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Kirby S. Holland
“After Eakins, ‘Study of Seated Nude 
Woman Wearing a Mask,’ ca. 1863-66”
1944
Charcoal and chalk on paper
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Collection of Randall Jaspers, Riverdale, New York
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It’s not so much that I’m an American: I’m a New Yorker.
—Willem de Kooning 
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1

GOING TO AMERICA
Liquidate labor, liquidate stocks, liquidate 

the farmers, liquidate real estate. 
—Andrew W. Mellon advising 

President Hoover

The book thudded broken-backed onto the heap spreading across his 
studio floor. Vladimir Ilich Lenin stared out from atop the jagged 
pile, a red banner unfurling behind that bald dome. Gray rectangles 
wended across the splayed pages—photographs of Red Army brigades 
in geometric formations, towering dams shot through with gargantuan 
turbines, the vast human striations of Party Congresses. 

He snatched at a tiny volume lying against the rear of the book-
shelf, a long-forgotten children’s story given him by its author—His 
lousy book and his favor-hunting!—and flung it the length of the room. 
It fluttered and cartwheeled onto the floor like a shot mallard.

His finger hooked the ridge of another spine—massive, with indigo 
block letters em-bossed on heavy scarlet fabric—and jerked it from the 
shelf. He slapped open the cover and began flipping through the pages, 
crumpling some in his haste, tearing others—Goddamn it! I know she’s 
here somewhere—until a shadow among the pages caused him to freeze. 

An uneven black rectangle faced a photograph of a half-dug canal. 
He felt behind him for a chair and sat down heavily, the wood squawk-
ing in protest. His fingers skimmed across the glossy paper and over the 
coarse slab of brushed-on India ink obscuring the image under-neath. 
Turning pages slowly now, he found a black dot covering the face of an 
official portrait while the shoulders of the uniform remained untouched, 
the caption buried under a hasty brush stroke. A few pages on came 
another obliterated functionary, the ink-wash aligned care-fully with the 
rectangle of halftone dots, save for a flourish at the bottom eradicating 
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the name of the sitter. A neat square had been excised from the center 
of another page, the verso text brutally interrupted. Then came pen-
scratches across the face of a commissar from Vorkuta; the steel nib had 
dug so viciously around the eyes that ink stains carried through onto 
pictures of artillery columns two pages beyond. There were defacements 
in every chapter, opaque purgings of members the Party had cast out.  

He had not looked at this book, a record of the heroic achievements 
and stoic sacrifices of Party leaders from the length and breadth of the 
Imperium, since the trials of ’37. Now, three years later, he remembered 
those convulsive months—how, late at night, after re-turning from 
Moscow, he would attack these pages, terrified lest some traitor be 
allowed to live on through their images. “We will start with the firing 
squad,” Stalin had told him. “And then we’ll erase these bastards from 
the history books. Students will never know their names. Even their 
own children will forget they existed.”

Now he turned to the middle of the book, where he recalled that 
a sheet of vellum served as a chapter opening, a symbol of the chilling 
fogs that enveloped the gold mines of the Kolyma region. Under this 
scrim was a group portrait of Party leaders who had braved all weather 
to promote the well-being of the workers, and—unmentioned in the 
text—had carried out the arduous task of executing, through forced 
labor, enemies of the Motherland. 

 A frenzied grease pencil had wreaked vengeance on half of this 
cadre, soiling the translucent sheet when the book was closed. Later, 
two more of the lordly wardens had been carefully scratched out with a 
razor. He’d been weary the night he’d heard of their ultimate demotion, 
and yet he’d grabbed the razor and put himself into a trance with 
methodical, delicate scraping. He’d found it challenging to remove the 
infinitesimally thin printed image without going all the way through 
the paper. He’d been proud when he checked the other side and found a 
blast furnace in the Donets Basin completely unscathed. 

Now he leafed through the book—nodding with satisfaction at spot-
color red head-lines that had been crisply silhouetted across full-spread 
photographs—to where the large wheels in a painting of a tractor had been 
die-cut to reveal the following page, a duotone of two proud, beaming 
peasants, their only child held in Stalin’s arms. The mother’s face was 
gone, a ragged hole that had been torn out by hand; the father’s right ear 
and left cheek peeped out from under a thicket of pencil scribbles.

The three-year-old girl, surrounded by the legions of mist, smiled 
gaily at her leader.

He glanced up from the ravaged pages and took in the jumble of 
books spread across the floor. Many of them had been scarred as well, 

 Academic training in beauty is a sham. We have been deceived, but so well deceived that we can scarcely get back even 
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but none so viciously as this once resplendent volume—So gorgeous. 
Those fools gave us no budget, and I made them pay. 

He turned to the frontispiece. Lenin again, this time in a screen so 
fine it took a powerful loupe to discern any Benday dots. The heavy sheet 
had been printed secretly in Berlin, be-cause no press in the Soviet Union 
could maintain the tight register. He’d had the manager of the bindery in 
Kiev sacked when problems with stitching the portrait set back the publi-
cation date. A few caresses of his hand brought him to the title page:

THE CONGRESS OF VICTORY
And there, before even the author’s name—That cunt-chasing 

hack—was his own:
Designed by N.A. Krivov

He was past used to seeing his name; it was emblazoned on posters 
that surrounded him, walls of achievement. But he had forgotten it was 
so boldly printed here. 

