On the third day the ardent hermt
Was sitting by the shore, in |ove,
Awai ting the enticing mermaid,

As shade was |ying on the grove.
Dark ceded to the sun's energence
By then the nmonk had di sappear ed,

No one knew where, and only urchins,
Whi |l e swi nm ng, saw a hoary beard.

-- Al eksandr Pushkin
Rusal ka, 1819

I: Snail Into Shell
Rybka, you have to wake up

At night she always called ne rybka. At night, when she shook ne awake in ny
thin bed and the dirt-sneared wi ndow was a sieve for the light of the
bone- pi cked stars, she whi spered and stroked ny tenples and said: rybka,

rybka, wake up, you have to wake up. | would rub my eyes and with heavy |inbs
hunch to the edge of the greyed mattress, hang ny head over the side. She
woul d be waiting with a big copper kettle, a porcelain basin, the best and
nost beautiful of the few things we owned. She would be waiting, and while

| ooked up at the stars through a scrim of w ndow nmud and wi ndowice, she would
wet mny hair.

She was my not her, she was kind, the water was al ways warm The kettl e poured

its steami ng streamover ny scalp, that old water |ike sleep spreading over ny
| ong bl ack hair. Her hands were so sure, and she wet every strand-she did not

wash it, understand, only pulled and conbed the slightly yell ow water from our
creaki ng faucet through ny tangles.

Rybka, |1'msorry, poor darling. I'"'mso sorry. Go back to sleep. And she woul d
coil my slippery hair on the pillow like |oose rope on the deck of a ship, and
she would sing to me until | was asleep again, and her voice was |ike stones

falling into a deep | ake:

Bayu,

bayushki bayu

Ne | ozhi sya na krayu
Pridet serenkiy vol chok
Y ukusit za bochek

In the norning, she called ne always by ny name, Kseniya, and her eyes woul d
be worry-wi nkl ed—and her hair would be wet, too. Wile she scraped a pale,

translucent sliver of precious butter over rough, hard-crusted bread, | would
draw a bath, filling the high-sided tub to its bright brim W ate our
breakfast slick-haired in the nearly warmwater, curled into each other's
bodi es, snail into shell, while the bath sloshed over onto the kitchen fl oor

whi ch was also the living roomfloor and the bathroom fl oor and nmy nother's
bedroom fl oor—she gave me the little closet which served as a second room

In the evening, if we had nmeat, she would fry it slowy and we woul d savor the
snel |l together, to make the neal last. If we did not, she would tell nme a
story about a princess who had a bow which was never enpty of sweet, roasted
chickens while |I slurped a thin soup of cabbage and pul py punmpkin and saved
bat hwat er. Sonetinmes, when nmy not her spoke | ow and gentle over the green soup
it tasted like birds with browned, sizzling skin. Al day, she sponged ny
head, the trickle ticklish as sweat. The back of nmy dress clung slinmy to ny



ski n.

Bef ore bed, she would pass ny head under the faucet, the cold water splashing
on ny scalp like a slap. And then the waking, always the waking, and hour or
two past m dnight.

Rybka, |I'msorry, you have to wake up

My chil dhood was a world of wetness, and | |loved the snell of ny nother's
ever-dri pping hair.

One night, she did not come to wet my hair. | woke up nyself, my body wound
like a clock by years of kettles and basins. The stars were salt-crystals
floating in the window s mre. | crept out of nmy roomand across the freezing
floor like the surface of a winter |ake. My nother lay in her bed, her back
turned to the night.

Her hair was dry.

It was yell owy-brown, the color of old nut-husks—+ was shocked. | had never
seen it un-darkened by water. | touched it and she did not nove. | turned her
face to me and it did not nove against ny hand, or murmur to me to go back to
sl eep, or call me rybka—water dribbled out of her nmouth and onto the bl ankets.
Her eyes were dark and shal | ow

Marma, you have to wake up

| soaked up the water with the edge of the bedsheet. | pulled her to nme; nore
water fell from her.

Manmochka, |'m sorry, you have to wake up

Her head sagged against ny arm | didn't cry, but drew a bath in the dark
feeling the water for a ghost of warnth in the stream It was hard—+ was

al ways so thin and small, then!—but | pulled nmy nother from her bed and got
her into the tub, though the water splashed and ny arns ached and she did not
nove, she did not nove as | dragged her across the cold floor

she did not nove as | pushed her over the lip of the bath. She floated there,
and | pulled the water through her hair until it was black again, but her eyes
did not swimup out of thenselves. | peeled off my nightgown, soaked wth her
nmout h-water, and clinmbed in after her, curling into her body as we always did,
snail into shell. Her skin was clammy and thick agai nst nmy cheek

Ryba, wake up. It's tine to wet ny hair.

