psychology, and religion, as well gs literary history. Since 1960 she has

worked as a critic and writer, Unfortunately, as with many Scandinavian ‘ §
writers, little of her work has been translated into English. Her collection of
short stories Death’s Midwives (1985) speaks to her sensitive rendering of g
female characters, often children and elderly women. Ekstrom is especially i
interested in how mortality limits but does not define human experience. Her
characters are often situated, to quote Ekstrom, on that “razor-fine edge
between buzz and silence, struggle and immobility.” Her short story collection
The Day I Began My Studies in Philosophy and Other Stories was
published in English translation in 1989.

Death’s Midwives

he lost her hair she finally began to cry. It fe

Il::::dss were full of it. Bewildered, she passed her

and felt its familiar shape. Her ears resmted, ey .
forehead felt damp, her nose more poxgtsgl
And then she began to cry. i
She was now sixty-four years 0
cried for twenty years. Not like
in bed and turned the tear-c
wasn'’t angry crying, it was
crying that originated fro
took part, and it left her:
could happen to her
forces stronger than
Or occasionally hys
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ish-yellow ceiling.
e s e et B S
ked like ] 3
;ecr'“k ﬂc;agtln?had just returned from 2 trip and s.l;‘e wlas! S forty. The
e d their corridors and shown her paintings, S

museums had unwourn i painful gt
then, and what was ha . tomach -
msoﬁ ftohrtteychﬂiin Turning her head now, she saw the view she had R

e with the bloog,

seen then: the candy-pink high-rises and,lit: ym;; ﬂy‘:ui:kmp]eﬂ‘e
ing chestnuts, the green clouds of elm foliage, o
It was all so distinct that she thought she could sm & But she hag
already been deprived of fragrances a long m’g‘;‘o@s nmeﬂ\eﬂ lllmlg ',?s grow-
ing and pressing: would she perhaps give had. askedids

The walls were silent, and they listened. She Sparq
from a painting with two red tulips inaceraﬁﬂcl‘lga_ndabhd‘mh
coquettishly askew in its bottom right corner. Sometimes she searched for
the hole where the hook had been. She could see it very "?n after making
the effort to find her glasses. It had become a nail on which to hang her
thoughts. As long as I can see the hole, she thought . . . And thenshe
imagined how she would in her most difficult hour fix that black dot with
her eyes until she was engulfed by the millimeter-sized tunnel and finally
enclosed by the wall. Like so many other struggling bodies who with on
weak and trembling sigh had been devoured by those walls.

“Isn’t there some tonic I can use for my hair?” she wondered ¥
day-nurse came. But unfortunately the nurse didn’t join in the
once, hesitating for an awful moment while smiles of pity, su
almost reproach passed over her familiar rosy face. The girl
Wouldn't she be scared, later, when the time came? :

Finally, she collected her wits and said: “Why, of course, N
can ask the doctor if you'd like.”

“No, thank you, I can do it myself,” she said tiredly
was over.t:u;; so m:lnd)l" lies, then these ice-cold showers
more truth. She co 't stand them ymore j
become conditioned. - * W

She hadn’t touched herself for a i g It
rubbings and ticklings, hour-long w&m <
sure. Just a stubborn effort to make ing: Rt
to become damp, to feel a smile in sldian

Now she thought of her vaging o o ole:
and slide against the shiny walls ang e e
ners. . i
In moments of fright she would sometim
ning hair around her index finger ang bite
as she had done when a child. B;n g‘:iﬁ
could then, the next day, read the ge:

“It’s all part of the picture,” P e
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s €N varicose veins, the heartburn,
Ell;nbg ﬂilctflecgﬁg,aiecﬁ }111p 1})}, oBe o SCrea?:iﬁ pair(;, and finally the strug-

: e litt] : g and dangling, with vernix,
and tears of joy and, g] ongside he;- trt of the picture wag also laughter

shiny eyes captured her for life, he newly bathed infant who with

early 7 the Unbear

ing born than someone giving birth. 12

Wing, on the same floor. But the thought of 13

continue. Despite the pain ;
insticlt SEIf-preserva?ion wﬁﬁ her mind laughe_d at this illogic, this
turned into a grimace. Th was self-devastating, and her laughter
il grimace. nere was little room for the intellect in this sor-
rowlul business. Just as little as the other time when he was to be pressed
Ougyci?gxﬂiﬁ free in order finally to be able to look at her.
blororgin 1T }}" Ingenious small movements and stratagems, shewas 14
K er purse and to take out hgr diary. After the entry
-2., which was the name of the hospital, six weeks ago, there was
nothing but empty pages. She had kept good notes before, but now it
seemed completely unnecessary. In one pocket she had put the farewell
letter to her son. She took it out sometimes to read it. It made her smile
because it was for him, but actually she should perhaps cry since she
would probably never see him again. She would change a word, add
something, some sort of nonsense, something that would make him laugh.
She remembered the interminable love letters to his father, the joy of
writing them and reading them again and again before mailing them. The
joy of awareness and of self-expression. The feeling that all was crystal-
clear between them, that nothing needed to be searched for, suspected or
interpreted from looks or gestures. Then, after that total, overv.vhel.mix.\g
effort, there had been a slow downhill slope, a dilution, a growing indif-
ference which attacked both of them like a mutual consumption. By then,
ars old, and they fog;d n:d reason to gztend.
. i 3 tried to remember how
They drifted apart and both forgot their love. She triec ;
it hayd felt, butpcould only evoke the certainty of thellx;i fcnhendsh.‘p' POsaly
respect, and their independence from each other, wile ) was s el Al
plete as’ if they had been born in different centuries. It wasn't mdlﬁerenee
They kept in touch. They cared. But it was n?ti? ng:ru: ﬁ:ry: e o h .
The nurses came and went. The nmsl?f:ei: f:e Sometinicschos '
o the bare essentials. Mostly, she was e o

their son was eighteen ye
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m, but never many at a time. They Overe, |
' ] - ’(E“

