plaster and touched the toenail. It was cracked and 

bleeding and leaking pus. She’d have to lose it, fair price to 

pay for dancing Swan Lake in New York. It could be worse. It 

could be a sprained ankle or a splintered bone or a ruptured 

tendon. A toenail was nothing. Another one would grow in its 

place, thicker, stronger. 

She wiped it, taped it with plaster, wrapped it in clean 

gauze, rubbed gel on the bunions and the scrapes and put her 

foot in the sock and sat back. Listened to the drone of the 

train. Looked out the window. It was getting darker. She dug in 

her bag, popped a couple pills in her mouth and drank some 

water. Felt for Tyubik. It was there, in her pajama pocket, warm 

from the heat of her body. 

The intercom sputtered and Olesya looked at it, her brow 

creased. She remembered flipping the switch to OFF. It was 



Anske / TUBE / 11 

 

flipped back to ON. 

“Good evening, ladies and gentlemen. It’s seven o’clock. 

The dining car is now open and serving. This is our first call 

for the dining car. If you’re in the sleeper, your meals are 

included in the price—” She turned it off and held a finger on 

the switch, holding it in place. 

Someone rapped on the door. 

“Olesya Belaya, I know you’re in there.” 

Olesya closed her eyes. 

“You’re coming with me to dinner. Unless you want me to 

demote you back to the corps. That can be easily arranged.” 

“Just a minute, Alla Borisovna.”  

Olesya stood up too fast and winced.  

When she opened the door, Alla Borisovna was already at the 

end of the car and Olesya had to run to catch up with her.  

They entered the next sleeper where the corps girls and 

boys wandered aimlessly from compartment to compartment waiting 

to be called for dinner. They edged around them and the dancers 

hushed and greeted Alla Borisovna and she curtly nodded back or 

didn’t nod at all, and then they were in the diner and the diner 

was all red and plush and gold like the rest of the cars, and 

the servers wore red aprons over red uniforms. They were seated 

promptly and given menus and glasses of water and two plates of 

lettuce sprinkled with cheese, and Alla Borisovna wrinkled her 

nose and looked at her plate with disgust. 
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“They call this salad?” 

She poked around with her fork and pushed the plate away. 

The buzz in the diner hushed somewhat and without looking 

up from the menu Olesya knew that every dancer was watching 

their table and discussing what Krysa will do to her. Will she 

keep her as a principal? Demote her to a soloist, or, God 

forbid, kick her back to corps de ballet? Or sack her from the 

company altogether? Or will she administer the subtle punishment 

of moving her from Cast A to Cast B, letting Milena Chernova 

open Swan Lake for the rest of the tour? That possibility made 

some of them giddy and some of them scared and it made Olesya 

dazed and hollow. 

She pressed her head to the glass and watched the 

semaphores flash in the darkness and was startled when Alla 

Borisovna spoke. 

“Coffee. Black. Sugar no. Milk no.”  

“All right. One black coffee coming right up. What would 

you like for dinner?” 

Alla Borisovna stared the server down. “Dinner no. No food. 

Understand? Coffee.” She pushed the salad plate to the edge of 

the table. 

The server caught it before it tipped, blinked, wrote in 

his pad and looked at Olesya, his eyes wide. “And for you, 

miss?” 

Olesya scanned the menu. 
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“Chicken, please.” 

“Anything else?” 

She shook her head. 

The server departed. 

“What an idiot.” Alla Borisovna peered at Olesya, her sharp 

ratty face tight with impatience. “Go on. Explain yourself.” 

Olesya gripped the edge of the seat. “I was in my 

compartment since we boarded, Alla Borisovna. I promise.” 

Alla Borisovna pursed her lips. “The audacity you have to 

lie to my face is truly remarkable, Olesya. Truly. I would 

prefer it if you applied it to your dancing and not to your 

lying.” 

“I’m not lying. Honestly, I’m not. Why would I want to 

defect? Where, here? In the middle of nowhere? If I really 

wanted to, I’d have done so in New York. Where would I go here? 

Run around in the snow hoping someone will pick me up and offer 

me political asylum? That’s absurd, Alla Borisovna. Surely you 

recognize that. I have no intention of leaving Bolshoi. Ballet 

is my life. Ballet is my everything.” 

“I see.” Alla Borisovna’s bony fingers snatched at her 

cardigan button and began fiddling with it. “Are you implying 

I’m blind?” 

Olesya opened her mouth. “How do you mean?” 

“Or that I’m lying? Or both?” 

“I’m sorry, I don’t understand...” 
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“Your compartment was empty, Olesya, when we opened it. 

Empty. How do you explain that?” 

Olesya sat very still.  

Tyubik twitched in her pocket and the train let out a long 

mournful whistle and the little hairs on her forearms stood up 

and an icy finger traced a line from her neck to her bottom and 

she saw the server bring a tray and set it down on their table 

and hand out a cup of hot coffee and a plate of roast chicken 

and pick up her untouched salad and leave, and the air in the 

diner thickened and the red color darkened and she sensed 

irritation and underneath it intelligence and it was watching 

her. The train was watching her, and suddenly she knew. 

“It made me...” 

Alla Borisovna put down her cup. “Pardon me?” 

“It’s the train.” Olesya’s eyes were round. “It made me 

disappear.” 

Alla Borisovna looked at her for a long time. She finished 

her coffee and gently set down the cup as though it might break 

when it touched the table and spoke in a soft measured voice. 

“Why don’t you go back to your compartment, Olesya. Try to get 

some sleep. We have a big day tomorrow, and I need you well 

rested. Can you do this for me?” 

“Yes. Yes, I can.” 

“Good. You do that.” 

Alla Borisovna swiftly left the table. 
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The diner grew quiet, all eyes on her gray sensible 

cardigan and her gray sensible skirt and as soon as the 

vestibule door swished shut, the quiet erupted with chattering 

and oohs and aahs and bursts of uneasy laughter and calls and 

hurrying feet, and Olesya sat through it hearing and not 

hearing, listening to the sounds in her head, the rustling of 

the tutus and the tapping of the pointes and the applause and 

the waiting silence, and then the violins, the first oboe, the 

harp, the tempo rising, and Olesya’s heart beating faster, 

harder, her body paralyzed with fright and anticipation, 

counting music, and then it’d be time and the dance would take 

over and she’d rise on pointe and glide on stage and see Dima, 

breathless, stunned, reaching out to her, flushed with 

adoration, always there for her. Always. 
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CHAPTER 3 

That night Olesya exhausted herself to tears.  

She had hurt her leg in Act III of the matinee. Nikita’s 

hands slipped off her waist and she landed on her foot crooked. 

Milena refused to swap with her for the evening performance and 

Alla Borisovna told Olesya to dance or forget about the tour and 

so Olesya did despite the searing pain, and when it was over she 

collapsed and it was Dima who walked her to the dressing room, 

brought her ice, wiped her tears, opened the doors. 

“Look. It’s snowing.” 

Olesya nodded. 

It was night. The street was smooth and the shadows were 

black and the light from the lanterns made yellow circles. The 

snow was falling white and thick. Olesya looked at it and saw 

ballerinas, the thirty-two swans in feathery tutus, drifting, 

gliding, twirling. 

“I better go,” she said. “Metro is closing soon.” 



Anske / TUBE / 17 

 

“Do you want me to walk with you?” 

“No, I’ll be fine. Thanks.” 

“You sure? It’s late.” 

“Yeah, I’m sure.” 

“Olesya...” he hesitated.  

“What?” 

“What about your gloves?” 

She looked at her hands. “Oh. I forgot them at home.” 

“I’ll give you mine.” Dima pulled off his leather gloves 

and held them out, his breath white, his hair dusted with snow, 

ears bright red. 

Olesya smiled. “It’s okay. You don’t have to. I have warm 

pockets. You better wear a hat or your ears will freeze off.”  

“Ah, to hell with them. I don’t need ears to dance. But 

your hands, though, that’s different. Your hands tell a story. 

When you come out at the lake—” 

Olesya glanced at her watch. “I’m sorry, Dima. I really 

need to go. See you tomorrow, okay?” 

“Sure.” Dima lowered his gloves and tucked his head in his 

shoulders. “Stay safe.” 

“I will.” 

Olesya waved to him and he watched her walk away and cross 

the street. He waited until she was well out of sight, then he 

followed her, as he always did, putting on his gloves as he 

went, cowering against the cold. 
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They boarded the last train, Olesya the first car, Dima the 

second. He sat on the bench at the front, head low, watching her 

through the grimy windows. Her car was empty save for her and 

some drunk sleeping in the pool of his own vomit. At her station 

she rose and the drunk jerked up and dragged himself out on the 

platform, swaying, calling to her. She ignored him.  

Dima’s hand closed on the switchblade in his pocket, palm 

sweaty, heart racing. There was no telling what the drunk’s 

intentions were. He wasn’t taking any chances. 

Olesya quickly scaled the escalator, flying up the steps as 

though she weighed nothing, and hurried out into the cold. The 

drunk followed her. Dima walked close behind him. Olesya walked 

up the street and turned onto the bridge. When she got to the 

middle she stopped. 

“What is she doing?” 

The drunk kept on. Dima stayed in the shadows. 

Some late cars whizzed by, their tires swishing in the 

slush of salt and sand. The wind picked up, blew the snow 

sideways. Olesya took off her hat. Her light-brown hair tumbled 

out in waves. She flipped it off the turned up collar, loosened 

the scarf, looked up and caught a snowflake on her tongue. Then 

she leaned on the barrier and watched the snow settle on the 

frozen Moskva river. Then she saw the drunk.  

He called out to her.  

She quickly put on the hat and walked off, keeping her pace 



Anske / TUBE / 19 

 

deliberately casual. At the end of the bridge she crossed the 

road, walked along the embankment to her building block, turned 

in the archway and entered the courtyard. A few more minutes, 

and she’ll be by the communal entrance and the safety of the 

code. Her legs walked faster than she wished them to. She willed 

herself not to look back, not to listen to the grunts and the 

crunch of the steps. 

She was almost at the door when the drunk overtook her. 

“Hey, miss! Miss!” 

He grabbed her arm. 

“I think I know you. I’ve seen you somewhere.” 

The stink of booze slapped Olesya in the face. She closed 

her eyes for a moment, looked up. The light was on in the 

kitchen, so mama wasn’t sleeping. If she screamed loud enough. 

Or keys, she could use her keys. Scratch him. 

“Please let go of my arm.” 

The man stepped closer. His swollen face was frostbitten, 

red as raw meat, his jacket unbuttoned, shirt filthy. 

“Say, I think I know where I’ve seen you.” 

The snow crunched. Olesya glanced away.  

Silence. 

“I’ve seen you on TV!” The man wagged his head. “That’s 

right. You’re one of them, what’s the name—Swan Lake!—one of 

them swans! A ballerina.” He grinned, peered at her. His mouth 

slackened. “I’ll be damned. You’re the main one, the one 
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that’s...what was her name—the devil take me—Ode, Ode...” 

“Odette. The white swan. And Odile is the black one. I 

dance both.” 

The man let go of her arm. “You’re a prima! Prima 

ballerina...” 

“No.” Olesya sighed. “Not yet. I’m one of the principals.” 

The drunk stared at her. His rheumy eyes watered. A tear 

rolled down his cheek. “I’m such a fool. Forgive me for hurting 

you. The devil got into me...” 

“It’s okay. You didn’t hurt me.” 

He blinked. “Swan Lake. It was beautiful. I saw it when I 

was a little boy. Mama took me—God rest her soul. I wanted to 

dance, you know? I always wanted to dance.” He looked away, 

wiped his face with the back of his hand, wiped it on his jacket 

and offered it to Olesya. “Bagrov Aleksey Sergeyevich. It’s a 

pleasure to meet you.” 

“Olesya.” Olesya slid her warm hand into his frozen one. 

“Very nice to meet you too.” 

“Olesya. What a beautiful name.” He looked at her hand for 

a moment, as though afraid to break it, then lifted it and bent 

over and kissed it and let go. “What the hell am I doing, 

Olesya, keeping you out in the cold? A good one I am. Let me 

walk you to your door, or your father will kill me.” 

“He won’t.” 

“Like hell he won’t.” 
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“He’s dead.” 

Aleksey Sergeyevich blinked. “Dead?” 

Olesya squeezed Tyubik. The wheels dug in her palm. 

“Railway accident. He got crushed between trains.” 

“Christ Almighty. You don’t say! But how...?” 

“If you’ll excuse me, Aleksey Sergeyevich, I really need to 

go. I’m tired, and I have to get up early for class.” 

“Of course, of course. Allow me.” 

He walked Olesya to her communal entrance arm in arm and 

there he waited for her to punch in the code, politely averting 

his eyes, and when she turned and thanked him for his company 

and said good night he sniffled and shook his head and bowed and 

when he stood he wasn’t Aleksey Sergeyevich anymore. He was 

Dima.    
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CHAPTER 4 

“Look. It’s snowing.”  

“What?” 

“It’s snowing.” Dima pointed to the window. 

Flashes of white flew by in the dark, and then there were 

pockets of solid black and it seemed that the train was racing 

through ink. Then there were lights again and streaks of snow. 

The train gave the warning bells, blew the whistle. They passed 

a small rural station. Entered the dark again. The woods. The 

night.  

They were the only passengers left in the diner. The 

servers were cleaning up, throwing them furtive glances. 

“You going to eat that?” 

“What?” 

“Your chicken.” 

“Oh.” Olesya looked at the plate. The chicken looked cold. 

“I’ve lost my appetite.” 
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“You need to eat something.” 

“Maybe tomorrow.”  

She rose. 

“Want to walk back together?” 

“Sure.” 

They left the diner and in the vestibule Dima stopped. “So 

what happened?” 

“What do you mean?” 

“You disappeared.” 

“Oh, that. No. I didn’t disappear, Dima. I was in my 

compartment the whole time.” 

“But you weren’t. When we opened it...” 

Olesya sighed. She hated to lie. “Look, I don’t know how to 

explain it. I really don’t. I’m telling you the truth.” 

Dima searched her eyes. “I believe you.” 

“Thank you.” Olesya sagged and suddenly swayed. 

Dima automatically caught her, righted her. “Can I ask...” 

“She’s not sacking me. Not demoting me. In fact, she told 

me to rest.” 

“You’re kidding.” Dima’s eyebrows rose. “Krysa told you to 

rest?” 

There was commotion in the sleeper. Voices. 

“Shit.”  

They joined hands and entered the car.  

Alla Borisovna was making her rounds, poking her head in 
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the doors, shushing, schooling, reprimanding. Her beady eyes 

alighted on Olesya. 

“Bed. Now. I need you fresh tomorrow.” 

“Yes, Alla Borisovna.” 

“We were just on our way—” 

“I can see that, Rumyantsev. I’m not blind.” 

They squeezed past her and in the next car Dima walked 

Olesya to her compartment and said good night and rolled the 

door shut. 

She locked it, sat back, closed her eyes. Felt for Tyubik. 

Stroked the sides, rocked the wheels. It was like yesterday. The 

shiny black box. Inside, red plush holding shiny black things: a 

controller, bundles of tracks—straight and curved, cross 

intersections, switches, trestles, nine passenger cars, and the 

engine.  

Mama was in the kitchen, preparing the cake, and Olesya and 

papa pushed the dinner table to papa’s desk and spread the 

tracks on the floor, linked them in lines and in curves, made 

bridges, crossings, turns and loops, and when they were done the 

railroad took up most of the room. Olesya pulled the afghan off 

her parents’ bed and bunched it up over a bridge. 

“What’s that?” 

“It’s a tunnel, papa! Don’t you see?” 

“Good thinking.” 

They hooked the cars to the engine and Olesya flipped the 
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switch. “It’s moving!” 

“Of course it’s moving, silly. That’s what it’s supposed to 

do. It was done right, it was made in America. It’s a model of 

an actual train called TUBE. See the logo on the sides?” 

Olesya watched the train snake around. 

“Tyub. That sounds funny, papa. How about I call it 

Tyubik?” 

“It’s an abbreviation, Olesya. It stands for Trans-Urban 

Blitz-Express in English, the first four letters of every word.” 

“I know what an abbreviation means.” 

Olesya opened her eyes, wrenched Tyubik free of her pocket 

and threw it at the wall. It bounced, dropped on the carpet. 

“I hate you. I hate trains.” 

The train gave a whistle and jolted and swayed around the 

bend. Olesya swayed with it, lost her balance and fell to the 

floor, hitting her head on the table. 
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CHAPTER 5 

Soft scratching at the door.  

Scratch-scratch. Scratch-scratch. 

Olesya sat up, rubbed her head. Looked around.  

The train wasn’t moving. They stopped. And someone was 

standing on the other side of the door.  

Scratch-scratch. More insistent now. 

Olesya’s heart pounded. She glanced at the window. Dark. 

She looked at the door. She could draw back the drape and peek 

out. She could. She didn’t move. 

Thick silence filled the compartment, the car, the length 

of the train. There was only the breathing on both sides of the 

door, in sync now. Then the breathing stopped. 

Smack! A palm slapping glass. 

Olesya flinched. 

Smack! Smack! The drape quivered.  

Olesya tried to find her voice. It was stuck. Blood beat in 
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her ears. She stared, her eyes hot stones. 

BAM! The door shook. The drape jerked and bounced. 

Then, in the sudden silence, “Olesya?” The voice of a 

child, of a little girl, clear and bright and chipper. 

Olesya opened her mouth, her throat dry. It was nothing, 

just a little girl lost on the train, mistaking Olesya’s 

compartment for her own, probably scared out of her wits, 

wanting to get inside. But then how on earth did she know her 

name? 

Olesya stood, reached for the latch, touched it. Took her 

hand away. Something wasn’t right, something told her to keep 

the door locked. She closed her eyes for a moment, breathed in 

and pulled back the drape. 

A face looked at her through the glass, a freckled face of 

a girl no more than five years old. Her eyes were big and gray 

and her light-brown hair was tied in pigtails. She was wearing a 

red crocheted summer dress with butterfly sleeves and a circle 

skirt. She grinned and waved.  

Olesya froze. It seemed she looked in the mirror.  

The girl was the spitting image of Olesya when she was 

five, if not for the dress. Baba Zina knit her many dresses but 

not one of them was red, and she never wore her hair like that, 

not in pigtails, it was either pulled in a ponytail or pinned up 

in a bun for ballet class, which was most of the time. 

“Hi,” the girl said in Russian. 
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Olesya went rigid. “Hi.” 

“I’m Tanechka. And you’re Olesya!” 

Olesya nodded. 

They looked at each other for some time. 

“I’m so glad to finally meet you! I wanted to meet you for 

a long time. But it’s a secret, okay? You can’t tell anyone.” 

She put a finger across her lips and quickly looked sideways, as 

though to make sure they were alone. 

“But why is it a secret?” 

Tanechka pressed her lips to the jamb and whispered, “Papa 

forbade me to see you. Only I was clever. I snuck out and came 

to see you anyway. Please don’t tell him or he’ll be mad.” Her 

face went gray with fear. 

Olesya touched the glass. “Who is your papa, Tanechka? 

What’s his name?” 

But Tanechka’s attention was diverted by something in the 

corridor. She turned her head. When she looked back at Olesya 

she was deathly white and her mouth quivered. “He’s here. He’s 

here. He’s coming!” She beat her fists on the door. “Let me in! 

Please, let me in!” 

Olesya shuddered and took a step back. 

“Please, Olesya! Please!” 

“No.” 

And then Tanechka snarled and bared her teeth and pressed 

her face to the glass, fogging it up. “Let me in.” 
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“No.” 

“LET ME IN!” 

A kind of feral hostility twisted Tanechka’s features. She 

sneered, swung back and rammed her face into the glass with such 

force, for a brief moment Olesya saw an imprint of her flattened 

nose, then she heard the snap of a bone. Blood squirted out of 

Tanechka’s nostrils. She drew back and hit the glass again. And 

again. And again. Red specks splattered the window. Red smears. 

Red mess. 

Olesya jerked the drape closed. Her hands shook. She 

couldn’t feel her legs, sagged on the berth, gulped for air.  

The battering stopped. 

Quick footsteps, running away. Silence. 

Was she gone? Or was this a trap? Tanechka, Tanechka. Why 

did it sound so familiar? Was it someone she knew? 

Olesya pulled up her legs and hugged her knees and rocked a 

little and looked at Tyubik. There was one way she could find 

out. She didn’t want to, wasn’t going to, but she was already 

stepping in her boots, putting on her coat, lifting the latch 

and sliding the door open. 

Tanechka was gone, so was the blood. No sign of life in the 

car, no sound, as though it were empty. Cold air blew from the 

vestibule, smelling of snow. The outside was dark. No lights, no 

wind. 

“Tanechka?”  
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Her voice rang out too loud. She winced. Waited. Peered at 

the window, saw nothing save for her own reflection, white face 

with black holes for eyes and mouth, tangled hair. 

“Hello?”  

Low hum outside, discordant, random.  

A thrill touched Olesya’s skin, washed it in gooseflesh. 

The orchestra! Tuning for Swan Lake. The violins, the oboes, the 

flutes. The tapping of the conductor’s baton. The hush. 

It was time.  

Olesya’s legs moved her out. 
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CHAPTER 6 

Where the music came from she couldn’t tell. It came from 

everywhere and from nowhere and it was all around her. She stood 

in the snow, listening, humming along.   

The moon slid out of the clouds and lit up a frozen lake 

and dark wood and beyond it the jagged lines of the mountains. 

“Tanechka?” 

At the end of the lake stood a little figure. A white arm, 

thin as a twig, rose up and waved and the figure turned and 

started running. 

“Wait!”  

Olesya took a step forward and plunged into the snow up to 

her knees. It got in her boots and in her socks and it burned 

her skin. Cold wind flapped her coat open. She buttoned it up, 

pulled out one leg and another and trampled the snow and when it 

felt firm enough plodded on, her eyes on the little girl that 

now stopped, now turned and kept running. 
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In the middle of the lake Olesya stopped. The snow thinned 

here to dust on black ice and it occurred to her that there were 

no footprints save her own and she shivered but not from the 

cold and looked at the girl. The girl has stopped running. She 

stood by the wood. At her feet sat a large black wolf. She was 

scratching behind its ears and it was growling in tune with the 

music. 

Olesya’s breath caught in her throat.  

The yellow eyes were looking right at her and for a beat no 

one moved, then Tanechka climbed the wolf and hugged its neck 

and it rose, popped its teeth and bounded at Olesya. She watched 

the snow kick up in a shower and everything screamed in her to 

run. She froze. Her blood turned to ice.  

It was the train that brought her out of stupor. She felt 

eyes on her back, spun around. It was watching her from the 

whole of its length, a black polished tube in the black on the 

night. The music soared, timed to her frantic running, the 

flutes for the leaps, the horns for the falls, the violins and 

the clarinets for the gasps and the heartbeats. Tyubik pulsed in 

her pocket. The train pulsed with it. The rancid breath of the 

wolf was upon her when Tanechka screamed. 

“No, Olesya! Don’t!” 

Olesya ran on. 

“Don’t go to him! He will kill you!” 

All lights went on in the train at once. The engine roared, 
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gave a shrill whistle. It pierced the music, pierced Olesya’s 

ears. She dropped to her knees, held her head. The wolf howled, 

swung around and fled, melting into darkness. The train 

shuddered, exultant, satisfied. The wheels turned and squealed, 

the chassis screeched, the cars jolted. 

“Hey.” 

The train set off smoothly. 

“Hey, wait. Stop. Stop!” 

Olesya reached for a handhold, missed. 

“Please!” She stumbled. “Don’t leave me!” 

It was accelerating, gaining speed. The wheels were 

clicking in rising tempo.  

“What do you want? I’ll do it!” 

The screech of the brakes was tremendous. It rattled 

Olesya’s teeth, scraped her nerves. She cringed and shrunk and 

stopped her ears. Waited.  

Ringing silence.  

The door of the last car slid open. The baggage car. Olesya 

sprinted. Crushed rock rolled out from under her boots, ice-

glazed, mixed with snow. She fell in it twice before she reached 

the car, climbed the staircase, crawled inside. The door slid 

shut and the train took off. Olesya sunk to the floor and for 

some time all she could do was breathe, then she sat up, wiped 

her face. 

“Thank you.”  
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CHAPTER 7 

It came to her later, when she had walked through the empty 

coach cars, the empty lounge, the empty diner. When she had 

looked in every compartment of the second sleeper and found no 

one, no train attendants, no corps de ballet. When she’d done 

the same in her sleeper and even looked in the lavatories and 

under the berths, and when her legs gave out and she locked her 

compartment and crawled in bed as she was, in the boots and the 

coat.   

She fingered Tyubik in her pocket, watched the foil swan 

jitter on the table, and it came to her.  

They had a fight. It started because she asked for 

something. What was it? Something to do with papa. She asked him 

to go with her. Where? To the tracks. To the birch grove. What 

for? 

“Wild strawberries! I want wild strawberries! Can we go 

pick some, papa? Please? You said we could, after mama went to 
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work.” 

Papa’s face went white. “What are you talking about, silly? 

What wild strawberries?” 

“The wild strawberries in the birch grove! Where we picked 

them, after daycare. We found some big ones, mama, like baba 

Zina’s ruby earrings. They were so sweet. I wanted to bring you 

some, but papa said to eat them. He said it was our—” Olesya’s 

eyes widened, “—secret.” She put a hand on her mouth. 

Mama gave papa a scary look. “Is this true, Grisha?”  

Papa shrugged. “What’s the matter with you, Olenka? Why get 

so worked up? It’s make-believe, a fantasy. Isn’t that right, 

Olesya?” 

Olesya stared. 

“See, she’s pretending. A babushka was selling wild 

strawberries at the station—”  

“No, she wasn’t!” Tears burst from Olesya’s eyes. 

Mama looked at Olesya then at papa. 

“She wasn’t! She wasn’t! It’s not true!” 

And then mama yelled at papa like she never yelled before 

and he pushed her into their room and slammed the door and there 

was more yelling, rude nasty words, and mama’s cry, “Have you 

forgotten our Tanechka?” 

Our Tanechka.  

Olesya shivered. 
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CHAPTER 8 

She woke in the morning to the cold winter sun. It played on her 

face and shone through her lids and she opened her eyes and sat 

up.  

It was a bad dream, that’s all. Nothing to worry about. 

They were arriving today, dancing tonight and tomorrow, and 

leaving the day after. She had to get up, get dressed, force 

down some breakfast. 

Olesya kicked off the blanket, swung her legs to the floor, 

yawned, stretched, and froze. She was wearing a nightgown over 

her naked body. She didn’t own a nightgown. The last time she 

wore one was when she was a girl. It was white and long and 

frilly, exactly like this one. 

Someone undressed her while she was sleeping. Someone 

cleaned her boots and hung her coat and folded her damp pajamas 

and wet socks, and laid out clean clothes for the day. 

She knew who it was. 
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It couldn’t be. 

She stiffened. 

The wheels were clicking their steady rhythm. White hills 

ran up to the window and ran away. The sky was gray and it 

pressed on the hills and flattened them to fields. 

The intercom fizzed. 

“Good morning, ladies and gentlemen. I hope you had a good 

night’s sleep. It’s seven o’clock and we’re starting to serve 

breakfast. This is our first—” 

Olesya flipped the switch to OFF, jumped to her feet, 

ripped the nightgown up and over her head, grabbed a towel, wet 

it with water from the bottle, rubbed herself pink from head to 

foot, swiped the laid-out clothes to the floor, dressed, and sat 

down, breathing hard. 

A knock. 

Olesya flinched. 

“Hey, you up?” 

“Natasha?” 

“May I come in a minute?” 

Olesya unlocked the door. 

Natasha rushed in, rolled the door shut, plopped on the 

berth and crossed her arms. “What are you, packing?” 

“No.” 

“Doesn’t matter. Just listen to this. You won’t believe it. 

That lying piece of shit. The nerve he got!” 
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“Who?” 

“Egor, who else? Our golden boy Zolotov. I’ll kill him, I 

swear. You know what he called me?” 

Olesya shook her head. 

Natasha’s nostrils flared. “He called me a cunt. A cunt! 

Can you imagine? You know why? He said I helped you hide. He 

told Krysa we’re conspiring to defect together. Have you ever 

heard anything more ridiculous? And you know what? I think she 

believed him.” 

“What makes you say so?” 

“I saw it in her eyes. I think she’s only looking for a 

pretext to get rid of you, Olesya, to promote that slut Milena. 

The rumor is, you’re losing your mind. Mental burnout. Ready to 

retire. You’re not eating, you’re working yourself to death. The 

girls are saying you told her that it’s the train that made you 

disappear.” 

“It’s true.” 

“Wait, what?” 

“It’s true.” 

“I don’t...” Natasha’s mouth opened. “You’ve got to be 

joking. You really told her that?” 

“Yes. Yesterday at dinner.” 

“But that doesn’t make any sense!” 

“No, it doesn’t.” 

“Then how...I mean, did you make it up?” 
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Olesya smirked. “I wish.” 

“Will you tell me more?” 

“Will you believe me?” 

Natasha stared at her, leaned back. “At least she didn’t 

sack you. Dima told me.” 

Olesya looked out the window. 

“How is your toe?” 

“It’s fine.” 

“Look, I’m sorry. I—” 

“No, it’s quite all right. I’d think the same thing if I 

were you.” 

“It’s not like that, Olesya.” 

“Yes, it is. I get it. Just drop it.” 

They sat silent for some time. 

“I don’t think you’re crazy,” Natasha said. “Have I ever 

doubted you? Ever?” 

“A few times.” 

“Like when?” 

“Like when I told you that Inga put crushed glass in my 

pointes.” 

“Oh, right. Well, it was hard to believe that someone could 

do such an awful thing.” 

“I don’t blame you. I found it hard to believe myself. Or 

when Veronika cut my ribbons.” 

“She cut mine too.” 
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“So you see. That’s nothing compared to vanishing into thin 

air, is it?” 

“You’re right. I’m sorry.” 

“Don’t be. It’s okay.” 

“So what happened?” 

“I already told you. I was sitting in my compartment the 

whole time. I didn’t go anywhere. I didn’t see anyone open the 

door. Nothing like that. But then last night...I saw a 

nightmare, Natasha. At least I thought it was a nightmare, at 

first. I was wrong. It was real.” 

“What was real?” 

Olesya fiddled with Tyubik. “My papa is back.” 

Natasha’s eyes rounded. “Who? Your papa? But he’s dead!” 

“He’s back. He’s here. He’s watching us, right this very 

moment.” 
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CHAPTER 9 

Olesya told Natasha everything, about Tanechka and the wolf, the 

music at the frozen lake, the empty train. The wild 

strawberries.  

Natasha listened without interrupting.  

They were on their way to breakfast when Katya joined them. 

“Did you hear the great news?” 

“What great news?” 

“Oh. You didn’t. Well, I’ll wait for Alla Borisovna to tell 

you.” She said it loud enough for some dancers to turn their 

heads. 

The diner was packed. The chattering, the sounds of eating, 

the bustling servers, the smell of food. Olesya reeled. Natasha 

caught her arm. 

“When was the last time you ate?” 

“I don’t know. I don’t remember. A bar of chocolate.” 

“A bar of chocolate? Are you out of your mind?” 
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“Over here!” Alla Borisovna beckoned them.  

Katya sat next to her, Olesya and Natasha slid across. 

Alla Borisovna took a sip of her coffee. “Sleep well, 

Olesya?” 

Olesya hesitated. “Yes, thank you. And you?” 

“Terrible. The berths here are hard as rock, the blankets 

are thin, the windows are drafty. And the constant dinging and 

tooting! They should’ve built tunnels and overpasses like normal 

people, not run the railways across the roads. Where is the 

sense in that? American progress, indeed.” She scoffed. “Our 

Soviet trains are a thousand times better.” 

“I’m very sorry you didn’t sleep well, Alla Borisovna.” 

Katya said. “If only I would’ve known—” 

“Keep your pity to yourself, Katya, we don’t need to hear 

it. We’re here to discuss business, not to snivel.” 

Katya closed her mouth with click. 

Alla Borisovna looked at Olesya. “I have promoted Katya to 

a principal as of this morning. As soon as we arrive you will 

coach her on your part. She’s to dance the first show, you’re to 

dance the second. Milena is dancing both shows tomorrow. Let 

that foot of yours heal a bit longer.” 

Olesya sat stock-still. “Thank you, Alla Borisovna,” she 

heard herself say. “That’s great news. Congratulations, Katya.” 

Katya was glowing. “Oh, thank you! Thank you very much.” 

“Yes, congratulations,” Natasha said. “It must’ve been 
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quite a surprise for you.” 

“Well, naturally, I didn’t expect it to happen. I work so 

hard every day, the idea of promotion hardly ever enters my 

mind. There is no room for it. That’s not why I dance—promotion, 

demotion—it doesn’t hold any meaning to me. Not that I diminish 

the importance of this assignment in any way, Alla Borisovna, 

not at all. I hope I didn’t give you this unfavorable 

impression.” She tittered into a cupped hand. “I’m honored to be 

afforded this opportunity, I’m delighted beyond my wildest 

dreams! You won’t be disappointed, Alla Borisovna, I promise.” 

“You can start by closing your mouth,” Alla Borisovna said. 

“You’re giving me a headache.” 

Katya hid behind the menu. 

Natasha coughed, found Olesya’s hand under the table, 

squeezed it. It was cold and slack. 

“My apologies.” The server wiped his brow. “We’re a bit 

overcrowded today. What would you like?” 

“Pancakes,” Olesya blurted.  

Katya’s eyes grew double their size. Natasha caught her 

breath. Alla Borisovna’s ratty face sharpened. She gave Olesya a 

searching look.  

Olesya smiled. “With syrup.” 

“Any toppings? We have strawberry jam—” 

“With strawberry jam.” 

“—fruit compote—” 
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“With fruit compote.” 

“Cream? Sugar?” 

Olesya looked at the server. “With cream and sugar. With 

everything.” 

The server beamed. “You got it. And for you, miss?” 

It took Natasha a moment to find her voice. 

When the food arrived, Olesya opened the jar with a pop, 

scooped out all of the jam, plopped it on the pancakes already 

topped with fruit compote, cream, and sugar, mixed it all 

thoroughly, drowned it in syrup, and took the first bite.  

“Mmmm. This is so good. I’m sorry. You were saying, Alla 

Borisovna?” 

“I was saying,” Alla Borisovna followed Olesya’s fork 

movements, “that this is the type of food that makes Americans 

fat.” 

“I agree.” Olesya took another bite. 

“Can I try?” Natasha asked. 

“Help yourself.” 

Natasha cut off a tiny piece of the pancake and put it in 

her mouth. “This is good, Alla Borisovna. Would you like a 

bite?” 

“No, thank you.” 

Katya pushed away her bowl of plain yoghurt. “I don’t think 

I’m hungry anymore. If you’ll excuse me, Alla Borisovna. I need 

to refresh my memory on the Odile part.” 
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“Good idea.” 

Katya left. 

Alla Borisovna twirled her cardigan button. “When was the 

last time you weighed yourself, Olesya?” 

“At the class weighing before the tour, Alla Borisovna.” 

“And how much was it?”  

“I don’t remember. A hundred kilos? Two hundred?” 

Alla Borisovna stood. “You must lose weight in your 

breasts. You’re getting chunky.” 

Olesya looked down at herself, her cheeks burning. 

“I hope you understand what you’re doing, Olesya Belaya. 

This is not some show of attitudes or battle of wits. This is 

ballet. Ballet is unforgiving.” 

She departed without another glance. 

“What breasts?” Natasha said. “You have no breasts!” 

“She just wanted to hurt me.” 

“What is wrong with that woman? Katya the snitch, Katya the 

ass kisser, a principal! She can dance Odile as much as a 

skeleton can dance polka. Goddamned anorexic. I bet Inga is 

pissed.” 

“Leave it, Natasha.” 

“No, really! Don’t you agree? She’s got no meat on her 

bones. None. That was great what you did, by the way, with the 

pancakes. Did you see Krysa’s face? It went green, I swear. All 

I ever see her eat is black coffee.” 
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“We need to get off the train,” Olesya said suddenly. 

“What?” 

The car jolted. The train gave whistle after whistle. The 

bells started ringing. The brakes engaged. The wheels scraped 

the rails, and the screeching and the squealing got the 

passengers up and into the aisle. Heads turned, fingers pointed. 

Then the noises died.  

The train has stopped. 

“We need to get off,” Olesya said to Natasha. 

“Why?” 

“Now.” 
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CHAPTER 10 

The gorge they stopped in cut through the mountains. The craggy 

walls were blue with frost. The air was foggy. The sun was dim. 

The announcement said there was a snowslide ahead of them and 

until it was cleared the train was to remain standing, and they 

were welcome to come out and breathe some fresh mountain air, 

stretch their legs, take some pictures. 

They were advised to be careful, not to walk too far, seek 

assistance from the train attendants. Dress warmly.  

A tide of loud moving bodies swept the cars and spilled 

out. 

“It’s no snowslide,” Olesya said, stepping in her boots. 

“What do you mean?” 

“The train is doing it.” 

“But what for?” 

“I don’t know Natasha.” Olesya buttoned up her coat, put on 

her hat. “Why would they let us out in the mountains? It’s 
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dangerous. Isn’t it against the rules?” 

“You’re right. I didn’t even think about that. So what do 

we do?” 

“Get off the train.” 

“And go where?” 

“No idea.” 

In the vestibule they ran into Dima. His eyebrows rose. 

“You’re still here? I thought you were outside. They’re having a 

snowball fight. I was just getting my gloves.” 

“Dima, get lost,” Natasha said without anger. 

“Something wrong?” 

“Try everything?” 

“No, seriously. What’s going on? You okay, Olesya?” 

She glanced at him. “Not really.” 

“Can I ask...hang on a second, where are you taking your 

bags? Are you leaving?” 

“Listen,” Natasha said. “Piss off, will you?” 

“Hold on,” Olesya touched her arm. “Dima, can I have a 

word?” 

“Oh. Sure.” 

They moved to the corner. 

“Will you come with us? Without asking any questions?” 

“Come with you where?” 

“That’s what I mean. No questions. Will you?” 

Dima studied her. “I’ll go with you anywhere you want. You 
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know this.” 

Olesya looked down. 

“Do I have time to pack my things?” 

“I suppose. Not much, though.” 

“I’ll be right back.” 

Dima was in and out of his compartment in minutes. 

They went outside. 

The virgin snow was virgin no longer. Bundled up 

passengers, their heads tucked in shoulders, their steps 

cautious, breath white, promenaded the length of the train and 

around it and beyond. The train attendants stood by the doors 

like red mileposts, bored and frozen.  

The snowball fight was happening at the base of the gorge. 

Every dancer seemed to be there, most as spectators, talking, 

smoking. The fighters scooped handfuls of snow, pressed it in 

balls, sent them flying. They often missed but when they hit the 

crowd roared and whooped and clapped.  

Olesya put down her bag. “We can’t just leave them here.” 

“It’s not like they’ll listen to you. You know what they’ll 

say? They’ll say we’re defecting!” Natasha tossed her bag on top 

of Olesya’s. “That’s it. They’ll say you’re faking insanity to 

avoid the jail, and that we’re coming along for the ride. 

That’ll be the end of us, Olesya. Forget Bolshoi. How about 

dancing for a bunch of lunatics in a nuthouse?” 

“They’ll listen to Krysa if we convince her,” Dima said. 
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“What a comforting thought. I’d like to hear you do it.” 

“You think I can’t?” 

“What will you tell her?” 

“The truth.” 

“The truth?” Natasha threw up her hands. “And what is the 

truth? This is crazy. What the hell are we doing?” 

“Can I help you with something?” The conductor was watching 

them with attentive incomprehension. In the next moment a 

snowball kicked off his cap and another hit Dima and burst and 

sprayed his face. 

“Shit!” 

“Hey, traitors! Where you off to? Climbing the mountain?” 

Egor packed a snowball and threw it and missed. 

“Come join us! You’re missing all the fun.” Taras wiped and 

propped up his glasses, and when Egor bent over shoved a handful 

of snow down his neck. Egor gasped and swore and fell on Taras 

and they rolled, and the dancers laughed and jeered. 

Dima dropped his bag. “You bastards! Don’t tell me I didn’t 

warn you.” And he was off, swiping snow on the run. 

“Here he comes, boys, our own Prince Siegfried!” Nikita 

ducked a moment too late. Dima’s aim was true as always, and 

Nikita’s face got smashed with snow like with cream cake, his 

mouth gaping. “You ass! I’ll get you for this.” 

A snowball hit Dima’s back. He spun around. 

Two more smacked his head. Egor howled like a wolf, held 
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his stomach, slapped his knees. 

“You’re going to keep watching them?” 

“What?” 

Natasha rolled her eyes. “I said are you going to keep 

standing here watching them? I think we should bring our bags 

inside, you know, before Krysa sees them?” 

Olesya didn’t answer.  

A shudder of satisfaction passed through the train and she 

felt it, and it knew that she felt it. She turned and touched 

it, and it did it again. Whatever it wanted it was about to get 

and it was laughing at her, letting her know that she was 

helpless to stop it, that she could do one thing only.  

Watch. 

And watch she did. 
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CHAPTER 11 

Lyuba was walking to the head of the train, her cheap camera 

swinging on her wrist, her dyed pashmina scarf wrapped around 

her neck and around her head, leaving only a part of her face 

visible. 

The train lay in wait. It thrummed. 

Olesya sprinted after Lyuba. 

“Where are you going?” Natasha called. 

The snow crunched under Olesya’s feet. At the door to the 

cab stood the engineer and the conductor, their heads bent in 

discussion. Up ahead a crew was clearing the tracks, shouting, 

making a racket. 

Olesya was unaware of her body. Her legs moved on their 

own, her eyes zeroed on Lyuba. The conductor stopped talking, 

waved to her, said something. She didn’t hear. Blood roared in 

her ears. A spasm rolled across the train, from the tail to the 

head. The engine hummed. Lyuba climbed the embankment, faced the 
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engine, positioned the camera. 

Olesya’s stomach lurched. “Wait!” 

“Olesya?” Lyuba put the camera down. 

A tremor of irritation came from the train, then it lay 

still, its headlamps dull, watching Olesya walk up to Lyuba and 

catch her breath and put on a smile. 

“Hey, want me to take a picture of you?” 

“Oh.” Lyuba stared at her. “Uh, that would be great! Yes, 

please. Can you make sure the engine is in the frame?” 

“Of course. Do I push this button?” 

“Hold on a moment.” Lyuba rearranged her scarf, 

straightened, rose to her toes and arced her arms over her head. 

“What do you think? Do I look like a swan?” 

“Perfect. Only missing a tutu.” Olesya pressed her finger 

next to the button. 

“Did you take it?” 

“Yes, I did.” The lie came easy. “Want me to take a couple 

more?” 

“I didn’t hear it click. You sure you pressed the button?” 

“I’m sure, Lyuba. You probably didn’t hear it because of 

all the noise.” Olesya made the motion of turning the wheel and 

winding the film. 

“Okay.” Lyuba didn’t sound convinced. “Let’s do a few more, 

if you don’t mind. I want to have them developed and send them 

home before we leave. Wouldn’t that be a hoot? My mom will have 
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a heart attack when she sees it’s a letter from America. She’ll 

save it. She saves all my letters.” 

“I don’t mind at all. Ready?” 

Olesya mimed taking a few more pictures and behind Lyuba 

she saw the face of the train and the logo TUBE: Trans-Urban 

Blitz-Express, and she remembered how papa pronounced it, with a 

bad accent, how he took her to see the real engine he worked on, 

named every part, explained how it functioned, how it broke, how 

he fixed it. Then they went to the birch grove by the tracks and 

picked wild strawberries and ate them. And papa took pictures of 

her. 

Olesya shuddered. He took a lot of pictures of her but 

never at home, always somewhere else, in the birch grove, by the 

train, at the ballet class when he was allowed to visit, at 

every rehearsal, at every recital. He hated pictures taken of 

him, put up a hand, turned away, walked out of the shot. 

“Can I have it back?” 

“Sorry?” 

“Can I have my camera back? I want to take some pictures of 

the train, too, and the mountains. It’s so sleek. Looks like a 

black snake, doesn’t it? Against all this white?” 

“It does,” Olesya echoed. 

“It’s disgusting. To my taste, anyway. But what do I know. 

This is America, the country of wonders. They do whatever they 

want here. At least it’s not pink!” 



Anske / TUBE / 55 

 

“Excuse me, ladies, don’t mean to bother you,” the 

conductor flashed them his perfect smile. “We’ll be departing 

soon—the snowslide is almost cleared. Look behind you. See? Boy, 

I tell you, they did a hell of a job. Fast, too.” He nodded 

ahead. 

Olesya turned to look. The crew was shoveling the last of 

the snow, the bulldozers pushed it away from the tracks. 

“Miss? I’m sorry. I need you to get back to your car.” 

“One moment.” Lyuba pressed the button. 

It happened quickly. 

The engine came to life. The motor revved, compressed air 

hissed and steamed, the whistle blared, the headlamps shone 

bright yellow. The train jolted forward, struck Lyuba. Stopped 

with a screech of brakes.  

She fell on her back. Her pashmina scarf slipped. Her head 

hit the bolt on a concrete tie. The camera flew out of her hand 

and bumped off a rail and cracked. By the time Olesya leaned 

over her, she was dead. Blood pooled and soaked the snow.  

Olesya looked up. 

A dark figure sat in the engineer’s seat. Its face had no 

features, no eyes. It was looking right at her. 
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CHAPTER 12 

The accident was caused by a technical malfunction—so the 

passengers were told then shooed back to their cars. Olesya was 

questioned and dismissed. Lyuba’s body was covered, carried out 

on a stretcher. The scene was cordoned off with yellow tape. The 

engineer and the conductor were led away and a new engineer and 

conductor arrived. The train departed, going backward. They were 

to get to the closest junction, take an alternate route. 

Grim silence filled the cars. The dancers hid in their 

compartments, alone, or in whispering groups. 

Olesya watched the snowflakes drift by the window and 

thought about how she asked papa what they were made of. 

“Sugar.” 

“Sugar?” 

“That’s right. Fine sugar crystals.” 

Olesya caught a snowflake and licked it off her mitten. 

“But they’re not sweet!” 
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“Yes, they are.” 

“No, they aren’t! You’re fooling me again, papa. They’re 

made of water, everyone knows that.” She smacked her mitten on 

his sheepskin coat. It left a white imprint. 

Papa chuckled. “Well, if you know what they’re made of, why 

do you ask me?” 

“Because I want to eat them, and I’m afraid 

because...because they look like...like very tiny ballerinas.” 

Olesya blushed. 

“Well,” papa squatted down in front of her and took her 

face in his hands, “everyone knows that ballerinas are made of 

sugar. Are they not?” 

“Are they?” 

“You,” he pressed on her nose, “are made of sugar, I know 

that for a fact. My sweet little ballerina.” 

Later, after they came home and stomped off the snow and 

had cream-of-wheat with wild strawberry jam for breakfast, papa 

brushed Olesya’s hair into a perfect bun, smoothed the wispies 

with hairspray like Nadezhda Petrovna showed him, helped her 

into tights and leotard, boots and coat and hat and drove her to 

the ballet studio. She was running up the stairs when he called 

to her and leaned out of the car window and said, “I want you to 

dance Swan Lake, Olesya. I want you to dance Swan Lake on the 

Bolshoi Theatre stage. Will you do that for me?” 

“I will! I will!” 
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“That’s my girl. That’s my little ballerina.” 

“Is that what you want, papa?” Olesya whispered. Her breath 

fogged up the glass, and she knew, and she looked away. 

“You were right.” Natasha twisted the cap off the plastic 

bottle, took a sip of water. 

“Right about what?” 

“About leaving this dreaded train.” 

“It’s too late now.” 

“What do you mean, it’s too late? It’s not too late. We’ll 

get off at the next station.” 

“I don’t think it’ll let us. I don’t think he will let us.” 

Natasha’s face paled. “But why not? How...what reason does 

it, I mean, does he have to hold us hostage?” 

“He wants me to dance Swan Lake for him. He wants to see 

it, he never got to see it, and I don’t think he wants me to 

dance it alone, Natasha. I think he wants to see the whole 

thing, and for that he needs you.” 

“Then why kill Lyuba?” 

“One cast is enough. Maybe he’s casting his favorites.” 

Natasha shook her head. “Do you know how ridiculous this 

sounds? All of it? You sure you’re not imagining it?” 

Olesya looked out the window. “You don’t have to believe 

me, I’m not asking you to. Except...” 

“Except what?” 

“Except I saw him. When the train struck Lyuba, I saw him. 
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He was sitting in the engineer’s seat and he was looking right 

at me, and I knew it was him, by the shape of his head. I 

couldn’t see his face or his eyes, it was all dark, shrouded in 

shadows. But it was him all right, Natasha. I felt it.” 

“You felt it.” 

Olesya turned to her. “Look—” 

Natasha raised both hands. “Let’s not start this again, 

okay? I don’t know how you do it, but I can’t be calm right now. 

I just can’t!” There were tears in her voice. “It’s awful, what 

happened to Lyuba. She’s gone! Dead! Doesn’t it bother you? 

Don’t you feel something? Anything? How can you be so callous! I 

still can’t believe it. One moment she was taking pictures, and 

then—poof!—that damn bolt. Why did she have to fall on that 

bolt? Why didn’t they check the brakes on this train? It’s their 

job, isn’t it? I thought they do it better in America, not like 

in our Sovok where everything is shit and people keep making 

shit and nobody cares.”  

Natasha gulped the rest of the water, crinkled the bottle, 

threw it to the floor and wiped her eyes. 

“Don’t just look at me. Say something!” 