There was no sound but the tinkling ripple of water and the stars dripping

t hrough the wi ndowsieve. | closed ny nother's eyes and tucked ny head up
under her chin. | pulled her arnms around ne |ike blankets. And | sang to her
whil e the bath beaded on her skin, slowy bloom ng bl ue.

Bayu,

bayushki bayu

Ne | ozhi sya na krayu
Pridet serenkiy vol chok
Y ukusit za bochek

Il: The Ardent Hermt

| met Artyomat university, where | conbed ny hair into a tight braid so that



it would hold its noisture through anatony | ectures, pharmacopeial |ectures,
stitching and bone-setting denonstrations. At lunch | would wait until all the
ot hers had gone, and put ny head under the spotless bathroom sink. Pristine,
colorl ess water rushed over ny brow like a conforting hand.

There were no details worth recounting: | tutored himin tunors and grow hs,
one of the many ways | kept nyself in copper kettles and cabbage soup. This is
not inportant. How do we begin to renmenber? One day he was not there, the next
day his laugh was a constant crow on mny shoulder. One day | did not |love a man
naned Artyom the next day | loved him and between the two days there is
not hi ng but air.

Artyom ate the same thing every day: snoked fish, black bread, blueberries
folded in a pale green handkerchief. He wore the spectacles of a nan twice his
age, and his hair was yellow-brown. He had a thin little beard, a |arge nose
and kept his tie very neatly. He once shared his lunch with me: | found the

bl ueberries sour, too soft.

"When | was a girl," | said slowy, "there were no bl ueberries where we |ived,
and we woul d not have been able to buy themif there were. Instead | ate
punpkin, to keep parasites fromchewing ny belly into a honeyconb after the
war. | ate punpkin until | could not stand the sight of it, the dusty wet
snell of it. I think | amtoo old, now, to | ove blueberries, and too old to
see punpkins and not think of worns."

Artyom blinked at me. His book lay open to a cross-section of the thyroid, the
green wind off of the Neva rifling through the pages and the danp tail of ny
braid. He took back his blueberries.

Wien there was snow on the donme of St. Isaac's and the hooves of the Bronze
Hor seman were shoed in ice, he lay beside me on his own thin mattress and
clumsily poured out the water of his tin kettle over ny hair, catching the
runoff in an old iron pot.

"You have to wake ne in the night, Artyom It is inportant. Do you promi se to
remenber ?"

"OfF course, Ksyusha, but why? This is silly, and you will get ny bed all wet."

| propped nyself up on one el bow, the river-waves of nmy hair tumbling over one
bare breast, a trickle winding its way fromskin to linen. "If | can trust you
to do this thing for ne, then

| can love you. Is that not reason enough?"

"I'f you can trust me to do this thing, then you can trust ne to know why it
must be done. Does that not seem obvi ous?"

He was so sweet then, with his thin chest and his clean fingernails. His
wool en socks and his over-sugared tea. The sharp inward curve of his hip.
told hi mwahy should | not? Steamrose fromny scal p and he stroked ny cal ves
while | told himabout nmy nother, how she was called Vodzimra, and how when
she was young she lived in a little village in the Urals before the war and
| oved a sem nary student with thick eyebrows nanmed Yefrem how she crushed
thirteen yellow oxlips with her body when he laid her down under the larch
trees.

Mra, Mra, he said to her then, I will never forget how the light |ooks on
your stomach in this nmonment, the light through the larch | eaves and the birch
branches. It |ooks Iike water, as though you are a little brook into which
am al ways falling, always falling.



And my nother put her arns around his neck and whi spered his nanme over and
over into the collar of his shirt: Yefrem Yefrem She watched a noth | and on
his bl ack wool en coat and rub its slender brown | egs together, and she wi nced
as her body opened for the first time. She watched the noth until the pain
went away, and | suppose she thought then that she woul d be happy enough in a
house built of Yefremand his wool and his shirts, and his larches and his
l'ight.

But when she canme to his school and put her hands over her belly, when she
told himunder a gray sky and droning bronze bells that she was already three
nmont hs al ong, and woul d he see about a priest so that her child m ght have a
nane, he just smled thinly and told her that he did not want a house built of
Vodzi mira and her water and her stomach, that he wanted only a house of Cod
and sorme few angels with feet of glass, and that she was not to cone to his
school any longer. He did not want to be suspected of interfering with | oca
girls.