for sleeping pills and got the : |
mated ll:er i t'ak:lgezh‘i:rc: ;alkative. They WOUlfi tell her of nej gh.
e ‘the’ n;km :ff their clogs in the house, of foreigners “{ho b°“8ht % g
i dltdnhintgs f the supermarket, of children who complaineg aboy,
the_wnong :in She listened, her hea}d supported by tw_o Pmows,
their l;\e?iﬂt‘oem m's}’ﬂzf & grl whose name was Brita !e'znt hera t“l'quomg .
:cnaifh:o cove: her hall' “That looks good on you! 51’:;( btea;n;d But it didry
makeherwanttotakeouthermirrorfmm the pocket of her purse
When she was pregnant she

had also been transformed into an inert

: i lace inside her, in her veing ;
being without exterior. Everything took p . , In
her fromb, her head. She had closed her eyes to keep out the outside world

bled to the midwife: “Excuse me for closing my eyes, j
as::nfsh:ohiﬁpil‘ilt:" But she had wanted to conC§ntrflte on what was hap-
pening inside her body, and on the child struggling in the narrow tunne|

Suddenly the oxygen mask had been pressed against her mouth. Some- B
one had raised her head and said, “Take a deep breath, take a deep breath!
Deeper still!” |

And when she protested—no, no, she didn’t want any help—they had 3
answered that it wasn’t for her sake, but for the child’s. But this time they
had fooled her. She had taken deep breaths thinking about the child, but
they had only wheeled her into the intensive care unit, where she wokeup
with needles and tubes. Naturally, she thought, deep inside I knew th:
wasn'’t for the sake of the child now—not now—he’s more than tv
years old and needs neither my oxygen nor my blood. Still, out of
obedience, she had taken those deep breaths. ~

She leafed through the diary backwards. There. That’s when it v
made a mark with her thumbnail. That's when she breathed out
obedience. Otherwise she wouldn’t be here now, and her thumbna:
have been like ashes that had annoyingly fallen on a white s
living near the south cemetery had hung up to dry. Not m
pened after that. She had been taken back to her room, and
had become worse and worse. She knew this because |
that was deeper than any she had experienced in her
indifference. "?’m turning to stone,” she thought. “M
slowly, form different patterns. Nothing can move me
the window is an Impossibility, and soon my thinkine

She read a little in Memoirs of Hadrian and “unking
Yourcenar was still alive or, if not, wh e

’ » What her death ha
was younger, she had been curioys about d
relation die. Nor any death by accident, P, eath.
the cigar store on Tegner Avenue wag d .erhaps a
outside in the car, and had hurri

herself from his difficult uesti
She knew nothing of 3vhat g;s;hea :
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relaxing was the only thing a frj fore. A record with advice about
pefore she was hospitalizeq,

your limbs go limp and looseBreathe deeply. Relax. Don’t be so tense. Let
" Ghe remembered t :
seashore, you could L\:esttgrm waves of her contractions. How, like at the
She had made herself dy]] Eg; Tom afar,.as they mercilessly came closer.
through her as though thr,oug VY and indifferent, allowed the pain to wash

Opened up, how the child had come closer
E bgendso close to death. Not her own, not
. » € border between life and death. She had

thoughtquite X learly: “Now I know more about death than I did before,”

anc]iw }?H tl}; Whlle she had been lying there creating life

e ninT A"‘ngsn}riggnﬁz alil‘d gone. Some went to lunch. Others worked

R bout ovemr f1 'tal e had told her abogt her children’s new teacher.

ot realeru 1t was to watch the children relate to each other. It

: ¥ ntil you have two. She had thought about what it would
pe like to have two men. She’d had two once, and until the complications
it had been lots of fun. Unusually much fun. But she hadn’t been especially
interested in how they related to each other.

Otherwise, she didn’t think about her body more than she had to, right
now. She was happy when she could urinate without a catheter. But her
mouth was dry. The damp washcloth dabbing her lips was a pleasure, as
was the sip of orange juice which she could wash around in her mouth and
then spit out obediently. “It's like being a wine-taster,”” she had tried to tell
the consulting physician, but her tongue wouldn’t co-operate, so she had
to remain silent. Why tell jokes? Was it so important for her to make a good
impression? So courageous on her deathbed. “You have no idea how witty
she was despite knowing she didn’t have long to live!”

“I can tell this isn’t your first baby, Ma‘am,” the nurse who shaved her
pubic hair had flattered her that night in the basement where she had also
had her enema and the blood tests. It was her first baby, and she had felt
proud of being so composed and reasonable, so cooperative. :

But wouldn’t she have moaned and scream.ed if she ha_d given birth
lying alone in a ditch? And now, were she to In:h onhan &Alpm; slope, the
victim of a plane crash with only space and flea AlCASk W 0“:1 would
she behave? What would be her facial expression, wh;it screags a(xi-t . curses

would she address to the grass, the stones and the distant clouds

ko ili arth, the smoke-gray clouds.

T d like iron filings over the earth, :
Eaclflg ?I::x;r;: Ifli%lzd with so many microscopic iron particles that they are
tic pattern. She remembers the cre-

; ‘s magne
forced to submit to the eal'thd ol itgs scientific version, and she remembers

ation myth whiliESSSE reaﬁc facts. Maybe the earth changes its rolling

h : e poe ; |
r ;;tirria:v ]I?eyna:l?ltl}teﬂ::esli)n the northern hemisphere suddenly get leaves

and so offer increased resistance

EKSTROM ¢ DEATH'S MIDWIVES
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to the wind? And perhaps the rolling




. inimhemlmmﬁw!wamm up MWN
speed increases a3 better than As&mMN

0 ‘ DISTS, |
Sky“"is was better than 5 ar;?v(iis‘tam from the trath, Wmm al
Ygdm@l—ormmthe}’ﬂ“’q‘“?-' o N
different versions? L Jive she , -, |