“Like what?” 

“Like...I don’t know! Anything!” 

Olesya was silent. 

Natasha took a deep breath, smoothed her hair, tucked it 

behind her ears. “They think you did it.” 
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Olesya looked at her. 

“Pushed Lyuba.” 

“I did what?” 

“I overheard Milena talking to Inga and Veronika earlier. 

Then Katya told me the same thing, advised me not to see you. 

Can you believe it? I bet by now she’s discussing it with Krysa. 

Fucking snitch.” 

“But why on earth—” 

“You don’t need to convince me, Olesya. I know you didn’t 

do it, even though I wasn’t there. Some people are just...let’s 

just say, some girls are bitches bent on destroying you for no 

other reason but your existence, and there is nothing you can do 

about it.” 

“I don’t believe that. There is always something.” 

“Oh yeah? Like what? Ignoring them doesn’t work. Fighting 

back doesn’t work. What else is there?” 

“Understanding them.” 

Natasha rolled with laughter. She laughed and laughed, and 

when she caught her breath she said, “You’re not serious.” 

“Yes, I am.” 

“Really? So that’s what you’ll do? Let that slut Milena 

trample all over you in an effort to understand her?” 

“If that’s what it takes.” 

Natasha goggled her eyes out. “You really are crazy. 

Sometimes I don’t get you.” 
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Olesya sighed. “I don’t get myself.” 
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CHAPTER 13 

Alla Borisovna ordered the dancers to gather in the lounge car 

for a meeting and wait for her. She went to the engineer’s cab 

to telephone Moscow. 

It’s been over an hour. 

The oversized windows filled the car with cold light making 

the red of the rug and the seats look purple. The pines blurred 

by in black walls capped with snow. Up and up they went, up the 

slopes of craggy hills that stretched for miles and miles and 

disappeared in gray fog. It was chilly and grim outside, and it 

was chilly and grim inside despite the heat.  

Nobody talked.  

From time to time a dancer would go up to the counter, buy 

a pack of cigarettes or a snack or a drink, and go back to their 

table. The only sounds besides the words exchanged with the 

attendant were the clicking of the wheels and the hissing and 

the gurgling of boiling water. 
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“I don’t understand why they didn’t take her in for 

questioning,” Inga said to Veronika. They sat at the table with 

Milena and Egor. Inga tipped her chin at Olesya, and the golden 

hoops in her ears jerked and dangled. 

Olesya looked up. 

Inga flipped her head around. The hoops went with it. 

“It’s not like it was a regular accident, right? A Soviet 

citizen was potentially murdered on American soil. That’s a 

serious crime. That could cause an international scandal!” 

“Bolshoi feeds on scandal,” Milena drawled, cutting 

Veronika off. “The more they talk about us, the better the 

sales.” She tossed the bangs out of her face, pursed her small 

mouth, draped her arms around Egor, and pecked him. “What do you 

think, my love?” 

Egor glanced sideways, leaned on the table and said softly, 

“She did it, no question about that. The girl is not all there, 

you understand what I mean? Lost in the head. Unpredictable. 

Dangerous. If Krysa won’t get rid of her, we’ll have to take 

matters into our own hands.” 

Veronika pushed her face close to Egor’s. Her long nose 

almost touched his snubbed one, her bleached hair his golden 

blond. “Don’t you give us this crap again, smartass. How would 

you know? Were you there when it happened?” 

“Shhh. No need to get so agitated, Veronika. She might hear 

us.” 
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“So what? Let her! What are you, scared of her now?” 

Something flicked across Egor’s blue eyes, made them 

smaller, shinier, darker. “Only a fool is not afraid for his 

life. When she strikes again, don’t come to me crying.” He 

pushed off the table and leaned back on the seat. 

The girls fell silent. They all looked at Olesya and Olesya 

felt them looking and turned and they looked away, and Natasha 

said, “I bet they were talking shit about you. Just look at 

them, look at those shifty eyes. It’s all Zolotov, spreading 

rumors, the smug bastard. That perfect face of his! I want to 

rake it, I swear.” 

Dima smiled. “I always thought you wanted to kill him.” 

“And then I will kill him.” 

“Sounds like a plan.” 

“Shut up.” 

“Don’t mind them, Natasha,” Olesya said. “They have no 

other joy in their lives. The least I can do is provide them 

with some entertainment.” 

Natasha scoffed. “Some entertainment, indeed.” 

“Mind if I join you?” Katya said brightly. She sidled up to 

their table unnoticed, as quiet as a mouse. Without waiting for 

an invitation she sat next to Natasha and Natasha’s blood rushed 

to her cheeks and made them crimson. She slid away from Katya, 

gave her a murderous look. 

Katya ignored it. “Did you hear the latest gossip? 
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Terrible. Such nonsense! I can’t believe it, truly, I can’t.” 

“What nonsense?” Olesya asked. 

“Oh. You mean, you don’t know? Natasha didn’t tell you?” 

She tipped her angelic head to the side. “Well, I can tell you 

if you’d like. Not that I believe there is a shred of truth in 

it, of course. Not at all! I hope you won’t think—” 

“I did tell her.” Natasha glared at Katya as though she 

wanted to burn her to a crisp. “And if you had a shred of 

sensitivity in you, you wouldn’t bring it up. Why don’t you go 

back to Galka? Looks like she misses you.” 

Katya just sat there, blinking. 

“Why are you blinking at me like that? Did you hear what I 

said?” 

“I don’t see what I did to you, Natasha, to deserve such 

hostility. I came with good intentions, to try and warn you, to 

warn you, Olesya.” 

“Warn me of what?” 

“Well, some people are saying that it was you who pushed 

Lyuba on the tracks.” 

“And?” 

“And?!?” Katya’s eyes went round. “What do you mean, and? 

You need to stop it. It could cost you your career! When Krysa 

gets wind of this...” 

“When? You mean to say, when you inform her?” 

Katya’s mouth closed with a click. 
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“I was under the impression that you already did. She 

wouldn’t look at me, wouldn’t talk to me. When I walked by her 

she recoiled from me like I’m some walking plague.” 

When Katya didn’t answer Dima said, “It’s no secret, Katya. 

We all know how you got your promotion.” 

Katya sat up straight. “I would never! How could you 

even...oh, why do I even bother. You try to be good to people, 

give them a helping hand and they bite it off.” She stood up and 

promptly sat down. 

Taras blocked her way. He pushed up his glasses and 

grinned. “Want some kefir?” 

“Kefir!” Katya clasped a hand to her breast. “Where did you 

get that?” 

“I have my sources. Well, do you want it or not? Because I 

have other contenders.” 

“Oh, Taras, you’re such a sweetheart. Thank you! Ordinarily 

I wouldn’t be able to refuse, but in light of this terrible 

tragedy I can’t even think about food.” 

Natasha rolled her eyes. 

“Oh, come on. Hunger’s no joke, you’ve got to eat. Krysa 

wouldn’t want you to collapse on stage like last time, now would 

she? It’s forgivable for a swan when any corps girl would kill 

at the chance to dance your part, but for Odette? And on the 

opening night? Tsk-tsk.” He shook his head. 

Katya took the bottle. 
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“Drink up!” Taras set three more bottles on the table and 

squeezed next to her.  

Olesya and Dima and Natasha took the bottles one by one and 

twisted them open and drank. Taras finished his first, wiped the 

white mustache off his mouth and burped. “What’s taking her so 

long, anyway? Must be a hard talk.” 

“Naturally,” Katya said. “Imagine giving the news to the 

parents!” 

Taras pushed up his glasses. “I know, but what can you do? 

Sooner or later we’ll all end up in a box. The only difference 

is how much time you have left and the type of box you get.” 

Dima raised his brows. “Why should the box matter? You’ll 

be dead by then.” 

“Precisely!” Taras shook a finger. “The box won’t matter to 

you—you could give a flying fuck—but it will matter to the 

living. It sums up your life, you see? How much you were loved, 

what you did with your life, what you’ve accomplished. Will they 

dump you in cheap unfinished pine, or will it be oak, lacquered 

shiny black?”  

Olesya flinched.  

Taras looked in her eyes. “Or will it be zinc, hermetically 

sealed? They won’t let you open it, afraid the body will rot, 

won’t even let you look at your brother’s face.” He looked away. 

Olesya touched his hand. “Hey.” 

“It’s all right. You don’t have to babysit me. I’m a big 
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boy.” He swiped at his cheek. 

“I’m sorry, Taras.” Dima said. 

“No one asked for your sympathy, Rumyantsev. You don’t know 

what it’s like.” Taras propped up his glasses. His hand shook. 

“You know the kind of box I’ll be buried in? Gold. Solid fucking 

gold. Ah, fuck this shit.” He jumped up. “I need a shot of 

vodka, that’s what I need. You’re welcome for the kefir.”  

He left.  

Katya left after him. 
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CHAPTER 14 

Shiny black box. 

Olesya sat in her compartment, rolled Tyubik on the table, 

back and forth, and in eights, and in circles. 

Shiny black box. Was papa in it? Was it empty? 

“Want to talk about it?” Dima sat on the berth across, 

watching her play with Tyubik. 

“Talk about what?” 

“About what you’re thinking.” 

“Not really.” 

They were silent for some time, listening to the whining 

wind and the dinging bells and the steady clicking. The foil 

swan sat in the window and every time they passed over a switch 

it jittered. 

“Want to tell me what happened?” 

“Why?” 

“I’d like to know.” 
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Olesya stopped rolling Tyubik, put it in her lap, looked 

out the window. They were going fast, down a steep ravine, its 

walls dark and ribbed and pitted. The air was blue, clear and 

crisp as ice. 

“It couldn’t be the brakes,” Dima said. “That’s not how 

they function.” 

“It wasn’t the brakes.” Olesya frowned, glanced at her 

watch, glanced back out the window. “Shouldn’t we have arrived 

by now? It’s been what, three hours?” 

“Three and a half, I think.” 

And there it was again, that feeling, sharp and strong. A 

moment ago it wasn’t there and now it was, and Olesya stared at 

Dima, sitting very still.  

“He’s watching us.” 

“Who is?” 

“My papa.” 

Olesya put Tyubik in her pocket and got up. 

“Where are you going?” 

“I need to check something.” She placed her hand on the 

latch. It was cold. She closed her eyes, took a deep breath, 

flipped the latch and slid the door open. Chilled air wafted at 

her feet. She looked out. The corridor was empty. There were no 

sounds but the drone of the train, echoey and somehow hollow. 

“Oh no.” 

“What is it?” 
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“We’re alone.” 

Dima sprung to his feet. “You’re kidding me.” 

“Look for yourself.” 

Dima stepped out, knocked on the conductor’s door, called 

to him, knocked some more, pressed his ear to the paneling, 

tried the handle. The door slid open.  

“He’s not here. He must’ve gone somewhere. I’ll go check 

the others.” 

Olesya watched him walk into the second compartment, and 

the third, and the fourth. At first he talked to her, explained 

to her this absence, then voiced his doubts, his disbelief, then 

fell silent. Last he checked the lavatory and just stood there, 

staring inside. 

Olesya came up to him. 

“This is insane.” 

“I know. The same thing happened when I disappeared. I was 

alone in the train. It was empty.” 

“What did you do?” 

“I heard music and went outside.” 

Like on cue a distant hum reached them, faint, getting 

louder, getting closer. The curtains trembled to it, the 

paneling thrummed. The corridor pulsed, the red, the plush, the 

gold. The door to the vestibule shook and swung open, and the 

music drowned them. They knew it. 

“Swan Lake.” 
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CHAPTER 15 

They walked the length of the train, hand in hand. Olesya clung 

to Dima’s hand like it was papa’s. 

She was five. She wore a white cotton dress. It was hot and 

sunny and dusty.  

Papa was taking her to Gorky Park.  

They got out of the metro, walked across the bridge and 

stopped by the great columned entrance.  

Street vendors called to them. 

“Hot corn! Hot corn with salt!” 

“Homemade piroshky!” 

“Rooster lollipops!” 

Papa took out his wallet. “Do you want something?” 

“What’s she selling?” Olesya pointed to a kerchiefed 

babushka. She stood further off, in the shadow, by an open 

granny cart, a crumpled newspaper cone in her hand. 

She noticed them looking at her. Her eyes crinkled. 
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“Wild strawberries, young man! Fresh from the forest. Buy 

some for your pretty daughter. Cheap.” 

Papa chuckled. “Young man.” 

“Wild strawberries, papa! I want wild strawberries!” 

“Okay, okay. Don’t hang on me, Olesya. Let go of my hand. 

How much?” 

Olesya ate the whole cone by the time papa bought the 

entrance tickets, asked for one more, ate that too and got the 

hiccups. He bought her fizzy water, made her drink it all and 

told her to hold her breath and count to ten. The hiccups 

stopped. 

“I guess you don’t have any room for ice cream.” 

“Yes, I do!” 

“Look at you. Where does it all go? All right, then.” 

They got ice cream. 

Olesya licked her favorite Lakomka and papa crunched on an 

Eskimo. They sat on a bench and watched people promenade up and 

down the alley, and when they were done they went to the pond 

and papa gave Olesya a hunk of bread. She tore little bits from 

it, some she put in her mouth and some she offered to the swans, 

calling to them, waving her hand. They were white and proud and 

regal, and they looked her over as though with appraisal before 

gliding over and nipping the bread and sometimes the tips of her 

fingers. 

“Papa, look! A black one!” 
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“I see. Must be a new one.” 

“I’ve never seen a black swan before. She is beautiful.” 

Olesya stretched out her hand.  

The swan shied away and glided to the middle of the pond 

and the other swans turned and followed. 

“They don’t like to be touched, Olesya. See what you did? 

Now you scared them.” 

Olesya looked at the bread. “I’m sorry.” She dropped it in 

the water. 

“No use sulking. Come. Let’s go to the amusements.” 

They went down the lane, across the square with a fountain, 

by the flowerbeds, by the lawns, down the alley to the Moskva 

river. They played charades and tongue-twisters, stuttered and 

laughed, and Olesya hung on papa’s hand and hopped and skipped, 

and then she dropped it and cried, “Amusements!” and sprinted. 

“Olesya, wait!” 

He found her clinging to the fence.  

“I want to go on this one. Please? Can I?” 

Papa’s face clouded. 

“Pleaaaase?” 

“There’s plenty of other rides, Olesya. Why this one? It’s 

silly. It’s for babies. Look at them, it’s all pretend. You’re 

not a baby anymore, are you? You’re five, you’re my little 

ballerina. Come on, let’s go to the Ferris wheel.” 

“But I want this one! You said I could pick any amusement I 
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want.” 

“But why would you want this one, silly? I can give you a 

ride on a real train any time, in the engineer’s seat, right in 

the cab. Would you like that? Come. Get off this fence.” 

“But papa!” Olesya looked at the ride. 

The little engine puffed up steam and puttered around and 

tooted. In every wagon there were girls and boys, and they were 

smiling and waving, and one of them waved to Olesya. 

She sighed, let go of the fence. 

“That’s my girl.” Papa started walking. 

Olesya took a step, stopped, turned around and ran to the 

gate, and under the ticket lady’s arm, and out onto the tracks. 

“Hey, little girl! Just where do you think you’re going? 

Whose child is this?” 

“Olesya, get back!” 

Olesya watched the train chug at her and her eyes widened. 

She stood rooted to the spot, her arms and legs numb. A freckled 

boy in the driver’s seat waved at her to get out of the way and 

the boy next to him opened his mouth. There was shouting and the 

creak of the gate, and from the corner of her eye Olesya saw 

papa just as the train came to a squeaking halt. 

Papa grabbed her under the arms and lifted her and shook 

her, his face ashen, his voice harsh. 

“What do you think you’re doing, running away from me like 

that? You spoiled little brat! What did I tell you about going 
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to the tracks?” 

Olesya’s head lolled back and forth. 

 “What did I tell you?!” 

His voice rose to a shriek and the veins stood out on his 

neck. 

“Hey, comrade! Get off the railway, will you?” 

“You’re not to go on the tracks! Understand? You could’ve 

been killed!” 

Olesya’s eyes filled with tears. Papa’s fingers dug into 

her flesh and the way he looked at her was new and scary. He 

never called her names before, not once. 

“You’re hurting me, papa. Let go.” 

He unclenched his fingers, put her down, stared at his 

hands. The ticket lady told him twice to leave before he heard 

her. 

He scooped up Olesya, carried her to a bench, sat her on 

his lap. 

“Oh, Olesya. My sweet girl. My little ballerina.” He kissed 

the top of her head and pressed her to his chest and stroked her 

hair and whispered, “I love you.” 

“I love you too, papa.” 

“I’m sorry.” 

They rode the Ferris wheel, and the carousel, and the 

troika. After lunch papa bought her strawberry gum, an issue of 

Murzilka and a paper ballerina doll with punch-out costumes. By 
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the time they came home it was evening and Olesya forgot all 

about her scare and babbled to mama how she fed the swans and 

how the black swan wouldn’t let her pet it. It was not until the 

next day that mama started asking questions. Olesya wet the bed 

that night and many nights after. 

“He changed me.” 

Dima turned and shouted over the music. “Did you say 

something?” 

“No.” 

“What’s wrong?” 

Olesya tottered into Dima’s arms and he caught her, and she 

cried into his shirt, and it got all wet and stuck to her cheek, 

and when she was empty she just breathed and clutched at him, 

and he held her, patted her back. 

“You’re okay. You’re fine. I’m here.” 
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CHAPTER 16 

The music stopped. The gangway doors swung open. The baggage car 

was empty, brightly lit and cold, the roof, the walls, the floor 

red and glossy like mirrors.  

“He wants us to go inside.” 

“What for?” 

“To watch us rehearse.” 

“But you don’t have your pointes...” Dima followed Olesya’s 

eyes. 

“That’s so like him.” 

In the center of the car, at the foot of a single barre sat 

two bottles of water and two dance bags, unzipped, their 

practice clothes folded in stacks and their ballet shoes placed 

on top.  

They stepped in and the doors shut behind them. Without a 

word, backs turned, they stripped and changed, and Olesya sat on 

the floor and taped and wrapped her toes, put on her pointes, 
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twisted her hair, pinned it up in a bun and stood, looking at 

Dima. 

“Ready?” 

He hesitated. “What are we doing?” 

“I don’t know. I think class? I hope. I hope he won’t make 

us dance without warm up. Won’t you, papa?” 

The train jolted, gave a shrill whistle. The music started, 

slapping them. They tensed, and then relaxed, and let out a 

sigh. It was piano, classic piano for warm up. They gripped the 

barre and followed their routine, lifting up, pressing down, 

bending, stretching, slightly swaying together with the car. 

There was comfort in movement, in repetition, no need to think, 

no need to talk, only their bodies, and the music, and the 

steps. 

Dark eyes were watching them. They didn’t feel it.  

When the piano stopped they kept moving for some time 

before they too stopped, sweaty, breathing hard. 

“How is your foot?” 

“It’s okay.” 

“You can’t fool me, Olesya. You look like you’re in pain.” 

“I’m all right. Really. I’ll live.” 

“Look,” Dima took her hand, “you’ll only make it worse. You 

need to rest. This floor is bad for dancing. It’s too hard.” He 

tapped it with his foot. 

Olesya shook her head. “I don’t think there is time, Dima. 
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I think—” 

The violins soared, then the oboe began, and they looked at 

each other and Dima nodded, gulped the rest of his water, wiped 

his face, moved the barre away, walked to the end of the car and 

from there, his body and face composed, his arms extended, 

walked back in light springy steps and turned and jumped, lost 

his balance, recovered, jumped again and walked about some more, 

flinging his hands to his chest and peering around, and when his 

eyes fell on Olesya he stopped and stretched his arm to her and 

waited.  

She counted music. 

A beat, and she was up on her toes, arms over her head, now 

still, now falling, the wings of a swan, her legs straight 

lines, moving in quick tiny steps that made her glide as though 

she were weightless. 

He circled her, caught her, released her, walked away and 

twirled and came back, held her waist and lifted her, gently set 

her down, and she leapt and glided and stood on one leg and ran 

to him. He got down to one knee and supported her perched on one 

toe, her other leg extended upright in a perfect vertical line. 

She leaned to him as though to kiss him and before she could 

lean away the car ran over a switch and jolted, and she pitched 

at Dima, and they were kissing. 

A judder of outrage shook the car. The lights flickered, 

the walls vibrated, the barre tipped and tumbled with a loud 
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clang. The music abruptly stopped, cut off by the whistle that 

went on and on and on until it rose to a scream. The train 

accelerated with a mighty lurch. Dima swayed, lost his hold. 

Olesya’s pointes slipped. She fell. Her ankle twisted underneath 

her. Something popped in it. She cried out. 

“Olesya! What’s wrong?” 

She looked at him, mute with pain. 

“Don’t move. Stay where you are.” He got up from the floor, 

arms stretched out, legs wide, started walking. The car bumped 

and rocked and knocked him off his feet. He sat back. 

“Shit. That was stupid.” 

He got up again to his hands and knees, and crawled to 

Olesya and almost reached her when her eyes went wide and her 

face drained of color. She was staring at something over his 

shoulder, and he turned his head and looked, and at first he 

thought it was Nikita, dressed in the black costume of the evil 

magician Rothbart, standing in the wings, waiting for his cue to 

come on stage, but Nikita was tall and muscled, with an open, 

aquiline face, and the man in the door was short and lean, his 

head too large for his body, his face featureless, dark with 

shadows, his presence suspended as though he were made of dust. 

Dima glanced at Olesya and glanced back, and the man was 

gone, and there was only the click of the wheels and the whine 

of the wind and his and Olesya’s breathing.  
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CHAPTER 17 

Dima untied and unwound the ribbons, slipped off the pointe, 

peeled up the sweat-soaked tight. The skin around the ankle was 

pink and the ankle was swollen. He touched it. Olesya winced.  

“Can you stand on it?” 

“I think.” 

“I wish we had some ice.” He probed it all the way around. 

“Doesn’t seem like anything is broken.” 

“It’s sprained. It’s all right. No big deal.” 

Dima helped her stand and take a few steps. She bit her lip 

every time her foot touched the floor and stubbornly she stepped 

on it with her full weight and continued walking. 

“Hey, that’s enough. Let me carry you.” 

“No.” 

“Why not?” 

“Because—” she broke off and glanced at the door and back 

at Dima, and the unspoken question rose again in his eyes and 
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this time Olesya didn’t turn away and said, “Yes. That was him. 

That was my papa.” She started shaking and sat on the floor. 

Dima sat next to her. “Want me to hold you?” 

“I’m okay.” Olesya drew up her legs and put her chin on her 

knees and rocked a little and looked at nothing. 

“Please let me hold you.” 

She stopped rocking and looked at him. Her eyes were wet. 

“He might not like it.” 

“I don’t care.” 

“You’re nuts.” 

“Nuts over you, yes.” He looked at his hands. “It’s been a 

while now, since your first day at Bolshoi. Remember? Our first 

class together, when you walked in the door...you were late, 

your face was flushed from running.” 

“Oh, I remember that day. I remember it very well. Alla 

Borisovna yelled at me, ‘You’re late again, Belaya, you’re out!’ 

She yelled at me every time I made a mistake, told me I danced 

like a lame goat and belonged in a stable, not on stage. I broke 

down crying.” 

“You what she told us? After you ran out to wash your face, 

you know what she said? She said you were Bolshoi’s future 

prima, the best swan she ever laid her eyes on, and that 

compared to you we were cheap clumsy tarts.” 

Olesya smiled. “She really said that? I never knew.” 

“She said you reminded her of young Plisetskaya, that you 
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could be better than her.” 

“Really? I always thought she hated my guts.” 

“She probably does. She hates all of our guts. It’s her way 

of loving us, pushing us to get better.” 

“That’s a sorry way to love someone.” 

“I agree.” He touched her hand. She didn’t move her hand 

away and let him pick it up and hold it. “I have a confession to 

make.” 

Olesya stilled. “What is it?” 

“That day when Nikita dropped you at the matinee and you 

hurt your leg...I offered to walk you to the metro and you said 

no, you’d be fine...” 

“Oh yeah. It was late. The metro was closing soon. It was 

snowing, and you wanted to give me your gloves and I said I have 

warm pockets. You had no hat on and your ears were bright red, 

and I told you they would freeze off and you said you didn’t 

need your ears for dancing, and—” 

“I followed you.” 

“What?” 

“I’m sorry. It was late, and you were injured, and I was 

worried sick. I only wanted to see you safely to the metro, as 

usual.” 

“As usual?” 

Dima pinched the bridge of his nose and closed his eyes. “I 

walk you to the metro every night, Olesya, not that you ever see 



Anske / TUBE / 85 

 

me. I make sure of that. But that night...something made me go 

on, some uneasy feeling, so I got on the train in the car next 

to yours, and then I saw that drunk in your car, and I thought 

it best to see you all the way home. And I was right. That scum 

followed you.” 

“Scum? That makes you scum too, doesn’t it? Since you 

followed me?” 

“Ah, hell.” Dima clasped his head. “I guess it does. I’m 

really sorry.” 

“No, it’s okay. I knew it.” 

He raised his brows. “You’re kidding.” 

“Since day one. You made me feel less scared. That drunk, 

his name was Bagrov Aleksey Sergeyevich. He told me he saw me 

dance Swan Lake on TV and that he always wanted to dance, since 

he was a little boy.” She paused. “They found him frozen to 

death in the morning.” 

“I didn’t know.” 

“I was the last person to talk to him. I’m not sure what 

made me. I guess I was missing papa, missing him bad.” 

They sat silent for some time. 

“Let’s get out of here,” Dima said. 

The door flung open. 
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CHAPTER 18 

Inga staggered in as though someone pushed her and the door 

behind her slammed shut and she flipped her head around and her 

golden hoops with it. When she saw Olesya and Dima her glazed 

eyes widened and she said, “I’m dreaming, right?”  

“No,” Olesya said, “you’re not.” 

“Yes I am.” She blinked. Her eyelids flopped up and down 

like those of a plastic doll that’s been given a good shake. She 

pinched herself, shook her head and reeled, clutched the wall.  

She was drunk. 

“Why does it have to be you two, of all people? God, you’re 

ugly, the perfect pair. Why not Egor, say, naked, in bed, silk 

sheets, the whole shebang...right? Damn you, Taras! What did you 

put in my vodka?” 

She took a swaying step forward. 

“How did you get here?” Dima stood, walked to her, offered 

a hand. 
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Inga shrunk back. “Damn, he looks real. What does he see in 

that mad little bitch? I just don’t understand. Plain and flat 

as an ironing board, right? Horror on stilts!” She chortled and 

hiccuped. “And that old fool Krysa is at it, too. Our talent! 

Our future prima! What talent? Where? What’s there to see? Jerky 

hips, scrawny neck? God, look at her smiling. What’s there to 

smile at? What’re you smiling at? I should be dancing Odette, 

not you. What do you know about heartbreak, about pain, you damn 

virgin? You know nothing. You need your brains fucked out, 

that’s what you need. Why don’t you do her, Dima? No? Are you a 

virgin too?” She opened her mouth. “My God. You are, aren’t you? 

Well, that explains it. Egor!” She shouted over her shoulder. 

“Veronika! Guys! Come here, you’ve got to see this.” She 

stumbled to the door, tugged on the handle. “Damn, it’s stuck. 

Help me open it, will you?” 

“You’re drunk,” Olesya said. 

Inga spun around. “You don’t say. Anything else I need to 

know?” 

“You’re not dreaming.” 

“Clearly. What’s wrong with this door, can you tell me? Why 

the hell won’t it open?” She banged on it. 

“Stop, Inga. It won’t do any good.” 

“You locked it, didn’t you? You crazy bitch.” 

“She didn’t lock it,” Dima said.  

“Then who did?” 
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“Her papa.” 

Inga’s face went splotchy gray. “You’re both crazy. Let me 

out. Let me out!” She yanked on the handle and beat on the door 

with her fists and kicked and screamed. 

“Inga...” 

“Get the fuck away from me!” 

“Please.” 

“Don’t touch me! Don’t fucking touch me!” She crossed her 

arms over her head and slid to the floor and started sobbing. 

“Don’t you dare touch me!” 

Dima reached out to her, and she flinched and shrunk back. 

“I said, get away from me, you son of a bitch! I will cut 

off your balls if you touch me! I swear to fuck!” 

He looked at her incredulously. “It’s me, Dima. I’m just—”  

“Don’t.” Olesya touched his arm. “Let her be.” 

Inga raised her tear-stained face and spat. “No one asked 

for your pity, bitch. You don’t give two shits about me, so keep 

your pity to yourself, why don’t you?” She dropped her head in 

her hands and wept, and her golden hoops shook and so did her 

shoulders and she mumbled something and looked up and wiped her 

eyes and said, “I’m tired of this. I’m fucking tired of everyone 

using me. I just want a good life. Marry, have children, live in 

a nice apartment in the center of Moscow, drive a nice car. Is 

that too much to ask?” 

“No, I guess not.” Olesya moved closer, offered Inga her 
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hanky. Inga snatched it and blew her nose. 

“Who’s using you? If you don’t mind me asking.” 

“Everyone! Every guy I’ve ever been with. All they want is 

to stick their junk between my legs. Like I’m a piece of meat. 

Like I’m some pretty doll without any feelings.” 

“I’m sorry.” 

“Right.” 

“No, really. I am. I wish I could help somehow.” 

Inga squinted at Olesya. “Then tell Krysa you’re tired of 

dancing Odette and give me a chance. I’ve been with the company 

longer than you, I’ve worked harder, I’m more experienced. But 

no, she has her eyes set on you. And then she up and promotes 

that snitch Katya! Katya the principal! And I get stuck as a 

soloist, dancing the stupid swans, always in Cast B, like she’s 

punishing me for something, the old rat. Sometimes I just want 

to die. I want it all to end and die.” 

The train whistled. 

“Oh no.” Olesya pressed her hand to the floor. 

Dima stared at it. “What is it?” 

“He’s coming.” 

A spasm rolled through the car. It jumped over a switch and 

swayed and shook and rumbled. The door flew open and there he 

stood, dark, dust and shadows. 

“Who the hell is that?” Inga said. 

“That’s my papa.” Olesya sat very still. 
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Dima stood next to her, unmoving. 

“Your dead papa, you mean? Yeah, right. We’re busy,” Inga 

told him in English. “Busy. Go!”  

She shooed him away with her hand and he suddenly moved to 

her and she jumped to her feet and backed off and screamed at 

him, and Olesya screamed, “No, papa! Don’t!” and Dima screamed 

“Watch out! Behind you!”  

The floor-to-ceiling door in the side of the car rolled 

open, and the clatter of the wheels rushed in, and the blast of 

cold air. It was blue with dusk outside, no snow, no pines, 

nothing, empty blue nothing. They were racing along the edge of 

a cliff, and beyond it was the darkening sky that stretched to 

the mountains and dissolved in their blackness.  

In one motion Olesya’s papa charged at Inga. She shrieked, 

stepped to the edge of the plate. Dima leapt to her. Olesya 

pounced at papa, grabbed him. Her hands closed on nothing. The 

car jolted, and for the briefest of moments Inga’s eyes locked 

with Olesya’s and in them was understanding.  

She believed her.  

Then she was whisked away, and the door rolled shut. 
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CHAPTER 19 

The passengers were in a panic. 

It was announced that due to brake malfunction the train 

wasn’t able to make any stops but that repairs were underway and 

that everyone should remain calm and seated. 

Nobody did, of course.  

People dashed from car to car, seeking news, colliding with 

the train attendants who bustled about, apologized, gave out 

free drinks and snacks. The air was filled with smoke that 

smelled of burning dust, and everyone sneezed and coughed and 

complained, and some demanded fare refunds, and some threated to 

sue. The most desperate ones packed their bags and camped out in 

the vestibules, vowing to get off this cursed train as soon as 

it stopped. 

Olesya stood by the window, silent, fogging up the glass, 

watching the blue of the evening become the black of the night. 

“Come on. We need to get going.” Dima tugged on her hand. 
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She didn’t move. 

“Come on, Olesya.” 

“He never showed up at my recital.” 

“What?” 

“Papa. He never came to see my first pointe recital, my 

first time dancing in pointe shoes, my very first pair. We kept 

it secret from him, me and mama and Nadezhda Petrovna.” 

“Who is Nadezhda Petrovna?” 

“My ballet teacher. It was my birthday that day, I was 

turning ten, and she said it’d be a great surprise for him, kind 

of like a present, the balletomane that he was. I was so 

excited, I could hardly sleep. He was gone on one of his 

overnight trips and was supposed to come back in the evening 

just in time for the recital. He never came. He died that day.” 

“Oh, hell. I didn’t know. I’m sorry.” 

“I was too, back then. Very much. I don’t know if I’m sorry 

anymore.” 

“Excuse me.” A train attendant, his red jacket unbuttoned, 

his cap missing, smiled at them thinly. “Is this your car?” 

“No,” Dima said. 

“Then I need you to get back to your car, please. Thank 

you.”  

He didn’t move until they turned and walked away, and as 

they got closer to their car they met a flock of corps dancers 

looking for Inga, and Dima looked at Olesya and she nodded and 
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took a deep breath and said, “Inga is gone,” and she waited for 

them to quiet and said, “She fell out of the open door, in the 

baggage car. It was an accident.” 

“We were there,” Dima said. “We failed to save her.” 

The dancers stared at them. 

Someone asked, “How did it happen?” 

And they walked back together, and Olesya told them, and 

there were those who believed her but most of them did not, and 

by the time they reached their car the rest of the troupe got 

the news and Alla Borisovna stood in the corridor, twisting her 

cardigan button, her ratty face gray and her little eyes sharp. 

“My compartment,” she said. “Both of you.” 

They followed her in and sat down. 

“Explain.” 

Dima began to speak. 

Olesya gripped his hand and squeezed it and leaned over the 

table and said, “I’ll be glad to explain, Alla Borisovna. In 

fact, I apologize it took me so long to figure it out. You 

remember, of course, how I told you that the train made me 

disappear. You dismissed it as a lie, an attempt to cover for my 

defection by faking a meltdown, a temporary insanity, if you 

will. Unfortunately, there is no logic to this. It’s not in my 

interest to undermine my wellbeing, especially not to someone 

who holds my career in her hands. I understand that I probably 

won’t be able to change your mind and that what I’m telling you 



Anske / TUBE / 94 

 

sounds crazy. But, you asked me to explain, and so I am 

explaining, to the best of my ability.” She paused, her heart 

thudding. 

Dima squeezed her hand. 

Alla Borisovna sipped her coffee. “Go on.” 

“It turns out that my papa, Grigory Vasilievich Bely, who 

died ten years ago in a railway accident—he was crushed between 

two trains—is here, on this train, controlling it as he did when 

he was alive. I believe he came back to see me dance Swan Lake. 

It was his dream, to see me dance it on the Bolshoi Theatre 

stage. He never got the chance.” 

Alla Borisovna put her coffee cup down on the saucer, and 

Olesya flinched at the clink and sagged back on the berth.  

“He’s the one who killed Lyuba, Alla Borisovna, and now he 

killed Inga. And he’ll keep killing until he gets what he 

wants.” 

“And what is it, pray tell?” 

“I think he’s making his own cast, getting rid of the 

dancers who’re not to his taste, but I’m only guessing. I really 

don’t know.” 

“I see.” She steepled her fingers. “Is this all?” 

“I saw him, Alla Borisovna,” Dima said. “I was there when 

it happened, when he pushed Inga out.” 

“Very well. You both can go.”  

She looked away but Dima kept looking at her.  
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“You don’t believe a word of this, do you?” 

“I said go, Rumyantsev! Or have you gone deaf? And take 

this shameless schemer with you. I’ve had enough of her for the 

day.” 
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CHAPTER 20 

“She’s the one who’s crazy, not you.” 

Natasha looked Olesya in the eyes. 

“Do you hear me?” 

“I hear you.” 

“Then say something.” 

“I don’t know if I can. I don’t want to talk anymore.” 

“Dima, you tell her.” 

“Look, Natasha. She told you all there was to tell, okay? 

What else do you want her to say?” 

Natasha crossed her arms. “You’re not being much help.” 

Dima nearly choked on his water. “Well, what help do you 

want me to be? I don’t understand.” 

“Of course you don’t, you dummy. She needs to talk it all 

out, all of it, to feel better. Don’t you get it? Look at her. 

She’s as pale as death!” 

“Please don’t talk about me like I’m not here.” 



Anske / TUBE / 97 

 

“Well, it doesn’t seem like you are here. Are you? You 

won’t look at us, you won’t talk to us—” 

“Natasha,” Olesya took Natasha’s hand and held it between 

her hands. “Listen. Thank you for caring so much for me. I’ve 

never had a friend who cared so much, really, you care more than 

my mama.” 

Natasha rolled her eyes. “Oh, stop it. That can’t be true.” 

“No, really. Really, it is. And I love you for this, you 

hear? I love you to death. But I just can’t talk about this 

anymore. It makes me sick to my stomach. Remember how after 

Lyuba died, you told me you couldn’t be calm?” 

Natasha mumbled something. 

“What was that?” 

“It’s not healthy.” 

“What’s not healthy?” 

“You. Hiding in your head.” 

“What do you mean?” 

“She’s right,” Dima said. “You tune out when something 

upsets you. You just turn blank and throw your body into dance 

and work it to exhaustion, like it’s separate from you, like 

your head is elsewhere. Hell, there were times when I tried 

talking to you in class, and you didn’t even hear me. It’s your 

defense mechanism, a mode of escape.” 

Olesya blinked. “So...what are you saying?” 

“Thank you, Dima, for making my point.” 
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“Oh,” Dima moved his hands away from his face. “So you 

won’t kill me now? Phew! That’s a relief.” 

“Shut up,” Natasha raised her hand as though to slap him. 

Dima cowered. “Dancer abuse! Dancer abuse!” 

Olesya smiled. 

“Look! I made her smile. I’m a hero.” 

“You’re an idiot,” Natasha said, “but then all guys are 

idiots, so it’s fine. I forgive you. Anyway, Olesya, what we’re 

trying to tell you is that you’re always running, and that maybe 

you need to stop running and face it, whatever it is that needs 

to be faced.” 

Olesya looked out the window. It was fully black outside, 

with no lights and no moon. 

“Did you hear me?” 

“Yes.” 

“And?” 

“Okay. I’ll try.”  

Natasha looked at Dima, and he flipped his thumbs up. 

“I can tell you about my first pointe recital, if you 

want.” 

“It doesn’t matter what we want. Just tell us what needs to 

be told.” 

“All right.” 

She told them. 
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CHAPTER 21 

“It was especially cold that day, the kind of cold that stuck 

your nose hairs together and made it hard to breathe. 

I woke up early. 

It was still dark, and I looked outside and it was white, 

everything was white, and it was beautiful, and I thought today 

was going to be perfect. I got everything ready the night before 

and folded it in my dance bag and put it by my bed. Papa always 

did it for me. Not this time. This time it was a surprise and he 

was not supposed to see it.  

We did a Swan Lake variation. I was one of the four 

cygnets. Nadezhda Petrovna gave us each a bag of white cloth 

strips. They were thin, almost transparent. We were to ask our 

mamas to sew them onto the leotards, to make them look like 

feathers. I did it myself. Baba Zina taught me how. It came out 

looking really nice, I thought. I folded it carefully on top of 

the tutu, and I packed extra tights, too, in case they tore. And 
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my new pointe shoes...they were so new and smooth and shiny, 

that when I put them in the door to break the toe box like 

Nadezhda Petrovna showed us, I nearly cried. I sewed on the 

ribbons and when I was done I just couldn’t stop stroking them, 

so in the end I slept with them.” 

“You slept with your pointes?” Natasha snickered. 

“Yeah, I put them under my pillow. I took them out, though, 

in the morning, when I woke up, and I put them in the bag and 

got dressed and did my hair. The bun came out just right, not a 

single wispy. Papa would’ve been proud. Mama scolded me, said I 

should’ve waited to do it right before the recital, but I 

couldn’t wait. I just couldn’t. She didn’t understand. We were 

going to celebrate my birthday after, so I spent the whole day 

helping her in the kitchen. Baba Zina was coming, and some of 

papa’s friends.” 

Dima raised his brows. “What about your friends?” 

Olesya shrugged. “I didn’t really have any. I hadn’t met 

Natasha yet.” 

“Where did you guys meet?” 

“At the Bolshoi Ballet Academy, later that year.” 

“You’re interrupting her, Dima.” 

“I’m sorry.” 

“No, it’s okay. Anyway. We got out of the metro and it was 

freezing. I got so used to papa dropping me off in his car, I 

forgot how long it took to walk to the studio. It seemed to be 
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taking forever. I could see my breath, and after a while I 

couldn’t feel my toes, and my nose has shrunk to half its size. 

I thought by the time we made it would fall off completely. 

I was walking and thinking of our rides.  

Papa would run in from work, drop his briefcase, open the 

fridge and wolf down a chicken cutlet or a slice of bologna on 

bread and gulp some kefir straight out of the bottle and call to 

me, ‘Ready?’ 

And I’d call back from the hall, ‘Hurry up, papa! We’ll be 

late!’ 

And he’d say, ‘No, we won’t, my little ballerina.’ 

And we’d race along the streets, and I was always terrified 

we’d smash into something but we never did, and I secretly liked 

it, though by the time he stopped the car my heart was jumping 

out of my chest. Then he’d kiss me and watch me run up the 

stairs, and suddenly there they were, the stairs. I didn’t even 

notice how we made it. 

Mama went to the restroom, and I went to the dressing room. 

Everyone was already there. Tamara Georgievna, our accompanist, 

poked in her head and said we had fifteen minutes. My hands 

shook so bad, I had a hard time pulling on the tights. My ears 

were buzzing, and the girls were talking and giggling non-stop, 

and I thought I would faint, but somehow I didn’t. I got ready 

and sat down and waited for my call. Papa promised to make it by 

the time I’d get on stage, and I knew he would. He always kept 
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his promises. 

And then I felt it, this sinking feeling in my stomach. 

Lisa—she was one of the cygnets—tried telling me something 

but I didn’t hear her. I went to the auditorium and peeked 

around the curtain. There were rows of chairs brought in, and 

they were packed, and I was worried that papa wouldn’t find a 

place to sit and I looked at every row, from left to right and 

back, I looked at every face, and there was mama, but no papa. 

He must have not come yet, and it was almost time for me to 

dance.  

My toes cramped up in my pointes. Nadezhda Petrovna gave me 

this angry nod, and I had to step back from the curtain and wait 

and wonder and shake like I had a fever. 

Then Tamara Georgievna finished playing, and there was 

applause, and the girls swished past me, their toes tapping on 

the floor, and Lisa poked me from behind. It was time.  

Nadezhda Petrovna walked out on stage and announced our 

number, ‘Swan Lake. Act I, Scene II. The Dance of the Cygnets. 

Performed by—’ 

As soon as she said my name, I was out, walking in light 

tiny steps, savoring my new pointes and the sound they made when 

they touched the floor. I stood in position, Lisa stood next to 

me, and two more girls, I forget their names. I scanned the 

audience but I couldn’t see papa. I couldn’t see mama either—my 

vision was jumpy—so I decided he must’ve snuck in when I was 
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behind the curtain and was watching me, and that calmed me. 

You know how short that dance is?” 

“What, the four cygnets?” Dima frowned. “A couple minutes?” 

Natasha looked at him. “One and a half.” 

“One minute and twenty-six seconds, actually,” Olesya said. 

“I timed it. I knew it by heart.” 

“No.” Natasha shook her head. “That’s not always true. It 

depends on how fast it’s played. Some accompanists—” 

“Natasha.” Dima said. “Does it really matter?” 

She fumed at him but didn’t say a word. 

“So, anyway,” Olesya continued, “Tamara Georgievna hit the 

keys and the piano started, and I forgot all my fears and my 

worries and...and I just danced. I danced like never before. It 

was exhilarating. It lifted me off the stage. I don’t think I 

felt my feet touching it, I thought I was soaring.  

After, Nadezhda Petrovna told mama that I should audition 

for the Bolshoi Ballet Academy, that I have talent. Mama told me 

about it but not the talent part. I found out from Nadezhda 

Petrovna years later, when I visited her before my debut. I 

don’t blame mama, though. Right as we finished dancing our 

administrator called her out of the auditorium. I could tell it 

was something urgent, so I ran back to the dressing room and 

changed and ran out, looking for mama, but I couldn’t find her 

anywhere. 

I waited for her on the steps in the hall. Everyone was 
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gone by then. Then suddenly she burst out of the administrator’s 

office, and I looked at her, and something tore in me. Her face 

was red and puffy, and she walked up to me but I don’t think she 

saw me. She wouldn’t talk to me, only motioned to the door. 

We were silent on the way home, and when we got there she 

sat me down in the kitchen where everything was ready for my 

birthday dinner, and she told me.” 

Olesya looked out the window, and her reflection looked 

back at her, pale and blurry. 

“He gave me my birthday present early, before he left. Mama 

was mad at him, said it was a bad omen. He only laughed at her, 

called it old wives’ tales and said that he didn’t believe in it 

and that she shouldn’t either. She stormed off to the kitchen, 

and we opened the box. It was black and shiny. And that’s what 

was inside.” 

She took Tyubik out of her pocket and placed it on the 

table. 

“That’s...wait,” Natasha picked it up and turned it around. 

“That’s the model of the train we’re on! It says TUBE, right 

here. Look.” She gave it to Dima. 

“I never noticed,” he said. 

“It’s her lucky charm. She puts it in a special pouch under 

her tutu before every performance. I had no idea why it was so 

important to you, Olesya. You never told me. Why didn’t you tell 

me?” 
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Olesya shrugged. “I don’t know. I guess it never came up?” 

“Where did he get it?” Dima asked. “He couldn’t just buy 

it.” 

“He didn’t. He got it at work, from one of the engineers 

who went abroad for training. I suspect he arranged it ahead of 

time. I can’t imagine how much it cost him.” 

“Do you have the whole set?” 

“No, the engine is all that’s left. Mama threw out the 

rest. She said it reminded her of his death and she couldn’t 

stand the sight of it. Never mind that it was my present. She’d 

have thrown out the engine too, only it wasn’t in the box. I 

always carried it in my pocket, that’s what saved it.” 

“Shit. That must’ve been a blow.” 

“Yeah, we didn’t talk for months after that. She stopped 

coming to my shows. It’s better now, though as soon as I’m back 

from the tour, I’m moving out.” 

“Moving out?” Natasha’s eyes widened. “But where? Where 

will you go?” 

“Nadezhda Petrovna has a room on Arbat, she offered me to 

share it. She’s getting old and needs help, and I’ve saved 

enough to last me a couple months, then I’ll see. Maybe—” 

“Ah!” Dima let Tyubik drop from his hand and stared at it 

sitting on the rug like a shiny black leech stuck to raw muscle.  

“What the hell...” 

“What happened?” Olesya picked it up. 
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“It...pulsed. I could’ve sworn it moved in my hand. I 

squeezed it, just to see how strong the shell was, and it—” 

 The compartment shivered. The roof, the walls, the floor 

creaked and rattled in their frames. The train let out a scream 

and put on the brakes that screeched and squealed, and Olesya 

covered her ears and looked at Tyubik in her lap.  

It was warm and pulsing. 
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CHAPTER 22 

“What’s going on? Why are we standing?” 

“They’re saying some cars have decoupled.” 

“Decoupled?” 

“Detached.” 

“What? What’s that supposed to mean, detached. How is that 

possible?” 

“You’re asking me? I don’t know! Go ask the engineer!” 

“Girls, girls, calm down. We don’t know anything for sure.” 

“You calm down, Nikita. There’s only us left. Of the whole 

train! I just talked to the conductor.” 

“Us?” 

“Our two sleepers, you idiot. Our troupe. The rest of the 

cars are gone. Rolled into the night. Poof! Disappeared.” 

“Hey, hey. Cool it, Katya. No need to get so worked up. 

You’re making a mountain out of a molehill.” 

“Oh, am I? Well, naturally. Of course. I’m making things 
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up. Like I have nothing better to do with my time. Well, you’re 

wrong, Egor. I think you’ve mistaken me for Olesya. I never lie, 

for your information, I always tell the truth. What are you 

laughing at? What’s so funny? Oh, you know what? Why do I even 

bother. Go see for yourself, it’s not far.”  

The vestibule door burst open. The corps dancers rushed in. 

“Guys! There’s been a detachment!” 

“Excuse me. Pardon me. I’m sorry.” The conductor squeezed 

between them and when he was free he adjusted his jacket and his 

cap and cleared his voice and said, “Ladies and gentlemen. May I 

have your attention, please. I need you to go back to your 

compartments and remain seated until further notice. We’re 

having some technical difficulties at the moment, but there is 

no need for alarm. Everything is under control, I assure you.” 

This was met with a flurry of questions. 

“Oh boy. Not all at once, please! I don’t understand what 

you’re saying.” 

The dancers abruptly hushed. 

Alla Borisovna quietly closed the vestibule door behind her 

and faced them. “What’s this? What’s this assembly for? I don’t 

remember calling a meeting. Why are you tormenting this poor 

man? Let him do his job. Go back to your compartments. All of 

you.” 

“But...Alla Borisovna—” 

“I said, back to your compartments. Now.” 
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Nobody moved. 

“Do I need to repeat myself, or have you forgotten Russian 

already? Perhaps you’re working on assimilating in America? If 

that’s the case, I can repeat my request in English. I’m talking 

to you, Zolotov.” 

Egor dropped his eyes. “No, Alla Borisovna.” 

“No what?” 

“No, I haven’t forgotten Russian.” 

“One would hope.”  