My not her was al one, and her despair wal ked al ongside her like a little

bl ack-haired girl with gl eam ng shoes. She could not tell her father or her
own not her, she could not tell her brothers. She could think of no one she
could tell who would I ove her still when the telling was done. So she went
into the forest again, into the larches and the birches and the noths and the
light, and in a little |ake which reflected bare branches, she drowned herself
wi t hout another word to anyone.

| swal | owed and continued hoarsely. "Wen ny nother opened her eyes again, it
was very dark, and there were stars in the sky like drops of rain, and she saw
them fromunder the water of the little | ake. She was in the |ake and the | ake
was in her and her fingers spread out under the water until there was nothing
but the water and her, spanning shore to shore, and she noved in it, in
herself, like alittle tide. She had ne there, under the slow ripples, in the
dark, and the silver fish were her midw ves."

| twisted the ends of ny hair. Alittle water seeped out onto ny knuckl es.
Artyom | ooked at me very seriously. "You're tal ki ng about rusal ka."

| shrugged, not neeting his gaze. "She didn't expect it. She certainly didn't
think her child would go into the |ake with her. Wen I was born, | swam as
happily as a little turtle, and breathed the water, and as if by instinct
beckoned wandering men with tiny, inpish fingers. But she didn't want that for
me. She didn't even want it for hersel f-she pressed her instinct down in her

viciously, like a stone crushing a bird' s skull. She brought me to the city,
and she worked in laundries, her hands deep in soapy water every day, so that
| woul d have sonet hing other than a |l onely | ake and skel etons.” | picked at

the threads of the mattress, refusing to | ook up, to see his disbelief. "But
we had to stay wet, you know. It is hard in the city, there are so nany things
to dry you out. Especially at night, with the cold wi nd bl owi ng across your
scal p, through the holes in the walls. And even in the sumer, the pillow
drinks up your hair."

Artyom | ooked at me with pale green eyes, the color of lichen in the high
mount ai ns, and | broke fromhis gaze. He scratched his head and | aughed a
little. I did not |augh.

"My nother died when | was very young, you know. | have thought about it many
times, since. And | think that, after awhile, she was just so tired, so tired,
and a person, even a rusal ka, can only wake herself up so nmany tinmes before
she only wants to sleep, sleep a little while |longer, before she is just so



tired that one day she forgets to wake up and her hair dries out and her
little girl finds her with brown hair instead of black, and no anpbunt of water
will wake her up anynore."

My hands were pal e and shaking as dead grass. | tried to pull away from him
and draw ny knees up to my chest—ef course he did not believe nme, how could
have t hought he night? But Artyomtook me in his arns and shushed nme and
stroked ny head and told ne to hush, of course he woul d renmenber to wake ne,
his poor |love, he would wet nmy hair if | wanted himto, it was nothing, hush,
NOW.

"Call me rybka, when you wake me," | whispered.

"You are not a rusal ka, Kseniya Yefrenovna."

"Nevert hel ess. "

The frost was thick as fur on the wi ndows when he ki ssed ne awake in the
hour - heavy dark, a steam ng basin in his hands.

I1l: By the Shore, in Love
It took exactly seventeen nights, with Artyom constant with his kettle and
basin as a nun at prayer over her pale candles, before | slept easily in his

arnms, deeper than waves.

On the eighteenth night my breath was quick as a darting mayfly on his cheek

and he reached for ne as nen will do—he reached for ne and | was there, dark
new soaked hair sticking to nmy breasts, rivulets of water trickling over ny
stomach. | smled in the dark, and his face was so ki nd above ne, kind and

soft and needful. He closed his eyes—+ could see at their edges gentle creases
whi ch woul d one day be a grandfather's winkles. Wen our

lips parted he was shaking, his Iip shuddering as though he had just touched a
Madonna carved fromice, and | think of all the things | renenber about

Artyom it is that little shaking that | recall most clearly, nost often

| was a virgin. Under the shadows of St. Isaac's and a moon-spattered |ight
like blueberries strewn on the grass | noved over himw th nore val or than
felt—but one of us had to be brave. He guided ne, but his notions were so
smal |l and afraid, as though, after all this time, he could not quite
understand or believe in what was happening. | felt as though | was an old
door, stuck into ny frane, and some sun-beaten shoul der jarring me open
smashi ng agai nst the dusty wood. It hurt, the wi dening of my bones, the
rearrangenment of ny body, ascendi ng and descendi ng anatonies, sliding aside
and aligning into a newthing. O course it hurt. But there was no bl ood and
ki ssed his eyebrows instead of crying. My hair hung around his face |ike
storm drenched curtains, casting | ong shadows on his cheekbones.

"Ksyusha," he said to me, tender and gentle, w thout nockery, "Ksyusha, | wll
never forget how the |ight | ooks on your stomach in this nmonent, the |ight

t hrough your hair and the frozen wi ndows. It |ooks |like water, as though you
are a little brook into which | amalways falling, always falling."

The bars of the window cut nmy chest into quarters. He arched his back.

cl anped his wai st between ny thighs. These things are not inportant—so one act
of love is different much in its parts fromany other, really. Wat is
inmportant is this: | did not know | bent over him meaning to kiss, only
meani ng to kiss—and | did not know what woul d happen, | swear it.