When she was still actively 3% 50 (o s Now she wond gy
thatpassedwithoutnewkm '« rather than anguish. A di
whatithadaubeenf:;:mdum‘fsj i“ u\e;“"l

w}‘at ‘ ‘ | : v A g
m&x&em.%w&m et »“wd‘edﬂim&dﬂdsy -
The two Mﬁmmbw:an:ﬁ‘g;w |
firm jaws, looks that warmed b ht. But:
Izss):ealthanthebwwnmed:amwa@d@z\:f&mm
mpsﬂlatonemuldsmckinl;ino‘gﬁenﬂem when there wag
nothing to listen to on the ra R ’

Howlongwouldt}ﬁsgoon?mddenﬂl,ateﬁd?(}lnm

ieve? Reli what? b
relieve? Relief from v - "%

age,” she had wnt

“] have lived a good life, better
better than I could have hoped when I was your

it had been, now in retrospact it all seemed horribly unnecess
éggoh?sﬁfewasunnecessary,aswaeﬂiemwhﬁmmm‘
little body, the labor pains and her pushing him out to life, air and
breathing. :
No, not that. To have borme him, to have succeeded in get
whole, that could never feel unnecessary. There was the lmit
ticism, and she was a common she-fox, a natural female bear,
genuine cat mother. The baby was in her belly and had to come
baby had to be licked. The baby needed milk, and tenderr
and to lie as dlose to her as though still inside the darkness
was beyond what was necessary or unnecessary. It simp
cheﬂshed&ﬁsideaandheldmtoit.smﬂn C
it he was twelve years old, ephebically beautiful and o
would hold it for a long time in her hand and g
Shewasinﬂtemnnel,andﬂmewasmm '
on a high iron bed, nor was she restrained, and -
stethoscope to her stomach and then said coméc

until it’s over.”




&' ::dHO, Would it take that long? But her body 37

Now, as then, flowers < Preferably j Jittje longer.

father. They glowegq with a?lnt}::f frlom friends. Flowers from the child's 3
ith f : Colors '

o et e P i S o

were pumped direlcltaly imorfh"‘ SyStems, nourished with cold fluids which

stems full of water, they Stretechqer?htory System. She saw the tulips: their

wrinkled cheek so close that she couldn’t keep from caressing it. It was all
SO new. Andherbreastswhichhadlainsoﬂatmﬁleirbracupsandmd 3|
in young men’s hands, now they were suddenly to become troughs for the *
little pig who slurped and ate. She had loved nursing him and would most '
h'kelyhavekeptonforayearif&xeDUI‘scarehadn’tbemmsoacute&m
mothers were warned about nursing.

I'll fall asleep, she was thinking. And when I wake up it'll be over. 4
Nothing is working any longer. Even the pain has almost stopped. The
painhasdiedbeforeme.]ustlikemysenseofsmeﬂ,myheamug,xfxtht.

[ have been left behind, I am the last in my own funeral procession. |

Then the olderm@tnmseh:ldsatdowndosemherbed,udladm -

, saying: “T'll stay until . . .”
he;'llil:tr"sdwhay:ni% was hkey Some midwives left before life
stayed to keep watch. I'll stay now mﬁlymg:;::lwymb :
And one of them will get up, straighten her £ e
ing, have intercourse, weed the garden, b

house, do her shopp: i
at the library, and go through the envelopes of grocery rece
other will remain. D“dsm’ﬂmﬂunmam

Then she began to talk. With w for bett
disentangle. Like a child, she begged for better gr2ce
o <segorma s

But the heavy-set woman in her f e
lamp shone on her brown hair where 2

She tried to read by the pale

“Even water is an enjoyme
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+h death, when they wil] . j
B ffort to o VR
it i s i vill make an € rt to savor its .
lvnstlt:atﬂhre\glg;t of the bitter medicin® by ‘ e |
ness on my lips.| was too tired t© think about it. A harsh lighy
But the book fell and =2 e pulled off the turquoise scarf, she whyp ©
ids. Someone .. a hard cultured voice saiq,
el Slee]tot; Mer‘:gns .o away her belongings. She wag ry
derstood that they : tely naked
:ﬁffe'in thiough the last of the contractions completely and almog :
e drunken voice echoed. He
“A hand to hold i ws o F
Hineteen and newly graduated, the same as she. :nhsznhl:gr t;\een h“h?ina
and drinking on the couch in her dormitory room ant a onar he hag
executed a death-defying balancing act outside hem c;:vm
No, no hand to hold. She hadn’t wanted the s father when the
little one came. I'd rather be alone with the pa'ltnfsc;r\;);urcasr;]o(:u;:' by
i . No, no, no, 1t isn ¥ !
and share in the pleasure O ettt

I'm th ho has to go through it. ks 5
A . But when she said: “My water!” the g

The bed was so wet suddenly.
lass of water. She grasped for words, for

stupid aide just came with a g
memories, for signs which would be understood. It all was so new for her.

She felt bewildered and uncivilized. A bitter satisfaction went through her

today had brought new knowledge, new ideas. %
“There, there, take it easy!”” And a broad, warm hand patted her cheek,

stroked the back of her hand.

Just as before, she was their lawful prey. She remembered unk
women who patted her big, hard, pregnant belly. She had reminded
of something wonderful. What was the knitting woman beside her!
ing about, now that she had come to the armhole?

“Is he all right?”

“Sure, just take it easy, you're doing fine. You're four
You're dilating just fine.” A friendly Finn had his finger de
and gave her a report from the life on the other side of birth.