She was about to say something else, when the door of the 

compartment next to her opened and Olesya walked out. She was 

dressed in a coat, hat and boots, and she hauled out her bag and 

slung it over her shoulder. Dima came out after her, then 

Natasha, both of them dressed, dragging their bags behind them. 

Alla Borisovna stared at them and without saying a word 

backed off to the vestibule door and blocked it. 

“What is the meaning of this?” 

“We’re leaving,” Olesya said. “Isn’t it clear?” 

“You’re not going anywhere, Belaya. Go back inside and 

unpack. This concerns you too, Rumyantsev. And you, Ryzhik.”  

Olesya sighed.  

The silence thickened.  

All heads have turned to them. No one breathed. 

“I tried warning you, Alla Borisovna, tried explaining why 

it’s dangerous for us to remain on this train. I guess I didn’t 
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try hard enough.” Olesya put her bag down and turned to the 

dancers. 

“Guys, listen. I’m sorry I haven’t talked to you about 

this. I was afraid you wouldn’t believe me or think that I’m 

crazy, which many of you think anyway so I don’t know what I was 

so afraid of. I should’ve told you as soon as I felt it, maybe 

then Lyuba and Inga would still be alive.” 

Milena whispered something to Egor. He smirked. 

“Don’t waste your breath, Olesya,” Natasha said. “It’s no 

use. Let’s get going. I’m sweating like a pig here.” 

“No, Natasha. I must.” 

Natasha opened her mouth. Dima shook his head, and she 

closed it and blew air up her face and took off her hat and 

fanned herself with it. 

Olesya took a deep breath. “Please, listen to me and do as 

I say. Put your warmest clothes on, pack your stuff, and come 

with us. We’ll be safer out there in the dark and the cold than 

here, in this warmth and comfort. Please, believe me. There’s no 

time to explain.” 

“Yeah, right.” Veronika scoffed. “Just let me put on some 

makeup so I die pretty.” 

There were titters. 

Alla Borisovna moved away from the door and waved at them 

with her hands. “All right, that’s enough. I don’t want to hear 

any more of this empty blather. Out of my sight, all of you. 
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Quick.” 

“And why don’t you want to hear about it, Alla Borisovna?” 

Milena tossed her bangs out of her face and tipped her head to 

the side and smiled. “Olesya is obviously not doing very well. 

We should help her, not dismiss her. She’s our best Swan 

Princess, after all. It’d be a shame if I had to replace her. 

I’ll do what you ask of me, of course, always. But don’t you 

think it’d be unfair? She’s been looking forward to this tour so 

much. Haven’t you, Olesya?” 

Olesya flushed. “I most definitely have.” 

“I said, enough!” Alla Borisovna clapped her hands like she 

did in class. 

The dancers jumped. 

“Away! All of you!” 

“Alla Borisovna,” Egor said. “I hate to be the one to bring 

this up again, but Milena is right. Many of us believe it was 

Olesya who pushed Lyuba under the train. There were no 

consequences, so she got bolder and pushed Inga out of the 

baggage car. And now, look, she’s convinced Natasha and Dima to 

get off the train with her. For what purpose? We can only 

guess.” 

“How can you say that? What do you know?” 

Egor turned to the source of the voice.  

Galka sidled up to him from the back of the car. She was a 

head shorter but the way she stood made her look taller, her 
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athletic frame formidable, her jaws pressed tight.  

“Hey, look who joined the conversation. Did you have a good 

nap?” 

Galka squinted at him. “Shut up and listen to what you’re 

saying. What is wrong with you, anyway? Why would she kill them? 

There’s not a mean bone in her body. You know this. You’ve been 

dancing together for years. Why would she do it? Think.” She 

tapped a finger on her head. 

“What, you too, Galka?” Veronika ogled her. “Jesus! We’ve 

got another crazy on our hands.” 

“Ha! Me? Crazy? What’s with you, mother mine? Ah? Say what 

you want. I believe her.” Galka looked at Olesya. “I just 

checked the exit doors in the other car and the ones in the 

back. They’re all locked. Do you want to see—” 

“Oh no.” Olesya stepped around Alla Borisovna and yanked 

open the vestibule door and dashed inside. Dima had to pull her 

hands off the handle to have her stop trying. 

“Olesya. Olesya, look at me.” 

“But—” 

He pressed a finger to her lips, motioned to the wall, to a 

glass cabinet with a fire extinguisher and a sledgehammer, 

patted her pocket.  

Olesya was still for a moment. Then she nodded. 
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CHAPTER 23 

They knew they were being watched and they tried not to speak.  

Olesya took Tyubik out of her pocket and held it in both 

hands, and it was alive and pulsing and squirming. Dima tried 

the cabinet door. It was locked. On the side of the cabinet on a 

chain hung a small hammer. He picked it up and raised it and 

smashed the glass. It shattered, sprinkled the floor. The train 

loosed a shriek that swelled to a howl, jerked, rolled forward. 

Olesya swayed on her feet, and Tyubik wriggled out of her hands 

and dropped to the floor and shot away from her. She dove for 

it, fell to her knees, caught it. Shards of glass cut her hands, 

drew blood. She hardly noticed, holding Tyubik tight, squeezing 

it in both fists. Its wheels were spinning, scratching her 

palms. It was warm and it was heating up from the spinning, and 

she knew she wouldn’t be able to hold it much longer. 

She looked up at Dima.  

He stood with his legs wide apart, the sledgehammer gripped 
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in his hands. He raised it and nodded.  

“Now.” 

The vestibule door slammed open and Natasha burst in, and 

after her Alla Borisovna and some of the dancers, and behind 

them the conductor was asking to be let through and ignored. And 

Dima looked at them, the sledgehammer over his head, and they 

looked at Dima and at Olesya crouching in the bits of glass, her 

hands clutching something, dripping blood. And someone screamed 

and dashed back in the car, and they backed off, muttering, 

swearing. Alla Borisovna gasped for air, clasped her chest, then 

her eyes rolled up and she fainted. The conductor caught her 

before she hit the floor and saying, “oh boy, oh boy,” righted 

her, propped her on his shoulder and half-walked, half-carried 

her to his compartment.  

Only Natasha was left with them. 

“Hold them off,” Dima said. “Whatever it takes—” 

Olesya cried out.  

Tyubik slipped from her hands slick with blood and darted 

across the floor like a big black roach and bumped in the wall 

and bounced, and Dima struck it with the sledgehammer and 

missed, and Natasha shrieked, and the train shrieked with her. 

Dima bashed the floor left and right and missed and missed 

again, and Tyubik scampered for the door but Natasha shut it, 

and it flew and bounced and rolled to Olesya’s feet. She held 

the fire extinguisher, and she brought it down with a satisfying 
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crunch. 

“Watch out!” Dima yelled. 

The door to the engine swung open, hitting the wall and 

nearly missing Olesya’s head. The roar and the clatter of the 

pistons drowned their cries, and Tyubik scurried between their 

feet and in the gangway, and the door clashed shut behind it. 

Olesya lifted the fire extinguisher. She has crushed a 

shard of glass to white sand. “Damn. I thought I got it.” 

There was rapping on the vestibule door, and the 

conductor’s face in the window, and his muffled voice, and 

Natasha said slowly, “I’ll hold them off. I’ll hold them off for 

as long as you need to. Just get that goddamned thing, will you? 

Whatever the hell it is.” She shuddered. 

“We will,” Olesya said. 

“I’ll keep my fingers crossed.” Natasha stepped out and 

closed the door, and they heard her complaining, and the 

conductor apologizing, and her talking over him. 

“Your hands...” Dima said. 

“It’s okay. They don’t hurt that much.” 

“Can I see?” He took the fire extinguisher from her, hung 

it back in the cabinet and squatted down beside her.  

“Did you see where it went?” Olesya winced. 

Dima hooked a bit of glass with his nail and slowly pulled 

it out. “Yes.” 

“Where?” 
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“To the engine.” 

“Damn it.” Olesya looked out the window.  

Outside it was as black as before. The glass was caked on 

with snow. The wheels were clattering, the wind was humming. She 

looked back down. Dima pulled his sleeve over his hand and 

brushed the smaller bits of glass and dust and blood from her 

hands and turned them over and said, “All done. Now we need some 

plaster. Do you have some on you, by chance?” 

He looked up. 

Olesya was looking at the door to the engine. “I wish I’d 

known this before,” she said. 

“Known what?” 

She looked at him. “Tyubik. I had it with me this whole 

time, Dima. We could’ve—” 

“Don’t,” he shook his head. “Please, don’t do this. You’ll 

drive yourself crazy.” 

She looked at the door again. “Will you come with me?” 

“I’ll go with you anywhere you want me to, Olesya. You know 

this. You don’t even need to ask.” 
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CHAPTER 24 

Olesya’s hand shook. She pushed on the lever, it gave, and the 

door swayed open. Electric air breathed in her face. It smelled 

of snow and metal and dust. The wheels clacked loudly in a rapid 

staccato, the chassis creaked, the floor plates shifted and 

scraped. She looked down. No sign of Tyubik. She stepped in. 

Dima stepped in behind her and closed the door. 

She opened the door to the engine. 

The noise hit her like a fist and she stumbled back and 

Dima caught her. They peered in the narrow walkways on either 

side of the mass of tanks and grates and pipes that took up the 

middle and stretched into darkness. It clanged and banged and 

hammered, and gave out tremendous heat. A dusty light bulb in a 

wire mesh dimmed and brightened in tune with the racket, and 

every time the train jolted over a switch it winked out, and for 

several seconds the darkness was absolute, then it reddened and 

flickered back to life. 
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Olesya’s face tingled. A line of sweat rolled down her 

back. Dima prodded her forward. She stepped in and he followed 

and the door shut behind them. They took off their coats and 

their hats and put them down on the floor and looked around and 

then looked at each other.  

Olesya shook her head. 

Dima leaned to her.  

She clasped his shoulder and spoke in his ear, “It’s 

hopeless. It could be anywhere.” 

“Then we better start looking.” 

Olesya sighed and turned and felt eyes on her, and froze. 

Someone stood in the walkway, far in the dark. She couldn’t 

see who it was but she knew it was papa, and she felt for Dima’s 

hand and found it and gripped it, and flicked her head around, 

and whispered, “He’s here.” 

Dima read her lips and nodded. “I know. Take this. I found 

it in the cabinet.” He pried open her fingers and put something 

long and heavy in her hand and closed it. 

“What’s this?” 

“A crowbar.” 

She hefted it. It felt good and solid, and when she looked 

in the darkness the presence was gone, and she remembered 

something papa showed her in the cab of his locomotive. 

She wore the same white cotton dress that she wore to Gorky 

Park. Baba Zina sewed it for her from one of papa’s old shirts. 
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It was hot outside, and cool and shadowy inside. 

“You see that lever?” 

“Which one, papa? There are so many!” 

“The big red one.” 

“This one?” 

“Don’t be afraid. You can touch it.” 

Olesya wrapped her little hand around the thick red shaft. 

“What’s it for?” 

“It’s an emergency brake. If there’s an emergency and you 

need stop the train really fast, you crank it all the way here—

see?—and it will cut off the fuel and stop the engine—” 

“I know! I know! I saw an emergency brake in the electric 

train when we went to see baba Zina.” 

“Don’t interrupt, Olesya. Listen to what I’m saying.” 

“But, papa...it looked different. It looked thin, like a 

door handle, and you had to pull it down. Why is this one so 

big?” 

“If you let me talk, I’ll explain it to you.” 

“I’m sorry.” 

“That’s my girl.” He patted her head. “Now listen, the 

reason they look different is because they are different. The 

emergency brake you saw in the electric train engages the brakes 

and does nothing else. It’s rather useless if you need to stop 

the train really fast. You know why?” 

Olesya shook her head. 
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“Think about it. I just told you.” 

Olesya looked down. 

“What’s this pouting for? Look at me.” He lifted her chin. 

“It’s very simple. A train is very very heavy. It’ll take a long 

time for it to stop, especially if it’s going very fast. The 

brakes alone are not enough. You need to disable the engine, 

it’s the heart of the train.” 

“It has a heart?” 

“Sure it does. And a brain, too.” 

“Really?”  

Papa chuckled. “What do you think?” 

Olesya squinted at him. “You’re fooling me again.” 

“No, I’m not. I’m serious.” 

“But...where is it?” 

“In here, silly.” He tapped his forehead. “Where else? The 

engineer is the train’s brain. Get it?” 

“Ohhh.” 

“Only the engineer can use this emergency brake.” 

“But why?” 

“Because it causes damage. The wheels can go flat and slide 

off the tracks, and the tracks can get damaged too. Now, if you 

ask me any more questions, you’ll damage my brain. Come. Let’s 

go pick some wild strawberries.” 

Damage. 

Olesya liked the sound of that word. She shifted the 
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crowbar from hand to hand, feeling its weight. “Dima?” 

He didn’t answer. 

She turned around. 

“What?” 

She spoke in his ear. “There’s something else we can do. If 

we don’t find Tyubik. There’s this special emergency brake in 

the cab—” 

“Way ahead of you.” He pointed at something in the tangle 

of pipes. “See that button? It shuts off the engine. Let’s do 

this. You go behind me, and I—” 

The light bulb switched off. They plunged into pitch-black 

darkness. The train whistled cheerfully, bumped and lurched, and 

they staggered forward, hit the side of the tank, boiling hot, 

cried out and, buffeted by jolts, lost their balance and fell 

headlong in the walkway, the sledgehammer and the crowbar flying 

out of their hands and landing on the floor with a bang and a 

thud and a clutter.  

The train slowed. The buffeting stopped. The pipes hissed 

and gurgled in their ears. They lay still, Olesya on top of 

Dima.  

After a while Dima said, “Well, shit.”  
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CHAPTER 25 

It was hot and loud and dark, and it smelled of fuel. Olesya 

pulled off her sweater, tossed it to the floor, unbuttoned her 

shirt and wiped her face with the sleeve. 

Dima touched her arm. “Are you hurt?” 

“I don’t think so.” 

“What?” 

“I don’t think so!” 

“Hell, this thing is loud.” 

“I can’t hear you!” 

“I said, it’s loud!” 

“Ah.” 

They sat sandwiched on the dusty floor between the cool 

wall of the car and the hot wall of the motor. It thumped and 

thrummed and throbbed like it was a living thing. Its constant 

vibration rattled their teeth, and they sat silent, suspended in 

noise. 
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Dima’s lips brushed the back of Olesya’s neck. 

She flinched. “You scared me!” 

“Sorry.” 

“No, it’s okay.” She leaned in to him. “I’m just...” 

“You’re shaking.” 

“I can’t help it. I—” 

He kissed her. 

His lips were soft and his breath was warm and he tasted 

sweet like rainwater, the rainwater she liked to catch when she 

couldn’t sleep. She opened the window and held out the cup and 

watched it get drenched, then drank what little got inside, and 

it tasted good and sweet, it washed away the taste of tears, and 

she was kissing him, she drank and drank, and her heart was 

hammering hard and loud. Then the noise was gone, the jolts, the 

vibration. A moment ago it was there and now it was gone, and 

there was only her heart, and Dima’s heart, and their hands and 

lips and breathing. 

He shifted close to her. She rested against the wall, 

jerked away, cried out.  

“Ow!” 

“What is it?” 

“It’s hot.” 

“Did you burn yourself?” 

“A little.” 

“Let me see.” He scooted over to look at her back. 
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“Hold on.” She snatched at his shirt.  

He stopped, looked at her, looked around. 

The light bulb glimmered. The shadows twitched and stirred, 

and the door to the cab swished open, let in cold air and closed 

with a quiet click. The train stood still. The motor was silent. 

They have stopped, and where they stopped there were no sounds, 

no wind, no pinging of the cooling metal. Nothing. Then the 

light bulb flared and the shadows receded and there he stood, 

just on the edge of the dark, his hands in his pockets, lightly 

rocking on the balls of his feet, his heels not tapping when 

they met the floor, the leather of his shoes not creaking. 

Something small and dark slunk out from between his legs 

and sat still, black and shiny.  

“Tyubik.” Olesya shivered. 

Dima lightly tapped her hand and flicked his eyes to the 

side. She glanced to where he looked and a little ahead she saw 

the end of the crowbar sticking out from under a pipe, and she 

glanced back at Tyubik and back at papa, and she knew that he 

knew what she wanted to do, and he knew that she knew and it 

gave him pleasure, a thrill, a buzz of excitement. She was 

helpless to stop him. It was clear in her eyes. He shook his 

head a little, the way he did when he chuckled, when he called 

her silly, and he took out his hand from his pocket and waved. 

Tyubik’s wheels buzzed to life. It wiggled and shot at 

Olesya. She jumped up, lunged for the crowbar, grasped it, 
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picked it up and turned and swung it and froze. Tyubik crawled 

up Dima’s shirt and up his face and down his neck in the back, 

and Dima’s eyes bulged out. 

“Ah, fuck! Fuck! It stings!” 

He danced around and slapped his back and ripped open his 

shirt, the buttons flying, stripped it off and swore. Tyubik was 

burrowing down his pants like a black slick worm, and Dima 

swiped at it and missed and started hitting the seat of his 

pants. Olesya dropped the crowbar, fell to her knees and 

screamed, “Stand still!” and seized the moving bulge through the 

fabric, got a good grip, and bit it. 

The train roared.  

Olesya squeezed her jaws tighter. Her teeth cut through the 

fabric, scraped Tyubik’s hull, made a dent. The walls of the 

engine groaned, the floor bucked, the liquid in the tanks 

sloshed about. Tyubik’s wheels spun in frenzy, shredding Dima’s 

skin. He yanked on his zipper. It was stuck. He swore and yanked 

again and it unzipped. He ripped down his pants and knocked 

Olesya off balance. She sat back on her hands. Tyubik slithered 

into the folds and down the leg and shot to the cab.  

Suddenly papa moved at them, in the dust and the dark, and 

it swirled about them and stung their faces and picked them up 

and threw them out into the vestibule, and shut the doors.  
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CHAPTER 26 

Dima rubbed the spot on the seat of his pants and his hand came 

away bloody. He wiped it on his leg and looked at Olesya.  

“That didn’t go so well, did it?” 

She shook her head. 

“Well, we tried. Need a hand?” 

She nodded and gave him her hand, and he pulled her up to 

her feet, and she swayed a little, and he held her. 

“You okay?” 

“I’m fine.” 

Dima sighed. “Sure. You’re fine. Always fine.” 

“I bit him.” 

“You did.” 

“I hurt him.” She looked up. 

“That’s a good thing, isn’t it?” 

“I hurt him back, Dima. I...” 

He looked at her, waited. 
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“I want to hurt him more.” She hid her face in his shirt. 

“I understand.” He patted her back. “I’d probably want the 

same in your place.” He looked up and away. “I was mad at my 

mother for years. Thought she abandoned me on purpose. I just 

couldn’t understand why someone would want to take their life. 

It was stupid, cruel, cowardly. It’s like she played a sadistic 

joke on me, washed her hands of my father, left me stuck with 

him, with his drinking binges and the beatings and the trips to 

the hospital. She was done and free. She didn’t care. I hated 

her so much, I imagined strangling her myself. I had dreams of 

taking her off the door and loosening the belt. She’d open her 

eyes and breathe in, and I’d tighten it until she choked. Then 

I’d wake up and feel like a total shit. I couldn’t believe I’d 

dream something like that, you know?” 

Olesya nodded. “I do.” 

“I love you.” 

“What?” 

“I love you. I love you so much, it hurts.” 

She stared at him. 

He took her face in his hands. “I love everything about 

you. Everything. Your hands, the way you tilt your head...and 

that look you give me when we’re dancing, when I know you trust 

me not to drop you. I lift you up, and you have no fear. I can 

feel it. Your defenses are down, and you’re with me, just with 

me. I live for those moments, Olesya, when you’re not hiding, 
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not trying to run away.” 

She stood still, her eyes moist. 

He was crying. “Look. I know you don’t feel the same. I 

understand. It’s okay. I’m okay with that. I’m not asking for 

anything in return, I’m only asking...if I may...will you let me 

love you? Would that be all right? From a distance, any way you 

want. If you don’t want me to—” 

The door to the car swished open. 

“Did you get it?” Natasha barged in, her hair in disarray. 

“No,” Olesya said. “But it got Dima.” 

“It got what? What happened? Why are you crying?” 

Dima hastily wiped his face. 

“Am I interrupting something? I can leave...” 

“No, no, Natasha. Wait. We were on our way in anyway.” He 

turned to Olesya. “Want to go in?” 

“Yes.” She took his hand. 
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CHAPTER 27 

The corridor was lit but the lights were dim, and the red of the 

drapes and the rug seemed gray and dull and lifeless. The 

conductor’s compartment was closed, so was Olesya’s. 

Natasha walked them all the way to the end, waving her hand 

at the doors. They stood open, the compartments empty.  

“Look at this. Can you believe it? They all freaked! That 

twisted scum Zolotov. One day I’ll kill him, I swear, unless he 

kills me first. Just listen to this. He and his gang declared 

you a danger to their safety and moved to the other car. 

Imagine! Like there’s any room. Poor corps de ballet girls, 

they’re already packed in there like sardines.” 

“So you’re the only one who stayed?” Dima asked. 

“Almost. Galka stayed too.” 

“Oh.” Dima raised his brows. “Not everyone freaked, then.” 

“Shut up.” 

“Where is Alla Borisovna?” Olesya asked. 
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“Our dear old Krysa.” Natasha rolled her eyes. “Why, she 

nearly had a heart attack. That unlucky conductor is afraid to 

leave her side. I don’t know what the hell he was doing with her 

in there, but it’s been quiet, thank God. I couldn’t handle her 

hysterics on top of everything else. Come on. Galka is waiting. 

I told her I was going to fetch you.” She started walking to the 

head of the car.  

“I hope you don’t mind, Olesya, but I told her everything, 

and you know what? She seems to believe me, she said so herself. 

She’s convinced we must find a place to dance for your papa, 

before he nukes us all. I kind of agree.” She stopped. “So what 

happened? Will you keep mum until hell freezes over?” 

Dima looked at Olesya. 

She cleared her throat. “Papa showed himself. Again. And 

he’s got Tyubik. But not before I damaged them...both.” 

Natasha’s mouth opened. “Damaged them how?” 

“It’s probably better if I explained it to everyone.” 

Olesya motioned over Natasha’s shoulder. 

Galka poked her head out the door. “Ha! What do you know, 

there they are. I heard you guys talking...” 

They went inside Olesya’s compartment, sat down. Galka 

stared at Olesya, at the scrapes on her lip and the cuts on her 

hands, some still bleeding, but she didn’t say anything.  

“His name was Grigory Vasilievich Bely,” Olesya began. “He 

died ten years ago, on my birthday. Crushed between the last car 
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of the train he was driving and the engine of the oncoming 

train. He was checking something and didn’t hear it coming. He 

liked to wear his ushanka when it was cold, tied the flaps under 

his chin. He told me it kept his ears warm and his brain 

operational. Once he took me to the market to buy one for me 

too, made from white rabbit fur, pretty, as befitted his pretty 

little ballerina—that’s how he called me. I didn’t like the 

smell of it. It smelled like a dead animal.”  

She wrinkled her nose.  

“He was not supposed to stop there, in the middle of the 

railroad, he was probably violating all kinds of rules. He never 

cared for rules, always stubborn, always thought he knew better 

than anyone else. The engineer told us later that he had no time 

to stop. He was coming from around the bend and saw the train 

too late. He was happy he didn’t die himself. The cars 

telescoped. It was a horrible accident, they wrote about it in 

the papers. Papa was only forty-four.”  

“When was that?” Galka asked. 

“February sixth.” 

“Ha. The middle of winter.” 

“Almost.” Olesya licked her lip, probing the scab with the 

tip of her tongue. “Anyway. He should’ve turned to dust by now, 

which I guess he did. He seems to be made of it, dark stinging 

dust. But there’s something of him that remains.” 

She told them about Tyubik. 
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CHAPTER 28 

The train was moving again. 

Galka shook her head. “Say, do you care to ask him where 

he’s taking us?” 

Olesya stopped mid-sentence. 

“Mind you, this is very interesting. I could listen to you 

for hours, mother mine, but it’s been, what, a day since we were 

supposed to arrive? Wouldn’t someone notice a train missing? And 

what about some towns or stations? Where are they?” Galka 

motioned to the window. “I haven’t seen any. It’s as if the 

earth had opened up and swallowed them all.” She slapped her 

knees. “Where are we?” 

Olesya was silent.  

Dima took her cold hand and pressed it between his warm 

hands and kneaded her fingers that were white, her nails 

slightly bluish. 

She shifted closer to him and looked at Galka. “Remember 
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when you couldn’t find me?” 

“When you were supposed to have defected? Ha! I remember. 

And how! It’s not something I’ll ever forget. Krysa nearly ate 

us alive, trying to figure out who helped you. Threatened to 

fire us all if the helper didn’t fess up. The corps girls got it 

the worst. She drove them to tears, then got to yelling at that 

conductor guy, and he just smiled at her his stupid American 

smile.” 

“And when he unlocked your compartment, and she saw it was 

empty, her eyes popped out of their sockets,” Natasha said. “I 

thought she’d faint on the spot. You should’ve seen her face, 

it’s gone all splotchy.” 

Galka nodded. “Then she got on your case, Natasha. Best 

friend and all that.” 

Natasha waved a hand at her. “Oh God. Don’t remind me. She 

foamed at the mouth like a rabid rat, I swear. At one point she 

had to catch her breath to keep yelling, and her throat made 

that horrible squeaking noise, like someone stepped on her 

tail.” 

“Squeak! Squeak!” 

They shared a laugh. It sounded eerie against the silence 

and the monotone click of the wheels, and they stopped and 

looked at Olesya. 

“So, where were you?” Galka asked. 

Natasha opened her mouth. 
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“I know you told me, but I want to hear it from her.” 

“I was sitting in my compartment,” Olesya said, “the whole 

time. I never left. I haven’t left since we boarded.” 

Galka squinted. “Say, did you feel something? Being 

transported somewhere? Anything at all?” 

“No, nothing. Wait. Yes, I did feel something. I felt being 

watched.” 

“That’s it?” 

“Yes.” 

“Mother mine.” Galka slapped the table. “How can that be?” 

Olesya tipped her chin to the window. “The same way that 

there are no towns or stations?” 

Galka’s expression changed. There was something hollow in 

her eyes and something hollow in her voice when she spoke. “We 

must find a place to dance.” 

“No need,” Dima said. 

The girls looked at him. 

“He’s taking us there.” 

Olesya gripped his hand. He patted it and squeezed it. 

“How do you know?” Galka asked. 

Dima shrugged. “Where else would he be taking us? Hell, if 

I was a dead man bent on seeing my daughter dance for me on a 

theater stage, that’s where I’d take her.” 

The intercom crackled. 

“Good evening, my little ballerina.” 
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Olesya paled. 

They all glanced at one another, then stared at the 

intercom, sitting absolutely still. 

“How do you like the ride so far? Isn’t it amazing to be 

inside the train I gave you for your birthday? No need to 

pretend or do make-believe. This is no fantasy, Olesya, it’s 

real. Do you like it?” 

Olesya’s lips moved. She made no sound. 

“Don’t be afraid, silly. It’s me, your papa. Don’t you 

recognize my voice?” 

“I do,” Olesya croaked. “I recognize it.” 

“See? That’s my girl. I was going to say, you’ve talked to 

me before, haven’t you? This is no different, is it? No reason 

for you to be tongue-tied.” 

“I guess not.” 

“You guess not, what?” 

She gulped and winced. Her mouth was dry and it hurt to 

swallow. 

“You guess not, what?” 

“I guess not, papa.” 

“There. That’s better. I was worried there for a moment.” 

No one spoke. The static in the intercom crackled, and they 

could hear breathing. 

“Well? Aren’t you going to introduce me?” 

“Yes. I will. Guys, this is my papa, Grigory Vasilievich 
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Bely.” She pointed at the intercom, her arm wooden. “Papa, this 

is Dima Rumyantsev, my dancing partner. We dance most of the 

ballets together.”  

Dima nodded. “Nice to meet you, Grigory Vasilievich. I’m 

sorry I haven’t introduced myself when we met face to face. I 

hope I didn’t offend you?” 

There was no answer. 

“This is Natasha Ryzhik, papa. We went together to the 

Bolshoi Ballet Academy, graduated the same year and both of us 

were accepted into the Bolshoi troupe. And this is Galka 

Solomina. She just joined from—” 

“Don’t give me their histories, Olesya. Names are enough. 

Now—Dima, Natasha, Galka—you’re going to leave. I’ll be talking 

to my daughter alone.” 

The compartment door slid open. 

Natasha and Galka jumped from the berth. Dima stood, still 

holding Olesya’s hand. 

“I’ll be fine,” she said. “Go. Go.” 

He lingered. 

“Is he always this slow-witted, this dancing partner of 

yours? Does he need to be helped?” 

“No. Please, don’t. He’ll be—” 

“‘No, papa.’” 

“No, papa.” 

“Don’t you ever forget who you’re talking to,” the intercom 
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hissed, and then bellowed, “Out!”   

The train jolted. The girls in the corridor shrieked. The 

car rocked from side to side, and Dima lost his grip on Olesya’s 

hand and staggered out. The door swiftly shut in his face. 

“What’s all this? What sort of friends do you have, Olesya? 

Rude. Arrogant. Act like they don’t understand plain Russian. 

Couldn’t you find any better? My sweet little girl, mixing with 

those brats. You disappoint me.” 

Olesya started saying something. 

“No matter. Now that we’re alone, there’s someone who wants 

to talk to you.” 

“Who?” 

The static popped.  

A woman’s voice said, “Hello?” 
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CHAPTER 29 

“Mama?”  

Olesya’s skin prickled. She gaped at the speaker, at the 

holes in the grille, the dusty mesh inside. 

“Olesya? Is that you?” 

“Yes. Yes, it’s me.” She touched the switch. It was flipped 

to OFF. She put her finger on it, then removed it. 

“What is it? Why are you calling?” 

“I’m...I’m not...” 

“Olesya. I don’t know what time you have there in America, 

but it’s night here in Moscow. You woke me up. I have to get up 

early in the morning to go to work. You know this, yes?” 

“I’m sorry.” 

“Call me back tomorrow.” 

“Wait! Don’t hang up.” 

“What now?” 

“I need to talk to you. I need...to ask you a question.” 
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“Can’t it wait till tomorrow?” 

“No. No, it can’t.” 

A heavy sigh. “Well, I’m already awake. Might as well.” A 

pause. “I’m listening.” 

Olesya sat very still. “I remembered something.” 

“Yes?” 

“It’s about Tanechka.” 

A breathing silence. 

The car swayed around the bend, and the wheels squealed and 

rattled. They were climbing uphill. Then the dark switched to 

blinding light. Olesya blinked and shielded her eyes. They burst 

out of a tunnel and jerked and sped across a field spread with 

white, and at the far end of it stood two figures, one red, one 

black. The red one raised an arm, thin as a stick, and waved, 

and then they dropped out of sight. 

“I can’t talk right now. I’m not feeling well.” 

“Mama, listen to me. I know who she was.” 

“Tomorrow, Olesya. I’m—” 

“She was my sister!” 

Blood beat in Olesya’s temples. She opened her mouth and 

hitched gusts of air and at first she didn’t hear what mama said 

and asked her to repeat it. 

“I said, this is not a phone conversation.” 

Olesya’s breath was uneven. “We might not have another 

one.” Her voice shook. She closed her eyes and curled her hands 
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into fists. 

“I don’t understand.” 

“Me neither.” 

“Olesya!” 

“You lied to me. You and papa both.” 

Silence. 

“Nobody lied to you. I don’t know where you got that idea. 

Let’s sort it out, yes? First of all, tell me what it is that 

you remembered, and I’ll tell you if it’s right. Memory is a 

fickle thing, Olesya. Sometimes the things you think you 

remember never actually happened.” 

“Really. You’ll tell me if my memories are right. How very 

convenient. Have you been doing this for a long time, mama?” 

“I don’t understand your question. I’ve been doing what?” 

“She had a red summer dress. Crocheted. Baba Zina crocheted 

it for her. And she wore her hair in pigtails.” Olesya watched 

the snow streak by the window and traced her finger across the 

glass.  

“She looked so much like me, mama...big gray eyes, wavy 

light-brown hair...she had freckles, though. I’ve never had 

freckles. And she had dimples in her cheeks when she smiled. I 

don’t have dimples either. I guess I wasn’t as cute as her, was 

I? Maybe that’s why you don’t love me as much. I’m more of a 

perfect doll-like ballerina, like those porcelain ballerinas in 

baba Zina’s china cabinet. How can you love something like that? 
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You can’t. You can only watch it, admire it. Can’t touch it 

either. What if it breaks? Best to leave it alone.” 

There was a stretch of unbroken silence on the other end. 

Olesya unfolded her legs from underneath her. They pricked 

with pins and needles. She propped her head on the wall next to 

the speaker. “Mama? You still there?” 

There was a noise, like a hiccup. Then, “Who told you?” 

“Who told me what?” 

“How did you find out? All these things. How—” 

“I didn’t, mama. I...remembered.” 

“Nonsense! You weren’t even born yet. You can’t possibly 

remember any of this. Baba Zina would’ve never told you. Never. 

I can’t imagine why she’d do something like that. Was it Uncle 

Sasha? Is that who it was?” 

“No, mama. Nobody told me. Well, actually, yes. Someone 

did. Someone...showed me.” 

“Who?” 

“Papa.” 

“Your papa?” 

“Is there any other?” 

“But he’s—but how—what do you mean, he showed you? When?” 

“Yesterday. And today, not too long ago. Or maybe it’s 

Tanechka who is showing me, I’m not sure.” 

There was a pause. “You’re very good at this, as it turns 

out. Almost as good as your beloved papa. He did this to me 
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every day for sixteen years. Every single day. I was too young 

and too naïve at first to understand what he was doing, and I 

loved him. That was the problem. I was madly, blindly in love, a 

foolish gullible girl. I forgave him things no normal person 

would ever forgive. Then it became routine and I got used to it. 

You get used to things you thought you couldn’t stomach. Ironic, 

yes? Whenever have you learned? I don’t remember you doing this 

before. Must be running in your genes.” 

“What?” Olesya sat up straight. “I don’t—” 

“You’ve been planning this for a long time, yes? Of course 

you did. It only makes perfect sense. Well, I can tell you that 

you were successful. You cut me deep, I’m hurting. I’m 

crying...are you happy now?” 

“What. Why? Why, mama? Why are you saying this? Why would I 

want to hurt you?” 

“To pay me back for lying, for turning a blind eye. For not 

protecting you from him. You have all the right. I deserve it.” 

Olesya’s stomach lurched. “Protect me from what?” 

“When your father and I met, I was very young. I was only 

eighteen, and he was almost thirty. He seemed so knowledgeable, 

so confident, so charming and spontaneous, always sure of 

himself and of everything he did. I was smitten. Compared to the 

local hick-boys still wet behind the ears he was like a god, 

smart, sharp, striking. He wasn’t exactly handsome—his head was 

too big for his puny body, and his ears stuck out like two 
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handles on a tureen, but he exuded this energy that made him 

irresistible, and the stories he told! I could listen to him for 

hours. And then, of course, he was from Moscow. How could I 

resist? I couldn’t. He proposed three weeks after we met, and we 

got married. I was already pregnant.” She sniffled. 

“Tanechka was born two months early. She was so small, so 

fragile. The doctors said she wouldn’t make it, but she clung to 

life. I knew she wanted to live, I could see it in her eyes. 

They did a blood transfusion—your papa gave her his blood, and 

she got better. They let us go home. Your baba Zina went to the 

village every week to get raw milk for her. She was sick a lot. 

It was hard work raising her, but we managed. Your papa doted on 

her, nursed her, wouldn’t leave her bedside. He took her on 

walks every day, to improve her health. They went to the station 

often, to watch the trains come and go, then they’d go to the 

birch grove on the other side of the tracks and pick wild 

strawberries—” 

Olesya went cold. 

“—sometimes there were so many they’d bring them home and 

we’d make jam, and I’d bake a wild strawberries sharlotka, 

Tanechka’s favorite.” She sniffled again. 

Olesya searched for words, but no words would come, and 

then they did, and she blurted, “How did she die?” 

There was a breath, and a pause, then mama said, “She was 

hit by a train. She died instantly. The medics told us that she 
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didn’t suffer.” 

A gust of air escaped Olesya’s mouth like someone punched 

her in the stomach. “Oh no. How...how...” 

And suddenly papa was yelling in her face, What do you 

think you’re doing, running away from me like that? You spoiled 

little brat! What did I tell you about going to the tracks? What 

did I tell you?!? You’re not to go on the tracks! Understand? 

You could’ve been killed! 

Her chest constricted, her bladder burned, and something 

warm trickled out from between her legs and pooled around her 

thighs and dripped to the carpet. Olesya looked down and gagged 

and jumped up, her face contorted, her hands shaking. A smell of 

ammonia wafted up, and she started tearing off her clothes, and 

mama kept talking over the speaker, no longer to Olesya, but to 

herself. 

“—Tanechka turned five that day. Zinaida Yefimovna 

crocheted a new red dress for her as a present, and she put it 

on in the morning. She was so excited. Grisha got tickets for 

Swan Lake in the Bolshoi theater. I didn’t believe my eyes when 

he showed me. You couldn’t just buy tickets for Swan Lake, it 

was impossible to get them. But he always got what he wanted. He 

had connections, he made people do things for him as easily as 

he spun his stories.  

“It was a warm sunny day. They got their baskets and they 

went for their morning walk. Tanechka couldn’t stop talking 
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about seeing ballerinas dance for her that night. She thought 

they were going to dance for her alone, thought it was her 

birthday present. I didn’t have the heart to tell her otherwise. 

‘I’m going to see real ballerinas, mama! In real pointes and 

real tutus!’ Those were her last to me. I didn’t even hug her or 

kiss her. My hands were wet. I was making papa’s favorite 

chicken cutlets so we could take some with us. I waved them 

goodbye and went back to the kitchen. We were planning on 

catching the train at noon to get to Moscow early so we’d have 

enough time for a stroll and a quick bite in a park, before 

going to the theater.  

“I was agonizing over what to wear that night and didn’t 

even hear the shouting at first. There were people in the 

street, running and shouting. Then I realized they were shouting 

my name, ‘Olga! Olga Afanasievna!’ Our apartment was on the 

second floor, and I could hear them clearly through the open 

kitchen window. And then I saw Grisha. He was running with them, 

carrying something wrapped in his arms. I thought it was a large 

dog, for some reason, wrapped in someone’s jacket. He was 

stumbling, gulping for breath. His face was white, like a death 

mask, but his eyes...I’ll never forget his eyes. They were 

alive, electrified, and that’s when I understood. Not when I saw 

the bundle in his arms—it didn’t even occur to me to think much 

of it—it’s when I saw his eyes...the rest I don’t remember. I 

must’ve fainted. 
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“He told me later that Tanechka tricked him. She knew that 

she was forbidden to go on the tracks alone, so she told him she 

needed to pee-pee. He said he had to walk away into the trees 

and turn his back on her, and that’s when she took off. By the 

time he heard her little feet crunch on the gravel, it was too 

late. The train was coming. He never ran his fast in his life, 

he said, but it wasn’t fast enough.” 

There was a long silence. 

Olesya stood frozen, half-dressed, her skin awash with 

goose bumps. 

“He saw the train hit her. He said she flew up like a 

graceful ballerina in a pretty red dress. I listened to him, and 

I believed him. Yes. Despite the shine in his eyes, I believed 

him. I believed him when he said that he was devastated, that he 

wanted to take his life. I believed him when he said that the 

only thing that could save him was another daughter, that the 

second time around everything would be different. I don’t know 

what it was. I’d be alone and I’d resolve to leave him, then 

he’d come home from work and start talking and I’d become 

spellbound and talk myself out of it, and then, well, then I got 

pregnant with you...” 

She was crying now, Olesya could hear it. It came in 

muffled sobs through the speaker. And for a while she couldn’t 

move, couldn’t make herself speak. 

“Olesya, you listening?” 
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“Yes.” She folded a blanket and placed it on the wet spot 

on the berth and sat on top of it. “Why didn’t you tell me 

before?” 

“Your papochka decided it was better this way.” Her tone 

became bitter. “He talked me into it, as he always did. How 

could I contradict him? He sounded so convincing, it all made 

perfect sense. We’d be protecting you from unnecessary trauma, 

he said, giving you a carefree childhood, ensuring your 

happiness. I went along with it. Yes. It was my mistake. I 

thought I could bury it with him. I was wrong, and I knew I was 

wrong, but I chose to ignore it. It was easier this way, to 

forget like it never happened. Only I never did. It was 

impossible to forget him. He was dead, but his words kept 

haunting me. There were times when I came close to telling you, 

but then his voice would speak up in my head. ‘Tanechka would’ve 

wanted to see Olesya dance Swan Lake. Don’t you ruin it for her. 

Don’t you ruin it for both of them.’” 

Olesya didn’t breathe. She knew that papa was sitting next 

to her, listening to mama together with her. She could smell the 

dust, it stung the side of her arm, and from the corner of her 

eye she saw the darkness. Her body felt stiff like a log and her 

neck refused to turn, so she sat very still, staring straight 

ahead. 

“—tell me now? Yes?” 

“What?” 



Anske / TUBE / 148 

 

“Now that I’ve told you everything, will you tell me who 

told you about Tanechka?” 

“Papa did.” 

“I’m sorry?” 

“He’s sitting next to me, mama. He’s taking me to dance 

Swan Lake, for Tanechka’s birthday.” 
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CHAPTER 30 

It came to her suddenly, as she spoke. Before she said it it 

wasn’t true, and after she said it it was. It was all for 

Tanechka, always. She was her duplicate, the inferior second 

copy. Papa has molded her into what Tanechka wished to be, what 

she never became. His sweet little girl. His pretty little 

ballerina. 

“Did you love me at least a little bit?” 

The darkness shifted. 

“Did you?” 

Olesya forced her neck to turn, but papa was gone. She 

looked at the place where he was sitting, where the shadows 

still lingered, and when she glanced at the intercom it hissed 

and whizzed. It was their old portable radio that mama threw 

away long ago just as she threw away everything that he ever 

touched, that was his, that reminded her of him.  

And there he stood, his ear cocked, tuning to his favorite 



Anske / TUBE / 150 

 

station, and when the hiss fell away and the violins, the piano, 

the flutes filled the room, he turned the volume dial all the 

way to the right and the music swept over Olesya and under and 

through her, and she looked up at him, and she shivered. He saw 

her shiver and he smiled and grasped her little hands with his 

big fingers. 

“Come on, Olesya. Step on my feet.” 

She put her little feet on top of his big woolen slippers, 

and he danced with her around the room, and then he lifted her, 

light as a feather, and started spinning her, slow, then faster, 

and she got dizzy and clutched to him and closed her eyes, and 

her feet wanted to fly away from her, and her heart chittered 

and thrashed in her ribcage. Then papa hit something and they 

fell in a heap, and he laughed and tickled her, and she giggled, 

at first, then she was crying, asking him to stop, and she 

didn’t want to do it again, but they did it every time when mama 

was gone to a grocery store or was late from work, and soon 

Olesya got to loving the music and the dancing and the twirling, 

and when papa asked her if she wanted to dance, she said yes, 

and when later he asked her what she wanted to do, she said she 

wanted to dance, and when later still he asked her what she 

wanted to be when she grew up, she said she wanted to be a 

ballerina. 

Olesya’s body seemed to be made of ice. She couldn’t move 

it even if she wanted to. She no longer knew what it was that 
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she wanted. Was what she thought she wanted hers or his? Or was 

it never hers to begin with? When has it stopped being hers? 

When did he shape to his? And would she ever tell them apart?  

The floor underneath her feet shifted, and she didn’t know 

if it was the train going over the rough tracks or if her hold 

on the ground was breaking, and if she wanted to stand, would 

there be something for her to stand on. 
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CHAPTER 31 

Olesya didn’t remember how she’d left her compartment, or why 

she’d been running, or for how long. She didn’t know where she 

was coming from, or where she was headed. There was nothing to 

know, nothing to remember. There were only her feet and the 

floor, and the floor felt firm and solid, and she liked it, she 

liked the shock that went through her heels when she hit it 

flat-on, and she liked to leap and land and feel it still there. 

She didn’t want it to end, but it ended soon. There were doors 

in her way, bodies, faces. There were hands and calls, trying to 

talk to her, trying to stop her. She tucked her head and brushed 

them aside and kept running, and then there was nowhere to run 

anymore, and she pressed her face to the glass and watched the 

tracks race away in clean straight lines. They raced on and on 

and stretched to one point and vanished on the horizon where the 

white of the ground met the white of the sky, and Olesya closed 

her eyes for a moment, and shook her head, and looked away. 
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“Olesya! What are you doing here?” 

Katya was staring at her, chewing on something. 

“I’m actually not sure...” 

Katya gave her a quick smile and backed off to the door, 

feeling behind her.  

“Well, naturally! I’m not sure myself anymore about what’s 

going on here. First there’s a snowslide, then there’s a detour, 

then we lose those cars. At this rate we’ll miss every 

performance, and I just got promoted!” She tugged on the handle. 

It wouldn’t budge. She quickly glanced over her shoulder.  

The lights in the corridor were switched off and it was 

dark and empty. Her reflection looked back at her. She whipped 

her head around and gave Olesya another quick smile.  

“By the way, I don’t believe all those rumors.” Her voice 

trembled. “I mean, whatever gave them such a horrid idea! You 

couldn’t possibly do something like that. Not you! Never. I know 

your character. I’ve known you since you came to the company. 

Remember how you couldn’t find the dressing room, and it was 

five minutes to your stage call?” 

Olesya nodded. “Oh yes. I took the wrong turn...didn’t 

think I’d make it. If not for you—” 

“Exactly! So you see, I’ve always tried to help you out. 

And that other time when someone put crushed glass in your 

pointes? I loaned you my pair—thank goodness our feet are the 

same size. Remember that? Did you ever find out who did it? 
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Because you should. And you should tell Krysa. She’ll make sure 

nothing like that ever happens to you again. Not that I diminish 

your ability to sort it out on your own, not at all. I hope I 

didn’t give you that impression. I know you hardly ever talk to 

her, and I don’t blame you. She’s always giving you such a hard 

time. But you know, she’s doing it for your benefit, she’s only 

trying to make you work harder, because she believes in you, 

Olesya. She really does. She told us you’re our next prima. Ask 

the girls if you don’t believe me.” 

“I believe you.” 

“Well, I can talk to her on your behalf, if you want. It’ll 

be between the two of us. No one will ever know. You have my 

word.” 

Olesya looked at Katya for some time. 

“Who did it? Tell me!” 

“It was Inga.” 

Katya gasped and flung a hand to her mouth. Something fell 

from behind her and hit the floor with a wet smack and rolled to 

Olesya’s feet. She picked it up. It was a half-eaten apple. Her 

stomach rumbled. 

“Oh. That’s my lunch.” Katya tittered into her hand. It 

sounded forced. “You can finish it, if you want. I’m not hungry 

anymore. I would’ve offered it to you, honestly, I would, but we 

got to all this talking and I clean forgot about it. I have more 

in my compartment. I can go get some for you, if you want.” She 
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tugged on the handle again. “What is wrong with these doors? 

They always get stuck. Just recently I wanted to go use the 

lavatory, and what do you know, the door wouldn’t open! I mean 

the door of my compartment. So I had to sit and wait and—” 

“Katya.” 

“—it was an hour before I could leave. A whole hour! I 

thought my bladder would burst. Then I go looking for that 

conductor—” 

“Katya.” Olesya touched her shoulder. 

Katya jumped, her eyes the size of two saucers. “I was 

always good to you. I was. Please. I’ll do anything you want. 

Please...” her lower lip trembled. 

“Oh. Oh no.” Olesya closed her eyes for a moment. “Katya, 

Katenka. Look at me. It’s me, Olesya. Why are you scared of me? 

I’m not trying to hurt you.” She lowered her head. “I wish I 

could somehow convince you—” 

Katya whimpered. “I told them! I told them it wasn’t you. 

But they wouldn’t listen!” A tear rolled down her cheek. Olesya 

reached out to wipe it and Katya flinched and shrunk away and 

slid down the wall to the floor. 

Olesya sighed, looked at the apple in her hand. 

“Thank you so much for offering me your apple, Katya, but I 

don’t think I’m hungry. Here, you can have it back.” She 

stretched out her hand and Katya obediently took it and brushed 

it off and bit into it and started chewing. 
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Olesya clasped her head. 

The wheels clicked away in their steady rhythm, and Katya 

crunched away at her apple, and Olesya pressed hard on her eyes, 

then on her temples, then stood quietly looking down at her 

feet, through her feet, looking at nothing.  

The car jolted. The bells started dinging, and Olesya 

swayed and took a deep breath and said, “Listen. I—” 

Something was wrong with Katya’s face. 

Her eyes were wide open and she was looking up at Olesya 

mutely, not moving a muscle, her expression that of surprise, as 

though she saw something on Olesya’s face that didn’t belong 

there. Her mouth slowly opened and seconds seemed to stretch to 

minutes, then her eyes bugged out, her pupils huge, her ice-blue 

irises thinned to nothing. The apple core tumbled out of her 

hand, and then she was wheezing and gagging and slapping at her 

throat. 

“Katya. Katya!” 

Olesya crouched by her side.  

Katya clawed at her throat gasping for air. 

“It’s okay. It’s all right. I’ll get it out in a second. 

Just lean over my arm, like this.” She put an arm across her 

chest and leaned her over and with the heel of her hand landed 

five hard blows on her back and listened to her and landed five 

more and looked at her face.  

Katya wasn’t breathing. Her hands were curled around her 
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throat, her mouth slack, her lips blue, her eyes were still open 

but they were beginning to glaze. 