The | ake cane out of me, shuddering and spl ashi ng—#y mouth opened |ike a



sluice-gate, and a flood of water cane shrieking fromme, nore water than |
had ever known, strung with weeds and the skeletons of fish and little stones
i ke sandy jewels.

It tasted |ike bl ood.

| choked, ny body seized, thrashing rapture-violent, and it gushed harder
streaming frommy lips, nmy hair, ny fingertips, nmy eyes, ny eyes, nmy eyes wept
a deluge onto the thin little body of Artyom The w ndows caught the jets and
drops froze there, hard knots of ice. | screaned and all that came from ny
throat was nore water, nore and nore and nore.

H s |legs jerked awkwardly and | clutched at him trying to clear the water and
the green stens fromhis nouth, but already he convul sed under me, spluttering
and spitting, reaching out for ne fromunder the grow ng pool that was our

bed, the bubbles of his breath popping in the blue—+he bed was a basin and the
wat er steamed and | wet his hair init, but | did not nean to, | could not
close nmy nouth against it, | could not stop it, | could not nove away from him
and it canme and cane and his bones beneath ne racked thenselves in the nmire
the whites of his eyes rolled, and I amsorry, Artyom | did not know, ny

nmot her did not tell me, she told me only to live as best | could, she did not
say we drag the lake with us, even into the city, drag it behind us, a

dr owni ng shadow shot with green

I would like to remenber that he called out to me, that he called out in faith
that | could deliver him and if I try, | can alnost manage it, his voice in
ny ear like an echo:

"Ksyusha! "

But | do not think he did, I think he only gurgled and gasped and coughed and
died. | think the strangling weeds just passed over his teeth.

He never tried to push me off of him he never tried to sit up. H s face
became still. Hi s lips did not shake. H s skin was pal e and purpled. The water
rippled over his thin little beard as it slowy, slowy as spring thaw, seeped
into the mattress and di sappear ed.

The snow nurnured agai nst the gl ass.

I'V: Shell Into Snai
Rybka, you have to wake up

She rubs her eyes with little pink fingers and turns away fromne, towards the
wal |

Rybka, |I'msorry, you have to wake up

She yawns, stretches her |legs, and wiggles sleepily towards the edge of the
bed. | amwaiting, kneeling on the floor with our copper kettle and a gl ass
bowl. I am her nother, | understand the shock of waking, the water is always
warm She stares up through the wi ndow gl ass at the stars like salt on the
skin of a black fish as | pour it over her scalp, clear and clean. | conb it

t hrough every strand—her hair is so soft, like | eaves. Afterwards, we lie
together in the dark, ny body curving around hers like a shell onto its snail,
our wet hair curling slowy around each other. | sing her back to sleep, and
nmy voice echoes off of the walls and wi ndows, where there is frost and bare
branches scrapi ng:



Bayu, bayushki bayu

Ne | ozhi sya na krayu
Pridet serenkiy vol chok
Y ukusit za bochek

Her hair is yell ow-brown under the wet, but danp enough to seem al ways bl ack
like mine. Her eyes are so green it hurts, sonetinmes, to |look at them Ilike

| ooking at the sun. She swins very well for her age, and asks always to be
taken to the nountains for the holidays. She is too little for coffee, but
sneaks sips when | am not | ooki ng—she says it tastes |ike wet earth.

There is noney for coffee, and kettles, and birds with browned, sizzling skin.
W can see a bright silver scrap of the Neva through our wi ndows, and the gold
lights of the Liteyny Bridge. A wonman who can set a bone is never hungry. |
wash ny hands nore than anyone on ny ward—twelve tines a day | thrust ny skin
under water and breathe relief.

| taught her before she could read how to braid her hair very tightly. In the
morning I will call her Sofiya and put a little red cup full of blueberries
floating in creamin front of her, and she will tell me that after the kettle,
she dreamed again of the man with the thin little beard and the big nose who
sits on the side of a | ake and shares his lunch with her. He has larch | eaves
in his lap, she will say, and he tells her she is pretty, and he calls her
rybka, too. Hi s beard prickles her cheek when he holds her. | will pull ny

cof fee away from her creeping fingers and snmile as well as | amable. She will
eat her blueberries slowy, savoring them renoving the purple skin with her

tongue before chewing the greenish fruit. I will draw us a bath.

But now, under the stars pricking the wi ndowfrost |ike sewi ng needles, | hold
her agai nst me, her wet eyel ashes sticking together, her little breath quick
and even. | decide | will take her to the nountains. | decide |I wll not.
Rybka, poor darling, |'msorry, go back to sleep

I wind her hair around ny fingers; little drops |like tears squeeze out, rol

over ny knuckl es.

W are as happy as we may be, as happy as winters with ice on the stairs and
coats which seemto always need patching and wet hair that freezes agai nst our
shoul ders and the menory of still eyelids under water may | eave us.

| amnot tired yet.