She had hoped that he would remember and send her
dragons. But instead the flowers had come from her
university. What did they have to do with her giving b

Nosegay. Buttercup. Fleetfoot. Happy lark.
pussycat. And she had promised they would marry sc
a little bit bigger. And at three months he fell asleep'
bouncing bed in England, she also fell asleep and
inside her, but only with his tiny little penis, and
union, very far from incest and s
able to tell anyone about it. Pomograpiys t e

The queer knitting woman sty e
other, purl one, knit one, and the lchuth :;:}ee&fw
to her side, but there were new tubes that ;;t
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ina loudspeaker ang foq
away lt'mn'thher immObm:;tePs ran, Footsteps ran away with young bodies
At last she wo : :
the cliff into the ;l;:fkh:’;sélf to the surface, she had dived too d ly from 58
blue bathing robes ang th ' Her mother and father smiled at ;ee:? u}; their
Her whole body shivereq earr\zCkshSmEHed like sunshine and tanned skin.
hefr :arm'h but she contin{aed to sﬁi\l::f e 9 o Sy g
en, she wa N .
Memoirs of Hadr?a::,xfsng:lmng in a back yard. The book on her lapwas 59
Through an open wing Spread its greenery over her like a parasol.
expounded and explaine .y ¢ €ard his voice. It prattled and babbled, it
XPlained. And he couldn’t say “‘s.”” She made an effort to

face the sun struck her with its double-ed ed axe '
[_Jke the »Whlﬂfng of balls of fluff and fmsic on a cotton piano. Whis- 61 'i
pering and shuffling, moving and covering. Tubing disconnected, clothing
removed, before the stiffness makes it more difficult. Like a shadow play,
this whole thousand-headed hospital which is slowly sinking into the dark-

ness of a new day, while a ray of light is laughing in the window and a
child talks and talks about life.

PR—-

Translated from the Swedish
by Eva Claeson

STUDY QUESTIONS

1. Describe the imagery of “Death’s Midwives.
images interrelated? How are the imag
2. What does the character come tot
own life and death?
3. Loneliness and communio!
that Ekstrom explores in th
juxtaposes these conditic
4 {n wE:t ways does the
into the sense of a new
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@_ TATYANA TOLSTAYA

'« o oifted Russian writer who comes frop, ,
Tolstaya (b. 1951) 15 @ gifte " an
?;7 tyf ':“ Iitean/ family. Her grandfather was Al.exsey Tolstoy, an jp, ¥
illustrious L while the great nineteenth-century Novel

‘ 0s
novelist of the 1920s and 1930s, _ ;
Leo Tolstoy was a distant relative. Tolstaya studied philology, has workeg 2

an editor of Oriental literature, and reccnt‘ly ha.s.beer; hc: vtsz;lz.ng lecturey i
Russian literature at several American universities. She pu ished her firg;
volume of short stories, On the Golden Porch (1:989),& ;ln 1283. m'M
was widely acclaimed for its effervescent style and -zts skillful qutap.omi"" o
illusion and reality. Tolstaya has said that she writes about t'he ordlm
individual who meets with the disappointments of life. Her lffmry interestjs
in the person “who was not taken to the holiday celebration.” Her stories, :

though dealing with disillusionment, do not lea've a sense of bitterness. She
has the gift for depicting reality in a life-affirming manner.

Fire and Dust

here is she now, that lunatic Svetlana, nicknamed Pipka, about |

whom some people, with the nonchalance of youth, used to say,
“But I mean, is Pipka really human?”’ and others, exasperated: “Why do
you let her in? Keep an eye on your books! She'll walk off with everything!”
No, they were wrong: The only things assignable to Pipka’s conscience are
a light blue Simenon and a white wool sweater with knitted buttons, and
it was already darned at the elbow anyway. And to hell with the sweater!
Much more valuable things had vanished since that time: Rimma’s radiant
youth; the childhood of her children; the freshness of her hopes, blue:
the morning sky; the secret, joyful trust with which Rimma listened
voice of the future whispering for her alone—what laurels, flo
lands, and rainbows had not been promised to her, and where is
didn’t begrudge the sweater; Rimma herself had forcibly hrust
into that little-needed sweater when she threw the insane '
as always, out into the raging autumn one cold, branck
midnight. Rimma, already in her nightgown, shif'ted impat
foot to the other in the doorway, pressing her s g leg
kept nodding, advancing, showing Svetlana the dac
trying to get something out, to finish what she had to
giggle, a quick shrug of the shoulders, and in her pret
eyes burned like an insane abyss and the wet abyss , 1
in a hurried dither—a hideous black mouth, where
made you think of old, charred ruins. Rim’mg m
inch by inch, and Svetlana talked on and on
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ment, Pressing the salty joings to
disconnected pronouncemengs That
her— g i tam:
ol o Fedya pgoT s slammed shut, and Rimma
s5ed 10 get 1id of her The T under the warm blanket. ] barely man-
Tomorrow was an early day, “you €N tossed and turned in their sleep.
muttered Fed h ki
handsome in )t;aemmrc?l;ggwh]:f i;eep,. through the warmth, and he was very
e o '€ night-light. Spend the night? Never! And
man Ashkenazi’s room? The old man tossed and turned

::1ce¢san. eddy c:in. his worn-out couch, smoked something thick and smelly,
%oughdm,‘kan : in the middle of the night would get up and go to the kitchen
- Of water from the tap, but all in all it wasn’t bad, he wasn't a
cother. When guests came he would loan chairs, get out a jar of marinated

r%msh;oom, untangle rats’ nests of sticky tinned fruit drops for the chil-

dren. They would seat him at one end of the table and he would chucKle,

i his -legs, which didn’t reach the floor, and smoke into his sleeve:

“Never mind, you young people, be patient—T'll die soon and the whole

zpartment will be yours.” “May you live to be a hundred, David Danilich,”

Rimma would reassure him, but still it was pleasant to dream about the

ime when she would be mistress of an entire apartment, not a communal

one, but her own, when she would do major remodeling—cover the pre-

posterous five-cornered kitchen from top to bottom in tile and get a new

stove. Fedya would defend his dissertation, the children would go to

school—English, music, figure skating. . . . What else could she imagine?