“Oh no. No. No! Breathe, Katya! Breathe!” 

The car rocked and jolted. The train whistled merrily. 

“Stop it!” 

The whistle rose and swelled to an exultant shriek. 

“I hate you! I hate you!”  

Olesya beat on Katya’s back, and when that didn’t help, she 

wrapped her arms around her chest and thrust with her fists at 

her ribcage, again, and again. Katya sagged in her arms. Olesya 

groaned and pulled her upright and reeling and shaking her head 

side to side she kept thrusting and thrusting and— 

“Hey! What the hell are you doing? Let go of her!” 
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CHAPTER 32 

In the door stood Taras and Egor. A cigarette dangled from 

Egor’s lower lip. He took it out and his jaw hung open.   

“She killed her. The crazy cunt. She killed her!” 

He tossed the cigarette to the floor. 

“Taras, help me.” 

Olesya didn’t resist.  

Egor wrenched Katya out of her hold, then Taras was upon 

him, pushing him away. He took Katya in his arms.  

“Katya, Katya, talk to me. Do you hear me? Say something. 

Katya.”  

He lowered her to the floor, held her wrist between two 

fingers, put his ear to her mouth, to her chest, looked into her 

eyes, then closed them.  

“She’s gone.”  

Egor glared at him. “Well? What did I tell you?” 

“Fuck.” Taras stared at the body. “Fuck this shit. I don’t 
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believe it, I don’t fucking believe it. Goddamn it, Katya.” He 

clutched at his hair. “You bitch! What the fuck did you do to 

her?” 

Egor got up and brushed his pants. “Don’t let her go 

anywhere. I’ll be right back.” 

“What’s going on?” Nikita came up from the corridor and 

stood rooted to the spot, staring down at the body. 

“Oh, not much,” Egor said lightly. “Only what I said would 

happen, but you didn’t care to listen.” 

“What’s this all about?” 

“What happened?” 

“I don’t know. I can’t see.” 

“Nikita, would you move?” 

A few of the corps de ballet girls crowded behind Nikita 

and peeked over his shoulders. 

“What’s wrong with Katya?” 

“Is she all right?” 

“I hate to bring you bad news,” Egor pitched his voice for 

all of them to hear, “but I’m afraid the future prima here has 

killed again.” 

There were gasps, exclamations of disbelief. 

Egor held up a hand. “However, I assure you that this time 

she won’t get away with it. We saw her do it, Taras and I. She 

strangled our dear poor Katya to death, with her bare hands. Who 

would’ve thought, our delicate fragile swan...I imagine Katya’s 
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recent promotion had something to do with it. Unfortunately, we 

were too late to interfere.” 

“Idiot,” Olesya said quietly, licking off tears. 

Egor turned and looked at Taras. “I’m sorry, did you hear 

something?” 

Taras propped up his glasses. “I didn’t hear shit.” 

Olesya moved. 

Taras seized her by the arm and yanked her off her feet. 

“Get back here, bitch. You’re not going anywhere. You hear me?” 

“Selfish cowardly idiot,” Olesya said. “You’re so blind 

with fear, you can’t see beyond your nose. Do you see that apple 

core? Right there. She was eating an apple. She must’ve choked 

on a piece of it. We were talking, and then suddenly she wasn’t 

breathing. I tried dislodging it. I tried—” 

Taras backhanded her across the face. 

Olesya gasped, staggered back, clasped her cheek. It was 

beginning to turn red. 

“Wait, wait, wait,” Nikita said, blocking Egor’s way out. 

“Now, hold on a minute. You’re jumping to conclusions, man.” 

“What conclusions? What? She’s dead!”  

Egor shoved him aside and stormed out, shouting at the 

dancers to get out of his way. 

Nikita stepped into the vestibule, his usually open face 

withdrawn, his eyes fixed on Katya’s body. 

“She did it, all right,” Taras said, glaring at Olesya. “We 
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saw her do it.” 

“You saw her do what?” Nikita said. “What exactly did you 

see? She’s saying Katya was choking on an apple and she tried to 

save her. Why would she be lying? Is that true, Olesya? Is that 

what happened?” 

Olesya nodded, massaging her cheek. 

“She’s a psycho, that’s why!” Taras shrieked. His glasses 

slid down to the tip of his nose and he rammed them back up. 

“Stay away from her, or you’ll be next.” 

There was a flicker of suspicion in Nikita’s eyes then it 

was gone. “You’re out of your mind, Taras. Be reasonable. Just 

listen to what you’re saying. It makes no sense! Olesya is no 

murderer.”  

The word was out and it hung in the air and the dancers 

heard it, and it whispered its way to the back of the crowd and 

from there it lodged in their minds. 

Olesya looked from face to face. “I didn’t do it. Please, 

believe me. This is why I wanted us to get off the train. I knew 

he’d do it again. I just didn’t know when or to whom, and now he 

did it, and it’s too late. He’s not going to let us go. He needs 

us.” She paused. “I know where we’re headed.” 

“Where?” Nikita asked. 

“Hang on,” Taras said. “Who is this he?” 

Olesya went rigid. She took her hand away from her cheek 

and slowly turned and looked over Taras’s head. 
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“What you staring at?” He spat. 

“Hey, hey,” Nikita said. “Take it easy, man.” 

Taras shook off his arm and took a step to Olesya. “You 

think I believe you’re innocent? Think you’ll flop your pretty 

eyes and tell your pretty lies and I’ll be as good as in your 

pocket? Fuck no, girl. You gotta do better than that. I could 

give a flying fuck about what you say. You hear me? You killed 

her, you killed my Katya. It’s only fair that I wring your 

scrawny neck in return.”  

Olesya smiled despite herself. 

Taras scowled. “What the fuck you smiling at? Ah? I’m gonna 

wipe that smile right off your face.” He raised his arm and 

froze. His jaw dropped open.  

“I’m relieved that you spared me the trouble of explaining 

everything, papa,” Olesya said. “It really was starting to get 

tiresome. Besides, you were always so much better than me at 

telling stories, so much more convincing.” She faced the 

dancers. “Guys? I’d like you to meet my late father, Grigory 

Vasilievich Bely.” 

Someone giggled. 

Someone said, “Is this a joke?” 

And then they hushed and stared, and there he stood, 

suspended in darkness, lightly rocking on the balls of his feet 

in sync with the train, his hands shoved deep in his pockets, 

his large head inclined. He seemed to be smiling, though his 
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face had no features. It was an empty hole of black dust, and 

the dancers gazed into it like into a nightmare, and from there 

came a voice, distorted, like the voice from the intercom. 

“Good afternoon.” 

No one spoke. No one breathed. 

Papa turned to Olesya, oozing displeasure. “What’s the 

matter with them? Are they always this...lifeless? What sort of 

professional dancers are they if they can’t return a simple 

greeting?” 

“They can,” Olesya said. 

“Can they?” 

Olesya searched for words. 

“On the other hand, if you think about it, there’s not much 

sense in them talking, is there? As long as they flawlessly 

dance onstage...that should be good enough for us. Maybe being 

quiet will help them dance better, no more of that whispering in 

corps de ballet. I can’t stand it when they do that, no respect 

for their art. What do you think, my little ballerina?” 

Olesya opened her mouth, but it wasn’t her he was talking 

to. 

He was talking to Tanechka. 

“When will they dance for me, papa? When?” 

“Patience, my sweet. We’re almost there.” 
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CHAPTER 33 

“This is death, this train. Death on wheels.” 

“It has nothing do with the train, you idiot. There’s 

nothing wrong with it. It’s all Belaya. She’s a damn nutcase!” 

“Couldn’t Egor be lying?” 

“Did you drop from the moon? Why would he? What’s in it for 

him?” 

“I don’t know. But it sounds like an awful snap judgment.” 

“Poor Katya. What a horrible way to go. Why didn’t she put 

up a fight?” 

“What makes you think she didn’t? I’m sure she did. Have 

you never noticed how strong Belaya’s arms are? There was always 

something weird about her. She’s too quiet. I just knew she’d do 

something like this.” 

“Did you see Katya’s face? It was all blue.” 

“Never mind her face. Did you see that thing in the 

shadows? Jesus! I thought I’d pee myself from fright.” 
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“What the hell was it?” 

“Like I know? Ask the crazy. She seems to think it’s her 

dead papochka.” 

“No way.” 

“That’s what she said. She even introduced him.” 

“My oh my. Listen to you, scaredy cats. What’s all the fuss 

about? It was obviously an illusion, just some trick of the 

shadows.” 

“You weren’t there, Milena. I was there. I saw it.” 

“Veronika, my dear, I don’t recognize you. What’s gotten 

into you? What are you, afraid of your own shadow now? You know 

how they say, fear has a hundred eyes. You just imagined it 

all.” 

“No, I didn’t. There was a little girl there, too.” 

“I didn’t see no girl.” 

“Well, I did.” 

“Where did she say we were going? She said she knew where 

we were going.” 

“To some kind of hell, if you ask me.” 

“Shhh! She’s coming.” 

The girls parted for Olesya like she was a leper.  

She felt their eyes burn her back but she didn’t raise her 

head, and before she closed the door to her compartment, they 

erupted into frantic whispers that were loud enough to be heard 

through the walls.  
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She sat on the berth and closed her ears and sat like that 

for some time. When she opened her ears, it was quiet. 

The train had stopped. 

She looked at the berth across and her stomach shrunk and 

her heart beat wildly. Her cheek started burning again. She 

rubbed it, put her hand down and sat still.  

Her white swan costume was neatly laid out on the red 

blanket. The tutu a perfect circle, layers and layers of sheer 

tulle, soft and feathery like it was made of snowflakes, the 

bodice draped over, the shoulder straps coiled in loops, the 

pearls on the bodice and the tutu and the headpiece glinting, 

catching the winter light, the tights folded neatly and placed 

on top of pointe shoes loosely wrapped in ribbons, and her 

cosmetic bag, unzipped, the hairbrush handle and the cap of the 

hairspray bottle sticking out for her to take them. 

Olesya glanced out the window. 

The sky was gray and the earth was gray and the trees— 

Her mouth worked. “Birches.” 

She went cold and numb as marble. The birches were tall and 

straight and many, and they were watching her with their many 

black eyes that moved when she moved and stopped when she 

stopped, and she recoiled from the window and jerked at the 

curtain. It was stuck and didn’t close. She pressed her hands to 

her knees, gulping for air with an open mouth.  

The intercom crackled and fizzed. 
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She flipped up her head.  

“We’re here, my little ballerina. How do you like it?” 

Olesya moved her tongue and wet her lips and there was 

nothing to wet them with. She made a small noise. 

“It’s perfect, isn’t it? For a dress rehearsal. What do you 

think? It’s shaped just like the stage in the Bolshoi Theatre. 

See? The birches in the back are the backdrop, and the ones on 

the sides are the wings. Isn’t it remarkable? Look at them, 

graceful, slender, white as sugar.” 

Olesya gaped ahead of her, seeing nothing. 

“Look at the stage. Look at it.” 

Olesya turned her head. 

“Isn’t it beautiful? It’s a small shallow lake frozen 

solid, perfect for Swan Lake. Now listen, I’ll tell you 

something you don’t know. See the pearls on your costume? You 

know what they are?” 

Olesya shrugged. 

“They’re tears of Odette’s parents. When Rothbart turned 

her into a swan, they wept and wept until they wept a lake. 

That’s where she swims, in the tears of her parents. It’s quite 

a story, wouldn’t you say?”  

Olesya nodded.  

“See, I knew you’d like it. Now, I checked the ice, don’t 

think I didn’t. It’s flat and smooth but not sleek, just frosted 

over enough for you not to slip. I don’t want you to injure 
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yourself.” He sighed. “I love you. You know that, don’t you?” 

Olesya nodded. 

“Well? What do you say? It took me a while to find it. If 

you don’t like it, I can keep looking.” 

“I like it.” 

“You like it, what?” 

“I like it, papa.” 

“There you go. That’s my girl. Well, hurry up then. You 

know what to do.” 

The intercom went dead. 

Olesya’s throat felt swollen and the backs of her eyes were 

itching and she couldn’t quite breathe. She blinked and looked 

up and stared hard at the ceiling, straining her eyes, and 

opened her mouth wide and took a deep breath and another, and 

after her hands stopped shaking she looked down and started 

taking off her clothes, her fingers working with mechanical 

precision, her gaze detached, unmoving, hollow, her pupils large 

and black like two holes. 

She stripped down to her panties, crouched on the berth and 

unwrapped her toe. The pus had gone yellow and stinky, and the 

toenail was grayish and loose. With a couple tugs she pulled it 

off and gazed at the tender flesh, her eyes transfixed, her face 

immobile. She tossed the nail in the trash, cleaned up her toe, 

wrapped it, taped it, taped the other toes one by one, slid off 

her panties, pulled on the tights, squirmed into the bodice, 
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laced up the tutu, then perched on the edge of the berth and put 

on the pointe shoes, wrapping the ribbons around her ankles, 

tying the knots and tucking them in.  

She stood and twirled a little, checking the fit, then sat 

back down, brushed her hair, twisted it up into a bun, sprayed 

it with hairspray, attached the headpiece with bobby pins, then 

took out a compact mirror and crouching over the table put on 

the makeup in quick practiced moves. 

She was ready. 

She cracked her joints and stretched and stepped out of her 

compartment. The sleeper was empty. She walked along the 

corridor with the ballet duck walk, her feet turned out. In the 

vestibule she stopped and cocked her ear.  

The patter of feet. The tapping of pointes on the hard wood 

floor in quick running steps, the swishing of the tutus. The 

noises that belonged backstage. Then they stopped, replaced by a 

waiting silence. Someone was waiting for her outside, just by 

the exit door. Olesya lifted her wooden arm but before she could 

touch it, the door slid open. 
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CHAPTER 34 

The birches stood motionless, shoulder to shoulder, their 

branches long and dark and many. Thin flakes of bark peeled and 

circled and fell, and settled, and lay still. The air was cold 

and dry, and it smelled of dust, and when Olesya got off the 

staircase and stepped on the ground, the snow rose and swirled 

and eddied, and clung to her legs. 

She bent over and brushed it off and her hands came away 

gray as if smeared with ash, and she felt eyes on her and 

straightened and saw the birch eyes watch her, black and dull 

and still, and behind them other eyes, flat and unblinking, like 

they were painted on their porcelain faces, the eyes of Lyuba 

and Inga and Katya watching her from between the trees, the 

three of them dressed in white identical costumes for the dance 

of three swans. 

Olesya’s skin pricked with goosebumps. Her breath came out 

in sharp little bursts. She willed her legs to move but they 
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wouldn’t, stuck to the ground. She groaned and clenched her 

teeth and grasped her knee and shifted one leg forward, then 

another, then she looked up and they were gone, and she let out 

air from between pressed lips and walked across the frozen lake, 

kicking up powder, testing the ice. It was even and frosted 

matte and slightly sticky, the kind of sticky the stagehands 

made the Bolshoi stage before every show by washing it with 

golden sweet soda. She checked for cracks and for slippery spots 

and found none, and when she came close to the birches that made 

up the wings she stopped, held her breath, spun around.  

They stood right behind her, poised and still and perfect, 

like the porcelain ballerinas that baba Zina brought back from 

abroad after the war and put in her china cabinet on display on 

a special shelf and boasted about them to her clients while 

wrapping the tape measure around their big breasts and big 

waists and big hips that those figurines were not some fakes, oh 

no, nothing like that, they were authentic, real Meissen 

porcelain painted by hand. And when she got busy knitting and 

wasn’t looking, Olesya slid back the glass and took out the 

smallest and the prettiest ballerina, and baba Zina made a 

choking noise and labored up from her chair, her ruby earrings 

swinging, and snapped at Olesya to put it back, and Olesya did, 

she thought she did, but it slipped through her fingers and 

dropped on the hard wooden floor and smashed to pieces, and baba 

Zina smacked Olesya’s little hands with her big hands studded 
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with rings, and forbade her to ever touch them, and Olesya 

didn’t.  

It was them touching her now, poking her with their cold 

hard fingers, prodding her to go on to the wings, their faces 

fixed in permanent smiles, and only their eyes below the paint 

giving away what they held inside them, the thick black darkness 

that was hatred for the living, and Olesya knew that if she were 

to disobey and fight them and break their shells, the darkness 

would spill and take her, and she got to walking, looking down, 

moving one foot in front of the other.  

A cold hard hand gripped her naked arm.  

Olesya stopped and shivered, and it wasn’t the touch. It 

was the music. It came from everywhere. 

“Swan Lake.” 

They struck her hard, the violins, the oboes, the flutes, 

they lifted her up and over her body and sent her flying, and 

she forgot herself, and she danced. 
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CHAPTER 35 

Dima saw moving dust, and shadows, and darkness. Then there were 

shapes, fingers. Cold. Brushing his back, his belly, his groin, 

tugging up his legs and down his arms and pulling, turning him 

around and sitting him up. 

His head lolled about. He winced at the sore spot on his 

buttock and tried to get up. The hands pushed him down and 

fussed around his feet, then gripped his chin, slapped his face, 

hard. He let out a little cry and opened his eyes and squinted 

at the bright yellow light. His eyes were watering, his head was 

spinning. He was yanked to his feet and pushed and prodded. He 

stumbled along, holding on to the walls.  

Then he was out and on his knees, in the chill, in the dry 

gray snow, and the music blasted him, filled his ears and his 

chest, and the oboe, pitched high, ripped through his haze, and 

he was moving, counting music. His body knew what to do, and he 

stood tall and straight, his face composed, his arms reaching 
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out, and he walked quickly in light measured strides, and 

stopped, and Olesya was gliding to him, the shy timid swan alone 

on the lake, her eyes cast down, knowing he was there, knowing 

he’d meet her in time, and she looked up and saw him and 

startled, ran away in tiny steps, and he ran after her, she 

spun, he sashayed around, she twirled, got up on one toe, arms 

aflutter, he supported her, caught her wrists. They faced each 

other. They had several beats. 

“Where are we?” 

“Not sure.” 

“Dress rehearsal?” 

Olesya made a tiny nod. Her face was flushed. She flicked 

her eyes sideways.  

“What happened?” 

“Katya.” 

Dima was stunned for a second. “How?” 

“Choked on a piece of apple.” 

A beat, and they flew apart, then together again, and he 

led her across the lake, picked her up, draped her over his 

shoulder.  

She leaned as close as she dared. “Where were you?” 

“He knocked me out, I guess. Did you talk?” 

“He called mama.” 

“What, through the speaker? You’re kidding me.” 

“There’s something else.” 
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A patter of feet in the little puffs of dust. 

Dima’s eyes went wide. “What in the blazing hell...”  

He slowly put Olesya down.  

Lyuba and Katya were pulling on Nikita’s arms, Inga was 

shoving him in the back. He wasn’t moving. They yanked and 

jerked and tugged, but he dug in his heels and stared at them, 

his mouth half-open, his face gray under sloppy makeup, his 

headpiece sitting off-center, some of the feathers broken, his 

black Rothbart costume stretched crookedly over his frame, the 

back unzipped. 

The music beat on relentlessly. 

“Come on, Nikita!” Olesya cried. “Dance! Dance your part!” 

She flitted off to the wings, and Dima started his leaps, 

moving across the lake in a large semi-circle. He passed by 

Nikita and stopped himself, breathing hard.  

“Here. Hold on. Hold my hand.”  

He tried not to look at the doll-like faces that peered at 

him with their painted-on eyes, without blinking, their smiles 

all the more hideous with the lips curled frozen. 

Nikita drew back. “This is impossible—” 

“Ah, come on. Snap out of it. You’ve got to dance!” 

The music kept on. 

“Hell. Your part is almost over!” 

Nikita shook his head. His headpiece slid down, and he 

watched it fall to his feet. “I’m losing my mind, aren’t I?” 
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“No, you’re not. For fuck’s sake, move!” Dima grabbed his 

arm. “Just forget what you see and move!”  

The dead ballerinas watched them mutely.  

Dima dragged Nikita away, and Nikita closed his eyes and 

went limp and flopped to the ground, rousing a cloud of snow. He 

shook his head again, hard, and started slapping his cheeks. 

“Wake up, man. Wake up, wake up—” 

The music shrilled and swelled with discordance and went 

all haywire, the basses, the violins screeching out of tune, the 

flutes off-pitch, the oboes, the clarinets, the trumpets, 

everything jarring, twanging, squealing. And then the train 

screamed over the noise in one long howl of livid, violent fury. 

Olesya shrieked. Limping, head tucked in her shoulders, she 

sprinted across the lake to Dima. He was heaving Nikita to his 

feet, she offered her shoulder. Nikita yelled something, pushed 

them away. 

The dead ballerinas watched them blankly one moment, 

another they were on top of them, Olesya and Dima sprawled 

headlong on the ice, Nikita pinned, flat on his back, three 

porcelain bodies writhing over him, white and glossy and shiny, 

the pearls in their tutus glimmering in the cold winter light. 

It was over quickly. 

Nikita lay motionless, looking at nothing. The dead 

ballerinas were gone, vanished into trees. The music stopped. 

And by the door to the cab stood Grigory Vasilievich, shaking 
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his faceless head. 
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CHAPTER 36 

“Don’t give me that look. It was his own fault.” 

Olesya stared at papa, hitching gusts of air, her skin 

bathed in sweat, a film of gray snow stuck to her back where she 

fell, her body shaking like she was having a seizure. 

“Stop.” She paused, gasped her breath. “Stop it.” 

“Stop what?” 

Dima walked up to Olesya from behind and wrapped his arms 

around her and held her. She stopped shaking for a moment and 

took a long breath and shuddered all over. The warmth of his 

heated body warmed her and she relaxed a little, then looked 

down at Nikita and let out a small sob and started shaking 

again. Dima rubbed her arms. 

“Why are you so upset, silly?” Papa’s voice fell flat in 

the pressing silence. “Your dancing partner is still alive, 

isn’t he? I could take him instead. Would you like me to?” 

“No!” 
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“Well, look at you. You care for him, don’t you?” 

“That’s none of your business.” 

“Is that so? I find that hard to believe. You always told 

me about every boy who bothered you at school, don’t you 

remember?” 

Olesya’s teeth chattered. 

“I said, don’t you remember?” 

“I do.” 

He waited, the dust and the darkness shifting, throbbing 

with mounting irritation, blurring the shape of his head. He was 

playing with something in his pocket, and now he stopped and 

took out his hand and took a step. 

Olesya flinched. Dima squeezed her shoulders.  

“I do, papa. I remember.” 

“That’s right. Don’t you dare forget. Did I ever ask you to 

tell me?” 

“No.” 

“Of course I didn’t. You came to me yourself. Not to your 

mama, no. Pay attention to what I’m about to say. Never, not 

once, have you asked your mama to help you with your silly 

little problems. It would’ve been logical for a little girl to 

share her problems with her mama, not with her papa, wouldn’t 

it? You know why you didn’t?” 

He took another step. 

Olesya shrunk back into Dima. He squeezed her, whispered, 
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“It’s okay. I’m here.” 

“Because your mama never cared.” Papa stood so close, 

Olesya could see into his darkness and see that there was 

nothing and that the nothing didn’t end. 

“You were too little to understand it, but you felt it. And 

so you always came to me. You said it was our secret. You were 

fond of secrets. You’d bust in the room and jump in my lap and 

rattle my ears off with your stories. You wanted me to make them 

stop, those nasty boys. And I did, didn’t I? I bent to your 

every whim. I spoiled you rotten. It didn’t matter how busy I 

was at work, I always took time to go and talk to their parents, 

and those boys bothered you no longer.” 

“I’m not your little girl anymore, papa.” 

“What did I do when you told me you wanted to do ballet? I 

found you the best ballet studio in Moscow—” 

“I’m not your little girl.” 

“—got you the best ballet attire money could buy. I drove 

you to it, I picked you up—” 

“It was never me.” 

“—I showered that ugly hag Nadezhda Petrovna with gifts so 

she’d pay special attention to you. How do you think you got 

accepted into the Bolshoi Ballet Academy?” 

Olesya gaped at him. 

“I’ve paid your way long before you auditioned. There was 

no way they’d take you, you were too thin even by the ballet 
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standards. No muscle on you. So delicate, so frail, I was the 

only one who knew how to handle you and not break you.” 

He was close enough to Olesya for her skin to freeze by the 

shadow that nearly touched her. 

“It was all for you, all of it.” 

“No,” Olesya said dully. “That’s a lie, one of the many you 

fed me. It was never for me, none of it. It was for Tanechka.” 

He put his hands in his pockets and started playing with 

something that was inside, and rocked a little on the balls of 

his feet, shook his head. “So this is how you pay me for 

everything that I’ve done for you. I see. How quickly you’ve 

changed. You’ve never doubted my words before. What happened to 

my sweet little girl?” 

“You died.” 

“Yes. That was unfortunate. But you asked me to come back, 

and I did, didn’t I? I came back because you asked me to. I took 

such pains, and here I am, standing before you, and now you 

don’t want me.” His head turned to Dima. “Let me ask you this. 

What’s so special about him? He doesn’t seem too bright, not too 

handsome either, rather plain, no intelligence in his eyes.” 

Olesya felt Dima’s heart thud into her back. 

“Is he always this quiet? Doesn’t he have anything to say 

for himself? You must know that this kind of apathetic, obtuse 

silence is the first sign of stupidity. You could’ve done 

better, Olesya. You disappoint me.” 
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“With all due respect, Grigory Vasilievich,” Dima said, 

“we’re freezing here. I’d be glad to continue listening to 

everything you have to say. Hell, it’s outright illuminating, to 

learn all these new things about myself, but I’m afraid Olesya 

might get sick. Sure, she’ll dance anyway. You know her. She’s 

your daughter, after all. She’ll push herself to do it, but the 

thing is, the dance just won’t be any good. I can tell you this. 

I’ve seen it. You won’t enjoy it as much as if she were feeling 

good and well rested.” 

Olesya squeezed his hand tightly. 

“Well, look at that. He can talk, after all.” 

“Sure I can,” Dima nodded. “Been talking since I was one. 

My father used to call me ‘chatter box.’ Said I wouldn’t shut up 

unless he used his belt. Not a very nice man, after all. Not 

like you, Grigory Vasilievich, oh hell no, it just doesn’t 

compare, you know? The love and care you give Olesya—” 

“Don’t act smart with me, boy.” 

Dima tensed.  

Grigory Vasilievich moved to him. His presence was 

overwhelming. Olesya cringed and shut her eyes and squeezed them 

tight and balled her hands in fists and drew into herself, 

getting smaller and smaller, shrinking down to a little girl 

down to nothing. She didn’t hear at first Dima talking to her, 

lightly tapping her shoulder. 

“What?” 
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“He’s gone.” 

“Gone?” She opened her eyes. “But how...” 

Dima shrugged. “Fuck if I know. Couldn’t stand my stink? I 

smell pretty bad.” He sniffed under his arm and made a face. 

“Ugh.” 

The corners of Olesya’s lips turned up. “You do smell kind 

of bad.” 

“Oh.” Dima raised his brows. “Do I?” He sniffed himself 

again. 

“No, you don’t, you fool. I was kidding.” She glanced 

around, shivering, hugging her arms. “Where’s Nikita?” 

“Not sure. When that thing left, I looked, and he was gone. 

There’s not even a trace in the snow.” 

“Thing? What thing?” 

Dima’s face darkened. “He’s not your papa, Olesya. Your 

papa is dead, been dead for a long time. Whatever that thing is, 

there’s nothing human left in it. All it wants is to hurt you. 

It knows how to push your buttons, all right. Maybe that’s what 

you need to do to get rid of it, push its buttons back.” He 

paused. “Can I ask you something?” 

“What?” 

“Why did you ask him to come back?” 

“I didn’t.” 

“You didn’t?” 

Olesya shook her head. “Not that I can remember.” 
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CHAPTER 37 

They got back on the train. It gave an angry whistle, jerked and 

rolled off. They walked through the empty corridor to Olesya’s 

compartment, and from the window, from behind the red drapes, 

the birches watched them depart and dropped back and vanished, 

and there were no more woods or lakes or hills, just gray snow 

and gray sky, and Olesya sunk on the berth, burrowed under the 

blanket, stifled a yawn. Her eyes watered. 

“You’re tired.” 

“I’m fine.” 

“You’re funny. You think you can fool me?” 

“Why not? It’s so easy. I think I’ve done a pretty good job 

so far.” 

“You sure did.” Dima stood. 

Olesya’s arm shot out from under the blanket, grabbed at 

him. “Where are you going?” 

“I’m not going anywhere. Just stretching.” 



Anske / TUBE / 185 

 

She simply looked at him, her eyes wide. 

He sat down and held her hand. “I love you. You know what 

that means? It means I’m not leaving you unless you tell me to. 

If you want me to go, I’ll go. If—” 

“No!” She gripped his hand. 

“Okay, okay, I’m staying. Don’t worry. I’m right here.” 

She dug her fingers deep into his flesh. 

Dima winced. “I’m right here, Olesya, right beside you.” 

She relaxed her hold a little. 

“You’re shivering. Want me to help you out of your 

costume?” 

Olesya nodded. “Thank you. I can’t feel my fingers.” 

Dima unlaced her tutu, unzipped her back, slid off the 

shoulder straps, turned away. “You can take it off now. I’m not 

looking.” 

“It’s okay,” she said. “I don’t mind.” 

“You sure?” 

“Yeah, I’m sure. I want you to, actually.” 

“Oh.” Dima grabbed at the berth and didn’t move for a 

moment, then he turned his head, then his body.  

Olesya was bent over her legs, unwrapping the ribbons and 

shucking off the pointes. She cringed, got up, peeled off her 

sweat-soaked tights, tossed them to the floor and faced him. She 

was naked. Her skin all gooseflesh, tiny purplish bumps. Sharp 

collarbones, shadows of ribs, small breasts, small nipples hard 
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and pink and round. A tiny waist, a fuzz of pubic hair, no hips, 

legs strong and wiry, covered in bruises, and toes bleeding.  

She looked down at herself, then back up at Dima. “Very 

sexy, am I?”  

Dima was quiet for a moment. “You’re beautiful,” he said. 

Olesya smirked. “Am I? I don’t think so. What’s so 

beautiful about this? Thin as a stick. Like an androgynous 

child, not a girl, not a boy, something in the middle.” 

“That’s not true.” 

“Yes, it is. You don’t even want to touch me.” 

“No, no, that’s not it at all.” 

“Then what is it?” 

Dima lifted his hand, dropped it back in his lip. “I...I 

just want to make sure, Olesya...is this really...” He glanced 

at the door and swiped a hand over his face and held it. “Shit, 

this is hard. Look. Please don’t take this the wrong way, but 

can I ask...can you tell me, honestly, why you’re doing this? Is 

this what you really want to, or are you, you know—” 

“Am I what?” There were tears in her voice. 

“—are you doing it out of spite? You know, to spite him?” 

Olesya crossed her arms over her breasts. She shook. She 

plunked on the berth across, and her thighs made a clapping 

sound. “Why should it matter?” 

“It matters. A lot. It matters to me. You’re not just a 

body to me, Olesya, you’re...I...” He gripped his head and 
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groaned. “Oh, fuck. I don’t know how to say this.” 

“Just say it how it is.” 

He looked at her, his face in pain. “I love you.” 

“Why?” 

“I just do.” 

“Why?” 

“I don’t know. Do I have to have a reason?” 

“What do you want?” 

“Nothing. I don’t want anything from you. I just want to be 

able to love you, that’s all. I’ll go, if you want me to.” 

“No!” 

She was crying. 

“Oh, Olesya.” He reached out. “What’s wrong?” 

She shook her head. 

“Can I hold you?” 

She shrugged, then nodded. 

Dima moved over to her berth and held her, and she hid her 

face in the crook of his arm and cried until there was nothing 

to cry, and sniffled, raised her flushed and tear-stained face, 

and kissed him. Dima kissed her back, at first cautiously, then 

hard and hurried, mashing her lips, her tongue, tasting her. She 

tasted sweet and tangy like a wild berry, her breath hot when it 

touched his skin, her heart thudding, shaking her body. 

She pulled his hands away from her face and placed them on 

her breasts, and Dima broke the kiss and stared at her, his 
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cheeks burning. 

“But...he’s watching.” 

“I don’t care.” 

“Are you—” 

“I don’t care! Let him. Let him watch all he wants.” She 

flipped her head to the door. “Peeping in, like a little boy.” 

The car jolted. 

“Don’t, Olesya, don’t.” 

“Why not? It’s what he likes to do. It’s what he’s done all 

my life, peeping, watching, adoring. I’m a doll for him, a 

pretty little thing to pose and play with and discard. He did 

the same with Tanechka, only it went too far. He learned his 

lesson, though, was more careful with me. Didn’t want to lose me 

to some accident. No, he had better plans. He wanted to parade 

me onstage for everyone to watch—not just him—and for no one to 

touch. Only he could touch. He thought I wouldn’t remember. 

Well, I did. It’s all coming back now.” 

The floor juddered, something rapped on the door. 

“Olesya...” 

“No.” She pushed Dima’s hand away. “I want to do what I 

want to do, when I want, where I want. I’m tired of being 

scared. Tired of worrying about what he’d think, what he’d say, 

if he’d approve or disapprove, think it silly, or nasty, or 

wrong. I don’t care anymore. He’s dead.” 

The car was silent. The wheels steadily clicked on the 
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rails, and the snow in the window was no longer gray but violet, 

the sky getting darker. 

Olesya looked at Dima. “I want you. I want you now. Do you 

want me?” 

“I do. I always want you. I—” 

She put a finger on his lips. Kissed him. 

It was Olesya’s first time.  

It was Dima’s first time with someone he loved. 
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CHAPTER 38 

“Her name was Yulia Tsvetkova. The one and only from 10 ‘B’. All 

the boys were on her tail. I was in seventh grade, and she was 

like this unattainable dream to me. Hell, now that I think about 

her, she was really hideous. She always smelled of fried onions 

and that strong flowery perfume, what’s the name...Lily 

Something.” 

“Silver Lily of the Valley?” 

“Yeah, that’s the one. I still can’t stand it. It was all 

over her. She must’ve upended the whole bottle on herself every 

morning. You could tell in the hall if she’d just walked by, I’m 

not kidding. And she wore so much makeup, shit, you couldn’t 

tell if there was a face underneath all that. Our headmistress 

called her into her office nearly every day, made her wash it 

off. She’d do it, and then she’d come the next morning all made 

up again. Her father was this big wig in the party, so she 

always got away with it.” Dima shifted his arm under Olesya’s 
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head. “Sorry. It was getting numb.” 

“Do you want me to get up?” 

“No, no, stay. I like you laying on me like this.” 

“Me too.” Olesya put her head down. “I like it very much.” 

Dima moved closer to her and kissed her, then looked at her 

and kissed her again. 

Olesya found his other hand underneath the blanket and 

interlaced their fingers and lay quiet for a moment. “So how did 

you get to know her?” 

“Oh, I’ve known her for years. She was my neighbor from the 

apartment across the landing. Her mother was friends with my 

mother, so after she...” Dima paused. 

Olesya squeezed his hand. “You don’t have to talk about 

it.” 

“Sure I do. I already started. I can’t just leave you 

hanging now, can I? So anyway, after my mother died, Irina 

Mikhailovna—that’s Yulia’s mother—took it upon herself to watch 

over me, you know, when my father went on his drinking binges. 

She’d instruct Yulia to feed me after school and then help me 

with homework.” Dima let out a soft laugh. “Help me she did. On 

her sofa. Twice a week. More often if we could swing it. 

“Their apartment was huge, three rooms, big kitchen. She’d 

feed me these delicacies her father brought from their special 

party store—caviar sandwiches, red and black, smoked beluga, 

imported salami, chocolate, ripe bananas—” 



Anske / TUBE / 192 

 

“Oh, I love bananas. Mama bought them green. We had to wait 

for them to ripen.” 

“Yeah,” Dima sighed. “That girl had everything she wanted. 

I guess at some point she decided she wanted me. She told me if 

I was serious about making it in the ballet world, I had to be 

cultured, ‘the simple unassuming boy from the simple military 

family.’ I was enamored, of course, and I was horny as fuck. All 

she had to do was start unbuttoning her blouse, and I went 

bling!” 

Olesya smirked. 

“I know. I couldn’t help it. It was embarrassing. I’d get 

all red in the face, and she’d just laugh and laugh until she 

had tears in her eyes. We did it on the sofa in her room. It was 

creaky, and I’d freeze at every noise. She’d just giggle and 

urge me on. ‘Mama is deaf in one ear, Dima, don’t worry, she 

won’t hear. Besides, she’s not going to check on us until she’s 

done watching that stupid figure skating of hers. She wouldn’t 

miss it on her life. Now do it. Do it quickly.’” 

“And you did?” 

“Sure I did. What choice did I have? The first time I came 

in my pants, just from touching her. Didn’t even have enough 

time to pull it out. I thought I’d die from shame. The way she 

raised her brows...” Dima closed his eyes. 

“Did you love her?” 

“No. I fancied that I did. But it wasn’t love. I was 
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infatuated with all that glitz around her. At school she 

wouldn’t even look at me, like I didn’t exist. She explained 

that she was protecting me from the rumors. I was so gullible, I 

believed her. Then one day it was over.”  

“What happened?” 

“I’m not sure. She got tired of me? Or maybe her mother had 

finally caught on to the real nature of our ‘homework sessions’? 

She just stopped talking to me one day, and Irina Mikhailovna 

stopped inviting me over, and that was that. She lied about the 

rumors, of course. She must’ve let it slip to the other girls, 

praising my talents, because all of a sudden a bunch of tenth 

graders started stalking me after school. ‘Dima, will you carry 

my schoolbag? I’m tired.’ ‘Dima, will you walk me home?’ ‘Dima, 

do you want me to help you with homework? I hear your mama died, 

you poor boy.’” 

“What did you do?” 

“Enjoyed their attention. At first. Then it got tiresome, 

once I understood what Yulia really did to me. But by then it 

was too late. I couldn’t tell her everything I wanted to tell 

her. She graduated school, and they moved to Leningrad, and my 

life was back to square one. Father went to work, got home, got 

drunk. I went to school, then to ballet school, then, when it 

closed for the night, went home and hid in my room. The less he 

saw of me, the less chance there was that he’d beat me. It was 

hard to dance after—my ass hurt like hell. He had this army-
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issue belt, and the buckle on that bastard...I tell you, that 

thing stung. I could barely walk.” 

“I’m so sorry.” 

“For what? It’s not your fault.” 

“I know. I mean, I’m sorry it happened to you.” 

“Oh. Well, whatever. It was not the end of the world.” 

“You never fought him back?” 

Dima shrugged. Olesya’s head bounced on his shoulder and 

the blanket slipped and revealed her naked breast. He got up on 

his elbow, tucked the blanket around her, kissed her, and lay 

back down. 

“I guess it never occurred to me that I could,” he said 

after some silence. “I was mostly mad at my mother for 

abandoning us, not at him. I fancied he took his grief out on 

me, because I look so much like her. That belt...she used it to 

hang herself with.” He fell quiet. 

The car swayed lightly. The curtains jittered. The window 

was dark. 

Olesya turned her head to Dima. He was looking up at the 

ceiling, his profile peaked, his eyes two hard stones. 

“You know what’s strange?” 

“What?” 

He turned to look at her. “I don’t remember her face. I 

guess I never looked at it, never got a chance. It was her shoes 

that got me. They were swinging. Back and forth, back and forth, 



Anske / TUBE / 195 

 

in a little circle. And that noise, that creaking of leather.” 

He shuddered all over. “Fuck. I still hear it sometimes.” 

“Were you the one who found her?” 

“I sure did. A little surprise for me after school.” 

Olesya wiped a tear that was crawling down the side of his 

face. 

He turned to her sharply. “Ah, you know what? To hell with 

this all. I don’t want to talk about it anymore. It’s making you 

sad. I hate making you sad. I want to make you smile. Can I make 

you smile?” He started kissing her. 

Olesya made a noise. 

“What is it? What’s wrong?” 

“Oh, nothing. It’s not you, it’s just...it’s like we’re 

feasting in time of plague. There’s death all around us, people 

are dying at our feet, and we just keep on feasting without a 

care in the world. Like we’re taunting death, eating up life.” 

“Nah. I don’t think of it this way. There wasn’t anything 

we could do for Nikita, but we’re doing something right now, 

something that will help everyone.” 

“Like what?” 

“Like keeping ourselves sane. We made love and we talked, 

and that made us feel better. And now that we feel better, we’ll 

be able to sleep, so tomorrow we’ll be well rested. And we need 

to be rested, Olesya, otherwise how will we dance?” 

Olesya stared at him. “You’re amazing.” 
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Dima scoffed. “Oh, give me a break. I just pulled it out my 

ass. Seriously. Come on, let’s sleep. Before your papa decides 

to pay us a visit.” 

He reached up, switched off the light, wrapped his arms 

around Olesya and pulled her in, and for a while they watched 

the night roll by and listened to the drone of the train, and 

then they slept, and Grigory Vasilievich stood over them, 

watching their smooth, peaceful faces. 
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CHAPTER 39 

A white spot hung over Olesya. Then the spot became a face. Then 

the face became Natasha. 

“Wake up! Wake up, goddamn it!”  

She gripped Olesya’s shoulder and shook her. 

Olesya blinked. Natasha swam in and out of focus. Olesya 

tried to move her neck and stiffened and moaned, clutching at 

it. 

“Thank God!” Natasha blew hair out of her face and plunked 

on the berth and crossed her arms. “It’s about time, Olesya. I 

was thinking of dousing you with cold water, I swear. Not that 

there is any water to be found on this rotten train, but anyway. 

Doesn’t matter now. Are you fully awake? Do you hear me?” 

“Yeah, I hear you.” 

“Well, listen to this. You won’t believe it. So I—” 

“Wait.” Olesya swiveled her head around, slowly sitting up. 

“Where is Dima?” 
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“Your dear Dima went to get everyone ready for Swan Lake,” 

Natasha said pointedly. “Or at least to try to. He said he’ll 

talk to Krysa first, see if he could convince her to help him. 

That old rat, you should’ve seen what the conductor did to her. 

He revived her! I don’t know how he did it, but she’s back to 

her bitter self, spitting poison left and right. Anyway, Dima 

told me not to wake you, let you sleep in a little.” Natasha 

leaned over, her eyes glinting in the darkness. “Did you do it?” 

“What?” 

“You know...did you do it?” 

“Oh.” Olesya flushed and was glad it was dark. “Yes.” 

“Oh. My. God. Congratulations!” 

“For what?” 

“You know for what! How was it?” 

Olesya sat quiet for a moment. “It was wonderful.” 

“Really? That gives me hope. Maybe Dima is not a total 

idiot after all. Did it hurt?” 

“A little. At first. But then—” 

“Okay, stop. That’s enough. I can’t think about this right 

now or I’ll get all mushy. You need to get dressed. Here.” She 

handed Olesya her bag. “How are your feet? Dima said you had to 

dance on ice. I can’t imagine what that would do to your feet.” 

“They’re okay. They’re fine.” Olesya unzipped the bag and 

cocked her head to the door, gripping the zipper. “We’re 

standing. When did we stop?” 
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“Two hours ago? Maybe three.” 

“Why is it dark?” 

“Well, the lights are switched off, obviously. So is the 

water—none of the lavatories are working. Apparently we’re 

standing in some kind of a tunnel.” 

“How do you know? Did you go outside?” 

“You can’t go outside. All doors are locked. But that’s 

what it looks like.” She nodded at the window. 

Olesya looked out. It was pitch-black. A faint reflection 

of her pale face looked back at her.  

“Is it true?” Natasha said, her eyes fixed on Olesya, her 

voice dull. 

“What’s true?” 

“About Nikita.” 

Olesya nodded. “Yes. It’s true. I wish it wasn’t.” 

“You really saw them kill him? I mean, Lyuba and Inga and 

Katya? Dead? Moving about like they were reanimated? Like dolls? 

Dima said they looked like porcelain dolls.” 

“They did.” 

“That is crazy. If someone told me this a couple days ago, 

I’d think they’ve lost their minds. I just find it so hard to 

believe, Olesya. He explained everything to me, and I mean, 

everything, but I had to hear it from you. I just had to. No 

matter how hard I try, I can’t seem to wrap my mind around it. 

Tell me, please, how is it possible to choke on a piece of 
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apple? It just sounds ridiculous, absolutely ridiculous.” 

“Yes.” Olesya sighed. “It does.” 

“Couldn’t you have done something? Anything?” 

“I tried.” 

“What did you do?” 

“Why are you so angry at me?” 

“I’m not angry!” 

“You’re scared.” 

“Shut up!” 

“Natasha.” Olesya touched her hand.  

Natasha jumped. “This is a mad house! All of it! They’ve 

all gone mad! You should’ve heard what they’re saying about you. 

That asshole Zolotov!” She clenched her hands into fists. “Oh, 

I’ve never wanted to kill anyone so bad in my life. I can just 

see my hands circling around his neck and squeezing until his 

stupid pretty eyes pop out of their sockets!” 

“What’s he saying?”  

“You don’t want to know.” She deflated, sat back down, 

tucked her hair behind her ears. 

“Where is everyone? Why is it so quiet?” 

“They’re holding an emergency meeting, or whatever you want 

to call it. In the other car. Discussing options of getting rid 

of you. Like that will somehow save their asses.” She shook her 

head, muttering. “That prick. I swear...” 

Olesya felt in the bag for a change of clothes and started 
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dressing quickly, then stopped and frowned. 

“Is there something you’re not telling me?” 

Natasha sighed. “Krysa sacked you.” 

Olesya froze. 

“She said you’re unfit to dance, unfit for society or some 

shit like that. Not after what you’ve done. ‘She belongs in a 

lunatic asylum! Conspiring with Americans! Killing my dancers!’ 

And on and on and on. She gave us a whole speech. And then 

Milena chimed in—the slut. ‘Oh, I don’t believe Belaya is 

insane, Alla Borisovna. I think she’s perfectly sane. It’s clear 

that she’s a psychopathic murderer. It’s a terrible tragedy, but 

we mustn’t abandon her, not when she’s feeling alone and scared 

in a foreign country. She’s a Soviet citizen, after all. The 

best we can do for her is hand her over to the authorities.’ 

They all clapped after she was done. Can you believe it? I 

wanted to rake her eyes out. Thank God you weren’t there. And 

then that sick bastard Zolotov—” Natasha abruptly stopped. 

“What? What did he say?” 

“I don’t know if I should tell you.” 

“What, Natasha? I’ll find out anyway.” 

Natasha sucked in air and let it out in whoosh. “Well, he 

said you deserve to rot in prison for the rest of your miserable 

life. The awful thing is, most of them agreed with him.” 

The sweater slipped out of Olesya’s hands and softly 

flopped to the floor. She sat down. 
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“Hey.” Natasha touched her cold hand. “I’m sorry to dump it 

on you like this, but it’s better you heard it from me than from 

any of those loonies.” 

Olesya licked her lips. “What, Galka too?” 

“No, Galka believes you. And a few of the corps girls. 

Marianna and those two skinny ones, the sisters, Nastya and 

Polina.” 

“Well, at least someone—” 

A cry of exertion broke the quiet, followed by a tremendous 

crash and a thud and a yowl of pain. 

Olesya started. “What was that?” 

Natasha seemed unperturbed. “They’re trying to break the 

windows. They’ve been trying to do it in the other car for the 

last hour or so, with no results, of course. Must’ve moved over 

here.” 

Another crash shook the walls, and another, then something 

heavy dropped to the floor and a volley of swearwords was 

unleashed with gusto. 

“Taras,” Olesya said. 

Heavy footsteps. A smack on the door. 

“Brace yourself.” 

“Don’t!” Natasha cried. 

Olesya picked up her sweater from the floor and flipped up 

the latch.  
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CHAPTER 40 

Blue-violet glow spilled on their faces, coming from small round 

lights encased in the roof. Taras stared at Olesya through 

smudged glasses, beads of sweat rolling down his forehead, down 

his nose, his mouth stretching wide. 

“Well. Fuck me running. Our Swan Princess! Who would’ve 

hoped for such luck.” He hefted a sledgehammer. 

“Good to see you too, Taras,” Olesya said softly. “Is there 

something you wanted?” 

“Taras!” Natasha peeked over Olesya’s shoulder. “Are you 

out of your mind? Put that thing down!” 

“Ah! The faithful girlfriend. What are you two girls doing 

there, alone in the dark? Mind if I join you?” 

“Moron.” Natasha wrinkled her nose. “How much vodka did you 

drink? A bucket?” 

Taras’s grin faltered. “Mind your own business. Or I’ll 

really give you something to bitch about.” He slapped the 
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sledgehammer on the palm of his hand. 

Natasha grabbed at the edge of the door and pulled. It was 

stuck. She looked down. “Get your foot out of the away, Taras.” 

He grinned. “What’s that? I didn’t hear you.” 

“I said, take your goddamned foot out of the doorway, you 

jerk! Olesya, will you tell him to get his foot out of the way? 

He doesn’t seem to be listening to me. Olesya! Do you hear me?” 

“It’s okay, Natasha. Leave it. I think he wants to talk to 

me.” 

“You’re fucking right about that.” He pushed his face close 

to Olesya’s.  

She didn’t move.  

“You know what this is called?” He waved the sledgehammer. 

Olesya looked at it. “I guess I don’t. Please, tell me.” 

“It’s called, ‘Game Over’, bitch. I’m going to bash in your 

brains.” 

Olesya smiled. “Really? Okay. Go ahead.”  

Taras faltered. His eyes opened up a little. “What you 

smiling at? Ah? Aren’t you afraid of me?” 

“Why? What have I got to lose?” 