A lot of people envied them in advance. But of course it was not tile, not

well-rounded children that shone from the wide-open spaces of the future

like a rainbow-colored fire, a sparkling arc of wild rapture (and Rimma

honestly wished old man Ashkenazi longemllinfe—therel’ s tetlimgi:fnougth for

everything); no, something ter, something COMPICLLY GRICTEn L

Pl ongawhelnﬁn& andg;:nd clamgred and. glittezedup-aheadyas

though Ri 's ship, sailing along a dark channel through blossoming

reeds, were on the verge of coming into the S h'appy,. TAgGEs :

In the mieantime, life was not quite real, it was life in anticipation, lived 2

. ioshod, lightwei (__aprleofgmkmthgbanway; e

out of a suitcase, slipshod, 1610 B e the childless Elya and Aly-

mldnightguests:PetyunYamh’SSky... S RPN 8 C TRt

S nal visits and her outrageous co

csha,and,oﬁuns;fﬁpkaffﬂxxiuﬂ?ﬂ’ ‘plack detoothed stumps-

. i s ipks wes wih those Bk S

lots of people liked her, and oftenat the €nc.o -

men couldn’t be fm':ﬁl’ka*’ ;

was looking—always in a tax i

she holed up, renting a cheap 1t
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a—he was flighty and Pipky W

about Fed} i 8
if not for those rotten stumps in hey hUTNEd

crazy and capable of an} ; king about not a'llowing her ingy t
mouth, it mil;ht ha\{e been ;O;l:i:':lg:tengsaid m)’BtenOusly'h”If’?\'eﬂank:
famil_v !\ome. ESPeaauy Str;‘ shut, you COUld actuall}’ talk to e.r' Aﬂd ShQ
would just keep her mo‘;‘alf dressed, Of dressed topsy-turvy: cruaty atify
was forever trembling, i1 the middle of winter, her hands all Chapp ed ,_
children’s boots on bare feetin one knew where she actyy)) ;

pipka went, just as no .

; ted to go to drama school ag
. It seems she’d wan
ﬁ::ir aegwf:r‘ul Sbfe“xj\ C:cr;iu:te:i but in a matket she met SOME pickled-

off to Baku in a white Volga with n,
merchants and was gagged and tak:i?ll;r ravished her, knocked out half hey

: suppose ;
ltgtrt‘us,eas? ;isain];:i\r:dt;?r: nai‘éd, on the seashore ina p09l of oil. The ney
morning, she claimed, she was found by a Wlld mountain man in transjg
through Baku; he carried her off to his hut high in 'the mountaing and held
her there all summer, feeding her melon from a knife through the cracks in
his shack, and in the fall he traded her to a visiting ethnographer for a

ely naked, she and the ethnographer,

watch with no hands. Still complet
who called her Svetka-Pipetka, which is where she got hex: nicknarme,
holed up in an abandoned watchtower, dating back to Shamil’s time, that

was covered with rotten Persian rugs—the ethnographer studied their pat.
terns with a magnifying glass. At night eagles defecated on them. “Shoo,
shoo, damn you!” Pipka would act it out, racing around the room with
indignant expression, frightening the children. When winter came,
ethnographer left to go higher into the mountains, and at the first sr
Svetlana descended into a valley where the people calculated time by
lunar calendar and shot at a schoolmarm through the school w
publicly marking the number of casualties with notches on a po
center of the bazaar. There were more than eight hundred notch
Regional Department of Public Education couldn’t manage-
agogical institutes worked exclusively for this valley. There
an affair with the local store manager. But she quickly dumg
ing him insufficiently manly: Instead of sleeping as a Cauc
should, on his back in a papakha fur cap with a sword at |
displaying his wide, muscular shoulders, the local store 1
curl up, snuffle and whimper in his sleep, shuffling his. e 1
in his own defense that he dreamed of Peivis
reached Moscow on foot, sleeping in h -
roads; several times she was bri)tteg by d?;tac;:r 7
through the Ural Mountains. But then el
trouble than her private life; she called the Ufarl:m
Baku on the Black Sea. Maybe th
: . : ybe there really was
nightmarish stories, who knowsg. Rimma wasg
listened; she thought her own thoughts, surre

. . en Womed
time Rimma eV vthing.
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ned davdreams. Abme

e soall M ¥ Bstened to By

e O Sy S P ey .
ta's nonsense, by : OMe€ newcomer, enthralled by Pip-
am.-a:e?'a‘mt. “Boy, does she e‘ém:\ tam Oftales would exclaim in joyous
That was the type Pipka usuajiy o . OV A thousand and one nights!”
if it actually existed: Wias it

open her eyes and, smiling, look at her guests F R )
mmmtm,mwammm- ing his legs—

and slowly return to earth. And it will start with something insigni

. . . it will start bitby bit. . . .ﬂlefdttheg:mndwithhslegs,wmm
weakened by the flight. Oh, the apartment would have to be first, of
course. The old man's room would be the bedroom. Baby-blue curtains.

No, white ones. White, silky, fluffy, gathered ones. And a white bed.
Sunday morning. In a white peignoir, her hair flowing (time to let her hair
grow out, but the peignoir had already been secretly bought, she couldn’t
resist) . . . Rimma would stroll through the apariment to the kitchen. . . .
The aroma of coffee . . . To new acquaintances she would say, “And in this
room, where the bedroom is now, an old man used to live. . . . So sweet
... He wasn't a bother. And after his death we took it over.
shame—sudlawmda{lﬂddmﬂ"mm BEERAEIc S
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ead—what kind, 1 wopny -
“Just waltf ;:’dmt!“" Petyy X‘i
I myself don't know, but YEUT o vious. He doesit thave a wife o
shiing over thare SN }ua;:l::“:“zl he wants to be a h““‘l\dl\i\,, he ‘““’:
apartment, he's puny. he s m‘ ours, the orange one, we st\u\\ Neexl §y
bright tes. w‘e‘shtw‘dd ngc;n ) Alyosha are also envious, they don't M
MW}. ) l‘ vaw:;: u:e {\:e and 86“““ a dog, how b(“’l;:‘s. k.N Wan Agh
:::;;zx sitting the‘;e hge’s envious of my youth, “‘)tf‘ W "\: mm wy
ocean roar; taxewell. old man, it will soont bel:ll:;e ol s)\{he mvm‘& :
eyes shut tight under copper coins. Now Svet - ‘eSrés i 0O ong,
she has everything, but it's only imaginary: et
mouth burn like fire—Fedya shouldn't sit S0 close—nher Crazy,
doms rise and fall by the dozens in her head all in one night, Fedyq
shouldn't sit so dlose. Fedya! Come sit over here. She’s spinning her yarn 1
and you're all ears? ,
‘ _ they laughed at Petyunya, at his passion
4 R S tic future, asked him &n: ! B

ties, said he was destined for a great journalis
of time not to put on airs if he traveled overseas; Petyunya was emban

rassed, and he wrinkled his mousy little face: What are you talking about,
guys, let's hope I make it through the institute! 0
Petyunya was wonderful, but sort of rumpled, and, moreover, he tried
to play up to Rimma, though only indirectly, to be sure: He would slice
onions for her in the kitchen and hint that he, frankly, had plans for
life. Oh-ho! Rimma laughed. What plans could he have, when such
credible things awaited her! You'd be better off setting your sights on
she’ll dump Alyosha anyway. Or else Svetka-Pipetka over there, P
was getting married, Petyunya said. To whom, I'd like to know?
It was soon discovered to whom: to old man Ashkenazi. The ¢
feeling sorry for Pipka's little feet in their children’s boots, for |
little hands, distressed about her nighttime taxi
succumbing to a teary, senile altruism, conceived the ided
ma’s back!—of marrying that vagrant who blazed with a bla
registering her, naturally, in the living space promise
Fedya. A scene complete with sedatives ensued. “You sho
shame on you!” cried Rimma, her voice
be ashamed of,” answered the old man il
broken springs, his head thrown back w ‘::m
nose. Rimma applied cold compresses and sat up
the old man dozed of, his breathing shallow apd g
the window in his room. Yes, ﬂ\eWhitemm- .
blue wallpaper over here. In the morning th -
the old man, he cried, she gave him Fedon
cakes. Svetlana heard somethi abouF:?t” s
time. Then Petyunya also vanished and the
carried him off to Perlovka. E\'ﬂyonewl:&*'
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res, and when th
?i\:ne. S returned they were not the
Petyunya show A
sion on his face, ;?sutp € evening six months later with a vague expres- 8
':‘\e ;:V:ist in mud. Rimma had
ipka with the work. + 18§, he had been there. He helped
zfed. He had wal;kedl;ﬁv :ﬁ‘ a very hard life, Everything was very mm‘pli.
mud? Oh, that . . . He ancf gay from Perlovka, Why was he covered in
kerosene lanterns all last nigh PRa had wandered around Perlovka with
had given birth to a pu night, looking for the right house. A Circassian
Petyunya pressed hi hPPy. Yes,‘&m's what happened. Yes, | know--
bt - 'S hands to his chest—I know that there aren't any
m*assxfon PeOp’e In Perlovka. This was the last one. Svetlana says she
e 43 su‘I‘;.nI\t o Very good story for the “Only Facts” column of the
n‘ewspapbell:.ﬂ ; a: S 80t into you, are you off your rocker too?” asked
R - Why do you say that? I saw the puppy myself.” “And
th_e Cm:assxan?" ‘They weren't letting anyone in to see him. It was the
middle of the night, after all.” “Sleep it off," said Rimma. They put Pet-
yunya in the hall with the junk. Rimma fretted, tossing and turning all
night, and in the morning she decided that “Circassian” was a dog’s name.
But at breakfast she couldn’t bring herself to increase the lunacy with
questions, and, anyway, Petyunya was glum and soon left,
Then all of a sudden Svetlana had to move her things from Perlovka to 9
some other place right away—figuring out the geography of it was useless;
it had to be by taxi, of course, and for some reason Fedya's help was
absolutely essential. Hesitating a bit, Rimma let him go. It was ten in the
morning, so it wasn’t very likely that anything could . . . He returned at
three that night, behaving very strangely. “Where were you?" Rimma was
waiting in the hall in her nightgown. “You see, there were a lot of com-
plications. . . . We ended up having to go to Serpukhov, she has twins in
the Children’s Home there.” “What twins?"* Rimma shouted. “Tiny ones,
I s S
;n - ‘;mgela'" m;g? :::r?\:ﬁm K:r hn;y;stbiby?’-‘ No, of course he
ere for ages. Ha s S!S R g
hadn’t noticed her having a baby or w&umsﬁke #h!
go to Serpukhov, and they did WW e e ety
right, hake for the twins. He himseit §100€ 28 e e a rer
the fish. Rimma burst into i
the hall, scratching at the
stand anything, but th
was sure.
After that Pipka ¢
forgotten. But for
around and saw tk

mselves for quite some
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to her eyes and mouth, ang
g : d already crept up @
Bcchonsand wnnk]fvsal;asﬁll just lying there. And tl:;: ?;;0; the ocean hy4
junk in the hallway hadn't gone to the Sout ll—e‘verytl\i,xg
grown muffled, and they h just didn’t want to arrive.