“What the fuck you talking about, you sick psycho? Aren’t 

you scared of dying?” 

Olesya let out a breath, looked him in the eyes. “Yes, 

Taras. Yes, I’m scared of dying. Everyone is scared of dying. 

But ballet is my life, you see? It’s all I have. Without ballet 
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I might as well die, there is no point in living, not really. 

Natasha said Alla Borisovna fired me from the troupe. You might 

as well finish the job, relieve me of my pain. Please.” She 

inclined her head. 

Natasha gasped. “Olesya! What foolishness is this? Are you 

crazy?” 

Olesya slowly looked up at her. “I must be. Everyone says 

so.” She turned back to Taras, her eyes blank, her face wet with 

tears that silently rolled and dripped to the carpet. 

He gaped at her, his lips twitching. “Fuck you. Fuck this 

shit. You’re fucking nuts!” His hands shook. His fingers 

uncurled and the sledgehammer dropped on his foot and he 

screamed and grabbed it and hopped on one leg. 

“You bastard.” Dima ran to Taras and pushed him.  

He crashed to the floor.  

Dima straddled him, his fists coming down like hammers. 

“You scum. You drunk piece of shit.” 

“Dima!” Olesya cried. “Dima, don’t!” 

Natasha clapped her hands to her cheeks. “Stop it! You 

idiots. Stop this minute!” 

Olesya touched Dima’s shoulder.  

He shook off her hand and kept punching Taras’s face, 

oblivious to her words, to Natasha’s shouts, breathing hard, 

speaking in wheezing bursts. “I’ll break your drinking ass.” 

Strike. “You’ll think twice before touching Olesya next time.” 
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Strike. “You’ll think twice before drinking yourself senseless.” 

A sharp blow. 

Taras sobbed. “Please...” His lips bubbled, wet with blood, 

his voice nasal. “Please, no more...I didn’t mean nothing...it 

was a joke...I was joking...I only wanted to scare her...I 

didn’t mean...” He whimpered. His glasses lay broken by his 

side. He no longer moved his head to avoid Dima’s fists. 

Dima stopped, gulped for air, his pupils dilated. On the 

periphery of his hearing he detected a voice, familiar, cruel. 

‘You ass-shaking fairy,’ it slurred, ‘I’ll teach you, I’ll teach 

you how to dance, don’t need no stinking school for that crap, 

you dance for me, there you go, jerk those legs, son, shake that 

bony ass, go on, you’re doing well, that’s right, don’t be 

ashamed, I’m gonna kick this dancing crap right outta you, cry 

all you want, no mama to hear you, is there? Where’s your mama, 

eh? She left you! She left you, the stupid bitch! You hear me? 

You hear me?’” 

“—hear me? Dima, do you hear me?” 

Olesya was shouting in his face, shaking him hard, and he 

looked at her and blinked and looked down at Taras. “Shit. What 

did I do?” He stared at his bloodied hands, dark purple in the 

bluish glow. 

“You blacked out. Come on. Help me.” 

Together with Natasha they lifted Taras and sat him up. He 

shielded his face with his arms and slumped and whimpered.  



Anske / TUBE / 207 

 

“My glasses...please...my glasses.” 
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CHAPTER 41 

“You’re dead.” 

Dima moved his eyes and winced. They were two hot stones 

burning holes in his head. He closed them, opened them. 

Squinted. “You sure about that, Egor?” 

“No question about it.” 

“Hell, if that’s all there is to it, I don’t mind. I’d be 

dead any day. Sure beats being alive and rotten.” 

Egor peeled his upper lip, his teeth white in the bluish 

glow. “A word of friendly advice, Rumyantsev.” He moved his face 

close to Dima’s, speaking softly. “If I were you, I’d watch my 

mouth. Life is full of accidents. You never know when one might 

knock you down.” He pulled away, lips pinched together. 

His eyes brushed over Olesya and through her, as though she 

were empty air. He pivoted on his heel and strolled to the end 

of the car where Milena and Veronika were propping up Taras, 

leaning him against the wall. His chin rested on his chest, his 
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eyes glued shut, his mouth slightly open and drooling. Egor 

whispered something to Milena. She glowered at Olesya, tossed 

the bangs out of her face, cut off Veronika with a hissing 

“Shhh!” whispered back to Egor. He nodded, draped Taras’s arm 

around his shoulders, hoisted him up, and together they dragged 

him through the vestibule door and from there into the other 

car. 

“What was that about?” Natasha asked. “Did he threaten 

you?” 

“He sure did.” Dima wiped his hands on the legs of his 

pants. Rubbed them. “I need to wash my hands.” 

“I can’t believe it.” Natasha said, her voice high and 

quivering. “That ignorant two-faced piece of shit! That smug 

lying asshole! That worthless, pissant 

little...rotten...vicious...I swear, I’ll...I’ll...” She gasped 

for breath, her lips white. 

Dima nodded. “You’ll kill him.”  

“I will! You don’t believe me?” 

“I do. I believe you.” 

Olesya was silent. 

Dima reached out to her and dropped his hand, hiding it 

behind his back. “You okay? Did he hurt you?” 

“No.” 

“Sure he did. The corps de ballet girls told me how he 

whacked you across the face when—”  
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“Coward,” Olesya said, her eyes on the vestibule door.  

“What?” 

“Egor.” She glanced between Dima and Natasha. “He’s nothing 

but a coward trying to hide his fear beneath all that empty 

bravado. He won’t touch me, Dima, don’t worry. He’s too scared. 

But he’ll keep sending others to do it for him.” 

“You’re right,” Natasha said. “I bet it was him who got 

Taras all pissed out of his mind, then talked him into coming 

here to cave in your skull with that sledge thing.” She prodded 

the sledgehammer with the tip of her shoe. “What’s happened to 

him? I can’t seem to grasp it. It’s like he’s a different person 

now, I swear. I mean, he was always a bit of a prick—we all knew 

that—but never like this.” 

“Death changes people,” Olesya said. 

Dima looked at her, then at Natasha. “What?” 

“You too.” 

“What about me?” 

“What’s happened to you? I didn’t know you had it in you!” 

She stared at him with an open admiration. 

“Oh. It’s not...it’s not what you think.” 

Natasha rolled her eyes. “I don’t need to think, I saw it. 

You’ve beaten Taras to a pulp! There was not a spot on him left 

without a bruise. Serves him right. He deserved every bit of it, 

Dima, so don’t feel bad about it. I’d say, he got off lightly. 

If I had it my way, I’d rip off his junk and shove it down his 
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throat. ‘Faithful girlfriend’ my ass. Fucking wimp. He didn’t 

even throw a single punch back at you. Not one! And did you hear 

him babble? ‘Please...my glasses...please.’ Christ, I thought 

he’d piss himself, right then and there. Disgusting.” She blew 

air up her face. “So. Where did you learn to fight like that?” 

Olesya took Dima’s hand. He stiffened, tried to pull it 

away. She held on it. 

“But it’s all sticky.” 

“I don’t mind. Here. I’ll clean it.” She spat on the sleeve 

of her sweater, wadded it up and scrubbed Dima’s palm in 

circles. The sweater sleeve darkened. She spat on it again, 

rubbed harder. 

“Did you even you hear what I said?” Natasha insisted. 

They turned to look at her. 

“Oh my God. Get a room, you two.” 

Olesya smiled. “What for, Natasha? We have a whole train.” 
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CHAPTER 42 

Every exit door slid open.  

A cool draft entered the cars and slithered across the 

floor and coiled around their ankles, and the smell of dampness 

and the sound of void lured them out of their compartments, one 

by one, in pairs, in groups, down the corridors, whispering, 

holding hands. The metal staircases clanged and echoed under 

their feet, and the gravel crunched, and the crunching was loud, 

and a step away into the dark it gave way to hard, compacted 

dirt that smelled of dust and ended in a vertical wall of 

painted brick, moist to touch. It ran up high and curved over 

their heads and ran down the other side. A spot of twilight 

shimmered ahead of the train and another one far behind it, and 

their breath curled up in white little puffs. 

“What’s happening? Where are we?” 

“How would I know? Looks like some kind of a tunnel.” 

“I’m scared. Oy, girls, I’m so scared, I’m so scared—” 
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“Are we staying here for long?” 

“Why are you asking me? Go ask the crazy. She’ll tell you 

all about it, and then kill you for good measure. She killed 

Nikita, too, in the middle of the night.” 

“No.” 

“Then where is he? I haven’t seen him. Have you?” 

“That’s nonsense. It’s all nonsense! Olesya wouldn’t hurt a 

fly. Don’t you get what’s happening? Her dead father—” 

“It’s cold, you guys. I’m going inside.” 

“Hey, Marianna. Have you any of those chocolates left? I’m 

starving. My stomach is starting to eat itself. Honest.” 

“Sorry. All gone. Taras has some food though, I hear. He 

always has food. And booze. If you ask him nicely—” 

“Don’t bother him. He’s in a bad state. Have you seen what 

Rumyantsev did to his face? It’s a bloody mess. Egor is right. 

She’s the one causing all the trouble.” 

The corps de ballet girls smoked and watched Olesya talk to 

Dima, Natasha and Galka by the head of the train.  

Alla Borisovna cautiously stepped down the stairs, wrapped 

her cardigan tighter, held her elbows and walked to them, a 

black silhouette in the dingy light. They turned to face her, 

and in that moment the engine came to life. It roared, trembled, 

loosed a sharp whistle. The sound of it bounced off the walls 

and struck their ears and they cringed and shrieked, and some 

started running, some froze, some fell to the ground. The dust 
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disturbed by the noise rained on their heads, softly settling in 

layers of powdered gray.  

The echoes died. 

Egor popped his head out of the last exit door on the other 

side of the car, glanced around, hopped off the staircase, 

reached in and dragged out a bag, and another, and extended a 

hand. Milena grabbed it, leaned into his arms. He set her down 

on the gravel, and in the ringing silence they whispered, their 

breath steaming, picked up the bags, stole along the wall and 

faltered, and stopped dead in their tracks.  

Katya’s polished porcelain face regarded them with its 

painted-on eyes. Her head twitched and dipped to the side like 

that of a bird that spotted a worm. 

Milena uttered a small choking noise. 

“Don’t look.” Egor grabbed her arm. “Look at me. Listen, 

there’s no need to be scared. It’s an illusion, a trick of the 

shadows—you said so yourself.” 

“I know. You don’t need to remind me.” 

“I’m not. I’m simply making a point. Come on. We’ll go out 

the other end.” 

They turned around and took a couple steps and stopped, 

blocked by Inga and Lyuba, their lips turned up in identical 

frozen smiles, the pearls and the sequins on their Swan Lake 

costumes twinkling faintly. 

“Another illusion?”  
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“Shhh! Don’t talk. Let’s go around them.” 

Milena didn’t move. “They look awfully real for an 

illusion, Egor.” 

“Do your dreams look real to you?” 

“Do you take me for an idiot?” 

“Hey, hey...keep it down. You’re too loud. They’re not 

there, I’m telling you. Try touching them. You’ll see.” 

“Why don’t you try it yourself?” 

“I can’t. I’m carrying the bags.” 

“You can put them d—” Milena jumped and spun around.  

Katya made a sharp quick movement, poking Milena with her 

index finger, then she opened her arms and swung them gracefully 

and closed her hands around Milena’s neck and squeezed. 
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CHAPTER 43 

“No. No. No. You got it wrong, silly. Not these. Not yet.”  

The voice came from the hole that was Grigory Vasilievich’s 

face. It crackled and sputtered and boomed up and down the 

tunnel. He rocked on his feet, his head inclined, his darkness 

black and thick in the dying twilight.  

“Get me corps de ballet. These can wait.”  

He stopped fiddling with something in his pocket and pulled 

out his hand and motioned to the scattered figures that screamed 

and ran about and stumbled and fell and got up, and ran about 

again, and he chuckled, and shook his head. 

“Look at them, going every which way.” 

He swiftly moved to them and between them, picking out the 

corps de ballet girls and rushing them into the car, and Katya 

let go of Milena’s neck and stalked after him, Lyuba and Inga 

behind her, and behind them Nikita. They moved noiselessly, in 

sporadic bursts, now striding in long, easy steps, now standing 
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still and poised, watching the hustle of bodies with fixed 

intensity. 

At the door to the car Grigory Vasilievich motioned them 

inside and drove his hands in his pockets and stepped back. They 

nodded, gripped the handholds and climbed the stairs, their 

satin ballet shoes making no noise. Then they were gone and the 

doors clashed shut and locked, from the car came a chorus of 

agonized cries. It seemed to scream in a body, as a many-voiced 

thing, and it rattled and shook and sobbed and moaned, and after 

a time it stopped shaking and only squirmed, and then that 

stopped too and there was no movement, no sound.  

The train stood still. 

White faces appeared in the windows, their breath not 

fogging up the glass, their eyes not blinking, lips not moving. 

They watched the figures huddled outside, watched Grigory 

Vasilievich talk to them, watched them walk to the cars and 

disappear and enter the corridor and stand stock-still and gape 

at them, swoon, push back, cry out, slam the vestibule door, tug 

on the handle, whimper.  

The faces were smiling. They were perfect faces perched on 

top of perfect necks that were connected to a row of perfect 

bodies: white china skin, white bodices, white tutus. They were 

so similar, like so many copies of one, only the color of their 

hair, their eyes, and the build of their bodies differed 

slightly. The illusion was that of a life-sized, doll-like Swan 
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Lake cast that, once onstage, would dance with the type of 

flawless synchronicity and technical brilliance that was out of 

reach for faulty living dancers. 

They watched them, their flesh, sweaty, stinky, shaky. 

Their painted-on eyes held their living eyes in stiff reproach 

of their messy, disordered existence that wasn’t suited to the 

art of ballet, that insulted it, dirtied it, hurt it. 

“Well? How do you like them?”  

Grigory Vasilievich stood at the other end of the car, the 

dust and the shadows of him bent over Tanechka.  

“I like them a lot, papa! They’re so pretty.” 

“Pretty like you, my little ballerina.” 

“Will they dance for me now?” 

“Not yet.” 

“But when, papa? When? I’m tired of waiting!” She stomped 

her foot and crossed her arms and tucked in her chin, her 

pigtails swinging. 

Grigory Vasilievich hunkered down in front of her, and 

across the corridor, in the flock of trembling dancers Olesya 

went rigid and found and gripped Dima’s hand and backed off into 

him, and his back hit the vestibule door.  

“You’ve waited this long, haven’t you?” The darkness was 

saying. “Can’t you wait just a little longer?” 

“How much longer?” 

“Just a tiny little bit.” 
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“One second?” 

Grigory Vasilievich chuckled. “No, that’s too fast.” 

“Ten seconds? Twenty?” 

“Let’s make it an hour. How about that? Can you wait one 

hour?” 

“That’s too long.” 

“Come.” The darkness reached for her hand. “I’ll let you 

drive the train. Not some silly toy, silly toys are for babies. 

A real moving train! What do you say to that? Sounds like fun?” 

Tanechka’s lips twitched and parted. She flicked her eyes 

back across the car and they met Olesya’s eyes and held them, 

and Olesya sunk her fingers deep in Dima’s arm and slowly moved 

her head from side to side, and a word came up her throat and 

sat on her tongue like a dark deposit, and she wanted to say it 

but it wouldn’t come and her mouth worked and shaped it without 

sound. 

“No.” 

Tanechka looked away. “Yes, papa!” she said, her voice too 

bright, too chipper. “That sounds like fun!” 

They left. 

Olesya licked her lips. They were salty. She didn’t know 

she was crying. 
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CHAPTER 44 

They sidled past the dead ballerinas, their backs pressed 

against the doors, their bellies sucked in, brushing the tutus 

that swished and rustled in the vacant silence. They got to the 

vestibule, stopped and looked back at the row of white standing 

perfectly still—white skin, white tulle, white feathers—packed 

along the gold of the lights and the red of the drapes and the 

plush of the carpet, all thirty-two heads turned as one, eyes 

watching, lips smiling.  

“Jesus,” Veronika said. “Close the door, Milena. Close the 

damn door!”  

“Why? Don’t they look lovely?” Milena gazed at them 

absently, her face smooth and relaxed, her neck purple with 

bruises, the sleeve of her fur coat ripped, the collar dirty. “I 

love looking at them. I—” 

“That’s enough.” Alla Borisovna snapped. “My head is 

splitting with all this incessant chatter.” 
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Milena started saying something else.  

Egor cupped her mouth. “Shhh.”  

“Olesya, lead on.” Alla Borisovna swiveled her head. “Get 

away from there, Taras. Let Olesya do it.” 

“But she’s—” 

“For goodness’s sake, Temnenko! Shut your trap! Or have you 

gone deaf?” 

“But—” 

Alla Borisovna thrust a bony finger at him. “I hear one 

more word out of you, boy, you can kiss your career goodbye. Is 

that clear?” 

Taras nodded curtly. 

“Yes or no?” 

“Yes, Alla Borisovna. Clear as vodka.” His swollen lips 

stretched into a scowl. He glared at Olesya through his broken 

glasses. 

“Please.” Alla Borisovna waved her hand at the gangway in 

the same graceful arc she waved when asking Olesya to step into 

the center of the studio, to dance solo. Her mouth pinched in a 

ghost of a smile. 

Olesya stared at her for a moment, then gripped the handle 

and opened the gangway door and walked in. Dima followed her, 

then Natasha, Galka, Veronika and Taras. Egor led Milena by the 

hand. Alla Borisovna walked in last and closed the door behind 

her and stepped through and closed the second door.  
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“Please.” She motioned. 

Olesya nodded and opened the door to the corridor. “After 

you, Alla Borisovna.” 

“Very well.” She swiftly walked in and turned and folded 

her arms, snatching at her button. “What are you standing there 

like idiots? Move.” 

Natasha sidestepped Taras. He bumped her foot, and she 

stumbled and clutched at the wall. 

“Ah, fuck. I’m sorry.” 

“Asshole,” she whispered. 

“Hey, I heard that.” 

“Ha!” Galka said. “That’s great news, Taras. Maybe you’ve 

finally learned to listen.” 

“Shove off, Solomina. No one asked your—Ow!” 

“Sorry.” Galka grinned, her eyes hard as steel. “Your face 

was in my way.” 

Taras held his jaw, his eyes watering.  

“Why don’t you watch where you’re going? Stupid cunt.” Egor 

let go of Milena and lunged for Galka. She jumped into the 

corridor and spun around and faced him, her nostrils flaring. 

Dima snatched her arm, pulled her back behind him, pressed his 

hands against the walls, blocking Egor. “Is there a problem?” 

Galka tapped on his shoulder. “Thanks, Dima, but no thanks. 

I can deal with him on my own.” 

“What on earth is going on?” Alla Borisovna flounced up to 
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them, forced them apart. “What is this cockfighting? Look at 

you. My dancers. My beautiful, delicate dancers! Where are you? 

You’re like two roosters with your feathers all ruffled. What’s 

this language I heard you use, Zolotov? Repeat what you said.” 

Egor’s eyes narrowed. “Cunt.” 

Alla Borisovna choked on her breath. “Pardon me?” 

“Cunt, Alla Borisovna. It’s a word I like to use for stupid 

women. I can repeat it for you as many times as you’d like me 

to. How many times do you want me to say it? One? Two? Ten?” 

The car was dead silent. No one breathed. 

Alla Borisovna’s face had gone grey, her little eyes 

shrunk, black as pips. She looked at Egor for some time, and 

when she spoke, her voice was soft, calm, measured. “Who do you 

think you are to speak to me like that?” 

Egor took a step back. “There’s no—” 

“You think because you have a little prick in those fancy 

pants of yours that your famous papa and mama smuggled for you 

from abroad so you could flaunt your tight buttocks at the girls 

to get them in bed—you think just because of that little pecker 

you have permission to insult women?” 

He stared at her. “Leave my parents alone. My parents—” 

Alla Borisovna spoke over him without missing a beat. “I 

know you call me Krysa behind my back. I know you think I’m an 

ugly old hag who has nothing better to do with her time but to 

spy on you in your dressing rooms and weave intrigues and nurse 
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my injured pride. If you think you can scare me with this cocky 

attitude of yours, think again. I’ve been through a drill you’ve 

never dreamed of, Egor Zolotov. I hope to God you never—” 

He spat. “I don’t have to listen to this.” 

“Oh, yes you do. You will.” 

He raised his hand. She intercepted it, clasping her bony 

fingers around his wrist with terrible strength. “Do you know 

what I used to do to boys like you in my youth? I see that you 

don’t. Very well. In the interest of time—as it seems you don’t 

get what you’re told until you’re shown—you’ve always been slow, 

Zolotov, one of the slowest in my troupe. I regret now that I’ve 

succumbed to your parents’ pleas to make you a principal, but—” 

Egor’s eyes opened wide. “That’s a lie!” 

“—it hardly matters now...as I was saying, in the interest 

of time I’ll have to demonstrate this for you, to put an end to 

this farce.” 

She was quick. Her bony hand shot out and closed on the 

crotch of his pants and twisted. Egor’s eyes popped out of their 

sockets, his mouth hung open, and for a second or two he made no 

noise, then he squeaked, and Milena burst into giggles. 

“Do not insult me again. Understand?”  

Alla Borisovna released her grip, wrapped her cardigan 

tighter, pushed Dima aside, strode to her compartment and 

slammed the door shut. They heard the click of the lock. 

Egor stood doubled-over, gasping for breath. 
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Milena’s giggles changed to snorts of laughter. 

The dancers stared at them, fixed to the spot. 
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CHAPTER 45 

“Good evening, girls and boys.”  

Grigory Vasilievich’s charming, theatrical voice poured 

from the speakers with the fizz of the static, and in the 

background the orchestra tuned and the audience murmured and 

buzzed in their seats.  

“And an especially good evening to the renown Bolshoi 

Ballet choreographer Alla Borisovna Krysanova. Alla Borisovna, 

I’ve heard much about you and your accomplishments. I’m stunned. 

Words elude me. As you can tell, I’m your fan, been a fan of 

your productions for years. It’s my great privilege to witness 

the apogee of your career, and my pleasure to be in your 

presence while doing so. I’m counting on you, Alla Borisovna, 

not to disappoint me with tonight’s performance. There won’t be 

any other. I know you know this.”  

He paused for a moment.  

“Glad we're in agreement. Of course it’s possible. Anything 
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you ask. I’ll have the conductor serve it.  

“And now,” his voice boomed louder, “back to you, girls and 

boys, and to my sweet little ballerina. I’m absolutely ecstatic 

to announce that this is a Swan-Lake-bound Trans-Urban Blitz-

Express train. Please get in your compartments. Stand clear of 

the closing doors. The train will be moving shortly.  

“You’ll find your costumes laid out for you on your berths. 

You’ll change, do you hair and makeup, and start limbering up. I 

don’t want any of you to get injured. I want those bodies warm 

and ready to dance, and not just dance, but dance your absolute 

best. Anything less than that may result in your immediate 

removal from the stage. You have an hour. You know what to do.” 

The static popped. The intercoms went dead. 

The doors to compartments slid shut and locked. The train 

jolted, gave a high-pitched whistle and smoothly rolled, quickly 

gaining speed. 
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CHAPTER 46 

Olesya’s fingers refused to bend. She forced her thumbs inside 

the tights, clumsily gathered one leg to the toe, stretched it 

over her foot and pulled. A narrow rip ran down the leg.    

“Damn it.” 

She fished in her cosmetic bag, took out clear nail polish, 

dabbed both ends of the rip, blew on them to dry, eased the 

tights up her hips and froze, her thumbs tucked in the 

waistline. 

The darkness was with her, close to her. Behind her. It 

briefly touched her naked back, running a finger of cold 

stinging air from the nape of her neck to the base of her spine. 

Her skin bristled with goosebumps. 

“Papa?”  

When she turned he was gone, and on top of the tutu lay a 

flesh pair of tights, folded neatly.  

Olesya shuddered, held her head in both hands, closed her 



Anske / TUBE / 229 

 

eyes, opened them, peeled off the ruined tights, tossed them to 

the floor, put on the new ones, then the bodice, the tutu, the 

pointes... 

Someone knocked on the door. 

Olesya’s stomach lurched. She snapped the compact mirror 

closed, dropped it in her cosmetic bag and sat still. 

“Who is it?” 

“It’s me, Olesya. It’s Alla Borisovna. Can you open the 

door, please?” 

“Just a moment, Alla Borisovna.” She stood and reached for 

the latch and before she touched it, it twitched and flipped 

open. Olesya jerked her hand back. 

The door opened a crack. Alla Borisovna inserted her head, 

squeezed in her body, slid the door shut, locked it and perched 

on the edge of the berth, her hands on her knees. There was no 

button to twist, no gray cardigan, no gray skirt. She wore an 

elegant black velvet dress, the same one she wore for every 

premiere of a new production—no doubt smuggled home from abroad. 

You simply couldn’t buy a dress like that nor buy the fabric to 

sew it. 

A string of pearls ran around her neck, matching pearls 

studded her ears. Her hair was glossy, smoothed in a bun. A 

touch of makeup made her look almost beautiful, her face set in 

composed resolve, the sort of resolve she acquired minutes 

before show time, flouncing about backstage, inspecting their 
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hair, their costumes, their feet, giving last second directions, 

admonishments, warnings.  

She searched Olesya’s eyes, glanced her over from head to 

toe. “I see you’re ready.” 

“Yes, Alla Borisovna.” 

“Good.” 

“Does this mean...” Olesya faltered. “Am I still part of 

the troupe? You haven’t—” 

Alla Borisovna clapped her hands. “For goodness sake, 

Belaya! Why on earth would I fire you? You’re my best dancer. 

You have an ideal ballet body, petite, slim as a birch, with 

classic flawless proportions. Small head, small bust, narrow 

hips, long delicate arms and legs, high insteps. Have you never 

looked at yourself in the mirror? You’re every choreographer’s 

dream, Olesya, quiet, hard-working, disciplined, always early 

for class, never complaining, never showing any pain on your 

face no matter how much it hurts, with a body that’s 

aesthetically pleasing, flexible, strong without the muscles 

overly pronounced. And your dancing! When you’re onstage, you 

have this uncanny ability to transcend music, you get above 

music, you float. In all my years of working as a choreographer, 

you’re the most talented ballerina I’ve ever had the privilege 

to train. Understand?” 

Her last word slowly dissolved in the air.  

“You’ve never told me any of this,” Olesya said quietly. 
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“Of course I didn’t. It would’ve gone to your head and 

spoiled everything you’ve achieved. I want you to go far, 

Olesya. Hear me? I want you to be the best of the best. Better 

than Plisetskaya. I want you to be our next prima.” 

Olesya’s heart was pounding, blood rushed to her face. 

“Then why did you tell everyone that I’m unfit to dance?” 

“Who told you this?” 

“Does it really matter?” 

Alla Borisovna waved a dismissive hand. “Don’t believe 

everything you hear. I might’ve had a moment of doubt, is all.” 

“Your moment of doubt made me want to take my life.” 

Olesya’s eyes brimmed with tears. She blinked them away. “Have 

you never felt like this? Isn’t this why you’ve chosen ballet? 

There’s nothing else worth living for, except ballet, is there? 

There’s nothing—” she cut herself short, looked out the window, 

at the passing plains blue in the light of the night. 

“Don’t take offense with me,” Alla Borisovna snapped. 

Olesya looked back at her, vacant. “I’m not.” 

“Yes, you are. I know you are. Who wouldn’t? I would, if I 

were you.” She reached up and fiddled with the pearls, rolling 

them between the tips of her trembling fingers. 

“I’m not offended, Alla Borisovna. Honestly, I’m not.” 

“I don’t see how this could be true. Explain.” 

Olesya sighed. “Anyone would think me crazy, it’s only 

natural. I myself thought that I was going crazy. I don’t think 
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this anymore, though. I just understood something, something 

that’s been ruling my life since I can remember.” 

“And what is that, pray tell?” 

Olesya looked at Alla Borisovna for some time before 

speaking. “I’m tired of being perfect.” 

Alla Borisovna raised her brows. 

“I’ve always wanted to be perfect.” A tear spilled down 

Olesya’s cheek. Another. “I did everything I could to be 

perfect. For papa.” Her chin trembled, and she had to stop 

talking. Her face was wet with tears. She wiped them, smearing 

mascara, but the new ones kept coming, and she gave up and put 

her hands in her lap. 

“I wanted him to like me. But it was never enough, and I 

tried so hard, I wanted to prove to him that I could be as 

perfect as he wanted me, because I thought that maybe then he’d 

love me. He told me he loved me, he told me all the time, and 

yet...as little as I was, I must’ve sensed that it was a lie, 

that he loved another, my sister Tanechka who died when she was 

five, and all he did was try and shape me to her image, or 

rather, to an image of perfection he created in his mind for 

her, because I don’t think my father was capable of love. He 

never loved. He never loved my mother.” Olesya hitched a gust of 

air, sobs tearing out of her chest. 

Alla Borisovna took a towel off the hook and dabbed 

Olesya’s face. “Go on.” 
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Olesya breathed in and out through pressed lips several 

times, waited for her breath to steady.  

“Well, I don’t want to be perfect for him, not anymore. I 

don’t have to. He’s dead. He’s been dead for a decade. But 

that’s not what I understood. I tried to be perfect for him, you 

see, not for me. And I don’t have to be perfect for me. I can 

just be me, the way I am, without trying anything. I can dance 

if I want to. Or I can stop dancing and do something else. It 

won’t mean that my life has ended. I can be as imperfect as I 

want to be, and I can still be loveable. He was the wrong person 

to expect love from. There was never anything wrong with me, 

there was something wrong with him. He was the one who was 

crazy, not me. I just never saw it before, until now.” She 

looked up, her whole body shaking. 

Alla Borisovna sat absolutely still. She was pale as death, 

her gaze dull and distant. 

“Did I say something—” 

“Pardon me, Olesya,” she said flatly. “I have to check on 

the rest of you...before we arrive.” She rose and quietly left, 

and Olesya sat staring at the door, the last of her tears 

drying, her mouth gaping. 



Anske / TUBE / 234 

 

CHAPTER 47 

The train slowed and came to a halt—no screeching brakes, no 

dinging bells, no whistle.  

It stood in the middle of a huge rail yard scored with 

tracks, furrowed with snow that was purple-red in the dying 

light and in the dim red glow of the many semaphores standing 

tall and dark over the trains, the engines, the unhitched single 

cars, their hulls empty, rusted, windows shattered, the fog 

licking them with thick drifting tongues that swirled under and 

through and above them. 

“A train graveyard.” 

Olesya flinched at the sound of her voice. She breathed on 

the glass, wiped it with the towel, cupped her face and peered 

out.  

The trains were motionless, their shapes grotesque, the 

holes in their sides gaping black and the blackness moving. It 

thickened and bulged and spilled in trickling streams and crept 



Anske / TUBE / 235 

 

to the darkness that leaked out of TUBE: Trans-Urban Blitz-

Express and pooled at their wheels and rose and mingled and 

merged— 

Olesya leaned back, her heart thudding.  

She wiped her palms on the towel, licked her lips, wiped 

her spit off the window, pressed the side of her face to the 

glass and cupped it with one hand and stared ahead to the engine 

where the darkness was one with the blackness and the shadows 

stood still and the dust slowly settled on the flakes of the 

rust and the peels of the paint, and she knew they were talking 

as she knew her heartbeat and her breath and the taste in her 

mouth, sharp and bitter, and the blackness was one with the 

darkness, viscous, dense, then it parted quickly and slithered 

back, and first one of the trains has moved, then another, then 

two more, and the whole rail yard came to creaking bumping life, 

and Olesya missed the knock on the door. 

She heard the latch flip open and turned. 

“Oh no...” 

There it hung, the white American smile, beaming wide 

across the face of the conductor, fixed in servitude, his eyes 

painted flat, his cap and his uniform new, gleaming red, his 

shoes polished. He held a tray in his hands, on it silverware, 

napkins, an empty glass, a plate with something wrapped in 

gilded paper, tied with a red ribbon, and a glass bottle filled 

with something white. 
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The smell of their kitchen filled Olesya’s nostrils, the 

smell she walked into on the night of her first pointes recital 

and sat on the chair without taking off her hat or her coat or 

her boots, looking across the table set with food for her 

birthday dinner, watching mama’s mouth move and say words that 

made no sense, words like ‘papa’ and ‘died’ and ‘accident’ and 

‘trains,’ and they sounded wrong, they were wrong, they were 

about someone else’s papa, not her papa who was coming for 

dinner, he was, he promised, he was just late for her recital 

and that was okay, there would be more recitals, she’d dance 

again for him, she’d dance better. He got delayed at work, that 

was all, he often got delayed, but he was coming home, she knew 

it, he was. Olesya pulled off her mitten and slid her hand into 

her coat pocket and fiddled with Tyubik, rocking its wheels back 

and forth, back and forth, and it took mama several times to 

repeat ‘he’s not coming back’ for Olesya to hear her.  

She sat very still for a time, her eyes fixed, her forehead 

beading with sweat, then she slowly took off her hat, unbuttoned 

her coat, freed her arms, picked up a plate, cut herself a big 

slice of wild strawberry sharlotka and began eating it 

methodically, bite after bite, and mama was telling her 

something, then she was screaming, then the phone rang and mama 

stormed out of the kitchen, and Olesya cut herself another 

slice, ate it, cut one more, ate that too and burped and stood, 

left her plate and fork unwashed, pulled off the coat and the 
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boots on her way from the kitchen to her room and there, without 

undressing, crawled into bed and stared into darkness, listening 

to the doorbell ding and the door slam open and the feet 

stomping in and the voices whispering and sobbing and sighing, 

and after a while she slept, her stomach full, her lips sticky 

sweet. 

Olesya could taste this sweetness from the smell alone. Her 

mouth filled with saliva, her stomach gurgled. She clutched at 

it, dizzy with hunger. 

The conductor stepped in on stiff unbending legs, placed 

the tray on the folding table and bowed and stood still. 

Olesya didn’t hear him leave, didn’t hear Veronika yelp 

when he opened her compartment, didn’t hear the trains outside 

creak and bang, hitching the cars.  

She held her hand in the air for a moment, then tugged on 

the ribbon and pulled. The bow untied, the ribbon slipped from 

her hand and unfurled to the floor and sat there in a satiny 

squiggle. Olesya opened the crinkly paper with shaking fingers 

and saw what was inside and forgot where she was. She closed her 

eyes, breathed in, opened them, her heart quick in her, her skin 

tingling. She picked up the chicken cutlet and in a couple bites 

wolfed it down, licking her fingers, popped open the bottle of 

kefir, drank half, wiped her lips with the back of her hand, bit 

into the second cutlet, chewed, swallowed, then stopped, half a 

cutlet in her hand, her eyes pinned to a fat slice of wild 



Anske / TUBE / 238 

 

strawberry sharlotka, the baked-in berries dotting the creamy 

sponge cake with dark red. She finished the cutlet, cringed at 

the cramps in her stomach, waited for them to subside, unrolled 

the napkin and picked up the fork. 
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CHAPTER 48 

Olesya reached for the last of the sharlotka, saw Dima sitting 

across the table and started, her mouth stuffed with cake. 

“Hey. Sorry. The door was open and...did that...did the 

conductor...” 

She nodded and chewed fast, trying to swallow it all and 

choking and blushing to the roots of her hair. 

“So you saw. He brought me food too. I couldn’t eat it.”  

Dima lifted a hand to his face and stopped, and lowered it. 

He wore full stage makeup, and he was dressed in his Prince 

Siegfried costume—white satin doublet embroidered with gold, 

white tights, white ballet slippers.  

“That looks good. What is it?” 

Olesya chewed. 

“Looks like something special.” 

She swallowed and licked her lips and stifled a burp. 

“It’s a wild strawberry sharlotka. Mama used to bake it for 
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my birthday every year. The last time I ate it was ten years 

ago. I just couldn’t help myself. I shouldn’t have.”  

She pushed the plate away. The small crumbly piece of the 

cake looked at her with many red berry-eyes. She snatched the 

plate and shoved it in the trash, then picked up the tray and 

tipped it over the trash basket. The silverware tinkled over the 

glass and the half-full bottle toppled over and spilled thick 

white kefir over her hand and she shrieked, grabbed the towel, 

wiped her hand, stuffed the towel in the basket, pushed it under 

the table, her chest heaving. 

“I want to throw up.” 

Dima rose. “Oh. Do you need—” 

“I want to get it out of me...I want it out me!” She pushed 

two fingers in her mouth and pressed down on her tongue and 

retched, bending over. Dima held her.  

She retched again. Nothing came out. 

“I don’t want it in me. I want it out! Out!” 

She was shaking, drooling whitish saliva in long stringy 

ropes that stretched and broke and plopped to the carpet. 

“Why did I eat it? Why? I shouldn’t have—” 

“You were hungry.” 

“It doesn’t matter. I could’ve ignored it. I could’ve—” 

“Stop.” Dima lifted her face. “Don’t do this.”  

“Please.” Tears were streaming down her face in streaks of 

leaking mascara. “Help me get it out. I can’t...it’s sitting 
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there...like a dead stone...it’s like...I can’t...” 

“It’s okay.” He pressed her head to his chest. 

“Don’t. What are you doing?” She pushed him away. “You’ll 

dirty your doublet.” 

“Fuck the doublet. I don’t care.” 

“No, Dima, you—” she froze. 

“I see you liked my sharlotka. It was good, wasn’t it? Way 

better than your mama’s. Wouldn’t you say?”  

Grigory Vasilievich lightly rocked on the balls of his 

heels in the doorway, his featureless face exuding a smile that 

wasn’t there, yet it was. He was smiling, and he was nodding, 

and his darkness was thick with pleasure and throbbing 

excitement, and it churned and roiled in waves that were black. 

His darkness was black. 

“You’ll have a large audience, my little ballerina. I made 

sure of that. I wouldn’t want you to dance in an empty theater 

after all, that’d be an insult to your perfection, to your 

faultless performance. It’ll be a one of a kind Swan Lake show, 

you’ll see. Unique, exquisite. It deserves to be seen, 

appreciated, admired. It took me some time, I admit, and we’re 

running a little late, but don’t you worry. We’ll be on our way 

in a minute, shouldn’t take us more than half-an-hour to get 

there. Remember how you always rushed me to get to your ballet 

class on time? ‘Hurry up, papa! Hurry! We’ll be late!’ Were we 

ever late? Ever?” 
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He extended an arm and a black empty finger and traced a 

line down Olesya’s cheek. 

She recoiled, cupping it. 

Dima stepped around her, moved her behind him. 

Grigory Vasilievich retracted back to the door. 

“Not once, silly. We weren’t late once. I drove you fast, 

very fast. You looked scared, but I knew that you liked it. You 

liked a fast ride. The thrill, the—” 

“Get out,” Dima spat. 

The blackness condensed. “I’m sorry. Repeat that?” 

Dima stepped up to the edge of it, to the cold swirling 

dust that froze his skin and raised the hairs on his neck. He 

took a breath and plunged his face inside it. It stung, it bit, 

it burned his eyes. He shut them tight, forced his mouth open 

and gagged at the swarm of the dust that singed his throat and 

rasped, “Get. Out. Now.” 

The blackness withdrew. 

Dima staggered back, gasping for air, his face frostbitten, 

his lips cracked and bleeding. 

“Dima!” Olesya snatched a towel.  

He took it from her, dabbed at his mouth. 

The darkness was back to Grigory Vasilievich, rocking 

slightly, his hands in his pockets, his large head inclined. 

“Well, looks like your dancing partner wants to play games 

with me. And why not? That sounds like fun. As a gracious host 



Anske / TUBE / 243 

 

of this venture, I shall oblige him. I’m quite fond of games 

myself. Besides, we’re already late, might as well be late all 

the way. I hope you realize,” he said to Dima, “that you’re 

alive only because my daughter can’t dance her part without you. 

I’ve considered that other boy, the one I’m keeping as a backup, 

the blond one, but he’s just not as good. Too slow, too 

pretentious. No love for the art of ballet, only for himself. I 

despise dancers like that, they never do well. They have no 

talent, no substance, only pride and vanity. Arrogant, pretty 

shells—” 

“You mean, like baba Zina’s figurines?” Olesya said. 

Grigory Vasilievich ignored her, but she glimpsed him 

clutching something in his pocket, clutching it hard, almost 

crushing it, and she wondered if she’d move fast enough, if she 

could grab it out of his hand and smash it in the door and— 

“—so you don’t think I’m praising you, boy.” He went on. 

“I’m not. I’m simply trying to get you to understand that once 

your part is over, I’ll have no further use of you.” 

“Why tell me this?” Dima said. “Why show me so much care? 

Why not just kill me after, without warning?” 

Grigory Vasilievich shook his head. “Your thinking poorly 

of me only shows me that you think poorly of yourself. It 

wouldn’t be civil on my part to simply butcher you now, would 

it? Not after you’ve been civil with me, or at least tried to, 

in your own uncultured way. I’m not surprised, really, I’m more 
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surprised at my daughter. I was hoping she’d inherit my fine 

taste, hoped I cultivated it in her, but no, she turns around 

and picks a boy from a simple military family. Mother dead, 

father drinking. What do you expect?” 

“Now,” he cut Dima off who moved as if to strike him and 

stopped, “you will clean up this mess on your faces, both of 

you, and reapply your makeup. I want you two to look pretty, not 

like someone just died on you. However, as promised—and you 

know, my sweet, I always do what I promise...I promised to come 

back and I did, didn’t I?—here’s a little game we’re going to 

play. I hope you find it entertaining. Look out the window.” 

Olesya and Dima turned and squeezed to the window and 

looked. 

In the blue of the night, in the reddish glow of the 

semaphores, in the black of the shadows, a figure hopped over 

the tracks, a backpack bouncing on its shoulders, the collar of 

the peacoat turned up, the ushanka dusted with snow that was 

coming down hard in flakes as thick as goose down. The figure 

stopped and furtively glanced around. Something glistened on its 

face. 

“Taras,” Olesya breathed. “How did he—” 

“Shit,” Dima said. “Look.” 

Olesya cupped her face and leaned on the glass and 

squinted. The rail yard was empty. Every train and engine and 

car had vanished, gone off somewhere, and behind Taras stood 
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Grigory Vasilievich, his hand on the lever of a railroad switch. 

Taras turned around, saw him, dropped his backpack and 

started running. He stepped on the tracks and his foot slipped 

off and wedged between the blades. In that moment Grigory 

Vasilievich jammed the lever down. There was an audible scrape 

of metal on metal, a clang. Taras jerked, grabbed his leg and 

screamed. 

“Bastard.” Dima looked at Olesya. She was white as sheet. 

They spun around and stopped dead.  

Tanechka stood in the door, her eyes round. 

“Oh! Real ballet dancers in real costumes! You’re so 

pretty!” She clapped her hands and did a little hop. “Papa said 

I can stay with you until we arrive!” she announced brightly, 

then lowered her voice and glanced sideways. “He told me to 

watch you, so you won’t sneak out and do something stupid. Don’t 

tell him I told you, okay? It’s our secret.” 
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CHAPTER 49 

The engine rumbled, muffling Taras’s screams, and the train 

started moving, going backward, crossing the tracks at a slight 

diagonal, shunting great weight that creaked and bumped and 

rattled in the echoey night. 

Olesya glanced at Dima.  

He peeked over Tanechka’s head.  

The corridor was empty, looking spotless, the red of the 

paneling buffed to mirror-like gloss, the plush of the drapes 

and the carpet brushed, the gold polished, the lights bright. 

The drapes were drawn and the fold-down seats were up and the 

compartments were closed. A few doors down someone was crying 

softly, and over the crying, at the end of the car, someone 

belted Swan Lake in a high-pitched voice that was sharply cut 

off. In the pocket of silence something rustled in the 

vestibule, stopped.  

A white face looked at Dima through the window in the 
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vestibule door, joined by another, and two more. 

He recoiled. 

Olesya looked at him. 

He slowly shook his head. 

“Don’t think about it,” Tanechka said, her pigtails 

swinging. “I’m not stupid. I know what you want. You want to go 

outside and help your friend. Well, you can’t. Papa said you’re 

to stay with me. He said if I let you go, he won’t let me watch 

you dance, and I want that very much. It’s your special present 

for me, for my birthday. I’ve been waiting for it for so long! I 

don’t want to wait anymore or I’ll get mad.” She pouted and 

stomped her foot. 

Dima sat on the edge of the berth, their faces leveled. 

“Hey, listen,” he reached for Tanechka’s hand.  

Her mouth twisted. Her big gray eyes flashed yellow and 

shrunk, and she snarled at him, her teeth clicking shut right 

before his nose. He jumped back, breathing hard. 

Tanechka grinned, her eyes back to normal.  

“That was fun!” she said. “Let’s do it again.” 

“Tanechka,” Olesya said gently, “would you like to—” 

“Oh, can I touch it? Please? Please?” 

“Touch what?” 

“Your tutu,” she whispered, her eyes shining. 

“Of course you can touch it. Go ahead.” 

Olesya fluffed up the tutu for her, and Tanechka timidly 
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touched it and ran the layers of tulle through her little 

fingers and poked the pearls on the bodice with the tip of her 

finger, and then, breathing softly into Olesya’s face an odor of 

dust and earth and something animal, something feral, her 

freckles so close Olesya could see their irregular shapes blend 

and merge into bigger spots on the bridge of her nose, she 

reached for the headpiece. Olesya bent her head. Tanechka 

carefully stroked the feathers. 

“Are these real swan feathers?” 

“No, I don’t think they’re real. I think—” 

“They’re not?” Tanechka’s eyes narrowed. 

“Well, maybe they are,” Olesya said quickly. “Dima, what do 

you think?” 

“Sure they’re real,” he said, dabbing at his bleeding lip. 

“You know why?” 

Tanechka turned to him. “Why?” 

“Because your beautiful sister makes them real. She’s a 

real swan, did you know that? Only real swans can dance in Swan 

Lake.” 

“That’s stupid!” Tanechka said. “It’s just a costume.” 

“No, it’s not. Trust me.” 

Olesya’s eyes widened. She stared at Dima.  

He was looking at Tanechka. “Ask your papa. He’ll tell you 

the same.” 

“Hmmm,” Tanechka twisted her pigtail around her finger. 
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“He’ll be mad at you if you’re wrong. He’ll kill you on the 

spot.” 

The train stopped with a sudden jolt and a screech of the 

brakes and reversed, moving forward, gathering speed.  

“Shit,” Dima mouthed, sat up straight, spread his legs and 

leaned slightly forward, glanced at the door, at Olesya.  

She nodded, placed her feet flat on the floor. 

They both looked at Tanechka who gasped and snorted into a 

hand and pointed between Dima’s legs. “I can see it! I can see 

your Tyubik!” 

Olesya went cold all over. 

Dima dropped his eyes to his crotch and quickly covered it 

with his hands, his face scarlet. He said something to Tanechka, 

faltering, something about boys and dancing and tights, and 

Tanechka answered something, something about it being too funny, 

and Olesya tried to grasp at their words but they twisted and 

slipped away into a squall of ringing hammering noise that came 

from her chest, and she sat absolutely still, and gradually the 

noise subsided. 

“—magic like papa’s?” Tanechka was asking. “Papa’s Tyubik 

can grow big and squeeze out kefir! Can yours do it too?” Then 

she lowered her voice and came up to Dima and whispered loudly 

close to his ear. “He makes me lick it, but I don’t like it. It 

doesn’t taste like kefir, it tastes bad, like stinky cheese.” 

She wrinkled her nose and added with a deep sigh, “he has a new 
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Tyubik now, it’s black and hard, and I don’t like it poking me. 

It hurts. And it doesn’t make kefir. I liked the other one 

better. It was softer.” 

Dima stared at Olesya. 

She wasn’t moving, her mouth half-open, her skin gray. The 

compartment swam around her, round and round and round— 

“—did you kiss him?” Tanechka’s voice broke through. “Papa 

said you did. Did you?” 

Olesya swiveled her eyes with effort, nodded. 

“Ewww!” Tanechka made a face. “Kissing is gross.” Then her 

eyes brightened. “Are you going to get married now? Because if 

you kissed him, you have to get married. Are you?” 

“I...” Olesya croaked, her mouth working. “I don’t know...”  

“Of course you will,” Tanechka said with authority. “You 

must. Because I like him. He’s nice. He’s not making me—” 

The bells started dinging, and the train whistled. 

“It’s time!” Tanechka did a little hop, grabbed Olesya’s 

hand and Dima’s hand and yanked them to their feet with feral 

strength and dragged them out of the compartment to the 

vestibule by the engine where the dead ballerinas stood 

motionless, doll-like, watching them with flat unmoving eyes and 

watching Tanechka flip open the exit door and shout, “Look! 

It’ll be fun!” 

Icy wind blasted Olesya’s face, and she reeled and clutched 

at Dima and at the handhold, smelling snow and rust and decay, 
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and there was the rattling of the wheels and the screeching of 

the breaks and the screaming. 

Taras was screaming. 

“Listen for the crunch!” Tanechka yelled and pushed Olesya. 

She gasped and leaned out.  

The beam of the headlamp flooded Taras with yellow light, 

the snow streaking through it, falling sideways, and Olesya 

thought that his face looked strange, it was naked, something 

was missing. Then she knew it—he was missing his glasses—and 

then the train hit him. His scream was cut off. He crumpled 

under the wheels with a crunch.  

The train came to a stop.  

Olesya looked down. 

Right beneath her feet, beneath the staircase, lay Taras in 

the snow, his mouth open, his eyes staring up, his peacoat 

twisted, sweater pulled up, and below it something steaming, a 

mess of something black and liquid and— 

Olesya retched, threw up. Fainted.  
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CHAPTER 50 

A lump of something hot and salty barreled up Olesya’s throat 

and from there to her eyes and spilled over. She wiped it with 

her mitten. A leather glove gripped her hand, pushed it down. A 

lipsticked mouth whispered through the holes in the white fuzzy 

hat that baba Zina knit for her in place of the rabbit fur hat 

papa wanted to buy and she refused. 