' ture, whic :
hafll’ bee;;esu;g}ffs ‘;gltl]i::ifummma lost heart; she kept trying to unge,
rou ;

. : o wrong path leading to that farqg
sta;:;idi at wl}\\at p;ngstj‘;‘;i f;l::: sttt:e sat 1o§t in thou@f;ht;i mei‘“‘}’*)ile, hf:.}
chideen wert growing up and Fedya st IV SnERS T SEEH
wanting to write his dissertation, and outside the Vt\:m 131:13 clir :lmtm“}’
blizzard blew or an insipid city sun peeked througn st ol

friends grew old, it became harder for them to get thgmselves going, Pet.
yunya had comp;letely vanished somewhere, flashy ties went out of fagh.
’ ther unruly dog and there was no one to

ion, Elya and Alyosha got ano _ :
leave ity with ever):ings. At Rimma’s job new coworkers ha'ld appeared, big
Lucy and little Lucy, but they didn’t know about Rimma'’s plans for hap.

iness and didn’t envy her; rather, they envied Kira from the planning
gepartment, who hac‘l,}; large, expensive'v./ardrobe, who exchanged hats
for books, books for meat, meat for medicine or hard-to-come-by theater
tickets, and spoke in an irritated tone of voice to someone on 't’he phone:
“But you know perfectly well how much I love ]ellle.d. tongue. :

And one evening, when Fedya was watching television and Rimma was p
sitting with her head on the table listening to the old man coughing on the
other side of the wall, in burst Pipka, all fire and flame, rosy-cheeked,
looking younger, as sometimes happens with insane people, and smiling,
her blazing mouth full of sparkling white teeth. “Thirty-six!"” she shouted
from the threshold and banged her fist on the top of the doorway. “Thirty-
six what?”” said Rimma, lifting her head from the table. “Thirty-six teeth!"
said Pipka. And she told the story of how she got a job as a cabin boy on
a steamer bound for Japan, and since the steamer was already o fed
she had to sleep in a cauldron with the meat and rice, and the captain h
rendered her honor but the captain’s assistant had rent it; and a rich
anese man fell in love with her on the way and wanted to arrange
marriage by telegraph without delay, but they couldn’t find the right
anese characters ar}d the deal fell apart; and then—while they were v
ing the meat-and-rice cauldron in some port or other—she was kidr
by a pirate junk and sold to a rich plantation owner, and she spég{
working on Malaysian hemp plantations, where she was ht
Englishman for an Olympics memorial ruble, which - ebonv ught
is highly prized among Malaysian numismatists Th’e Ens =X ‘5” on
her off to misty Albion; first, he lost her in the ﬂuck mist t 1
her, and to celebrate he footed the bill for the b
ionable set of thirty-six teeth, which on] : realmOSt pensiv
He gave her smoked pony for the y moneybggs.

: road and now she, Pi
going to Perlovka to get her things, “Opeivoun o tl': IS
hatred. And in Sveflana’s readily operadut st she cou

¢
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vertigo, all thirty-s;
iX—hgo
but they were ing W they fjt ;
. _ eed te 5 In there g
bite off a bit of the Corneii: thcan chew stee] ﬁif: {g:: Cl(f)mprehensw[%
* '€ mongter ¢ A s

watching with :
e great Interest, byt R Sl tarted to say, and Fedya was
» We wan gan waving her hands: /
and pushed her toyg, d the ; to sleep, ang she thrustgtaxi rmoa:e s Th;t 8
For heaven’s sake, take it re gor' and threw her the volume of Syir(l?ln .
left, clutching the Ty ad a little tonjph : i
S ¢ g t/ Onl | 5
to t(t)hr;o;:::lﬂﬁ?d NO one ever);;l::;ia:gee;iﬁ.n dFI;};I;a
he hag dOne; 'a asked. “’Absolutely,” Fedya
many times over the years. That's all
to the voice that st fairitiy o 4 afterall. To the South! And she listened

a.
@
L]
E-
=8
(13
@
&)
é
2
5
a.
12}
c
=
@
&

Now Rimma knew that the d all be -
she F:ouldn’t remember. She S())/rted thr:ilrllgt;\1 Sf:ﬁd?; :}}: c‘;;l;o?eaanmdhlyvngefg; -
3 ulzltlsgﬁgs?‘;ﬁaﬁdldn’ttr find any. Everything was somehow covered with

5 onatly—strange to say—she felt like talking it over with Pipka,
but Pipka didn’t come around anymore.

It was summer again, the heat had arrived, and through the thick dust 14
the voice from the future once again whispered something. Rimma’s chil-
dren were grown, one had married and the other was in the army, the
apartment was empty, and she had trouble sleeping at night—the old man |
coughed incessantly on the other side of the wall. Rimma no longer wanted .
to turn the old man’s room into a bedroom, and she didn’t have the white
peignoir anymore—moths from the junk in the hall had eaten it, without
even looking at what they ate. Arriving at work, Rxmma complained to big
Lucy and little Lucy that moths were now devouring even German things;
little Lucy gasped, holding her palms to her cheeks, and big Lucy grew

Cy gasp & R o

angry and glum. “If you want to outfit yourselves, gx.rls,. said the expe- |

: ; : from her telephonic machinations, “I can take
rienced Kira, breaking away ’ ’

friend. Her daughter just got back from Bahrain. :

you to a place. I have a ,
Y later. It's good stuff. Vera Esafovna got seven hundred rubles

ou can pay later. It s g over there in Bahrain. Swam in a pool,

. They lived well i %

Xlz;t}:vc;zts ?:gg?gain. 7 Why don’t we?’ said big Lucy. “Oh, I have so
7 : the htﬂe one. 2 a . Y’

maféuc:kbts, 'whlsm 1] take a taxi,” .sald' Kira, huln-ymg them. d:;e 15

c2n make it during Junch break.” And’ﬁegrmﬁm e of et

they piled into a cab, in ] .daletmd fﬁoﬁfm hot summer side streets strewn

and lit cigarettes, and W
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hes of warm shadow; a south

i inden-tree husks and patci : : er]

\‘::::1 i:::sng]ol:ﬂi‘:;n ;:uecf through the gasohx)e ftll;lnes ll1t ;i::;d :Ee expltaﬁoz
d brilli f th’e far-off South; the blazing blue he , the Mirrorjiy,

and brilliance o ss, wild freedom, the madness of hOPEs

shimmer of vast seas, wild hame?eGO d only knows! And in the ap %

? hat
coming true. . . . Hopes for w th in anticipation of a happy CONSumg,

they entered, holding their breath 1 ) ; :
adv);nture, there was also a warm wind fluttering and billowing the White

i d wide onto a .
. d doors, which were opene . Spacioy
tulle on the windows an large, free. Rimma felt 5 littl:

balcony—everything here was spacious, :
envious of this apartment. A powerful woman—the mistress of the g

for sale—swiftly threw open the secret r on
heaped up in television boxes on an ever-rising double bed, and reflecteq

in the mirror of a massive wardrobe. “Dig in,” ordered Kira, standing i
the doorway. Trembling, the women buried theg hands in boxes Crammegq
with silky, velvety, see-through, gold-embroidered stuff; the)" pulled
things out, yanking, getting tangled in ribbons and ruffles; .then' hands
fished things out while their eyes already groped for something else, an
alluring bow or frill; inside Rimma a vein twitched rapidly, her ears burned,
and her mouth was dry. It was all like a dream. And, as happens in the
cruel scenario of dreams, a certain crack in the harmony soon emerged anq
began to grow, a secret defect, which threatened to resound in catastrophe,
These things—what is this anyway?—weren'’t right, they weren’t what
they seemed at first. The eye began to distinguish the cheapness of these
gaudy, fake gauze skirts hardly fit for a corps de ballet, the pretentiousness
of those violet turkey-wattle jabots, and the unfashionable lines of those
thick velvet jackets; these were throwaways; we were invited to the left-
overs of someone else’s feast; others have already rummaged here, have
already trampled the ground; someone’s greedy hands have already de-
filed the magical boxes, snatched up and carried off those very things, the
real ones that made the heart beat and that particular vein twitch. Rimma
fell on other boxes, groped about the disheveled double bed, but neither
there, nor there . . . And the things that she grabbed in despair from the
piles and held up to herself, anxiously looking in the mirror, were laugh-
ably small, short, or ridiculous. Life had gone and the voice of the fu
was singing for others. The woman, the owner of the goods, sat
Buddha and watched, astute and scornful. “What about this?”” Rir
pointed at the clothes hanging on coat hangers along the walls, flu
in the warm breeze. “Sold. That's sold too.” “Is there an -"' T
size?”” “Go on, give her somefhu'fg," Kira, who was propped up agains
wall, said to the woman. Thinking for a moment the woman
something gray from behind her back, and Rimm; hurriedly ndre
revealing all the secrets of her cheap undergarméms t hy P
slithered into the appropriate open; Nl M <
: : pemngs. Ad)ustlng and

ood
oom. The goods were mmpleds
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She didn’t exactly

the little black haj hat she hag Put on; she gazed miserably at

k trunks X l‘w.which looked as if they’d gotten
er flatten d inter, at her neck, its goosey flesh

ed hair, her stomach, her wrinkles, the
already tried it on_ “Very ) el lress Smelled of other people—others had
the woman's secret COn-federate ;hyeo‘:; Take it,” pressured Kira, who was

Mma choked, trying to tear off the
» Rimmochka,” said little Lucy guilt-
n, thehwind blew open the door to
Sion: the woman’s young, divinel
: Su?;a“nle\d t0 a nut-colored glow—thg oneg who haz
h '0;" ?ﬁ darted out of swimming pools filled with
. Of White garments, blye eyes; the woman got up
ot for mortal eyes.

fuse of blossoming lindens into the old
entryway, warmed the shabby walls. Little Lucy descended the stairs side-
almost crying—once

kept a hostile silence.

ling a heavenly vi

blouse she’d bought at the last minute in a fit of desperation was junk, last
year’s leaves, Satan’s gold, fated to turn into rotten scraps in the morning,
a husk sucked and spit out by the blue-eyed Bahrain houri.
She rode in the saddened, silent taxi and said to herself, Still, I do have
Fedya and the children. But the comfort was false, feeble, it was all over,
life had shown its empty face, its matted hair and sunken eye sockets. And
she imagined the long-desired South, where she’d been dying to go for so
many years, as yellowed and dusty, with bunches of prickly dry plants,
with spittle and scraps of paper rocking on brackish waves. And at home
there was the grimy old communal apartment and the immortal old man,
Ashkenazi, and Fedya, whom she knew so well she could scream, and the
whole viscous stream of years to come, not yet lived but already known,
through which she would have to drag herself as through dust covering a
road to the knees, the chest, the neck. And the siren’s song, deceitfully
whispering sweet words to the stupid swimmer about what wouldn’t come
i orever. ;
- Iglis,sllfzgesf:r:efsome other events—Kira’s hand withered, Petyunya
came back for visits and talked at length about the price of oil, Elya and
Alyosha buried their dog and got a new one, old man Ashkeqazx finally
vhedh ith the help of the Dawn Company, but Pipka never
washed his windows wi Soim i e
showed up again. Some people Knew or

storyteller and had taken off for At:tr&li;-ﬂ-l-;g ;lllaiunt;p :V;tel; :;;vr;etzevzgi:
i trees and duck- .
f::g: atﬁdoﬁzres"gfgsim hzzrts and swore that she’d been in a crash
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burned li

taxi on the Yaroslavl hlghway one rainy, s ppery

::g that &e“g;:,:s could be seen from afar rising in a column to memg;,

They also said that the fire couldn’t be brought under control, ang th

when everything had burned out, nothing was found at the site of the
accident. Only cinders.

Translated from the Russian by Jamey Gambrell

STUDY QUESTIONS

1. Contrast the characters of Rimma and Pipka in “Fire and D“SL"DD,
they represent two different attitudes toward life? Discuss. &
2. Who is the narrator? From what point of view is the story told?

3. How does Tolstaya use exaggeration as a technique?
4. Rimma believes that she is able to will her dreams. What is the auth

attitude toward dreams? What is the author’s attitude toward
What is the significance of the shopping trip? Why does Rimma e

tually long to see Pipka?
5. Explain the meaning of the title. Find the different uses of fire ar

imagery in the story.
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