“Stand still.”  

Olesya stood still. 

The tears kept coming. They tickled her cheeks and made 

them cold and itchy and blurred the winter morning to a drab 

smudged gray and magnified the falling snowflakes to grotesque 

inflated ballerinas that circled and settled and melted on the 

black moist earth and the black wet shoes that crowded around a 

hole dug in the ground of the Vagankovskoye cemetery.  

They all stood still, those people Olesya didn’t know, 

still dark figures and still bare trees and a still black shiny 
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box, and then someone moved, a man in an ushanka and a sheepskin 

coat just like papa’s, his eyes red and puffy, cheeks raw, 

stippled with stubble, his head a bit large for his puny body, 

in his hands red carnations wrapped in cellophane. 

“Uncle Sasha,” Olesya said. 

“Shhh.” 

“Sorry, mama.” 

Mama gave her hand a sharp squeeze. 

“—when they called me and told me about Grisha—” 

Olesya flicked her eyes to the box. 

“—loved trains since I can remember, always dragged me to 

the tracks—” 

She wiggled her other hand out of her mitten. 

“—an engineer to the core, dedicated to his work—” 

Her hand found Tyubik, gripped it hard. 

“—his other love, ballet. A real balletomane—” 

Something popped in Tyubik. 

“—could make anyone laugh, no matter—” 

Blood rushed to Olesya’s face. She relaxed her grip, 

gingerly feeling the hull. 

 “—best big brother one could ever ask for.” Uncle Sasha 

wiped at his eyes. “I don’t know what else to say. Grisha was 

the one who always told the best stories, not me. And here I am, 

tongue-tied like an idiot—” 

“Come back, papa,” Olesya whispered. 
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Mama jerked her hand. 

“—will always remember—”  

“I wish you’d come back. Please.” 

“Shhh!”    

“—your generosity, your kindness, your love—” 

“You promised, papa. You said—” 

“Olesya.” 

“—you’d come back. You promised!”  

Olesya twisted out of mama’s hold, leaving the mitten in 

her hand, sprinted to the box, dropped to her knees and pounded 

on the lacquered lid with Tyubik, leaving small dents.  

“Come back! Why didn’t you come back? You lied to me! Liar! 

Liar! I hate you! I—” 

 A hand cupped Olesya’s mouth. Arms picked her up and 

dragged her away, and someone whispered in her ear to be quiet 

and rubbed her face dry, and uncle Sasha held baba Zina who was 

wailing, hollering to the gray winter sky, and Olesya shook all 

over and gasped for air and watched more people speak, and mama 

cried silently, and baba Zina hiccuped in her kerchief, leaning 

on uncle Sasha. 

The pallbearers lowered the box into the hole, and the 

mourners shuffled up and threw in handfuls of dirt, and Olesya 

dipped her mitten into the mound and threw in a handful, and 

there he was, talking to her. 

“Don’t worry, silly. I won’t be long.” 
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“But papa! You promised...” 

“I know. I’ll come back, you’ll see.” 

“Stay.” 

She tugged on his sleeve. 

“Don’t hang on me, Olesya. You know I don’t like it. I’ll 

be late. I can’t be late. People are waiting.” He glanced in the 

mirror and pushed his ushanka down his head, patted it for a 

good fit, picked up his briefcase, slung it over his shoulder. 

“You don’t have to go. You can just call in sick.” 

“That would be lying.” 

“So what? It’s my first pointes recital, my first. What if 

you’ll be delayed? What if you’ll miss it? It’s only one minute 

and twenty-six seconds.” 

“I won’t miss it. Olenka! Olenka, I’m going.” 

Olesya grabbed papa’s arm. 

“Olesya!” came from the kitchen. “Let papa go.” 

“Stay,” Olesya said. 

He squatted down in front of her. “What is it with you?” 

“I have a bad feeling.” 

“What bad feeling?” 

“That you won’t come back.” 

“That’s silly. Why wouldn’t I come back?” 

“What if the train derails? Or what if—” 

“It won’t derail. I’ll make sure of that. Now, I really 

need to go. How about you go play with Tyubik? Pretend we’re 
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playing together. Pretend it’s part of me.” 

“Which part?” 

“Whichever part you’d like.” His eyes glistened with 

something odd, something electric. “The secret part.” 

Olesya shrunk back and out of his arms. 

“That’s my girl.” He patted her head. “See you at the 

recital. You better put up a good show for me.” 

“I will, papa.” 

“Remember, I love you.” 

“I love you too.” 

He left, locking the door behind him. 

Olesya looked down at the box sprinkled with dirt and took 

Tyubik out of her pocket and held it out. The dirt twitched and 

shifted, and something dark slammed into Tyubik. It buzzed and 

squirmed in her hand. She stared at it, quickly shoved it in her 

pocket where it pulsed and wriggled in her frozen fingers, and 

she knew that she got a part of him back, a part that wasn’t 

crushed, that was whole, that was alive!  

It was always there with her. Always. 

Their secret. 
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CHAPTER 51 

Olesya sat up with a start and gasped, her windpipe rasping, her 

eyeballs popping out of her sockets. 

“Olesya! Here...hold on to me. How are you feeling?” 

“Thank God! I couldn’t bring myself to slap you anymore, I 

swear.” 

“Dima...where is Dima?” 

“He’s right there, right behind you.” 

Natasha’s made-up face hung in space and Dima’s face 

appeared next to hers and more faces behind them.  

“Do you think you can stand?” 

“Yeah...yeah, I think I can. Just a little dizzy.” 

“Stand! Jesus. Who needs her standing? We need her dancing. 

Can she dance? That’s what I’d like to know.” 

“Shut up, Veronika. You have no—” 

“Quiet! Olesya, look at me. Drink this.” 

Olesya grimaced. “What is it?” 
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“Vodka.” Alla Borisovna pushed a metal flask under her 

nose. 

“But—” 

“Do it!” 

“I’ll hold it for you.” Dima put the flask to Olesya’s lips 

and she drank. The liquid scorched her throat. She gagged and 

coughed, her eyes watering.  

“All of it.” 

She drank the rest, and the warmth hit her stomach and 

buzzed in her head, and she swayed. 

“Better?” 

“Yeah, actually.” 

“Good.” Alla Borisovna took the flask from Dima and screwed 

on the cap. “It’s what we used to do before the shows, for the 

nerves.” 

“What? You drank vodka before performing? Ha!” Galka shook 

her head. “So much for no alcohol rule.” 

The corridor came into swimming focus.  

Olesya grasped Dima’s shoulder.  

He pulled her up to her feet. “Hey. How are you feeling?” 

“I’m fine. I just need to...” she nodded at the lavatory. 

“Oh. Sure. Want me to...?” 

“No, Dima. I’ll be okay. I just need...a moment alone.” 

“I understand.” 

“Thank you.” 
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“Olesya.” 

She looked up. “Natasha! Oh, damn it. I’m so sorry. Are you 

okay? How are you holding up? I guess I just...all this...I seem 

to have completely forgotten—” 

A shrill whistle tore through the air. The car jolted and 

rocked, and with the hiss of the brakes the train started 

slowing down. 

“I’ll be right back, okay? I really need—” 

“Don’t move.” Natasha said, her face stiff. 

“What?” 

Dima’s eyes widened. “Don’t. Move.” He grabbed Olesya’s 

hand but she was already turning. 

Behind her stood Taras, slick and black in his Rothbart 

costume, his glasses gone, his eyes flat, his face smooth and 

polished and smiling. He was holding up Galka and Veronika by 

their necks like a hunter holds up his catch, two white swans 

fighting for breath, their beaks snapping, their wings whirring, 

Galka pinned to the lavatory door, Veronika pinned to the 

window. They jerked and rasped and clawed at his hands, their 

eyes bulging, their pointes barely touching the floor, flapping 

against the paneling with muffled thumps.  

Next to Taras stood Tanechka, twisting one of her pigtails 

around a finger. 

“Papa is asking which one you want to keep,” she said 

brightly. “He says you need to choose fast, or you don’t get to 



Anske / TUBE / 260 

 

keep any at all. I like this one better,” she pointed up at 

Veronika. “She’s prettier. Only I don’t like her nose, it’s too 

long. I’m afraid it’ll poke a hole in me. But her hair is so 

shiny and silvery, I like it. This other one—” 

“Both,” Olesya croaked. “I want to keep both.” Her bladder 

burned. She pressed her legs together, clenched her buttocks. 

“You can’t.” Tanechka shook her head, her pigtails 

flapping. “Papa told me you’d say this, and he said to tell you 

that you can’t keep both. You have to pick—one or the other.” 

Taras released his hold.  

The ballerinas wheezed for air. He let them take a few 

breaths, cinched their throats, pushed them up higher. 

Dima groaned.  

Olesya spread her arms, holding him back.  

“Tanechka, please. You wanted to see real ballerinas dance, 

didn’t you? Well, if they die, they won’t be real anymore, 

they’ll be—” 

“You’re a stupid liar!” Tanechka snarled, her eyes yellow. 

Olesya shrunk back.  

“Stupid, stupid liar! I’m real! Don’t tell me I’m not real 

because I am!” 

“I’m not saying you’re not, I’m saying—” 

Tanechka started hopping in place, shrieking, “I’m real! 

I’m real! I’m real! I’m—” 

“Stop it!”  
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Alla Borisovna pushed through, shoved Olesya aside. 

Tanechka stood stock-still, her mouth open.  

Taras let go of the ballerinas. They crumpled to the floor 

and coughed and sucked in gusts of air, their color returning. 

Alla Borisovna grabbed Tanechka by the shoulders and shook 

her. “Stop it, little girl. Tell your papa he can have me. If he 

doesn’t like my dancer’s performance tonight, he can have me. Go 

on. Run along now. We need to get ready, and you’re wasting our 

time.” 

Tanechka hissed, bared her teeth and snapped at Alla 

Borisovna’s hands but they were no longer there. They were 

tugging and yanking on her pigtails, forcing her up to her 

tiptoes. Tanechka howled, flailing, kicking. Alla Borisovna 

slapped her across the face, pinched and twisted her ear and 

pulled up her face. 

“You don’t scare me. I’ve seen worse in my life than some 

dead little girl acting like a feral cat. Get out of here. If I 

get so much as a whiff about you or your dead entourage hurting 

my dancers, you can forget about Swan Lake. Hear me?” She tossed 

her to the floor. 

Tanechka yowled, backed off on all fours, turned and fled, 

pulling Taras with her, and in the silence and the screech of 

the brakes the train came to a stop, and Dima said, “Alla 

Borisovna?” 

“What?” 
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“That was awesome.” 
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CHAPTER 52 

The crotch of the leotard was tight. Olesya tucked in her 

fingers, stretched it aside, wiggled her hand up to her waist, 

scrunched down the tights, balanced on the edge of the toilet 

seat on one thigh. Closed her eyes. Peed. Sat still for some 

time. Dabbed herself dry, flushed the toilet, fixed the leotard. 

Looked in the mirror. 

“You can do this.” 

The white porcelain face of Odette looked back at her, 

framed in white feathers, eyes lined in sweeping black and 

sunken and dull with fatigue. 

“You will do this.” 

Odette didn’t respond. 

“You will do this for you, not for him. It was never for 

him, it was for you, always. That first time when you put your 

little feet on top of his big feet and he danced with you around 

the room, it was for you. Because you wanted to. Because you 
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loved it. You love ballet. It doesn’t matter why, doesn’t matter 

where it came from, this love, what matters is it’s yours, it 

belongs to you. Don’t let him take it away from you. He can’t 

take it away, do you hear me? He can’t. It’s not his to take. 

It’s yours.” 

Odette’s eyes spilled over. She made no effort to wipe 

them. She didn’t move. She stood perfectly still. 

“You don’t have to be perfect.” 

Odette winced. 

“You don’t have to anything. Just be.” 

Olesya looked away. When she looked back, Odette was gone, 

and in the mirror was Olesya’s reflection, serene, her eyes 

present, clear, the makeup a mask of the white swan Odette, to 

be switched to the black swan Odile, to be switched to anything 

she wanted, or to nothing at all, to her own face underneath—

gray eyes, fine skin, light-brown wavy hair. 

“Olesya Grigorievna Belaya.” She smirked. “You made it even 

here, papa, even in a my name.” 

There was darkness behind her. It moved.  

Olesya spun around. “I will get rid of you. When this is 

over—and it will be—I’ll be Olesya Olesina. I’ll be my own.” 

A knock.  

“Olesya?” Dima’s voice. “You okay in there?” 

“Yes. Sorry. Coming.”  
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CHAPTER 53 

The platform was huge, spread with white veils of snow that 

turned gold in the light of the lanterns and blue in the shadows 

and black at the edge of the night. The ice crystals sparkled on 

the new satin pointes that probed the ground, tapped it in small 

timid steps, stomped, stopped, turned out. The air had a crispy 

bite to it, February, not too cold. White steam drifted up from 

the open mouths, eyes pinned to the station building, voices 

awed.  

“The Bolshoi...” 

“It can’t be!” 

“It is.” 

The massive columned portico twice the height of the Gorky 

Park entrance, the pediment, the chariot and his horses, the 

brickwork, the tall arched windows, the Soviet emblem with its 

hammer and sickle—the theater loomed above the dancers with a 

solid imposing presence. The center double doors flung open and 
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Grigory Vasilievich strode out with a flourish, dressed in his 

best black suit he was buried in, leading Tanechka in her red 

crocheted dress by the hand, his face glowing in the bright 

golden light, skin scrubbed pink, freshly shaved and perfumed 

and gleaming. 

“Welcome to the Bolshoi Theatre!” he announced.  

Olesya’s knees buckled. 

It was papa as she remembered him, on the day he died. He 

was real, he looked real, he was...he wasn’t. The blackness was 

there, hidden inside the glossy shell, painted white, powdered, 

rouged. It leaked from his pupils that were empty holes encased 

in irises and china whites. 

“Well?” Alla Borisovna stepped forward. “Are you going to 

let us in? We’re freezing.” 

“That’s her, papa,” Tanechka said. “The ratty lady.” 

“Don’t worry, my sweet. I’ll deal with her later.” 

“But papa—” 

“If you truly are a fan of my work,” Alla Borisovna said, 

taking another step, “then allow me do my work as I see fit. To 

expect any kind of excellence out of cold tired dancers is 

madness. They’ve been cramped on this train for days, confined 

to tiny compartments, without proper nutrition or adequate 

sleep, constantly bombarded with stress—” 

“You’re not entirely satisfied with my service, Alla 

Borisovna? I’m sorry. I’ll have to remedy that.” 
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“This is not about me.” She walked up the steps covered 

with a red carpet. 

Tanechka hissed. 

Alla Borisovna threw her a silencing glare. “This is about 

my dancers. They need at least a half-hour of warm up before the 

show, to break a sweat. Unless they break a sweat, their bodies 

are not warm enough. They’ll be prone to injuries and poor 

performance. You must understand the tremendous physical demands 

that ballet requires of their bodies—” 

“That’s rather inconvenient, wouldn’t you say, Alla 

Borisovna?” 

She blinked. “Pardon me?” 

“Well, if it’s such an arduous process to get their bodies 

ready to dance for my patient little girl here who’s been 

waiting for too long to see Swan Lake and I don’t think deserves 

to wait a moment longer—” 

“That’s right, papa!” 

“Don’t interrupt, Tanechka. What I’m saying, Alla 

Borisovna, is it’d be very easy for me to make them ready to 

dance at all times.” He nodded to the dead ballerinas who stood 

motionless around the living dancers in a perfect doll-like 

diorama of a china cabinet display. “Would you like that?” 

“No.” Alla Borisovna’s face drained color. “I’d prefer it 

if you didn’t.” 

Grigory Vasilievich inclined his head. “Why not? It’d ease 
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your stress. You seem to have worked yourself up to a nervous 

breakdown. It’s rather unhealthy to strain yourself like that, 

Alla Borisovna. It may lead to early death.” 

Someone sneezed. 

Alla Borisovna flipped her head around. 

The dancers huddled in a flock, flapping their arms, 

jumping, skipping, their breaths pumping out steam at the 

porcelain faces that turned to Alla Borisovna as one, the golden 

light reflected in the gloss of their polish. 

Olesya sneezed again, doubled over, sneezed a third time. 

Short explosive spasms racked her body. Dima held her, Natasha 

bent over her, whispered something in her ear. 

Alla Borisovna turned back and looked Grigory Vasilievich 

in the eyes, in the empty blackness of his pupils that made the 

little hairs on her forearms stand up and press against the 

sleeves of her dress.  

“What sort of a father are you, to treat your daughter like 

that?” 

“You know, I’ve been asking myself a similar question.” 

Grigory Vasilievich let go of Tanechka’s hand and slid his hands 

in his pockets and rocked on the balls of his heels, his shoes 

creaking pleasantly with the creak of new leather. “What sort of 

a choreographer would keep her dancers freezing out in the open 

when they need to be inside, warming up, getting ready for 

performance?” 
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Alla Borisovna blinked. “Are you implying that I—” she 

clasped her chest, “—that it was me who—” 

“Let me see if I can explain. You were so eager to give me 

a piece of your mind, not only have you interrupted my greeting 

to some very important guests of mine who have sacrificed their 

peace and quiet in order to witness the magic of your impeccable 

production of Swan Lake, you’ve delayed it even further when 

it’s already been delayed by some rather uncooperative dancers 

of yours.” He looked down. “What do you think, Tanechka? What 

should we do with this ratty lady who pulled your ears?” 

“Kill her!” Tanechka announced brightly. 

Alla Borisovna blanched, her hand on the string of pearls, 

twisting it, her fingers trembling. 

“Good thinking,” Grigory Vasilievich said. “How do you 

think we should kill her?” 

“Hmmm.” Tanechka twisted a pigtail around her finger. “Have 

the train cut her in half?” 

“No. Why would you want to do that again? That was messy. 

Who had to clean up your mess?” 

“Sorry, papa.” 

“You better be. Think about it. It’s not a very dignified 

way for the renown Bolshoi Ballet choreographer to die, is it? 

Look at me.” 

Tanechka looked up. 

“Is it?” 
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“No.” 

“No what?” 

“No, papa.” 

“That’s my girl. Don’t you worry,” he patted her on the 

head. “It’s what you have papa for, isn’t it? To think up new 

exciting things to do, things that are fun. I have an idea.” 

“What is it?” 

“How about we ask her?” 

“That’s a great idea, papa!” Tanechka clapped. “Ask her! 

Ask her!” 

Grigory Vasilievich looked at Alla Borisovna. “Well?” 

“Remarkable,” she said quietly, standing straight as a 

stick. “Truly remarkable. I keep forgetting that you’re dead—” 

Grigory Vasilievich’s pupils shrunk, darkened. 

“—keep talking to you like you’re a living human being, but 

there’s nothing human in you. There’s nothing in you at all. 

You’re an empty shell. I bet I could break you. Why on earth 

haven’t I thought of this before? Why didn’t I listen to your 

daughter? Idiot, old bitter idiot...” 

“Now, now, Alla Borisovna. I understand your anguish, but 

I’m afraid I must attend to my guests and to your dancers. 

They’re starting to turn rather blue, and I prefer them when 

they’re white, white and smooth and tender—” 

Alla Borisovna’s arm was a blur of motion. She whipped 

Grigory Vasilievich across the face with her string of pearls. 
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It broke a gash in his perfect cheek. Blackness leaked out, 

hissing, churning. He grasped at it, his irises thinning to 

lines, to nothing, his eyes empty holes eating up a graying 

crumbling face. 

Tanechka snarled, launched at Alla Borisovna. She kicked 

her to the carpet.  

“You think you can scare me with death?” She swung the 

pearl string and smashed through the top of Grigory 

Vasilievich’s head. “You’re mistaken.” Tanechka sprung at Alla 

Borisovna’s arm, hung on it. She shook her off. “I’m not afraid 

of dying. I’ve been dead for years. It was your daughter who 

opened my eyes to it. Well, if all I have left to live is a 

minute, I’ll make it count.” She swung an arm and jerked. 

Tanechka sunk her teeth in her hand. The pearl string dropped. 

Alla Borisovna screamed.  

“Alla Borisovna!” 

“Alla Borisovna, hold on!” 

“Die, Krysa, die!” 

“Fuck you, old cunt!” 

“Kill her! Kill her!” 

A vicious howl rose from the neck of Grigory Vasilievich’s 

suit and cut the cries and the noise of the scuffle, and from 

the endless string of empty rusted cars that snaked into the 

night came an answer of howls, and many black shapes poured on 

the platform and drowned the light and swept the dead and the 
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living alike into the grand foyer of the theater.  
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CHAPTER 54 

“Dima! Dima, where are you?” 

“I’m right here! Grab my hand!” 

“I can’t! I can’t reach—” 

“Watch out for the steps, Galka! I swear these goddamned 

steps always trip me up.” 

“Keep moving, everyone! Don’t look around you. Look under 

your feet.” 

“Your hand is bleeding, Alla Borisovna.” 

“Don’t mind it, Olesya. Go, go, go!” 

The grandeur of the theater, the gold, the glitz swung in 

and out of the stifling, numbing blackness that were the dead 

herding the dancers across the foyer, through the auditorium 

doors, down the aisles. 

“We’re home.” Milena tipped her head and passed a dreamy 

gaze over the sparkling crystal chandelier. “At last. My, I’m so 

relieved this awful illusion is over. Once I get to my dressing 



Anske / TUBE / 274 

 

room, the first thing I’ll do is—” 

“Shhh. Keep it down.” Egor flicked her a look. “We’re not 

home yet.” 

“What makes you say that, my love?” She blinked at him 

vacantly. “Can’t you see? Open your eyes. It’s Bolshoi Theatre.” 

“It’s not Bolshoi, Milena. It’s an illusion.” 

Milena let out a tinkling laugh. “Ah, but you’re wrong. You 

know how I know? The idiots have forgotten to turn on the heat, 

in the middle of winter. Where else could we be but not in our 

beloved Sovok? Home sweet home. It’s so cold in here, it’s hard 

to breathe. I don’t get why it’s so dark. What are these 

shadows—”  

Egor jerked her by the arm. “We must kill her.” 

“Kill who?” Milena stumbled. “Let go of me, you’re hurting 

me.” 

“Belaya, who else?” His eyes were bloodshot. His lips were 

white. He was chilled to the marrow of his bones, staring 

straight ahead and up at the stage, over the black empty faces, 

the black reaching arms, walking through them like through black 

liquid nightmare. 

“What’re you talking about? Kill her? What?”   

He regarded Milena for a brief moment. “She’s a murderer, a 

crazy psychopathic murderer, you said so yourself. Don’t you 

remember? She’s hypnotized us all and then she went on her 

little rampage, killing us one by one. You understand how this 
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works: either we get rid of her, or she gets rid of us. See her 

dramatic devastated face? Hanging on that loyal dog Rumyantsev 

of hers? Like she’s fucking dying.” He spat. “The crazy lying 

cunt. It’s all for show, Milena, all for show. We must kill her. 

We must kill them both.” 

Milena tossed the bangs out of her face that weren’t there, 

combed and pinned and hair-sprayed under the special crowned 

headpiece, Olesya’s double. “My, what a great idea. I’d do it in 

a heartbeat, with tremendous pleasure. I’ve wanted to get my 

hands on that slut for too long. But wouldn’t we get in 

trouble?” 

Egor smiled. “What trouble? We’re in a dream. Have you ever 

gotten in trouble for killing someone in a dream?” He leaned 

closer. “It only looks real, Milena, but it really isn’t.” 

“Well, in that case...how should we do it?” 

“Leave that to me.” He winked. “I’ve got just the thing.” 

They bumped into the padded barrier of the orchestra pit, 

and the black viscous tide lifted them, carried them over the 

yawning bottomless hole, dropped them on the proscenium in front 

of the heavy gold-red drapes and retreated, trickled down into 

the pit and into the rows of red velvet seats of the parterre 

and the amphitheater and the loges until the whole auditorium 

lapped with dark liquid matter that muttered, and buzzed, and 

pulsed in a rising rhythm.     

The dancers stood, brushed themselves off, shielded their 



Anske / TUBE / 276 

 

eyes from the stage lights, peering at the audience. 

The lights dimmed.  

From the depths of the pit came the discordance of the last 

of the tuning, then it hushed. The audience hushed with it. The 

first oboe note rose up and struck their ears with high-pitched 

perfection, then the horns, the clarinets, the violins soared 

and swelled, and the flutes, the trombones, the body of the 

music growing, pumping, the tempo quickening, faster, faster. 

The cymbals crashed. 

The drapes drew back.  

“Quick!” Alla Borisovna motioned to the wings. 

The dancers stood frozen, staring at the stage, at the 

opulence of silk and velvet and gold, the layered backdrops, the 

blazing chandeliers, the empty throne, the corps de ballet 

around it, their white faces smiling, stiff bodies poised, 

costumes glittering, headpieces shining. They were dolls in a 

music box about to start their dance, waiting for the doll that 

was missing.  

The cymbals crashed again.  

Dima glanced at the throne, at Olesya. She moved to him. 

Milena pushed her back. “Where do you think you’re going? 

Are you out of your mind? It’s the first act!” 

“Oh, is it? Thank you. I happened not to know.” Olesya 

sidestepped her. 

Milena grabbed her arm. 
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“Leave her alone,” Natasha said. 

“Why don’t you mind your own business? Come on, Olesya, we 

need to go backstage, warm up. Krysa is waiting.” 

Olesya looked at her. “How very considerate of you, Milena. 

What have I done to deserve this sudden attention? Oh. No, no, 

wait. Don’t tell me. I know. I killed your rival, didn’t I, 

pushed her out of the moving train. It was so easy. It’s easy 

for me to murder people. I enjoy it.” 

“You’re crazy!” Milena dropped her arm, her eyes wide. 

Olesya advanced. “You know, I’m surprised you haven’t 

thanked me earlier. You really should’ve. After all, now you can 

screw Egor in peace—” 

“Shut up!” 

“Olesya!” Dima butted Egor in the chest. He went sprawling. 

The audience booed. The music thundered and rolled and at 

the height of the violins crashed and quieted, and Alla 

Borisovna was on them, hissing, wrenching them apart, ushering 

them into the wings where Galka and Veronika already waited, 

pale, the bruises on their necks violet in the dim backstage 

lighting. Olesya glanced back over her shoulder. 

Dima sat on the throne. His lips moved. “I love you.” 

She halted. 

Alla Borisovna took a few more steps, spun around. “For 

goodness’s sake, Olesya. What now?” 

Olesya opened her mouth, closed it. 
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“Olesya. Olesya Belaya. Do you hear me? Olesya! What am I 

going to do with you...” Alla Borisovna shook her head, flounced 

back, gathered Olesya by the arm. “Have you gone deaf? Why 

aren’t you answering? I can’t have you dance cold. Understand? 

Don’t you worry about Rumyantsev, he’ll have enough prancing 

around the stage to limber up...” she trailed off, followed 

Olesya’s gaze. 

“Me too,” Olesya mouthed. 

Dima’s eyes lit up, and he sat taller. “You sure?” 

Olesya nodded. “Yes. I...I always...I’ve always...I love 

you too, I was just...just afraid...I was...” She looked down, 

tears splashing on the floor. 

“Oh, girly. Come here.” Alla Borisovna pressed Olesya’s 

head to her flat bony chest, patting it like she patted their 

backs in class to have them stand straight. “You couldn’t have 

picked the worse time for this.” 

The trumpets started. The corps de ballet dancers raised 

their golden tumblers and bowed as one and moved in a royal 

court dance around the throne. Dima stood and bent his head in 

greeting to the Tutor who took his hand. He shuddered. 

Olesya looked away, walked with Alla Borisovna.  

“Thank you.” 

“What for? I’m the one who should thank you.” 

“No, I mean, thank you for showing me that I can...that I 

can fight him.” 
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Alla Borisovna stopped, looked Olesya in the eyes. “I know 

you can. Hear me? You can, and you will. And you will win. I 

want you to.” 

“Alla Borisovna?” 

“What?” 

Veronika motioned back to the darkness, her hand shaking. 

“There aren’t any barres.” 

“And?” 

“How do we warm up?” 

“You warm up with what you’ve got. Follow Galka’s lead. She 

doesn’t seem to mind.” 

Galka was sitting on the floor, stretching her legs. 

“But, Jesus, how—” 

“You close your mouth, Svetich. You warm up. Then you dance 

your absolute best. Your life depends on it. Understand? Get a 

move on.” Alla Borisovna turned around. “Where’s Egor and 

Milena?” 
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CHAPTER 55 

The wings tunneled away into liquid blackness that had no floor, 

no walls, no ceiling. It was cold and viscous, and it pulsed 

with a hushed insistence of thrill, of electric excitement that 

sped up and slowed down in tune with the echoing music. Natasha 

stood close to what felt like the edge of it, looking in, 

shivering, rubbing her arms. 

“You saw them walk in there?” She shook her head. “You’ve 

got to be joking. No one in their right mind would walk in 

there, Veronika, and certainly not Egor and Milena. You know 

them better than I do, they’ll never do anything stupid like 

that. Everything they do is always meticulously thought out, 

calculated, planned. Go ahead, tell me I’m wrong. This is some 

kind of a ploy. I don’t believe for a second that you saw 

anything except your own nose.” 

Veronika bristled, the bruises on her neck standing out in 

the darkness. “Don’t tell me what I saw or didn’t see. I saw it 
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like I see your idiot face staring at me right now.” 

Natasha moved closer. “I can’t believe you just said that.” 

“Well, you better believe it.” 

“If you’re making this up, I swear, I’ll—” 

“You’ll what? What?” Veronika’s shrill voice echoed up and 

down the blackness. “What will you do? I already almost got 

choked by that...that...” 

“Quiet!” Alla Borisovna snapped. Her elbows were pressed to 

her body, forearms out. Olesya and Galka held on to her hands 

like to barres, bending their knees, rising to pointes, lifting 

and extending their legs from the hip, muscles roping under 

their tights, their bare backs glistening. They put their feet 

to the floor and looked back. 

“What on earth is going on there?” 

“—tell me,” Veronika was saying. “What? What could be worse 

than that...that...” 

“Oh, dear God.” Natasha rolled her eyes. “What’s the matter 

with you? Can’t you see what’s happening? You know perfectly 

well what could be worse, so don’t feed me this bullshit—”  

Alla Borisovna walked up to them. “What are you two doing 

all the way back here? I want you to warm up, not freeze. 

There’s hardly any time left.” She nodded back at the glow of 

the light throbbing with music, the glittering figures striding, 

leaping, twirling. “Turn around, Natasha. Let me see your 

bodice.” 
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“Worse than what?” Galka asked, coming up. “What’re you 

talking about?” 

Veronika screwed up her face. “That...thing!” 

“What thing?” 

“Taras,” Natasha said tiredly. “She’s talking about Taras 

trying to strangle you two.” 

“Strangle. Ha!” Galka rubbed her neck. “Yeah, he strangled 

us alright. He almost killed us. I thought for sure I was going 

to die. Already said goodbye to my mama and my papa and my big 

sister.” 

“Death,” Olesya said. 

They all looked at her, startled. 

“Death is worse than all of this. Please, Veronika, listen 

to me. You need to—”  

“What is she still doing here?” Veronika pointed a slender 

finger at Olesya, glancing around at Alla Borisovna and Natasha 

and Galka. “Why isn’t she locked up in a nuthouse where she 

belongs?” 

“Veronika—” 

“Don’t talk to me! I don’t want to hear another word out of 

your stupid mouth. Egor was right, you’re one crazy psychotic 

bitch.” 

“Language, Svetich. Language!” 

Veronika glared at Alla Borisovna. “Shut your trap, Krysa. 

What are you, my mother? I’m sick of you. I’m sick of all of you 
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and of all this...crap. Make it stop. I want it to stop. I want 

it—” 

Alla Borisovna gripped her by the arm. “You will stop your 

hysterics, you will get yourself together and you will dance.” 

“I’m not dancing with her! I’d rather die!” 

Natasha gasped. “Don’t say that. That’s bad luck!” 

“I’ll show you bad luck. I’ll show you...I’ll show you all! 

You needed to do this long ago but none of you had the guts, not 

even Egor with his smartass talk. Where’s he now, I’d like to 

know? Let go of me.” 

Veronika pinched the bitten spot on Alla Borisovna’s hand, 

it jerked away, and she sprung at Natasha, shoved her into the 

drapes, seized Olesya by the headpiece, tore it off, forced her 

spread fingers under the lacquered hair, closed them and pulled. 

“Get off—” Olesya grunted, clawed at Veronika’s wrists, her 

face, her bun. “Get off of me!” 

“It’s you—” she shook her head, “—it’s all you. You fucking 

psycho, you—” 

“Stop.” Olesya stepped back. “I’m not—I’m not going to 

fight you—” 

“What—not so brave now, are you? Take that—” 

They butted heads, staggering, swaying from side to side, 

slapping, scratching, shrieking, two frenzied birds, one aiming 

to peck out the eyes of the other, advancing, the other 

retreating. Pearls ripped off their tutus, skittered around the 
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floor, feathers floated, dust puffed and eddied. 

“Veronika!” Galka seized her by the shoulders. “Mother 

mine. Have you gone mad? Stop it!” 

“Leave her alone, you goddamned idiot!” Natasha stepped on 

Veronika’s foot, tripped her up, and all four of them toppled to 

the floor, gasping, rolling around.  

“That’s enough!” Alla Borisovna pulled them apart, yanked 

Veronika to her feet. Veronika glared at her, a strand of 

bleached silvery hair hanging across her burning face. “Enough 

of this madness. Fighting like some street hussies. What is 

this, a whorehouse? It’s a theater! Where is your dignity?” 

“Dignity? What dignity? There’s no dignity in survival.” 

Veronika swung her arm and smacked Alla Borisovna across the 

cheek. Alla Borisovna ducked, clasped her waist, lifted her 

clear off the ground and dropped her. Veronika crashed with a 

startled yowl, got up and charged. Galka grabbed her leg from 

behind. They tumbled. 

“Let go of me, bitch! Let go! Let go!”  

She wiggled in Galka’s hold. Natasha jumped on top of them, 

raining fists on Veronika’s face, neck, shoulders— 

“Stay still,” Olesya said. 

Her voice was swallowed by the music, but something in the 

way she said it and in the way she stood broke through to the 

girls, and they stopped, and looked up. 

“Just...stay still.” 
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Olesya’s face was dark, backlit by the glow from the stage, 

her bun disheveled, waves of hair hanging loose, brushing her 

shoulders. 

The girls followed her gaze. 

A train of dead ballerinas in long flowing tutus, one of 

them holding a silk pillow with a crossbow, the rest holding 

flowers, stood by the Queen, the prince’s mother, regal in her 

red-velvet gown, red wig, a crown of gold, pearls and silk. Her 

painted eyed fixed on the scrambling dancers with flat 

indifference, her mouth smiling. 

Natasha slid off Veronika’s leg, grabbed Galka’s hand. They 

scooted back on their buttocks, their tutus rustling, their eyes 

never leaving the porcelain faces, so familiar, so smooth and 

white and shiny. Veronika jerked up her head, opened her mouth 

and sucked in a lungful of air. Her holler died in Alla 

Borisovna’s hand. She pulled her up to her feet and back and 

said to the ballerinas, “Please. You’ll miss your scene.” 

They moved their heads as one. Their painted eyes slid over 

Alla Borisovna, Veronika, Galka and Natasha, and rested on 

Olesya. She hastily smoothed her hair back into a bun, holding 

it with one hand. They strode past, stepping in perfect sync, 

the hems of their tutus brushing her legs, the stems of the 

flowers snagging on the threads of her bodice. 

The Queen walked out to the middle of the stage and stopped 

and extended an arm. Dima ran to her, took her hand, bent to 
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kiss it, his exuberance forced, his face glistening with beads 

of perspiration. He bowed deep, glanced under his arm, caught 

Olesya’s look and winked. 

She let out a breath she was holding.  

“Get back here.” 

Olesya turned around. 

Alla Borisovna beckoned her. “Quick. Let me fix your face.”  
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CHAPTER 56 

The applause erupted with the stir and the whir of empty hands 

and dust and blackness that throbbed, and shook the drapes, and 

then hushed, and from the orchestra pit came the vacuous, 

indrawn silence before the violins struck again, and in that 

silence Dima led the Queen and her maidens off the stage in a 

slow gliding walk, and as they entered the shadows he dropped 

her hand, tossed the crossbow, rushed to Olesya and gathered her 

up and kissed her. 

Olesya’s hair slipped out of Alla Borisovna’s hands. The 

hairbrush clunked to the floor. 

“Rumyantsev!” 

She drew in a breath to say something else and let it out 

and said nothing, shaking her head. 

Dima tore himself away from Olesya, then spun around and 

grabbed her face and kissed her all over, fast, without looking, 

on her nose, on her eyes— 
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“The makeup!” Alla Borisovna snapped. “Watch the makeup!” 

“Go! Go!” Olesya pried off his fingers. “They’re starting—” 

“Ah, to hell with them. Tell me.” 

“What?” 

The opening strains of the violins rose from the pit. Dima 

looked at Olesya, searched her eyes. She moved her lips, curled 

her hands into fists and grunted, and looked down. 

“Sorry. Sorry I asked. Gotta go.” 

“Wait!” 

He spun on his heel. 

“I love you. I do, I really do—I don’t know why it’s so 

hard for me to say it—I’m afraid—I’m—I don’t know what I’m 

afraid of, no, I think I do, I know—and, yes, I love you, Dima, 

I do I do, so much, I—” 

“I need to go.” 

He squeezed her hand and bolted, his ballet slippers 

skidding, sliding, arms wheeling for balance. He scooped the 

crossbow off the floor on the run and burst onstage where two 

guys and two girls from the corps de ballet moved to him with 

crisp fluid precision, formed a line, parted in the middle, 

clasped his hands and led him out of Olesya’s sight. She tossed 

her head back and blinked and swallowed hot pouring salt. 

Alla Borisovna gathered her hair, brushed it roughly.  

“No time for this right now. Hear me? No time. Get yourself 

together. Come on. You can do this.”  
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Olesya nodded, closed her eyes. They were burning. 

Alla Borisovna twisted her hair in a smooth practiced 

movement, pinned it up in a bun, brushed off her headpiece, 

clipped it on and pressed it down and patted it all over.  

“Good. Good. That looks passable. Turn around. Let me see 

your costume.” 

“Alla Borisovna.” 

“Not now, Natasha. Give me a minute.” 

“It’s Veronika.” 

Alla Borisovna looked back. 

Natasha stood still, white as chalk. Galka stood a few 

paces down, one hand gripping the drape, another her stomach. 

The dead ballerinas were at the far end of the wings, 

walking straight into the blackness on their perfect porcelain 

legs and sinking in it like in a pool of black oil, and in their 

midst something white was thrashing, white arms, white tutu, and 

before the last of them vanished they saw Veronika’s face flash 

between their backs, her eyes rolled up to whites, a hard shiny 

hand on her mouth, another pinching her nose, then she was gone 

and there was nothing but blackness, and the music soared and 

changed, and Taras stepped out of the black and pranced by the 

stunned ballerinas and Alla Borisovna and stopped at the edge of 

the shadow, watching the scene finale unfold, and the corps de 

ballet run in and by him, and Dima dancing alone on the empty 

stage, then there was applause again, and Dima leapt into the 
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wings across.  

The curtains closed.  

Black silent figures swarmed the stage and took away the 

layered backdrops and the chandeliers and the throne, and the 

water of the Swan Lake spilled and glistened under the moon in 

the dark velvet sky, and in about five minutes Olesya had to 

glide onstage, arms over her head, legs straight, feet on 

pointe, and she knew that she had to and knew that she couldn’t. 

Wouldn’t. Her body was gone, her heartbeat, her breath. There 

was nothing to dance with, nothing to lift, to point, to extend. 

She didn’t know how she was standing up, or if she was standing 

up or lying down, and who the people were talking to her and 

what they were saying, and why they were crying and shaking her, 

and so she simply closed her eyes and listened to the music, and 

counted.  

And her body moved her.  
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CHAPTER 57 

The many black holes in the many black sockets locked on Olesya, 

stripped her, emptied her to a white pretty shell, and she was 

cold, so very cold, her legs were ice and her arms were ice and 

her lips were blue, her eyelids shut frozen, and she held on to 

the music, the rise, the fall, arms flapping, the wings of a 

swan, legs straight, stepping quickly, body gliding on water, 

and she knew he was watching her, he was there, he was close, he 

was watching, savoring her every move, and she shuddered, missed 

a step, recovered. Opened her eyes.    

He was sitting in the middle of the first row, on the seat 

by the central aisle, his face back to powdered, rouged and 

polished, stark white against the black of his suit and the 

black of the shapes around him and behind him. Tanechka sat on 

the seat by his side, the red of her dress blending with the red 

of the velvet, her mouth open, her eyes wide. She saw Olesya 

look at her and jumped and clapped her hands. 
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“That’s my sister!” Her clear bright voice cut through the 

music, and the shapes turned their heads, and she nodded, and 

pointed a finger. “That’s her! Right there! She’s a real 

ballerina! She’s dancing with the Bolshoi Ballet, in a real 

theater, but tonight she’s dancing for me! It’s all for me! You 

know why? Guess! Guess!” She hopped on one leg. 

Grigory Vasilievich whispered something in her ear. 

“No, papa. I want them to guess!” 

He looked at her. 

Tanechka stubbornly shook her head, pigtails swishing. “No, 

it’s not a secret. I don’t want it to be a secret. I want 

everyone to know. I want—” 

He said something sharp. 

She flinched. “But today is my birthday! You said—” 

The surge of applause cut her off. 

Olesya leaped, landed softly, stepped on pointe on one leg, 

raised her other leg, raised her arms, arched her back and was 

still for a moment, a porcelain ballet figurine balanced 

perfectly on the tip of her toe, then she folded, swept her arms 

to the front, dropped her head. Dima moved from the shadows, 

walked to her, cautious, curious, the crossbow slack in his 

hand, his other hand reaching, almost touching. Olesya quivered, 

unfolded, fluttered away in small mincing steps. He ran after 

her, faced her. She saw him and twitched like a frightened bird, 

slid away, waving her arms up and down, and turning, turning, 
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turning. He put the crossbow down, walked up to her, she twisted 

away, he pursued her, took her hand, and she stopped and looked 

up and was herself no longer. 

She was Odette.  

He was Siegfried.  

They stood by the lake. It was night, it was warm. The moon 

was silver. The light was blue. 

“You’re beautiful,” he said. 

She averted her face. “Please, go—” 

“I love you.” 

“You can’t—” 

“I will love you—” 

“I’m cursed!” She looked him in the eyes. “You can’t love 

me. I’m not to be touched—” He took her hands. She tugged away. 

He held on. “—I’m to remain pure, to be admired from a distance, 

belong to no one but—” 

“I don’t want to own you.” 

“—Rothbart. He proposed, I refused him. He cursed me. I’m 

only a maiden by night, by day I’m a swan—” 

“Then I’ll love you both.” 

“He’ll kill you.” 

“I will kill him first.” 

“No!” She quivered, freed her hands. “Then my curse will 

never be broken!” 

“What must I do to break it?” 



Anske / TUBE / 294 

 

“Love me and no other. Love me as I am.”  

“I already do.”  

She bent her head.  

He picked her up and draped her over his shoulder, and in 

the blue of the moonlight they danced, and she didn’t want to 

love him, and she did, and he knew it, and he sat her down and 

they kissed. 

The bass drums struck. The music thundered. Pale light of 

the dawn broke over the lake and Odette slipped out of 

Siegfried’s arms as a swan, and Rothbart swooped on them, half-

man, half-owl, chased them apart, off the lake. 

Olesya heaved for air in the wings, her hands on her knees, 

head down, sweat pouring out of her armpits in trickling rivers, 

her feet too large for her pointes, toes on fire, muscles 

cramped. A hand. Insistent. A towel. Olesya took it, dabbed her 

face and her chest and looked up.  

Alla Borisovna gave her a bottle of water. “Drink.” 

“Where’s—” 

“Drink! Later.” 

Olesya gulped half of it, ran her tongue over her red 

lipsticked lips, gulped the rest. “Where’s—Natasha—Galka—” 

Alla Borisovna motioned to thirty-two ballerinas lined up 

along the farthest drape, identical in their white sparkling 

tutus, faces smiling, arms folded, legs straight, feet turned 

out. At the end of the line stood Galka and Natasha, trembling, 
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staring at the floor. In another moment the first ballerina 

moved, and one by one they filed out onstage in perfect symmetry 

of small leaps and jumps and bends, and lifts of the legs, and 

swings of the arms. Twenty-four of them wove to the proscenium 

in a serpentine line and stopped in six rows of four, wings 

folded, heads tilted in reflection. Eight stood waiting in the 

wings. 

“Two minutes,” Alla Borisovna said. 

Olesya nodded, caught Natasha’s eye. She flicked her head 

to the dead ballerina in front of Galka. The prominent nose, the 

bleached silvery hair. Olesya held her breath. Veronika stood 

erect, newly smiling, no bruises on her white shiny neck. She 

turned her head and regarded Olesya with her unmoving painted 

eyes, and Olesya stood very still. 

Alla Borisovna pushed her in the small of her back. “One 

minute. Go. Go!” 

Olesya walked to Natasha, stood behind her. 

“You okay?” 

“I don’t know. I don’t know if I’ll ever be okay. You?” 

“I’m fine. I think.” 

Galka turned to them. “You were amazing, mother mine. The 

best I’ve ever seen you dance.” 

“Really? That’s ironic. I didn’t even—” 

“Time!” 

They glanced at Alla Borisovna. Her eyes were glittering in 
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the dark, mouth twisted, her hand clutching at her throat, 

twisting her own skin. “Move! Move! Move!” 

The six dead ballerinas, Galka and Natasha ran out into the 

blinding light.  

Olesya bounced from foot to foot, counting the music. 

“‘I will make it.’ Say it.” 

“What?”  

“Say it!” 

“I will make it.” 

“Good. Now go. Remember, you’re the best. The best. There 

is no other. Hear me? Go!” 

Olesya reached out to Alla Borisovna but she pushed her 

away, something glinting in her eye. She swiped at it. And 

Olesya left her. 
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CHAPTER 58 

They danced. They ran back in the wings, breathing hard, slick 

with sweat. No Alla Borisovna. Nothing. Blackness. They watched 

the swan maidens spread out, cluster, split in two rows, Natasha 

and Galka in the middle in a paired solo, springing into the 

air, landing softly, arching, their faces strained, eyes 

flicking to the dead ballerinas standing perfectly still, arms 

not wavering, chests not rising.  

“Hold me.” 

Dima pressed Olesya to his chest. “I’m holding you.” 

“Harder.” 

“I’ll hurt you—” 

“Harder.” 

He pressed harder, her tutu ruffling, the pearls on her 

bodice digging into his doublet, her heart knocking on his heart 

like the frantic heart of a bird. 

“I have to go.” 
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“I know.” 

“I have to—” 

She threaded her fingers through his fingers and squeezed 

until her knuckles went white and let go.  

The violins stopped. A ripple of applause, and then the 

flutes, the fluid strum of a harp. Dima bent his face over 

Olesya’s, missed her lips, grazed her cheek and turned and ran 

back onstage and walked through the swans searching for her. She 

shook out her legs, her arms, interlaced her fingers and arched 

and cracked her joints and rolled around her head and stood 

tall, arm raised, eyes cast down to the floor and glided from 

the dark to the light and walked around Dima in small quick 

steps and stopped, perched on the tips of her toes, slowly 

crumbled to her knees, folded forward, a resting swan with her 

head tucked under her wing. Dima touched her hand, held it. She 

got to her feet.  

They danced the “White Swan” duet. The pure and the fragile 

Princess Odette, the naïve and enamored Prince Siegfried. Two 

virgins. Papa’s favorite part.  

He didn’t care for the “Black Swan” duet in the next act, 

for Olesya to dance Rothbart’s daughter Odile disguised as 

Odette, dressed in black, seductive, supple, sensual. Didn’t 

care for her to corrupt the prince.  

“What silliness is this? I don’t get it. They got it all 

wrong. Two completely different parts, diametrically opposite, 
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both expressively and technically. You can’t achieve perfection 

like that. There’s simply no way. It goes against everything 

ballet is. Ballerinas are no actresses. If I want to see acting, 

I’ll go see a play. I came to see ballet. Ballet. You know how 

many hoops I had to jump to get us here?” 

“You’re too loud, Grisha.” 

“Of course I’m too loud! I’m upset.” 

“Well, there’s nothing to be upset about.” 

“You don’t understand. You never understood. I don’t know 

why I bother.” He waved his hand dismissively and turned away. 

Olga Afanasievna flushed, fanned herself with the folded 

playbill, glanced around at the people milling in the buffet, 

chatting, laughing, gulping champagne from cut crystal flutes, 

wolfing down smoked beluga and salami sandwiches. A few of them 

watched their table, whispered something. 

“I do, Grisha. I understand what you mean. But it’s a 

classic scenario, yes? And in the classic scenario—” 

“No, no, Olenka. Stop. Listen to what I’m saying. They 

should’ve cast one ballerina for the white swan, and a different 

one for the black one. See? It’s in the deception of the black 

swan that the interest lies. How will she portray this pure, 

innocent girl when she’s not? No words, only the language of her 

body. Think about it. Now that’s ballet. The power of technical 

brilliance, the subtlety of every gesture, the perfection...” He 

rolled up his eyes. “What do you think, my little ballerina?” 
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Olesya gulped her fizzy water. “I don’t know, papa.” 

“Leave the child alone.” 

“Stop it, Olenka. Just stop it with your nagging, I can’t 

stand it.” He squatted down in front of Olesya. “What do you 

think? Should it be two different ballerinas dancing the white 

swan and the black swan, or should it be the same one?” 

Olesya trembled. “The same. I think.” 

Papa’s face went white. “Why the same?” 

“Because...because...she has two sides.” 

“What sides? There are no sides.” 

“Yes, there are. Nadezhda Petrovna told us.” 

“What did she tell you?” 

“She said there’s an inner side and the outer side. The 

white swan is the outer side, the shell, poetic and unreal, it’s 

like a fantasy, the prince’s fantasy of an idealistic love, and 

it’s not real. It’s a dream. So the black swan is the real, 

inner side, it’s dark and dangerous and— 

“That’s silly.” Papa stood up. “I’ll talk to your Nadezhda 

Petrovna about this. It’s plain as day, Olesya. Think about it. 

There’s no such thing as—” 

The first intermission bell chimed across the buffet.  

All around them people shoved the last of the food in their 

mouths, chewing loudly, emptying their drinks, elbowing, 

jostling to the doors and up the stairs where the ushers barked 

at them to stop pushing.  



Anske / TUBE / 301 

 

“Brutes,” papa said. “No style, no class. I’m ashamed to be 

Russian. Ashamed.” 

Olga Afanasievna threw him a look. “Quiet. Someone will 

hear.” 

“Wouldn’t that be great? Maybe I’d get exiled from this 

hole. Say, to America, the country of rotting capitalism. I’d 

happily rot there. You’ll see.” 

“Grisha!” 

He snatched Olesya’s hand and dragged her up the stairs in 

the body of shuffling feet and alcohol breath, and they made 

their way to the balcony and sat on their seats and picked up 

their theater glasses and looked through them, and Olesya knew 

where Egor and Milena went, and she stood shivering in the 

wings, alone, watching Dima wave to her from the wings across, 

the corps de ballet around him, the black silent figures fitting 

out the stage in the layered backdrops and the chandeliers and 

the throne, and she turned and watched the blackness, waiting 

for the black swan. 
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CHAPTER 59 

The kettledrums pounded and the cymbals crashed and the 

triangles rang their bright metallic jingle, and the curtains 

parted. The music shot from the orchestra pit, shook the drapes, 

and Taras led out Milena from the blackness. She looked perfect. 

Alive. Black hair slicked back in a bun, crowned with a jeweled 

diadem, glossy black feathers. Black sparkling bodice, black 

tutu of gossamer tulle, and the light in her eyes, shining 

bright from black makeup. 

“My oh my. Our White Swan Princess. How goes it? Do you 

like my new costume?” 

She took her hand away from Taras and stood on her toes and 

twirled and stopped and looked at Olesya. 

“It’s stunning.” 

“Isn’t it? I love it.” She fluffed up her tutu, touched her 

crown, stroked the feathers. “A stunning costume for a stunning 

ballerina about to give a stunning performance. Don’t you agree, 
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Taras?” 

Taras stood motionless, dark in the shadows, half-man, 

half-owl, an arm outstretched. Milena took hold of his hand, 

peered into his painted eyes. “Do you agree it’s stunning?”  

“Taras is dead,” Olesya said. 

Milena turned and smiled, her gaze glossy. “Taras is not 

dead. He’s right here. Can’t you see him?” 

“Yes. I can see him very well.” 

Milena studied her. “Do you take me for an idiot?” 

Olesya blinked. 

“You think you can fool me.” She gave a snort of laughter, 

let go of Taras’s hand, walked up to Olesya and put a finger to 

her breast, her face yellowish in the glow from the stage. You 

think I don’t know what you’re plotting.”  

The music rose and scattered and stopped. The applause 

rippled, spiked with Grigory Vasilievich’s calls, “Bravo! 

Bravo!” The Tutor tapped his cane. Four dead ballerinas and 

Natasha and Galka in long white gowns, holding feather fans 

curtsied, strode to the proscenium, opened their fans and posed.  

The music started, slow, portly. 

Milena looked away from the stage and at Olesya. 

“Well?” 

“I guess I didn’t.” 

“You guess you didn’t.” 

“Yes.” 
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“Well, I know you didn’t.” 

Olesya was silent for a moment. Behind her, feet swished in 

perfect unison with the violins and the cymbals and the flutes. 

“You plan on killing me, you and Egor.” 

“What makes you say that?” 

“Nothing. Just...a feeling.” 

“A feeling?” Milena tossed the bangs that weren’t there out 

of her face and propped her arms on her waist. “You mean to say, 

imagination? Self-suggestion? Delusion?” 

“No, Milena. I meant what I said. It’s a feeling I have, in 

the pit of my stomach.” 

“You accuse me and Egor of wanting to kill you based on a 

feeling in the pit of your stomach?” 

Olesya nodded. 

“My dear, you’re crazy. You need to seek professional help. 

As much as I want to help you, I’m afraid I can’t. It’d be a 

shame if I had to take over and dance all your parts, not just 

the black swan.” 

“That’s what you’ve always wanted.” 

Milena pushed her face to Olesya’s ear and whispered, “No. 

That’s not what I’ve always wanted. I’ll tell you what I’ve 

always wanted. I’ve always wanted you dead.” She pulled back, 

her eyes aglitter, her mouth smiling. 

“Then do it.” 

“Do what?” 
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“Go ahead. Kill me.” 

Milena tossed her head back and laughed, and caught her 

breath and looked at Olesya. “Listen to you. ‘Go ahead! Kill 

me!’ You’re so full of it, Belaya, you stink. You stink of fear. 

You’re afraid. Even in your own dream you’re afraid. Well, don’t 

be. We’re about to end it, my love, this illusion of yours. Say 

goodbye to your papochka and your little sister Tanechka. Or are 

you afraid to?” 

Olesya clenched her teeth and stepped aside, her back to 

the drape. “The waltz is over. You’ll be late.” 

“Oh, yes. My prince is waiting.” 

Milena nodded at Egor in Prince Siegfried’s costume and 

took Taras’s hand, and he led her onstage. 
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CHAPTER 60 

 “No-no-no!” 

Grigory Vasilievich stood, waving his hand. 

“Stop.” 

The music soured, broke apart. 

“You’re dancing it wrong, it’s all wrong.” His voice boomed 

across the auditorium. “What is this mindless twirling? What are 

you, acrobats in a circus? You’re ballet dancers, ballet, give 

me ballet, not this—” He waved his hand dismissively and put it 

in his pocket and sat back down.  

Milena wavered in Egor’s hands. He flicked his eyes to the 

audience, let go of her, stepped back. Her pointe slipped and 

she toppled to the sitting ballerinas. Galka jumped, dropped her 

fan, caught her by the arm and helped her to standing. Milena 

wriggled out of her hold.  

“I don’t need your help.” She turned and glared at Egor. 

“Well, fuck you, then.” Galka pushed her square in the 
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chest. 

Milena sat back hard. Her thighs smacked the floor, legs 

sprawled. She let out a small cry, stared up at Galka. 

“You’ll pay for this.” 

“I’ll pay for this? Ha! Right. You’re off your rocker, 

mother mine. Look around you. Notice anything strange? No? Where 

do you think we are? In Bolshoi?” 

“I’m not listening to this. Egor!” Milena put up her arm. 

“Help me up, please.” 

Egor didn’t move. 

Galka looked at Natasha. “That’s it. She’s gone mad. She’s 

completely and totally out of it! What do you know, I never 

thought it’d be Milena who—” 

Natasha hissed at her. “Christ, Galka. You don’t need to 

say it out loud.” 

Galka turned her head in time to see a blur of black 

motion. Milena slapped her across the face, her eyes wide, her 

lips shaking. She struggled to say something, gulped for air, 

raised her arm and swung it. Galka snatched it before it hit 

her, pushed Milena away. 

“Are they going to fight, papa?” Tanechka’s chipper voice 

cut through the watching tension. The blackness in the audience 

groaned with displeasure, and some of the black shapes slipped 

off the seats and down the aisles and out the doors. 

“Are they?” 
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“They better not.” Grigory Vasilievich stood and turned 

around and extended his arms. “Please! Remain seated. This is 

but a small misunderstanding, an unforeseen intermission, if you 

will. It’s my fault. I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to disappoint you. 

I wanted to give you the best. Please, I ask you to come back. 

The performance will commence shortly.” Some of the shapes 

stopped moving and hovered, quivering slightly. 

Tanechka tugged on his sleeve. 

He looked down at her. 

“Real ballerinas don’t fight, do they, papa?” 

“You got that right, my sweet.” 

“But they are fighting! Look!” 

He looked. 

“Make them stop!” She stomped her foot. 

Grigory Vasilievich flicked a hand at the corps de ballet. 

Veronika and Katya tilted their perfect heads and rose in 

sync and stalked to Milena and Galka locked in a grunting 

embrace, caught them around their waists, picked them up off the 

floor and dragged them apart. 

Galka went stiff, staring hard at Milena. 

Milena wriggled. “Let go—let go, I said—where are you 

taking me? Where’s she taking me? Egor! Egor, help me!” She 

kicked and slapped Katya’s white shiny arms and stopped and hung 

limp and started slapping herself on the cheeks. “It’s a dream—a 

dream—all a dream—wake up, wake up, wake up—” 
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The blackness muttered and grumbled and rasped, and Milena 

stopped slapping herself and gaped at the blackness oozing over 

the rows of red velvet seats and crawling up the lip of the 

orchestra pit and spilling over and down and up the wall of the 

proscenium and onto the stage in long black fingers, and she 

jerked up her legs and screamed and wagged her head, flailing, 

thrashing, and the blackness howled in violent fury, and shook 

the floor and the walls and the ceiling, and swung the massive 

chandelier and dimmed the light and gathered together and 

thickened into a shaft of viscous blackness that was blacker 

than black, a black tube of black void, and with a final 

piercing cry it slammed into Grigory Vasilievich’s face and 

broke the shiny powdered skin and thrust itself down the neck of 

his suit and tore it and poured off his legs in black oily 

rivers and slithered up the plush red carpet to the doors and 

was gone, and outside the creak and the clang of the rusted cars 

echoed into the night and then that was over too, and Grigory 

Vasilievich stood suspended, a chaos of dust, and the blackness 

was gone from him, and his darkness had faded to something gray 

and pitiful and flimsy, and when he spoke the voice that came 

out of the hole that was his face was flat and weak and hoarse.   

“Well, we’ll have to try for this elsewhere, where they 

might be inclined to do better.” 

“Is the ballet over, papa?” Tanechka gazed up at the 

grayness that hung uncertainly over the floor, hands out of the 
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pockets, limp at the sides, head down, shoulders stooping. 

“No, my sweet little girl, there’s one more scene, the last 

scene at the lake.” 

“Is my sister in it?” 

“She sure is.” 

“When can I see it, papa? When?” Tanechka sounded too 

bright, too chipper. She did a little hop and slapped her little 

hands, and the sound of it was dull and hollow in the emptiness 

of the auditorium, in the stillness on the stage. 

“Soon, soon.” 

“Where are you going, papa?” 

The grayness halted. “Where? Oh, I don’t know. Back on the 

train, I guess. Would you like to come with me?” 

Tanechka’s eyes rounded. “But what about the dancers?” 

“What about them?” 

“Aren’t they coming with us?” 

“That’s right. That’s right, they are.” 

“Aren’t you going to punish them?” 

“Punish them.” 

“Yes, punish them for fighting! They were bad girls. Good 

girls don’t fight, only bad ones do. You always punished me when 

I was bad, you made me lick your Tyubik and it poked me and it 

hurt, and that made me a good girl again.” She nodded.  

“Did I do this?” The grayness shivered. “I’m sorry.” 

“But you shouldn’t be sorry, papa. It did me good!”  
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The grayness considered. “Would you like me to punish 

them?”  

“Yes, please!” 

“Who do you think should be punished?” 

“That one!” Tanechka pointed her finger at Galka who stood 

unmoving in Veronika’s embrace. 

“Why that one?” 

“She started the fight. I don’t like her. She’s ugly. She 

looks like a boy. That one is very pretty.” She swung her finger 

at Milena. “Keep her. I want to see her dance again.” 

“All right, then.” The grayness nodded. 

Galka opened her mouth to scream and the dead ballerinas 

were on her, and she was lost in their symmetrically moving arms 

and crisp rustling tutus and the occasional chinks of china on 

china, and Egor and Natasha’s breaths whistled in and out of 

their nostrils, their mouths clamped with shiny polished hands, 

and from the wings came the noises of frantic, muffled struggle, 

and then it was over. The dead ballerinas parted. Galka rose to 

her new doll-like self, her painted-on eyes trained on Natasha 

who jerked, stopped breathing, fainted. Egor closed his eyes, 

tipped back his head, rested it on Nikita’s shoulder. 

“Ready?”  

Tanechka shook her head, her pigtails flapping. “One more, 

papa.” 

“One more? Ah, yes, yes. The ratty lady. She pulled your 
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ears, didn’t she? And she made me lose my face. Not good, not 

good at all.” 

“We don’t need her anymore.” 

“That’s right, we don’t.” 

“You promised. You promised you’d kill her later. And it’s 

already later, isn’t it? It’s now.” 

“Look at you.” The grayness patted Tanechka’s head. “Where 

does it all come from?”  

Tanechka beamed. “She never told us how she wanted us to 

kill her. She interrupted you and that was a bad thing to do, 

very bad. So I thought about it, and I know.” She twirled her 

pigtail on her finger and nodded to herself and said, “I want 

her to hang over the stage. That wouldn’t be messy at all, and 

it would be—” she took a deep breath and enunciated every word 

carefully, “—a very dignified...way...for the renown...Bolshoi 

Ballet...choreographer...to die.” She looked up. 

“I’m proud of you, my sweet. Excellent thinking.”  

The grayness motioned to the wings.  

Lyuba and Inga walked out Alla Borisovna, pulling her by 

the arms, her head held high, her little eyes sharp and glassy. 

“I’m sorry, Alla Borisovna. Sorry it has to end like this.” 

“Spare me your pity,” she said quietly. “I don’t need it, 

nor did I ask for it, nor are you the one to give it. I pity 

you. You’re lost, you’re an empty nothing. You think you know 

what you’re doing but you don’t. You poke in the dark, hoping 
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something will come of it, something will shake loose for you to 

snatch at and hold on to the living. Let go, Grigory 

Vasilievich, let go and forget and rest in peace.” 

“You got that right,” the grayness conceded. “Of course, I 

need to let go. There are so many things I need to let go of, 

too many, too many to count. I’m not the one to forget though, 

you see. I tend to remember. I wish I could forget. Believe me, 

I tried.” 

“Why don’t you try again? Don’t quit just because—” 

“I’m afraid this is none of your business, Alla Borisovna. 

I hope you’ll forgive me my rudeness—who am I, after all, a 

simple railroad engineer, when you...you’re an accomplished 

artist, the famous Bolshoi Ballet choreographer, the Soviet 

star, if you will—but this conversation is starting to wear on 

me, and I’m already weary. You see, I wasn’t entirely satisfied 

with your choreography. I won’t go into details here, it’d take 

up too much of our time, and we don’t have much time left, do 

we? To say it bluntly, the dancing was good, very good at times, 

but the choreography, I’m afraid was the choreography was not 

good at all. In fact, it was bad. Stifled, grandiose, arrogant. 

It was trying too hard when it didn’t need to. And it was 

missing something, emotion, feeling. Your heart was not in it, 

Alla Borisovna, I could tell. You’re tired of Swan Lake, tired 

of life—”  

“Then take it.” Alla Borisovna’s eyes glinted, sharp. “Take 
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it, and may your rot in hell.” 

“Already am, Alla Borisovna. Already am.” 

“What’s choreography, papa?” Tanechka piped up. 

“That’s a great question, my sweet. Choreography is the 

language of dance. A good choreographer knows how to arrange the 

dancers’ movements to make the ballet beautiful, make it worth 

watching.” 

“Was this ballet ugly?” 

“No, it wasn’t ugly, it was just...it wasn’t perfect. The 

dancers moved out of sync, and that’s the fault of all living 

people. They insist on bringing individuality to everything they 

do instead of simply doing their job. They fail to see that 

there is beauty in perfect likeness, like the pistons of a train 

engine, for example. They pump like one, without a hitch. Now 

that’s ballet.” 

“Let’s make her perfect, papa,” Tanechka hissed. 

“Don’t worry, my girl. We will.” The grayness straightened. 

“Any last words, Alla Borisovna?” 

Alla Borisovna turned her head to the wings. “Don’t you 

give up, Olesya. Don’t you dare. You hear me? He’s nothing. 

Nothing. And you’re everything, you’re everything he could never 

be, you’re—” 

Her words were cut off by the noose of the metal cable that 

Taras slipped over her head and tightened and stepped away, and 

Lyuba and Inga let go of her arms, and for a brief moment she 
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balanced on the tips of her toes, her elegant back velvet dress 

draped on her frame like a ballet costume, her poise and her 

balance flawless, effortless, and then she raised her arms over 

her head and bent them gracefully, the tips of her fingers 

touching, and she lifted one leg and struck it up high and held 

it suspended in the air without quivering, and she smiled a 

beautiful open smile, and her face was radiant, full of light, 

and the grayness that was Grigory Vasilievich twitched and 

flicked a hand, and Alla Borisovna was hoisted up into the air, 

twisting, jerking, her legs pedaling for a good minute, and then 

she went limp and gently swayed back and forth, and one of her 

patent black shoes slipped off her foot and flopped on the stage 

and turned over and lay on its side, rocking slightly.  
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CHAPTER 61 

The theater was nothing but an empty black box, and outside the 

theater stood another black box on wheels and behind it two 

more, and the snow-swept platform was empty, glazed with ice, 

and it was dark, and the lights were weak and yellow and the 

shadows many, and without a bell or a whistle the beam of the 

headlamp shot into the night and the train started moving and 

left the platform and vanished in the dancing twirling haze.  
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CHAPTER 62 

“Funny how that works,” Dima said. “I always wanted to drive a 

train, ever since I was a little boy...” he touched the smooth 

knob of the throttle, passed his hand over the brakes, sunk back 

in the chair, looked at Olesya, “...and now I don’t want it.” 

“Same.”  

She drew up her legs to the soft creaky seat and put her 

chin on her knees and watched the thick wooly snowflakes streak 

in the light of the headlamp and hit the glass and melt, 

squirming, jiggling down. The straight black lines of the tracks 

disappeared in the night, and they seemed to be standing in 

place, and the dark blue flatness raced past them without an end 

or beginning or middle, and the rumble of the engine and the 

click of the wheels combined into a hypnotic drone.     

“Papa promised to let me drive a train, a real train...” 

Olesya stared straight ahead without blinking, rocking a little, 

“...take me on a ride one night, sit me on his lap and let me 
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press and push the buttons, switch the levers, and...have me be 

an engineer, for the whole ride, from Moscow to Leningrad, all 

eight hours.” 

“The Red Arrow?” 

“Yeah. The fastest sleeper to get you there. I was so 

exited, I could hardly wait.” She shivered, tightened her arms 

around her legs. “He never did. I don’t know why I believed him. 

I should’ve known it was a lie, one of many. No one would ever 

allow something like that. A child? Driving a train in the 

middle of the night? Mama was mad at him for fooling me. He 

joked it off, he always joked it off when she caught him 

spinning stories. ‘I’ll make it happen, Olesya, you’ll see,’ he 

told me. And so he did.” She glanced around the cab.  

They sat silent for some time. 

Olesya stifled a yawn, shook her head. Her eyes watered. 

“You’re exhausted.” Dima said. 

“Yeah. So are you.” 

He shrugged. “I’ve been worse.” 

The throttle shifted down with a well-oiled clatter. The 

train accelerated. The wind picked up to a whine, to a high-

pitched keen. They sat up straight, looked at the throttle, at 

each other. 

“Can you try it again?” 

Dima grasped the knob and pulled. It didn’t move. He 

clenched his teeth and wrapped both hands around it and strained 
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and groaned, and let go. “No. That’d be too easy.” He ran his 

fingers through his hair and shook his head and sat back. 

“Shit.” 

Olesya looked at the big red shaft at the far right of the 

control panel. “If we both...?” 

“What, stand on it with our whole weight?” 

“I know.” She sighed. “It’s just...it’s eerie sitting here. 

It makes me think I can control it, make it stop. Make it all 

stop. You know?” 

“Maybe that’s what he wants you to do.” 

“Stop him?” 

“Why not? He must be tired of all this running around. I’d 

be tired for sure if I were him. Why else put us here?” 

“I think he wants to show me something.” 

“Hasn’t he shown you enough?” 

“I think I know what it is.” 

Dima waited. 

Olesya sat silent for some time. “I don’t want to see it.” 

She turned her head to Dima, her cheek on her knees. “He knows I 

don’t want to see it. So he’s making me.” 

“Why me with you?” 

She smiled sadly. “For an added hurt, I suppose. Added 

shame.” 

“You’re not going to tell me...?” 

“I...well...” 
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“It’s hard.” 

Olesya didn’t say anything. 

“I understand.” He looked down. “Sorry I asked.” 

“No, it’s okay. It’s fine. Really. It’s just...” She 

trailed off, looking at the streaks of snow. “It’s like the 

shoes.” 

Dima looked up at her. 

“Swinging.” Her eyes filled and she blinked.  

“Back and forth,” Dima said absently, “back and forth.” 

“I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have—” 

“I don’t mind. It doesn’t bother me anymore.” He slipped 

off the seat and sat on the floor and hugged her legs. She 

ruffled his hair, ran her finger along the curves of his ear and 

down his chin, feeling the light scratchy stubble. 

He sat back, startled. “You’re bleeding.” 

She shrugged. 

He picked up her foot, touched the seam of the pointe that 

was wet and dark, untied the knot, loosened and unwrapped the 

ribbons.  

“Oh, Olesya.” 

“I don’t really care.” 

He carefully peeled off the soggy gauze and the plaster and 

dropped them to the floor and took her raw blistered foot into 

his hands, probed it around, flexed her ankle, looked up. 

Olesya was crying, tears rolling quietly down her cheeks as 
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if they were not her tears, her eyes distant, unfocused, looking 

at nothing. He sighed and took off her other pointe and checked 

all around her foot, and when he was sure that nothing was 

broken he gently lowered her legs to the floor and propped them 

up flat and massaged her calves. 

“Better?” 

“Yes,” she whispered. “Thank you.” 

“Want me to help you...?” 

She nodded. 

He unhooked her tutu and slipped it up and over her head, 

and in the back of the cab he found a locker and opened it and 

took out two thick red blankets and a red metal case with a big 

white cross on it, and TUBE: Trans-Urban Blitz-Express logo. He 

set it on the floor, unlatched it, cleaned and dressed Olesya’s 

foot, spread one blanket in the narrow space between the seats 

and the wall, waited for her to lie down and settled next to 

her. 

“Comfortable?” 

“Yes.” 

He kissed her nose, her lips. 

“Here. Lift your head for a second.” He put an arm under 

her head and flipped the second blanket over them and kicked the 

bottom of it with his legs to wrap it under their feet and 

smoothed it and tucked it all around, and when he lay his head 

down and looked at Olesya, she was fast asleep, and he smiled 
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and watched her breathe, a little strand of light-brown hair 

hanging over her forehead, jittering slightly, and he yawned and 

strained to keep his eyes open but within minutes his eyelids 

fluttered and drooped and closed, and he was asleep, dead to the 

silent grayness of Grigory Vasilievich watching them from the 

engine door.  
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CHAPTER 63 

A piercing whistle blasted the cab. 

Olesya woke with a start and sat up and held her chest, her 

heart beating wild, her mouth dry, her ears ringing. Gray light 

swam around her, and the shadows floated, and she closed her 

eyes and sat still, feeling the rhythm of the wheels, Dima’s 

hand on her shoulder, his warm rapid breath, and she opened her 

eyes and looked at him, his face crumpled, pupils wide. He flung 

off the blanket, sprung to his feet, looked out at the gray hazy 

light and turned and looked at her. 

“What is it?” 

“Birches.” 

A wave of cold went through Olesya. Dima gave her a hand 

and heaved her up. She clasped the back of the seat, looked out 

the window, stopped breathing.  

The birches were naked and stunted and blind, their many 

eyes milky, eyelids crusted. Thin shavings of skin curled away 
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from their trunks and hung unmoving in their tangled branches. 

They rolled by the train at an unhurried pace, unable to see it 

yet aware of its bulk and its smooth gliding locomotion like the 

blind are aware of anything moving not only by sound but by 

misplacement of air, and they almost turned their heads at it 

passing and didn’t and stood still, and up ahead the tracks were 

slanting and curving out of sight, and Olesya glanced around the 

cab and looked at Dima. 

“Oh God.” 

“We’re in the Red Arrow.”  

“Yes.” She gripped his hand, stared at the clunky control 

panel, at the stamped Russian labels, the familiar buttons and 

levers and the thick red shaft of the emergency brake. She 

reached for it. The throttle jammed down and hit her hand. She 

jerked it away. The train jolted, picked up speed. Dima gripped 

the shaft and yanked on it and punched it. “Fuck.” 

Olesya turned gray, slowly sat on the engineer’s seat. 

Dima rubbed his knuckles, looked out the window.  

“You sure you want to—” 

“Yes.” She turned to him. “I must.” 

He nodded. 

“Hold me.” 

He kneeled, wrapped his arms around her. 

“Hell, Olesya. You’re freezing. Let me—” 

“Don’t.” She dug her fingers in his arm. “Stay.” Her heart 
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skittered like a panicked bird, her breath shallow, rapid. Dima 

rocked her slightly to the rocking of the train, and Olesya 

moved her lips and whispered something. 

“What?” 

“—strawberries.” 

Dima followed her gaze. 

“Wild strawberries...in the birch grove...” 

The train whipped around the bend and the birches changed 

to tall and slender, rippling green, the sky blinding white, the 

air hot and shimmery over the rails, and there was Tanechka, 

running from the grove, her pigtails bouncing, her red dress 

flapping, feet bare, pounding on the grass and up the footpath 

and across the embankment. 

It all happened quickly. 

It all happened slowly.  

She saw the train, halted, looked back, started running 

again, faster, stumbling on the rocks, wheeling her arms, 

glancing over her shoulder and up at the train and across the 

tracks to the other side, and stepped over the rail when the 

train blew a whistle, and she jumped and froze, her eyes big and 

round, her face tear-stained, glistening in the sun. She grabbed 

the hem of her dress and yanked it up and over her head, her 

little body underneath it naked, then she jerked her head to the 

side, and there was papa, running, shouting, clutching the waist 

of his pants. He stumbled, threw out his arms, and his pants 
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dropped down his pale hairless legs, and he tumbled and turned, 

his face contorted, his eyes electrified, oddly alive, and the 

locking brakes screamed in metallic hysteria that rose to a peak 

and abruptly stopped, and the train hit Tanechka and rushed 

through and left behind her crumpled shape, and papa scrambled 

to his feet, staggered over, reached to touch her, and Olesya’s 

tongue glued to the roof of her mouth, and the birches nodded 

their hoary heads and looked at her with their milky eyes, and 

she knew that they knew and would never tell, ‘It’s our secret, 

my sweet little ballerina, my sugar,’ and she uttered a cry that 

came up from her belly and tore through her chest and out her 

throat, and she jumped from the seat and punched the control 

panel, hitting the buttons, the levers, the knobs, and she 

didn’t see Dima, didn’t hear him asking her to stop, there was 

only the roar in her ears and the red in her eyes, and she 

whacked it, smashed it, kicked it, until she couldn’t feel her 

hands anymore and she collapsed to the floor and curled up in a 

ball and sobbed. 

And Dima held her.  
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CHAPTER 64 

Dima peeled strands of hair from Olesya’s forehead, wiped it 

with the sleeve of his doublet. She sat motionless, staring at 

the engine door. The train has long stopped and they were 

standing in pitch-black darkness and from the engine drifted 

voices, a woman’s and a man’s, arguing softly. 

Dima was looking at Olesya.  

She turned to him. “Sorry.” 

“For what?” 

“I’ve to go.” 

“Alone?” 

“Yes.” 

He nodded. “I’ll be here. Waiting.” 

“I know.” 

He kissed her. She grabbed his shoulders with her bloodied 

fingers and pressed her body to his body and kissed him back 

hard and fast and broke away and pushed off and up to her feet 
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and stood still for a moment, wrapped in the red plush blanket, 

then she dropped it and walked with the ballet duck walk to the 

door, limping slightly, and took hold of the lever and it fit in 

her hand just like it always did, and she pressed down, and the 

door creaked open and the warm stuffy closeness enveloped her, 

and she didn’t know if she should feel happy or scared or both, 

and she stepped over the threshold.  

The door shut behind her.  

She halted, letting her eyes adjust to the gloom, the 

blurry contours of the shapes in the shadows, the coat shelf 

hung with coats where she liked to hide, the mirror where she 

looked before leaving for class, the hook for papa’s briefcase 

with his briefcase on it, the phone stand with the rotary phone, 

the door to the kitchen, the door to her room, the door to her 

parents’ room where he danced with her, where he gave her 

Tyubik, and the arguing voices that came from there rose in 

pitch, and she knew what she was about to see and she crept over 

the creaking floorboards, stepping on those that made no noise, 

brushing the wallpaper with the tips of her fingers, and the 

voices stopped abruptly as though cut off, footsteps hurried to 

the door, and Olesya flinched and shrunk back and pressed 

herself between the coats, and the door flew open, slammed on 

the wall, and mama stormed out, into the kitchen, banged the 

kitchen door closed, and Olesya stood motionless for some time, 

then parted the coats and moved to the glow of the gray morning 
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light, and there was papa sitting at his desk, his back half-

turned to the window, face backlit, dark with shadows, a big 

black box tied with a ribbon sitting in his lap, in front of him 

a skinny girl in a fancy white dress, her wavy light-brown hair 

just touching her shoulders.  

“What’s in it, papa?” 

“Patience, my sweet girl, patience.” 

She flicked her big gray eyes to the door. 

“Don’t worry, mama won’t take it away from you.” 

“But she said—” 

“She was joking.” 

“No she wasn’t. I know when she’s joking, and that wasn’t a 

joke. She really meant it, papa, she did.” 

“Don’t argue with me. Listen. She won’t throw it away, 

okay? It’s too valuable to be thrown away, and she knows it, so 

put it out of your silly head. I know your mother, I know her 

well. It’s always the same. Empty threats and nothing to it. 

Just let her stew a bit, and it’ll pass. You’ll see, it always 

does. Close the door.” 

The girl nodded and walked by Olesya so close she could 

reach out and touch her, and closed the door quietly and walked 

back and stood in front of papa, toes turned out, back straight. 

“Is it really that valuable?” 

Papa chuckled, patted her head. “There we go. That’s the 

question I like to hear. You’re dying to know what’s in it, 
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aren’t you?” 

“Yes.” Her voice was soft, her breath rapid, her eyes were 

scanning the box. 

“Guess.” 

“Oh.” She bounced from foot to foot. “Oh, I don’t know. I 

guess...I guess a new dress?” 

“No. You guessed wrong. You’ve got two more tries.” 

“A new fur hat? The one you wanted to get me?” 

“Come on, Olesya, you’re disappointing me. This box is a 

bit too large for just a hat, don’t you think? Look at it. Look 

how pretty it is. What could be hiding inside it? What did I 

promise you? Well? What did I always promise you? Something 

long, something moving...” 

“The—oh...” Olesya drew in a shaky breath. “Oh! It can’t 

be, papa.” 

“Yes, it is.” 

“Really? You really got it? But how...where...” 

“Open the box, silly. Just don’t break it. You can use it 

later for storing.” 

Olesya picked up the box with trembling hands and set it on 

the floor and flopped down next to it and pulled at the ribbon 

and unfolded the black satin cloth and let out a small cry. 

“Go ahead. Take off the lid.” 

She pried it with the tips of her fingers and pulled it up, 

and it made a whooshing sucking noise, and she set it on the 
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floor and looked at what lay inside and stopped breathing. 

“Well? How do you like it?” 

“A real American train set!” 

“A real American train set.” 

“For me?” 

“Of course it’s for you, silly. Who else would it be for? 

Happy birthday.” 

“Oh, thank you, papa! Thank you!” She jumped up and wrapped 

her arms around his neck and kissed him on the cheeks, and he 

smiled and kissed the top of her head, and his eyes were 

radiant. “See? I knew you’d like it.” 

“It’s beautiful. I...I didn’t know that a train set could 

be so beautiful, so...perfect.” She gingerly stroked the red 

plush of the casing and the black shiny hides of the cars and 

the crinkly cellulose wrappers with red rubber bands around 

tracks and switches and trestles. Then she dislodged the engine 

from its nestle and pulled it out and turned it in her hands.  

“What does it say?” 

“That? That’s the name of it, it’s called Tyub.” 

“Tyub. That sounds funny, papa.” She touched the logo 

painted on the tip of the head and placed the engine on her palm 

and rocked it back and forth and gripped it with both hands and 

squeezed it. “How about I call it Tyubik?” 

Olesya shuddered, covered her ears and looked away, a wave 

of nausea pushing up her stomach. It all looked and sounded like 
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a bad déjà vu, and she glanced at the door and it slid open into 

the corridor of the Red Arrow sleeper, and she turned back, and 

she was standing in the vestibule of the moving train, behind 

the windows black winter night and fields of snow and red eyes 

of the semaphores. 
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CHAPTER 65 

The air smelled of cold and piss and smoke, that smell of trains 

Olesya loved and hated, and she held her breath and stepped into 

the corridor, on the shabby red carpet, the windows draped in 

some chintzy red velour, the doors with no windows, the wood 

paneling fake, and it was all cheap and faded, the wrong red, 

the wrong gold, and the door at the end of the car hissed open, 

and Olesya looked at it. Nothing moved. She took a deep breath, 

another, started walking, swaying slightly, and stopped one door 

away and listened to her drumming heart, to the clacking wheels, 

and closed her eyes, opened them, walked in the door. 

The berths were divans with soft backs of brownish red that 

didn’t match the red of the rug or the red of the curtains. The 

pillows were white, whipped into cones. The table was covered 

with a red patterned cloth and a square of white cotton, set 

with a vase of red carnations, two nickel holders with tea 

glasses full of tea, two saucers with slices of sharlotka, a 
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crystal dish of sugar cubes, two tea spoons and two cloth 

napkins. The window was dark, flashing dots of lights, and the 

smell was that of freshly pressed sheets, still a bit damp, and 

on top of it the sweet aroma of the baked wild strawberries. 

“Well, don’t just stand there. Come in.” 

Olesya moved on unbending legs, gripped the edge of the 

table, sat down, put her hands in her lap, looked at the 

sloshing tea. 

“Would you like some?” 

She nodded. 

“See, I knew you’d want something hot and sweet. I always 

know what you want, don’t I? Well, go ahead then, go on, drink 

it. No use looking at it. You don’t want it to get cold.” 

Olesya raised her hand and reached over and curled her 

fingers around the cool smooth handle and lifted the holder and 

put the glass to her lips and blew the air on the tea and sipped 

it, and set the holder down. 

“Is it good?” 

She nodded. 

“Excellent, excellent.” Two white veiny hands rubbed with a 

dry rustling sound. “Try the sharlotka, too. It’s much tastier 

than the last one I made, it’s got this perfect balance of 

sweetness and that tanginess of wild berries, not at all 

overpowering but rather complimenting each other. I dare say, I 

outdid myself this time, perfected the recipe, if you will. In 
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fact, it’s not cake—are you listening?—it’s heaven, my girl, 

wild strawberry heaven. Go ahead, take a bite. It’ll melt in 

your mouth, you’ll see.” 

Olesya picked up the tea spoon and cut into the cake and 

watched the dark red sauce ooze on the white smooth china, and 

put the spoon in her mouth and licked off the warm spongy mass 

and chewed it slowly, the sweetness spreading on her tongue. 

“That’s my girl. Well? How do you like it?” 

Olesya swallowed, looked at the hands that were cupping the 

holder, the cuffs of the shirt, the buttons, the ironed collar, 

the cleanly shaved chin, thin lips, fleshy nose, and the eyes, 

big gray eyes that looked back at her like from a mirror, the 

heavy eyelids, the long heavy brows, large ears, high forehead, 

soft thinning hair, and the whole of him achingly real and close 

and yet phony, composed of dust that was colorless, odorless, 

tasteless, that was nothing, nothing at all.   

“It’s perfect, isn’t?” 

Olesya watched him.  

He picked up the cake with his hand, noisily ate it in four 

bites, gulped the tea, wiped the fingers on the napkin, brushed 

the crumbs off his shirt and off the tablecloth, licked and 

smacked his lips, put his elbows on the table, interlaced his 

fingers. “Was it really that bad?” 

“You didn’t bring me here to talk about cake.” 

He was silent for a moment.  
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“That’s right, I didn’t.” 

“Then why waste time?” 

“Indeed. Why waste it.” His face soured. 

“Show me.” 

He squinted at her, shook his head. “Not so fast, my little 

girl, not—” 

“I’m not your little girl. Show me.” 

“You are what I say you are.” 

“No.” 

“Well, look at you.” He leaned across the table, studying 

Olesya with the holes of his eyes. “All grownup, aren’t you? 

Arguing with your old papa like you know better.” 

“Quit it.” 

He looked at her for some time, saying nothing, his dust 

dirty yellow in the poor yellow light, then he sat back in the 

berth and in the shadows his eyes glinted, oddly alive. “Now 

you’re showing me something. About time. To tell you the truth, 

this whole good-daughter-bad-father routine was getting quite 

tiresome.” 

“Then get on with it, damn you. Get on with your game, and 

let’s be done with it.” 

“Just like that?” 

“Just like that.” 

“All right, then. Since you asked, I guess I’ve no choice 

but to indulge you, do I?” He put his hands in his pockets, 
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fiddled with something. When he spoke again, his voice was flat 

and cold. “Eat your cake. Drink your tea. Use the lavatory and 

come back.” 

Olesya looked at the cake, at the red berry-eyes congealed 

in their spongy sockets.   

“Do I have to?” 

“Do I need to repeat it?” 

Olesya blew air between pressed lips and picked up the cake 

and bit and chewed and swallowed, trying not to gag, and bit 

again, chewed again, swallowed again, and then it was gone, and 

she knocked back the tea and rose from the table and went to the 

lavatory, locked the door and, breathing through her mouth, the 

usual stink of chlorine and piss itchy in her throat, peed and 

flushed and washed her hands and face and toweled off, and 

walked back to the compartment.  

“Undress.” 

“What?” 

“You heard me.” 

She stood very still, looking at him, then slowly she 

turned her back and slipped the straps off her shoulders, her 

hands shaking. 

“No-no-no, not like that. Turn around. I want to see how 

much you’ve grown.” 

She turned around and stopped, arms hanging limp. 

“Take it off.” 
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He was watching her. 

She wasn’t moving. Her skin was ice and her arms were ice 

and she thought if she moved them they would snap and break. 

“What’s the matter? Did you forget how to do it?” 

“No.” 

“Then hurry. I don’t like to wait.” 

Olesya’s hands moved without her moving them. They crept up 

her bodice to the small of her back, stopped, felt about, 

fumbled with the hooks, undid them one by one, slipped the 

bodice down her legs. 

“Tights too.” 

Her hands moved to her waist, tucked in her thumbs, peeled 

off the tights down to her ankles, untied the ribbons, shucked 

the pointes, pulled the tights off her feet. Her body 

straightened, her skin gone, something raw in its place, her 

nipples burning, her legs pressed together.  

“Take your hands away. No, put them to the sides. Yes, like 

that. Turn around, not too fast—yes, yes, like that—well, look 

at you. Not bad, not bad at all. Nice proportions. Classic. 

Creamy complexion. I’d say, almost flawless, almost, the breasts 

are—yes—a little too prominent, but that could be corrected 

easily. Aside from that...I must say, I like it. I like it very 

much. I’m surprised, it’s not much different from the way I 

remember. Did anyone ever tell you you have an ideal ballet 

body?” 
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“Yes.” 

“Who?” 

“Alla Borisovna.” 

“She did, did she?” 

Olesya looked up and into the holes of his eyes and he 

looked back at her like at a doll on display.    

“Mama knew.” 

“Get dressed.” 

“Mama knew, and you—” 

“Do what you’re told.”  

She moved her face close to his and she could see the dust 

of it swirling in chaos, and she wasn’t naked anymore, she 

wasn’t raw, and somewhere below his waist she saw movement. Her 

arm shot out, brushed something hard. He snatched her wrist. She 

jerked and screamed. He let go, her skin stung red where he held 

her. 

“Don’t make me repeat myself.”  

He motioned to the berth, to the neatly folded stack of 

clothes, and Olesya dressed, and the train slowed down. 
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CHAPTER 66 

“You’ll enjoy this. I know you will.”  

They got off the car into the thick old snow gray with soot 

and pockmarked and frozen, and Olesya’s boots broke the crust 

and sunk to the ankles and lifted white powder, and her shadow 

was long in the weak spilling light, and the shadow of dust that 

was Grigory Vasilievich overlapped the shadow of Grigory 

Vasilievich, and he stooped and trodded to the tail of the train 

that curved into the darkness and out of sight, the yellow 

circle of his flashlight bobbing on the snow, up the wet grimy 

wheels, glowing windows, black silent woods, and up ahead again, 

along the cars, his ushanka ears flapping, untied, and Olesya 

drew in a lungful of cold crisp air. 

“Papa. Papa!” 

“I won’t hear you.” 

“I know.” 

“Keep quiet.” 
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They walked after him at a distance, the quiet red cars 

reddish black in the dark, and they caught up with him at the 

end of the train, bent over, shining his flashlight at the dirty 

ice-caked chassis. He knocked off the ice with a wrench, tossed 

it to the ground, slid his hand under his ushanka, scratched his 

head, put the flashlight between his teeth, tied the ushanka 

ears under his chin, squatted down, dropped to his knees, half-

crawled under the car, and the distant rumble came from around 

the bend, the glow of headlamps, the dinging bells. The heavy 

weight bore down on the rails, made them moan, and the 

flashlight plonked out of Grigory Vasilievich’s mouth and he 

cursed and scrambled from under the car.  

The bright light whipped around the curve, glinting off the 

rails, and Olesya shielded her eyes, clapped her mouth, choking 

the scream, and Grigory Vasilievich pushed himself up to his 

feet, spun around, and she could see his sharp profile, his wide 

open mouth, his arms going up and over his head, and she closed 

her eyes and the stinging fingers pried her eyelids open. 

“Watch.” 

“I don’t want to.” 

“Watch!” 

He didn’t scream. He didn’t have the time.  

The squeal of the brakes and the toot of the horn were cut 

off by a thunderous bang and a piercing metallic grinding, and 

where Grigory Vasilievich stood was a sparkle, a pop, a crunch, 
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and the nose of the engine climbed the tail of the car and rode 

over it and over the next car, telescoping like a collapsible 

tube, and the dust and the smoke and the noise exploded into the 

night and dragged on for some time and stopped, and in the 

sudden ringing silence there came the screams, desperate 

mounting bellows, and Olesya jerked.  

The stinging hands stopped her.  

“What did you see?” 

She was silent. 

“Answer the question. What did you see?” 

“Your death.” 

“Wrong. I died long before that. You’ve got two more 

tries.” 

“The accident, the railway accident you got—” 

“Wrong again. Think about it. Think. What did you see?” 

She thought about it.  

The bellowing rose and ebbed like some terrible tide, and 

dark figures were shouting, spilling from the cars, dragging 

luggage, small crying bundles. 

“Pain.” 

“That’s right. Pain. What sort of pain?” 

“I don’t know.” 

“Of course you don’t. How could you? You never knew it—I 

made sure of that—come, I’ll show, I’ll show you what it’s 

like.” 
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CHAPTER 67 

The sound of a child crying, soft, whimpering. An older voice, 

hushing. Silence. Low, insistent creaking, then the whimpering 

again. A resounding slap, and crying, hiccupping, swelling in 

sobs. A door cracked a hair and a thin strip of light.  

“Open it.” 

“Is this—” 

“Don’t talk. Open it.”   

Olesya pushed it open. It swung out into the room on well-

oiled hinges and bumped on the door stop and bounced back and 

was still. The creaking was louder now, accompanied by stifled 

grunting and the sound of smacking, skin on skin, two shadows 

moving on the floor, the people they belonged to just out of 

sight. 

“This is...this is baba Zina’s—” 

“What did I tell you about talking?” 

Olesya closed her mouth. 
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“Now move. Move, or you’ll miss it.” 

The noises settled into a thumping rhythm, and Olesya knew 

what she was about to see and she didn’t want to see it and she 

did, and she moved one foot in front of the other, the snow 

melting off her boots, soaking into the worn patterned carpet, a 

real, authentic Persian carpet, baba Zina’s pride, and there was 

her sewing table heaped with fabric, her Singer sewing machine, 

the back of her chair, the china cabinet with the porcelain 

ballerinas, her bed by the window, and on the bed a man and a 

boy, their pants pulled down, the man’s hairless buttocks 

clenching, unclenching, the boy’s body jerking, pressed to the 

crocheted afghan, arms splayed, head turned to the side, face 

red and puffy, mouth open slightly, eyes glassy. 

Olesya looked in those eyes that looked at her and didn’t 

see her, and the thrusts have quickened and the boy’s eyes 

focused, opened wider. He wriggled, clawed at the afghan, cried 

out. 

The man slapped him.  

“Shut up. Shut up or I’ll kill you, you little shit. You 

hear me?” 

The boy mumbled something. 

“You hear what I said?” He jerked him, grabbed his head and 

pushed it into the afghan. “Huh? Huh? What did I say? What did I 

just say?” 

The boy flapped his hands on the bed. 
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The man let go. 

He gasped for breath. “You said...you said...you’ll kill 

me.” 

“I sure will. I’ll kill you first, and then I’ll kill your 

mama. So you better be quiet, boy. You hear me?” 

“I hear you.” 

“‘I hear you,’ what?” 

“I hear you, uncle Semyon.” 

“You make another peep, and I’ll squash you like the little 

worm that you are, you got that? And your mama won’t help you.” 

The boy closed his eyes.  

The thrusting resumed, harder, faster, and then the man 

stopped moving, stopped breathing, tipped back his head and 

moaned and shuddered all over, and pulled himself out, swollen, 

dripping, and the half-digested sharlotka in Olesya’s stomach 

churned and shot up her throat, and she clamped her hand over 

her mouth and retched and swallowed, and Grigory Vasilievich 

said in her ear, “How do you like it now? My best sharlotka? 

Tell me, how do you like it?” 

And uncle Semyon zipped himself up and got up from the bed 

and looked at Olesya and through Olesya with his small brown 

eyes caged in his bullet head, and smoothed his thinning hair 

with both hands and turned to the boy. 

“You keep your mouth shut, you hear me? You tell your mama, 

you’re dead. You hear what I’m saying? Huh?”  
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“Yes, uncle Semyon.” The boy sniffled, wiped the snot off 

his face. “Please, don’t kill mama.” 

“I won’t, if you’ll be a good boy and keep quiet.” 

“I’ll be a good boy, I promise. I promise. Please don’t 

kill mama, please—” 

“Shut up. I heard you the first time. Go get cleaned up.” 

He shoved him off the bed and out the door and across the 

corridor and into the toilet. 

The doorbell rang. 

Uncle Semyon spit on his palms, rubbed them, ran them over 

his hair, put on a docile smile, drooped his shoulders and 

walked to the door, his slippers hishing. 

The doorbell rang again. 

“Coming, Zinochka! Coming!” 

He unlatched it, opened it.  

Baba Zina stomped in, two string bags full of groceries in 

her hands, her face young and plump and ruddy, bright with 

makeup, brown hair coiled in curls, and in her ears her ruby 

earrings dangling over a white silk scarf like ripe wild 

strawberries, like blood droplets. 

“What took you so long?”  

She handed him the bags and unbuttoned her coat and hung it 

on the hook and looked at herself in the mirror, checked the 

curls, the earrings, slipped off the scarf. 

“Oh, you know. I was waiting for you, Zinochka, I was 
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waiting and waiting, and I dozed off, and I dreamed of you, of 

your beautiful face, your beautiful figure, then I hear this 

bell ringing, and it’s ringing and ringing, and my heart, would 

you know it, it beat so fast, it woke me up, and fell all over 

myself trying to get to you, got all tangled in my slippers—” 

“Oh, stop it.” Baba Zina blushed, swatted his arm with her 

hand, stifling a smile. “Stop it this minute, you fool.” 

“But why should I stop it, Zinochka? I can’t help it. 

You’re one beautiful woman, and I’m one lucky man.”  

“Hush. Grisha will hear. Where is he, by the way?” 

“Huh? Grisha? Oh, you know. Hiding somewhere? You know how 

he likes to hide. The last I saw of him, he was playing with one 

of your dolls.” 

“He was, was he? Again? And you let him?” 

“But what can I do, Zinochka? What? What do you want me to? 

I’m not his father. It’s not my place to discipline him. I’ll 

leave it up to you, to your capable motherly hands.” 

“You’re too gentle with him, Syoma.” 

“I know. I can’t help it, Zinochka, can’t help it. The boy 

is so puny, I’m afraid if I touch him he’ll break. Let me carry 

these to the kitchen for you. You go rest, go. I’ll make you 

some tea.” He pecked her on the cheek and shuffled off to the 

kitchen. 

“Grisha. Grisha! Come out, you little devil. Where are 

you?” She walked into her room and gasped. “Ahhh! You hooligan, 
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you messed up my bed again! You wait till I get my hands on you, 

I’ll show you. I’ll show you how to mock your mama. Where are 

you? Grisha! You come out this minute!” 

“I’m here, mama.” 

She spun around. 

Grisha stood in the toilet door, zipped up, buttoned up, 

his face dry and clean, his eyes still a little red, his large 

head sitting awkwardly on his thin frail body. 

“I’m sorry, mama.” 

“You better be. You better be sorry.” She pulled his ear 

and twisted it and dragged him to her bed. “What is this? You 

tell me. What is this?” 

“I’m sorry, mama. I won’t do it again.” 

She threw up her arms. “Why are you doing this to me, 

Grisha? Why? What did I do to deserve this? How many times do I 

have to tell you not to mess with my bed? Not to touch my dolls? 

Not this, not that? What are you doing, sitting at home on a 

Sunday anyway? I told you to go out. Why didn’t you? Why aren’t 

you playing football with the boys in the courtyard? Like a 

normal boy? Why?” 

“I don’t like football.” 

“Well, what do you like?” 

“I like ballet.” 

“Ballet? Ballet? What is wrong with you? Ballet is for 

girls!” 
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“Your tea is ready, Zinochka!” Came from the kitchen. 

Baba Zina stooped down, her face level with Grisha’s. “You 

want me to cut off your filthy little pecker? Is that what you 

want? You want me to make you into a girl? I can do that.” She 

snatched her sewing scissors from her table and snipped them 

under his nose. 

Grisha paled, staring at them.  

“Please, mama, please don’t.”  

The hishing slippers shuffled across the corridor. Uncle 

Semyon’s bullet head poked in the room. “You’re too hard on him, 

Zinochka. He’s just a boy. Let him be. Come. Your tea is ready.” 

“You have to thank Semyon Larionovich for being so nice to 

you. If not for him, I don’t know what I would’ve done with 

you.” She plonked the scissors on the table and walked out of 

the room, and Grisha stood alone, very still, and Olesya forgot 

where she was and who she was and who he was, and she rushed up 

to him and took him in her arms, and they sunk into something 

stinging, burning, biting, and she cried out and let go and sat 

back hard and got up and turned, and in the door stood the dust 

that was Grigory Vasilievich, and she was in her compartment. 

“Well, how did you like it?” 

She looked at him. 

“How did you like seeing me hurt?” 

“I hated it.” 

“Oh no, you didn’t. You loved it. I can see it in your 
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eyes.” 

“You can see nothing.” 

“Don’t lie to me.” 

“What difference does it make if I lied? It’s not what 

you’re after, my truth or my lies. You don’t care what I love, 

what I hate. You never did. Not like you’d start now. You’re not 

here for me, you’re here for you. It was always for you, all of 

it. Well, get on with it.” 

He studied her, inclined his head. 

“It’s not all that you wanted to show me. I can guess 

what’s next.” 

“Can you?” 

She glanced around the compartment. On the hook on the wall 

hung Tanechka’s red crocheted dress in Olesya’s size. Without a 

word she took off her coat, kicked off her boots, stripped to 

her underwear, pulled the dress off the hanger and put it on. It 

fit perfectly. She dug in her cosmetic bag, took out two hair 

elastics, brushed her hair, parted it in the middle, tied it in 

pigtails and stood still, waiting. 

“Amazing, simply amazing. I can hardly tell the 

difference.” 

She didn’t say anything, didn’t move. 

He put his hands in his pockets and rocked on his heels. 

“You got that right, there is one more thing. If you’ll 

remember, I promised you—and I always keep my promises, don’t 
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I?—I promised to give you a ride on a real train. Regrettably, I 

never did. I was...held back, if you will.” 

Olesya froze. 

“So how about it? Are you excited? I’ll give you a ride on 

a real train, just like you always wanted to, and then you can 

dance for me the rest of Swan Lake. Sound good?” 

Olesya didn’t answer. 

“Well, don’t just stand there. Go say goodbye to your 

friends. I know you must miss them. See? I’m not a brute like 

you think I am. You’ve got ten minutes. No? Not enough? All 

right, fifteen. Then come to the cab. I’ll be waiting for you. 

Hurry.” 
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CHAPTER 68 

Natasha sat by the window and Dima sat next to her and on the 

berth across Milena and Egor reclined in a loose embrace, all 

four of them in their Swan Lake costumes, Dima and Natasha in 

white and Egor and Milena in black, and the red of the rug and 

the walls and the drapes was too loud, too red, and Olesya 

squinted.   

“Olesya!” 

Dima jumped to his feet, scooped her up.  

She clung to him. “I missed you.” 

“Are you all right?” 

“Yeah. You?” 

“I’m okay. I’m—what’s happened? What’s wrong?” 

Olesya let go of him, threw her arms around Natasha’s neck, 

pulled her close. 

“Oh God, Olesya, oh my God. I thought I’d never see you 

again, I thought...goddamn you, I didn’t know what to think 
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anymore...” Natasha sniffled. “Damn, girl. Ease up. You’ll break 

me. What’s this you’re wearing? Isn’t it—” 

Milena’s snorting scream of laughter made them jump. They 

turned to her. Her eyes bugged out and her lips peeled back and 

she flung out an arm and pointed.  

“There she is, Egor. There she is! I’ll kill her! I’ll—”  

“Shhh.” He clapped a hand over her mouth.  

She thrashed in his hold, her black tutu jittering, hands 

slapping, legs kicking. He whispered something in her ear. She 

stilled and huffed and glowered at Olesya from under half-closed 

eyelids, her jaw moving from side to side, teeth gnashing. 

Olesya glanced at Dima, at Natasha. 

They looked down. 

“Hey, who would’ve thought. Our lost swan is back. Welcome, 

welcome.” Egor took his hand off Milena’s mouth, ran his fingers 

through his hair, sat up straight. “We’ve lost all hope. As you 

can see, we’re very happy to see you. Aren’t we, Milena?” 

“We are, my love. We are.” She grinned at him, giggled.  

“I only have fifteen minutes,” Olesya said. “Well, ten now. 

Or even less than that.” 

“You only have...” Dima froze. 

“Kiss me.” 

He didn’t move. 

“Kiss me!” 

She grabbed his face and mashed her lips on his lips and 
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pushed her tongue in his mouth, and he exhaled and he was 

kissing her back, softly, slowly, and she was crying, and 

Natasha watched them with her eyes wide-open and her hands on 

her cheeks and her voice small and hoarse, “Oh Jesus God, don’t 

do this, Olesya. Don’t. You’re not leaving again, are you? Are 

you?” 

She broke away from him. “I came to say goodbye.” 

“Goodbye?” 

“I need to go back to the cab. I need—I love you,” she 

flung her arms around Dima and held him and squeezed him and 

pressed her head to his chest. “I love you I love you I love 

you—” 

“I’m coming with you.” 

“You can’t.” 

“I don’t care.” 

“You can’t, Dima. You don’t—” 

“Watch out!” 

Natasha pushed them into the corridor at the wall of the 

dead ballerinas, their painted eyes blank, their perfect heads 

tilted. There was a flash of metal, a grunt, a long slender arm 

flipped sideways, and Natasha jerked and swayed and grabbed at 

the jamb, and Milena ogled her, her mouth open. 

“You stupid cunt!” Egor jumped to his feet, grabbed Milena, 

shook her. “You got the wrong one! That’s the wrong one! Get 

her! Get that one! That one!” 
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“Natasha!”  

Natasha tottered, toppled into Dima’s hands, a black metal 

handle in the small of her back, red seeping through the white 

of her gown. 

A dead silence fell on them, and the wheels kept on 

clicking, and Olesya cried out, dropped to her knees, lifted 

Natasha’s head. “Natasha. Natasha! Look at me! Don’t close your 

eyes! Look at me!” 

“I got you, I got you, you’re all right...” Dima kneeled, 

holding Natasha, and Olesya gripped her arm and slowly rolled 

her sideways and propped her head on Dima’s leg. 

“Look at me—Natasha! Natasha!” 

“Stop.” 

“Natasha!” 

“Olesya, stop.” 

Olesya jerked up her head, her eyes overflowing. 

“She’s gone.” 

“No.” 

“Olesya.” 

“No! No-no-no!!!” 

“That’s my switchblade,” Dima said. “I always keep it 

sharp.” He looked up at Egor. “Why, you sick son of a bitch...” 

Egor threw up his hands. “I didn’t do it. I didn’t do 

nothing. She did it!” He thrust a finger at Milena. “She’s the 

one who stole it from you! She’s the one!” 
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Milena snarled and went for his face. He ducked. They 

tumbled on the berth. 

The intercom cracked, sputtered. 

“Fifteen minutes is up, my little ballerina. See you in the 

cab.” 
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CHAPTER 69 

Many cold hard hands lifted Olesya off her feet and covered her 

mouth and pinioned her arms and legs and carried her out of the 

corridor and into the vestibule, and she glimpsed Dima twist in 

their hold and Natasha rise, china-white, and stretch her hands, 

and something boiled in her, something hot and red, and she 

stopped squirming and closed her eyes, and there was baba Zina 

laboring up from her chair, her ruby earrings swinging, her 

mouth opening, harsh words forming, and Olesya looked at the 

porcelain ballerina in her hand and curled her fingers around 

her tiny delicate waist and took aim and flung it at the wall, 

and it smashed to sharp white pieces, and baba Zina halted and 

gasped, her hand on her heart, and Olesya smiled and picked up 

the next figurine and hurled it, and then the next one and the 

next one until there was not a single one left, and then she 

opened her eyes, and she was standing in the engine gangway, the 

doll-like faces watching her through the window of the closing 
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door, and she struck it flat with her hands and pushed it back 

and charged, rammed into them, caught one around her waist, 

picked her up, and she was light, so very light, an empty glossy 

shell with blackness inside her, and Olesya knew the blackness 

would take her and she dropped her anyway, and she smashed on 

the vestibule floor in a cloud of white china dust, and Olesya 

picked up another, dropped her, another, and the blackness, the 

dust, the cold swirled around her, got in her eyes, in her 

throat, and she scrunched her eyes shut and coughed and retched, 

and the blackness seized her, pushed her up and back, and she 

wiped at her face, pried open her eyes, and in the vestibule the 

perfect shiny ballerinas toppled over one another and cracked 

and burst, and the blackness oozed from them and spilled to the 

car, and Dima scrambled to his feet, cried out to Olesya, dashed 

for the door, she took a step to him, and the overlapping steel 

plates of the gangway floor bucked, threw her back to the 

engine, she sat back hard, bit down on her tongue, and the blood 

filled her mouth, warm and metallic, and in the deafening roar 

and bang of the pistons a new noise exploded, a grating screech, 

and the gangway hood parted, its rubber folds squeaking, and the 

wind hit Olesya’s face, the blue of the night, and the hoses 

hissed, the floor plates scraped, the coupling snapped, the 

sleeper jolted, detached from the engine, and in a moment that 

was too short and too long Olesya saw Dima’s face in the gangway 

door window, pounding on it, fogging it up, and then he was gone 
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and the car was gone and there was only the night and the wind 

and the cold, and the door slammed shut, cutting it off, and she 

was plunged in the thudding boiling dark, and a howl of triumph 

came from the cab, of mounting thrill, anticipation, excitement, 

and Olesya felt around, found the wall, held on to it, got to 

her feet and stood still for some time, then looked up.  

“I’m coming, papa. I’m coming.”  
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CHAPTER 70 

Ten yellow dots sparked in the dark and flickered, and moved in 

a glow. A reddish face above them floated. Mouth opened, sucked 

in breath.   

“Happy birthday to you—” 

Olesya froze mid-step. 

“Happy birthday to you. 

“Happy birthday, dear Olesya. 

“Happy birthday to you!” 

The candles stopped in front of her.  

“Make a wish, my little ballerina.” 

“I wish—” 

“No-no-no. Don’t tell me, or it won’t come true. Say it to 

yourself in your head. Got it? All right, now blow them out, 

blow them out all at once, or your wish won’t come true.” 

Olesya took a deep breath and puffed out her cheeks and 

pursed her lips and blew hard, and the candles went out as one, 
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and blue smoke coiled up from them. 

“Good job! Look at you, so grown-up. Where did the time go? 

Indeed...where. Well, no matter. Why dwell on the past. Better 

tell me which you’d like to do first, eat the cake or play with 

your present?” 

Olesya stiffened, squeezed fistfuls of the soft knit skirt, 

and her stomach lurched and dropped somewhere, down below her 

knees. 

“I already ate the cake.” 

“But it’s your favorite, wild strawberry sharlotka. Don’t 

you want some more?” 

“No, thank you.” 

“All right, then. Follow me.” 

She made her legs move and they did somehow, and with every 

step her heart drummed harder, faster, draining the blood from 

her face, her hands, her feet, making them ice-cold, making her 

vision blurry, and there was the outline of the open door and 

the familiar shadows, shapes inside. 

“My room? Why in my room?” 

“Not just your room. Your bed.” 

Olesya stumbled.  

A pair of stinging hands picked her up and threw her on the 

soft lumpy mattress and banged the door shut. 

“It won’t help you.” 

“Keep quiet.” 
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“It won’t help you get whole.” 

“I said, keep quiet. Don’t make it harder on yourself.” 

He fumbled with his pants, pushed her back on the pillow. 

“There’s nothing left of you, nothing but—” 

“You keep your mouth shut! You spoiled little brat—” 

“You’re angry, angry and helpless and scared, like that 

poor little boy who—” 

He struck her across the face, and her head rocked back and 

it rang like a bell and her skin was on fire, and she stifled a 

moan and looked at him through the blur of her tears, and there 

it was, in his hand, black and shiny— 

“—Olesya. Oh, Olesya. My sweet little girl. My little 

ballerina.” He stroked her head, smoothed back her hair. “Why 

are you crying, silly? It won’t hurt a bit. It’s what you asked 

for, didn’t you?”  

He flung up her skirt.  

“Didn’t you?” 

“Yes,” she said, without saying it. 

“‘Yes,’ what?” 

“Yes, papa.”  

“See? I knew you wanted it. You always wanted it. You’ll 

like it, you’ll see.” 

And he jerked down her panties and parted her legs, and she 

tensed her arm and lifted it a hair from the bed and moved it 

slowly, in perfect control, like she moved on the stage, with no 
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visible effort, no strain on her face— 

“—there you go, that’s better. Smile. Smile for me. Why 

won’t you smile for me? You disappoint me.” He looked at her, 

through her. “All I ever wanted was to give you everything you 

asked for, everything you wished for—” 

“You wished for—” 

“—the things no one else could have—” 

“—you couldn’t have—” 

“—but you rejected it, all of it. You didn’t even see it. 

You were blind to it, blind! My pain, my love. It wasn’t pure 

enough for you, was it? Never. Never good enough, filthy, you 

called it filthy—” 

“Papa...” 

“—filthy little pecker—” 

“Papa, it’s me.” 

“You didn’t want me to have it, did you?” 

“It’s me, papa! It’s—” 

“Well, you can have it, then! You can have it all! Here! 

You fat ugly bitch!” And he entered Olesya, and her body left 

her, and there was only her arm, still moving, still gliding, 

quivering at his every thrust, now by her leg, now above it and 

on it, undetected, slipping across—   

“How do you like it? Tell me. How do you like it? Does it 

hurt enough? Does it? You want some more? I’ll give you some 

more. How is this? Harder? Still not enough?” 
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There was only her hand now, her splayed-open fingers, the 

tension in them, the perfect calm. 

“You will talk to me. You will tell me you’re hurting. I’ll 

make you, you’ll see. I’ll make you.” 

Olesya moved her lips. 

“What was that? Speak up.” 

She said something softly. 

“I can’t hear you. Repeat it.” 

He slowed, lean over. 

“—give you.” 

“What?” 

“I forgive you.” 

He recoiled and pulled out and stared at her with the holes 

of his eyes, and her arm moved quickly, her hand, her fingers. 

They closed on Tyubik, warm and slick with her blood, and she 

jerked it up and into her mouth and bit on it, and clenched her 

jaws, her teeth fitting perfectly in the groove of the dent, and 

the face above her cracked and tore open, and there was nothing 

below it, no darkness, no hole, and a howl erupted, a howl of 

failure, and her teeth crunched through the hard metal hide, and 

the bed fell away from her, the walls, the ceiling, and she was 

airborne, and then she crashed on something hot and round, and 

tumbled over it, and hit her head, and all was screeching around 

her, creaking, groaning, squealing, and then it came to a stop, 

the noise, the movement— 
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Light. 

Cold blue light. 

It shone through a jagged hole of the broken window, the 

sky above it bright with dawn, the bits of glass sparkling in 

Olesya’s hair, the snowflakes drifting, gliding, spinning like 

tiny ballerinas, tickling her, melting, and she opened her mouth 

and stuck out her tongue and caught one and swallowed, and it 

tasted like blood and snow and salt, and she heard them before 

she saw them. 

“That’s one way to do it, isn’t it?” 

“Do what, papa?” 

“Derail it. See? The chassis got bent in the middle, right 

there, right under its belly. The wheels ran off the rails and 

tipped the whole thing over. Bonk!” 

“Just like that?” 

“Just like that. It went on moving for some time, by 

inertia.” 

“What’s inertia?” 

“It’s when something keeps moving when it should’ve stopped 

a long time ago. That’s close to a hundred tons of steel we’re 

talking about here, so of course it kept moving. It’s hard to 

stop something heavy like that. See how it dug in its nose?” 

“But it did stop!” 

“It didn’t.” 

“It didn’t?” 
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“Olesya stopped it.” 

They were silent for some time. 

“It looks sad, papa. Like a sad broken toy. Poor thing. 

What do we do with it now?” 

“We go.” 

“Where?” 

“We go back.” 

“But what about Olesya?” 

“She’s staying. For a while. Come, Tanechka. We’ve a long 

walk ahead of us. Are you warm enough?” 

“Yes, papa. I’m warm.” 

“All right.” 

And Olesya drew up her legs and scrambled to a shaky crouch 

and reached through the jagged glass and pulled herself up into 

the bright blue cold. 

“Papa! Tanechka! Wait!” 

They turned and looked at her. 

“Wait!” 

She was up on the side of the engine, slipping, sliding, 

stumbling, then she got to her fours and eased over the edge and 

felt for some footholds, for something to hold her, and climbed 

down the exposed grimy belly and jumped in the snow and ran to 

them, and stopped. And she knew it. She didn’t need to be 

afraid. They were waiting for it. They couldn’t leave without. 

And she looked in their eyes that weren’t really their 
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eyes, and she was quiet a moment, then she said, “You may go.” 

They nodded and turned and walked away, and they walked 

leisurely, like they were taking a stroll, a man in a sheepskin 

coat and an ushanka and a girl in a red wool parka, a white 

fuzzy hat, her hand in his hand, and he was telling her 

something funny, and she was giggling, swatting his coat with 

her mitten, leaving white imprints, and Olesya watched them 

until they disappeared in the haze, and then she opened her 

cramped blackened hand and let Tyubik fall in the snow, and 

stood very still. 
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CHAPTER 71 

She walked all day, or maybe an hour, a minute. She couldn’t 

tell. Her body was numb and she didn’t know if it was from the 

cold or for some other reason and she didn’t care, and behind 

her the black twisted bulk of the TUBE engine lay sideways in 

the soft flat white like a hollow carapace of something huge and 

dead that will never move again, and she didn’t look back once, 

she kept on going at a slight incline, stepping from tie to tie 

along the tracks that were a road from nowhere to nowhere.  

And the blue of the light changed to white and bright, and 

one time when she stopped and shook so bad she didn’t know if 

she could keep walking, she thought at the edge of the white she 

saw a black wolf, and she shielded her eyes from the glare and 

squinted, and it was gone, and she kept on walking and stopped 

again, and there was a little figure in red catching up with the 

wolf, and she blinked and they were gone, and the glimmering 

white was empty again, and she stopped and looked down at her 
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red naked legs and her red swollen hands, and a sound burst from 

her lips, a small silly giggle, and then she was laughing, 

hiccupping, gasping for air and clutching her stomach, and at 

some point the laughter changed and she was crying, sobbing, 

blubbering something that wasn’t words, and then she collapsed 

on the tracks, and it didn’t feel cold, it felt warm and 

comfortable, and she drew up her legs and curled in a ball and 

hugged herself, and closed her eyes, and then Dima was next to 

her, tucking her in, “I’m here, I’m here, you’re okay, you’re 

fine,” and mama has brought her a cup of tea and it was 

steaming, “Here. You will drink this, yes?” and there was 

Tanechka, hopping and twirling around, “Look at the dress baba 

Zina knit for me! Look, Olesya! Do you like it?” and Uncle Sasha 

was throwing lumps of dirt, and baba Zina was hollering, and the 

dancers were spinning, and she was looking for papa, calling 

him, and he wasn’t there, and then they all left her, lying flat 

on the stage, hot and sweaty in the white hot lights, and Alla 

Borisovna bent to her, her ratty face sharp, “Belaya! What is 

the meaning of this? What on earth are you doing? Taking a nap 

in the middle of performance? Get up! For goodness’s sake, get 

up! You get up this minute and dance!”  

And the music came to her, faint and feeble, and it was 

wrong, the violins squeaking like squeaky wheels, and Olesya sat 

up and cringed and rubbed her eyes, and down the tracks crawled 

the sleeper, coming at her, slowly, steadily, black and blind, 
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and somehow she got to her hands and knees and reeled and 

scrambled out of the way long before it passed her, and she 

watched it keep going for some time and stop at the bottom of 

the incline and some distance away from the hump of the engine 

covered in snow, and she plodded to it on legs she didn’t have, 

and when she got to it, the back door was open, breathing warmth 

at her, and her bladder let go, and the heat and the steam woke 

her legs and her nose and she shuddered, sucked in air, the 

smell of ammonia, coppery blood, melted snow, and it hit her, in 

the face, in the head, and she gripped the handholds and dragged 

herself inside and flopped on her belly and rested on the cold 

steel floor, her skin tingling, then prickling, then burning. 

And after a while she crept across the vestibule, pushed the 

door open, swooned, slumped on the carpet and breathed in its 

dust and heard something rustle softly, and looked up. 

Milena stood at the end of the car, her hair loose and 

tangled, all gummed up, her face dirty, smeared with black 

makeup, the red-plush blanket wrapped around her shoulders like 

some cloak, her bare feet white on the red of the carpet. 

“You’re right on time, my dear.”  

Her mouth grinned. Her face stayed immobile. 

Olesya watched her. 

“On time?” 

“Help me find him.” 

“Find...who?” 
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“The devil.” 

“The devil.” 

“Yes!” She took a couple steps and stopped and glanced 

sideways, and stooped, and lowered her voice. “I want to make 

him stop. Make him stop whispering in my ear. He whispers and 

whispers, and it’s driving me crazy!” Her eyes flashed for a 

moment, returned to glass. 

“Sure. I’ll help you find him.” Olesya groped for the wall, 

found it, pulled herself up, clutched the curtain, the corridor 

swinging wildly around her, Milena dancing. She closed her eyes, 

opened them. 

“You’ll help me kill him.” 

There was the switchblade in Milena’s hand, crusted dark. 

“Does he...” Olesya flicked her eyes to the doors, every 

one closed. “Does he have another name?” 

“He might.” Milena shrugged. “If you’re so interested, why 

don’t you ask him yourself? What difference does it make? He’ll 

be dead either way.” She resolutely spun around and stormed to 

the lavatory and banged on the door. 

“Open up! It’s me. Do you hear me? What’s gotten into you? 

What are you, afraid of me now? Come on, open the door, you 

scaredy cat. I won’t hurt you, I promise.” 

She winked to Olesya, put a finger to her lips, pressed her 

ear to the door and listened, and passed the switchblade from 

one hand to another, and clasped the lever and yanked on it and 
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smacked the door. “He barricaded himself. I don’t know how he 

did it, but he did it. You’ll have to help me break it.” 

“How long has he been there?” 

“Ask him! How would I know?” 

Olesya watched Milena play with the blade. 

“Well? Are you going to ask him or not?” 

“Yes. Yes, I will.” Olesya crept to the door, her eyes 

never leaving Milena.  

“Dima. Dima, is that you in there? It’s me. Dima—” 

Milena snorted and bent over with laughter, hitting the 

door with the switchblade, leaving scratches. 

“It’s not Dima, you idiot! It’s not Dima! It’s the devil! 

The devil!” She charged at Olesya, jabbing the air. 
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CHAPTER 72 

“He’s behind you! The devil! Behind you!” 

Milena halted, wheeled around. 

Olesya darted to the vestibule, pushed the door. There was 

a noise in the conductor’s compartment. She stepped back, put 

her ear to it. “Dima? Dima!” 

The lavatory door slammed open.  

“Get her, Milena! Get her! The fucking cunt! Why the fuck 

won’t she just die? She’ll run off again! Get her! Get her!” 

Egor foamed at the mouth, his lips, his nostrils caked with 

blood, face puffy, bruised, swollen, eyes little slits. 

Milena flung the switchblade away from her, clapped her 

hands to her ears. The blanket unraveled, flopped to the floor.  

“Don’t talk to me!” 

“Get her, you damned loony! The knife! Pick up the knife!” 

“I’m not listening to you! I’m not. I’m not. La-la-la—” She 

closed her eyes and bobbed her head up and down. “I can’t hear 
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you. Can’t hear what you’re whispering over there. You can 

whisper all you want—” 

“Shut up!” 

She jumped, jerked her hands away from her ears. 

“One more word out of you, and I’ll carve your pretty face 

right off your skull. You want to test me?” 

Milena stared at him. 

“No? Good girl. Stay quiet like this, and don’t move. 

Don’t. Fucking. Move.”  

He looked at Olesya, and she met his eyes and held them, 

and took a step to him, and another, her head cocked slightly, 

fingers splayed. 

“It won’t work on me. The knife. Go ahead and try it.” 

Egor wavered, glanced at the carpet. The knife lay one door 

down from the fallen blanket, the blade glistening dully in the 

weak gray light. He ran his hand through his hair, looked up. 

“You’re bluffing.” 

“Am I?” She cocked her head to the other side. “You want to 

test me?” 

“You’re dead, Belaya. You make one more move, and you’re 

dead.” 

“No, Egor. You’re wrong about that. I’m alive.” She 

smirked. “You know, I feel so fucking alive, like I’ve never 

felt before in my life. You can stab me. Go ahead. It’s not 

going to change that.” 
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“You’re a crazy cunt.” 

“I’ve never disputed that.” 

She made to move. 

“Stay back!” 

She kept moving. 

“Stay back, you sicko! Stay back!”  

He shoved Milena aside, lunged forward, crashed to the 

floor and closed his hand on empty air and cursed. Olesya jumped 

to her feet, her arm in front of her, the knife shaking. 

“It’s over, Egor. It’s all over. Listen to me. Both of you. 

Please. My papa is gone, gone, they’re all gone. Do you 

understand what that means? We can go home now. Home. Moscow.” 

They gaped at her, silent. 

“The engine is dead.” She lowered her arm. “I derailed it. 

Go look, it’s laying on its side, just up ahead on the tracks. 

Look out the front window, you should see it from there. I won’t 

move, I promise you. I’ll stay right here. You can go look at it 

and look back and see me standing here, okay?” The noise from 

the conductor’s compartment came again, a moan, a weak 

scratching.  

Olesya took an involuntary step back. 

“Well? What did I tell you, Milena?” Egor got up to his 

feet. “There she goes again, spinning her bullshit. There’s no 

engine out there.” 

“No?” Olesya blinked. “Then what is out there?” 
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“Nothing. An illusion.” 

“An illusion. What kind of illusion?” 

“You’re asking me? You’re the one coming up with it.” 

“There’s no harm in looking—” Milena began. 

“Don’t move!” he shouted without turning his head. “Don’t 

you fucking move. She’s hypnotized us, don’t you get it? I can’t 

believe I fell for it. Again. Didn’t I tell you how dangerous 

she is? I must’ve told you a thousand times. If only you’d care 

to listen and do what you’re told. The engine my ass. Of course 

we’ll see the engine. She’s just waiting for us to turn our 

backs on her.” 

“Yeah. That’s exactly what I’m waiting for,” Olesya said, 

passing the knife from hand to hand. 

Egor followed it with his eyes. 

“It’s all an illusion, all of it.” She waved the knife 

around. “This car, the snow out there, America. It never 

happened, none of it. You want to know where you really are?” 

“Where?” Milena asked quietly. 

“You’re in hell, in Soviet hell, and the devil is about to 

get you.” 
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CHAPTER 73 

“Hush, Vita! Hush! What’s the matter with you?” 

Nancy Brown put down her pen and gave Vita a stare. 

Vita whined and sat on her haunches and curled her tail and 

watched Nancy with yellow unblinking eyes. 

“There’s a good girl.” Nancy patted her head. “We just took 

a walk, didn’t we? Now, don’t tell me you need to go pee again, 

’cause I ain’t believing it. Nuh-uh.” She wagged a finger. 

Vita grumbled, put her head on her paws. Her thick black 

shiny coat shuddered with her every breath, and Nancy sighed and 

picked up her pen and looked at the sheet of white paper with a 

single sentence scribbled on top in round tidy handwriting, and 

moved her lips without making a sound, made a face, crossed it 

out in one decisive stroke, and stared at it, smacked the pen 

down, scrunched the paper, balled it up, threw it in the 

wastebasket. Missed. 

“Sweet Jesus! Can’t even aim right. How am I going to get 
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anything done? You tell me.” 

Vita barked, jumped up, her claws clacking on the floor, 

snatched the paper with her jaws, brought it back to Nancy, 

rolled it in her lap and sat up, watching her. 

“No, I don’t want it. It’s bad. Bad. You know what I’m 

saying?” She picked it up and dropped it on her desk and stuck 

out her lower lip and turned it down. “I don’t know why I 

thought it was such a good idea—” 

Vita made a noise in her throat, pricked up her ears and in 

one strong move leapt to the door and stood on her massive hind 

legs and raised her head and howled. 

“Hush! Hush!” Nancy groaned and lumbered up from the chair 

and stomped over to Vita, one hand on the small of her back. 

“Jesus Christ, girl! It ain’t night yet, is it? You not 

telling me they is back already, ’cause I sure as hell not 

staying here another minute if they is, not a one, you got that? 

Now hush. Hush, I tell you!”  

Vita plopped down on her huge heavy paws and tossed back 

her head and erupted in a long barking salvo, and Nancy’s black 

face went dull, grayish blue like old tar, and her eyes rolled 

to whites, and she tugged at the coils of her hair and let go.  

“All right, all right! We’re going, damn you. Not like my 

story is kicking into labor any time soon, might as well.”  

She took the leash off the hook, and Vita quieted like 

something switched her off and sat erect, offering her neck. 
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Nancy strapped the collar around the wealth of her fur and 

fastened it and looked Vita in the eyes.  

“You ain’t killing me out there, you hear me? Not out there 

in the middle of nowhere. Whatever it is, we go slow. I’ve had 

enough of your running around this morning, I ain’t no spring 

chicken no more.” 

She puffed out air and straightened, massaged her back, and 

stepped into tall winter boots and stomped them for a better 

fit, put on a red wool parka, pulled over the hood and wrapped 

the scarf around her neck and tied it and put on her gloves. 

“You sure about this? You ain’t kidding me, is you?” 

Vita groused, protesting. 

“All right. Let’s see who it is.” 

She unlatched the door and creaked it open, and the white 

frosty air wafted in and curled, and Vita vaulted over the 

threshold with a high frantic bark, and the leash flew out of 

Nancy’s hand. 

“Vita! Vita, goddamn you!” 

She turned and locked the door and cautiously stepped on 

the snowy trodden path and looked around, muttered, shook her 

head and hastened into the flat smooth white to the distant 

tracks where Vita bounded, kicking up snow, and she walked in a 

determined, somewhat wobbly gait, arms swinging, breath 

steaming, head bent forward, and when she got far enough in the 

haze that her cabin behind her was a small dark smudge and the 
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railway ahead of her was a long dark ridge, she stopped and put 

a hand over her eyes and gasped. 

“Jesus, Joseph, and Mary! I’ll be damned. Don’t they know 

no better than to come out all the way out here? Great God, they 

must’ve lost they minds, that’s for sure. Where is the other 

cars? Why is there only one? Vita! Vita!” 

Vita barked hysterically, jumping on her hind legs, 

scratching at the closed exit door.   

“Will you hush now?” She snapped the leash. 

Vita sprung around the back of the car and flashed her tail 

and was gone, and there was only her barking echoing in the 

stillness. 

Nancy stuck out her lower lip and wiped the sweat off her 

forehead with the back of her glove and breathed hard through 

her nose.  

“You come on now, Nancy girl. Go on, now. Go get in that 

car and see if somebody’s there. You can sure do that right. 

Then you go check in that there locomotive yonder. It won’t kill 

you now, will it? Seeing them dead folks is no worse than seeing 

them black crawling shapes now, is it? You go on now. You can 

trust Vita, she got plenty sense, plenty more sense than you, 

that’s for sure.” 

She sighed and sighed again and walked up to the door and 

grabbed the handhold and pushed down on the lever and the door 

swung in, and she grabbed the other handhold and hoisted herself 
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up the metal staircase into the dimness of the vestibule, and as 

she clutched her back and slowly straightened, Vita jumped in 

and squeezed by her legs and burst into the corridor, barking 

madly, and there was shouting in some language Nancy had never 

heard, and she hurried after Vita and stopped dead. 

“The devil!” Milena cried. “The devil! The devil has come!” 

And she screamed a high-pitched scream, and Nancy screamed with 

her. 
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CHAPTER 74 

Blood poured down Olesya’s face, her knuckles white, her hand 

curled around the switchblade handle, Egor gripping her wrist, 

bashing her forehead with the back of the blade, Olesya silent, 

grimly holding on, her back flat to the window, Egor yelling in 

her face, Dima half-crawled from the conductor’s compartment, 

his arms around Egor’s ankles, his doublet stained red, his face 

chalky, Egor kicking at him, shouting at Milena for help, Milena 

standing stock-still, screaming, Vita snarling, snapping at the 

wrestling bodies, her nostrils twitching with the smell of 

blood, her yellow eyes wild. 

“No, Vita! No! Leave it, damn you! Come! Come!” 

Vita growled and padded over to Nancy, and Milena’s scream 

was cut off. Olesya’s fingers opened. Egor snatched the knife 

with his other hand. 

“Hey, hey! You stop that right now, mister! You put that 

knife down. You understand what I’m saying? Down. Put that down. 
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Or I’ll sic my dog on you. I ain’t kidding. I sure will if I 

have to. You better do as I say.”  

She held Vita close to her leg, the leash wrapped tightly 

around her hand, Vita tense, trembling. 

Dima groaned and rolled on his back and Olesya said 

something, something quiet. Egor pushed her. She fell on Dima, 

he cried out. 

“She crazy!” Egor jabbed the knife at Olesya, took a step 

back. “Crazy woman! She attack me! Attack me! She killer!” 

“You sure a crazy one, not her.” Nancy shook her head. 

“Miss, you need help? Here. Here, you hold on to my hand now, 

like that. There you go.” She heaved Olesya to her feet and 

clucked her tongue and looked over Dima. “Sweet baby Jesus, what 

the hell happened to you all here people, I’d like to know. You 

skinny as sticks, you—”  

Vita barked, jerked to jump. 

“Sit! What they up to now? Hey, you stop that! Stop it!” 

Milena was blocking the vestibule door, her arms stretched 

out, eyes black pips in white bloodshot circles, mouth open, 

inhuman noises coming from her throat. 

“Get out of my way, you fucking loony! Out of my way!” 

Egor slashed at her, grazed her cheek. 

She twitched and rolled up her eyes and shrieked a 

freezing, high scream of laughter. 

“Great God, he’s gone killing her, and she’s gone mad.” 
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Nancy unwrapped the leash from her hand. “I warned you, mister. 

I sure did. You go on and get him, Vita. Get him!”  

Vita swiveled around her wolf-like head and looked up at 

Nancy, her black lips twitching, and Nancy nodded, and Vita 

bared her white teeth and her pink shiny gums and in one fluid 

motion turned and leapt over Olesya and Dima and bounded to the 

end of the car and was on top of Egor, worrying at his wrist, 

and he dropped the knife and yelped. 

“That’s enough, Vita! Leave him! Leave him!” 

And Vita grumbled, shook the arm one more time, spit it 

out, her pinkish saliva dripping, and Egor scrambled to his 

feet, grabbed the switchblade, backed off. Milena clung to him, 

hung on his neck, and he staggered into the vestibule, dragged 

her with him. The exit door banged, something thumped, then 

there was silence, the only noises that of Vita’s rapid, wheezy 

panting, and Nancy’s muttering, “Oh Jesus. Oh Jesus.”   
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CHAPTER 75 

“You got to let me look at him, miss. Miss? I got to look at 

him. You understand? Look. See how bad he’s hurt.” 

Nancy pulled off her glove and pressed it to Olesya’s split 

forehead, and Olesya held it and stared at Nancy, tears rolling, 

mixing with blood and snot, and all of it dripping in big pink 

drops from her chin, Dima’s head in her lap, his eyes closed. 

She blinked and nodded, and together they unfastened the hooks 

and peeled back the lapels, and Olesya flinched, and Nancy 

clucked her tongue.  

“Well, this ain’t so bad. At least it’s not bleeding no 

more.” She gently tapped the swollen skin around the bleeding 

puncture, her finger black against the white of his chest, and 

Dima moaned and stirred, and she withdrew her hand and saw 

Olesya stare at it, stare at her face.  

“I seen worse, miss. Don’t you worry about him now. He’s 

young and strong, by the looks of it. He’s breathing good. He’ll 



Anske / TUBE / 386 

 

live. Now, you listen to me. You stay here and don’t move him, 

you understand me? Don’t move. I’ll be back, and I’ll give him a 

dressing.” She stepped into the conductor’s compartment, snagged 

a towel, gave it to Olesya. “There. You hold that to this wound. 

I had better go look in that there locomotive—” 

“Locomotive?” Olesya shook her head. “Nobody there.” 

“You sure about that?” 

“Yes.” 

Nancy looked at her. “Where you from?” 

“Moscow.” 

“Moscow?” 

“Soviet Union.” 

“Jesus Christ! That’s a long way from here. How did you get 

here then?” 

“Train.” 

“Well, I see that much. Where’s the rest of them cars?” 

“Gone.” 

“Gone. All right, look here. We talking, you both bleeding. 

I better go check on that engineer and go call for help.” 

Olesya shook her head again. “Engineer gone.” 

“You mean, dead?” 

“No. Gone.” 

“You not making much sense, are you? The state you in...” 

Nancy clutched her back and groaned and stood up. Vita 

jumped, lolled out her tongue, wagged her tail.  
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“You never seen a black woman before, have you? Is that 

what you staring at?” She touched her hand to her face. 

Olesya blushed, looked down. 

“Ain’t no shame in that. I ain’t seen much the likes of me 

neither. ‘Black as tar,’ my mammy used to say, ‘Black as tar 

baby.’ If that’s a consolation to you, miss, I never seen a 

Russian woman before. Not a one. There you go. You my first. You 

wait here, you got that? I’ll be back in a flash. Come on now, 

Vita. Come, girl.” 

Vita barked, tugged on the leash. 

“Jesus! Not so fast! You hush now. Hush.” 

Olesya watched them leave and looked down at Dima. 

He opened his eyes. 

She looked in them until they got blurry, and she wiped at 

her face and sniffed and wiped under her nose with the back of 

her hand and said quietly, “Don’t you dare.” 

He blinked at her. 

“Don’t you fucking dare.” 

His eyes widened, and he smiled. “Say again?” 

“What?” 

“What you just said, can you say it again? I like hearing 

it, you cussing. Hell, I might want to live a bit longer just to 

hear you say it.”  

“Please, don’t. Please, don’t talk like this.” 

He closed his eyes, opened them. 
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Olesya lifted the towel.  

“Does it hurt really bad?” 

“I don’t care. Your face—” 

“It’s nothing. It’s just a cut. I barely feel it.”  

She put the towel back on his chest. He winced. 

“Who was it?” 

“Doesn’t matter.” 

“No, who was it?”  

“A kiss. I want a big sloppy kiss.” 

“But I’m all bloody and—” 

“I don’t care.” 

Olesya wiped her face with Nancy’s glove and leaned over to 

Dima and kissed him, and her lips were dry and hot and his lips 

were cold, and his mouth tasted like stale rainwater, and his 

breath was shallow. She pulled back. 

“Please tell me.”  

“Why?” 

“Just tell me.” 

He looked in her eyes. “Milena thought I’d kill her, like 

the others, the dead ones. I started grabbing them and dropping 

them—like you did, I saw you do it—and, shit, they’d 

just...burst. Right in my hands, they’d just crumble into 

nothing. I couldn’t believe it. I guess I got into some kind of 

a frenzy. I wanted to get rid of them all, and she just stood 

there and screamed and screamed, she screamed her head off, 
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screamed she’d kill me first. It was hard to see, all that black 

swirling dust, and, well, I didn’t really think she’d do it. She 

was fighting Egor, calling him the devil. I should’ve realized 

she’d lost it, but I couldn’t think straight. I wanted to get my 

switchblade from her, before she hurt him.” 

“And she hurt you.” 

“Well, yeah. I don’t think she realized what she was doing, 

though. I don’t remember what happened after. I must’ve passed 

out. And then I heard you, your voice, you were calling me, and 

I was so cold, I was freezing, I couldn’t even move at first, 

couldn’t open my eyes. Fuck, for a moment I thought I was dead.” 

He coughed and wheezed and said nothing else. 

They were silent for some time, and outside Vita’s barks 

echoed in the still wooly whiteness, and Nancy shushed her, and 

all was quiet again. 

“Where is...” 

“He’s gone.” 

Dima looked at her. 

“He’s not coming back.” 

“How? How did you do it?” 

Olesya blinked, looked up, looked away. “I...released him.” 

“Released him?” 

She sat very still. 

“What did you do?” He tensed, found her hand that was 

holding the towel and squeezed it. “Olesya. What did you do?” 
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She shrugged. 

He looked up at her and at her dress and frowned, and 

turned his head to her legs half-bent, feet pressed to the wall, 

reached with his other hand to her bare swollen ankle, traced 

his finger up to her knee and along her inner thigh and brought 

it back to his eyes and looked at it, at the brownish flakes. 

“Oh fuck, Olesya. Oh fuck...no...” 

“It wasn’t him,” she said absently. “Not really.” 

He waited. 

“It was...Tyubik.” 

Vita barged in the corridor, panting, bounded to Olesya in 

two big leaps and stuck her nose to her face and licked her, and 

sniffed and started licking her legs. 

“Vita! Vita! Damn you, girl. Wait up.” 

Nancy emerged from the door and let out air and sighed and 

waddled in.  

“You were right about that, miss. I ain’t seen anything 

like it. Not a soul in there. No footprints, nothing. How did 

you get here at all, I wonder. I don’t like the looks of it, I 

can tell you that much. I’m Nancy, by the way. Nancy Brown.”  

She offered her hand, and Dima shook it weakly, “Dima.” 

“Well, good afternoon, Dima. And you, miss?”  

Olesya put down the glove and slid her hand in Nancy’s hand 

and looked at it, her white skinny fingers in her black stubby 

fingers, and they were warm and soft and safe, and she didn’t 
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want to let go, and Nancy smiled, her teeth brilliant.  

“Olesya.” 

“Olesya. That’s sure a beautiful name. Well, Olesya and 

Dima, you wasn’t no part of my plans but you are now. You get 

what I’m saying? Let’s get you out of here.” 

And she went into a compartment and came out with a clean 

white sheet and tore it to strips and wrapped it tight around 

Dima’s chest, and Olesya went to her compartment and changed 

into clean clothes and stuffed the dress in the wastebasket and 

shoved it under the berth and slammed the door shut, and 

together they tied a couple blankets into a makeshift stretcher 

and moved Dima over, and Nancy was talking all the while, asking 

questions, her face creased in a frown, and they carried Dima 

out of the car, a bright-red bundle on the white-blue snow, and 

Vita barked and tugged, and they dragged him along the footpath 

and stopped and started again, and they could see the cabin now, 

a dark squat shape, and Vita howled, tore the leash out of 

Nancy’s hand, took off, and they walked up and halted and stood 

still, and Nancy said, “Oh Jesus. Oh, sweet baby Jesus.” 

Where the path has butted into the dark worn steps, Egor 

and Milena lay in a tight embrace, their black costumes 

sparkling on the sparkling snow, the switchblade sunk to the 

handle in Egor’s throat, and his fingers around Milena’s neck, 

both their eyes open, staring at each other, glassy, and Vita 

whined and sat on her black bushy tail and looked at Nancy, and 
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Nancy didn’t say anything, didn’t move, none of them moved, and 

the black gossamer tulle of Milena’s tutu fluttered in the weak 

cold breeze, and Egor’s blond hair on the snow looked golden. 
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CHAPTER 76 

“The mess you got me in, girl. What am I supposed to do with 

them now? You tell me.” 

Vita grumbled. 

“Well, never you mind my measly story. Now this is 

something to write about, ain’t it? Ain’t it quite something? 

Spooky, that’s what it is. Whoever heard of such a thing.”  

Nancy shook her head and stared out the window, her eyes 

unfocused, her lips moving, and the snow was falling in thick 

white clumps and landing softly on the stack of logs, and she 

picked up two mugs of coffee by the handles, steam rising, and 

set them down again on the worn oilcloth and looked at Vita.  

“I should’ve written about them from the start, about them 

black shapes. I knowed they’ve come to me for a reason. Too 

afraid I is, that’s the honest truth of it, Vita. Too damn 

afraid.” 

She sighed and got a good grip on the mugs and shuffled out 
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of the kitchen into the room, the fire crackling in the cast 

iron stove, the warmth of it, the lived-in smell, and Dima lying 

on her bed, tucked in her quilt, snoring quietly, Olesya sitting 

on the floor, her arms around him, head propped against his 

side, eyes closed, the yellow circle of the desk lamp pooled in 

the shadows, and Nancy sighed and put the mugs on the low coffee 

table set with plates and cornbread and butter and some 

preserves, and Vita whined and Nancy gave her the stare and she 

hushed, and Nancy sunk in the armchair and watched them sleep 

and after some time her eyelids fluttered and closed and her 

head dipped forward, and Vita curled by her feet and put her 

head on her paws, and breathed softly. 
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CHAPTER 77 

There was a volley of knocks, a bark, a scrape of claws on the 

floor, a groan, Nancy’s voice, “Hush, Vita! Hush!” a click of 

the lock and a rasp and a rush of cold air, curt greetings, 

stomping boots, and Olesya stirred, opened her eyes, and a man 

was looking at her, his gray hair cropped short, cheeks red, 

black uniform dusted with snow. 

“Hello, miss. Can I have your name, please?” 

“Olesya.” 

“Your full name.” He waited. “Your full name, please.” 

“Olesya...” she hesitated, “Belaya. Olesya Belaya.” 

“Middle name?” 

“No.” 

“No middle name? All right. Age? Date of birth?” 

Olesya answered, and he scribbled in his pad, and from 

behind him stepped out another man and squatted down in front of 

her and shone light in her eyes and felt her pulse, and more men 
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fussed around Dima, and Nancy was talking to someone at the 

door, and there was the crunch of car tires, and slamming doors, 

and hurried steps, and Olesya felt tired, so very tired, she 

stopped answering and closed her eyes and leaned into the hands 

of the man who smelled like coffee and cigarette smoke, and she 

felt him hoist her, carry her, put her down, and she wanted to 

open her eyes and couldn’t, and then Nancy was whispering, “You 

take care of yourself, Olesya. You hear what I’m saying? You 

seem like a sweet girl. How come you got yourself in such a fix, 

I can’t imagine, but you out of it, I know that for sure, I seen 

it in your eyes. You stay strong. Whatever it is that got you 

ain’t got you no more. You hear me? No more. It’s over now. You 

go home. You go home and be well.” 

And Vita licked Olesya’s hand and she opened her eyes and 

there was sky above her, and the snowflakes, spinning, and she 

smiled at them. 

“Hey, little ballerinas. What are you dancing? Swan Lake?” 

Then the white of the sky changed to the white of the roof, 

and the van doors closed, and they moved, and Dima’s warm hand 

took her cold hand, and she turned to him. 

“What about your gloves?” 

She blinked. “Oh. I forgot them at the cabin.” 

“Well, shit. I’d give you mine, but I don’t have any on me 

either.” 

“It’s okay. You don’t have to. I have warm pockets.” 
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He looked at her. “You said that before.” 

“Did I? When?” 

“When I wanted to tell you how much I loved you and instead 

I said ‘What about your gloves?’ like a total fool.” 

“You did say it.” 

He looked at her. 

“I was a fool not to listen.” 

The van jolted, started climbing a hill, and Olesya raised 

her head and looked out the door windows, and in the hazy 

whiteness by the dark squat cabin stood a little girl in a red 

dress, a black wolf by her side, and she waved to Olesya, and 

Olesya waved back, and then they dropped out of sight, and in 

the cabin some time later Nancy sat at her desk and put a clean 

sheet of paper in front of her and picked up her pen, and Vita 

nudged her with her cold wet nose and dropped something in her 

lap. 

“What’s that now? What did you find?” 

Nancy picked it up and turned it in her hand, a black shiny 

tube bent in the middle, the chassis cracked, a few of the tiny 

wheels missing, and something sticky caked to it. 

She sniffed it and quickly set it down and wiped her hand 

on her pants and looked at it, and looked out the window. Her 

hand moved without her moving it, touched the paper.  

“Olesya locked her compartment and began to undress and 

stopped, and stood very still.  
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Someone was watching her.” 

 

 

The End 