Where’s my brush? This is something that must be eradicated at once!
And Nikolai Arkadievich Krivov smiled. He pulled a silver case 

from his pocket, opened it, deftly extracted a cigarette with his teeth, 
and lit it with a spherical onyx lighter. Then he looked at his desk, its 
smooth, beveled edges and trim drawers projecting a stream-lined 
elegance. He surveyed the papers, the pens, the ink bottle, the silver 
letter opener, the mahogany rocker blotter—the detritus of his art. He 
drank the last swallow from the vodka bottle propped up in an open 
drawer and then he cradled the large lighter in one arm, stretched out 
the other, and swept everything to the floor—file trays clattered and the 
phone bell jangled and then jingled and finally spinked a bit, a diminu-
endo of communication. He swung himself up onto the desk and lay 
down, his short, gray hair jutting from one end like a wire brush, his 
feet protruding from the other, the weary slabs of a former brawler’s 
body in between. He centered the weighty lighter on his stomach and 
closed his eyes.

The news had traveled on ephemeral particles from the black handset 
in the Sadovaya Street apartment of that toady Vasily Samokhvalov—
He must be protected by someone, with all that gloating—to Nikolai’s 
dacha far past the outskirts of Moscow. The warning had come at the 
speed of electricity, but was no match for the grinding wheels of the 
N.K.V.D. sedan and the plodding boots of the thugs riding inside.

“All of a sudden,” Samokhvalov had said, “they have gotten it into 
their heads to find out what your old friend has been about these three 
long years. Now that the Germans are our friends. Or maybe they are 
not. But someone is nervous that Anna never returned from the Exposi-

a shadow of the truth. The beauties of the Parthenon, Venuses, Nymphs, Narcissuses are so many lies. Art is not the 
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tion, and we don’t know if those preening French will be our enemy or 
merely the enemy of our enemy one of these days. You weren’t discreet, 
Nikolai. We are not Hollywood here. A mis-tress is one thing. And 
everyone who must know knows that you and Elina are not—” 

Nikolai had slammed the receiver down. He’d already gone to the 
bookshelf when the phone rang again. He’d hurled his first victim at it, 
and then ignored the dozen more rings.

Now he lifted the lighter and spun it slowly in his hands as if it 
were a globe, only there were no continents or oceans, just darkness. A 
fathomless, carbon world.

A gasp met his ears, and he lazily turned his head toward the door.
“Kólya—my God! What have you done? There’s a car here, with 

men inside—and look at what you’ve done!”
“Get out, crow!”
“Kólya—”Elina reeled back into the hallway, her shiny black 

pageboy flaring as the lighter crashed against the doorjamb and fell to 
the floor in four heavy pieces. 

He gazed up at the ceiling.
They’re very old news. Can’t hide the evidence—the smell of lighter 

fluid entered his nostrils, and for the second time he smiled—or destroy 
it. I’m surrounded by my ruin. On the shelves, the walls. In the drawers, 
the closets. My slippers, even—it’ll be too much for these farm boys.

Fuck their mothers—I should’ve burned the place down. That 
would be one on them.

Nikolai Arkadievich looked at a poster on the opposite wall, one of 
the few lacking his name: DIE MARX BROTHERS IM KRIEG

And, much smaller, the original American: DUCK SOUP
Those literal Fritzes—“The Marx Brothers in War.” How’d it ever 

get shown in the first place? That “Marx” must’ve had the censors 
screeching. But maybe in Berlin you could sneak it past the Brown-
shirts before they torqued the screws all the way down. Awful illustra-
tions—stills would’ve been better. Or just headshots.

Each caricature consisted of a large head on a small body: Chico 
holding a white dove, Groucho with saber and Bonaparte hat, Harpo in 
slovenly military getup, mouth agape, a potato-masher grenade stuffed 
into his belt. Next to them hung a poster featuring Nikolai’s wife, her 
lissome figure topped by that regal visage and lacquered helmet of blue-
black hair. She wore a leather apron, her fist raised victoriously before 
a factory, its smokestacks formed from squared-off Cyrillic spelling out 
SYMPHONY OF INDUSTRY

“Comrade Krivov. We have need to speak with you.”
Nikolai turned his head, his flush to smooth wood. The speaker 

application of a canon of beauty but what the instinct and the brain can conceive beyond any canon. When we love a woman 
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wore a royal-blue cap. His olive-green tunic was slashed diagonally 
by a strap from shoulder to simple gun belt, his breeches tucked into 
high leather boots. He was younger than Krivov, leaner; a dark pencil 
mustache helped widen his narrow scythe of a face. His head swiveled 
to take in the room’s disarray. Behind him, resembling a grinning 
icebox, was a massive, much younger man, his elaborate cartridge belt 
supported by crisscross straps over a drabber uniform.

“I can’t imagine why.” Nikolai’s gaze moved back to the ceiling.
The older man nodded, and the towering youth clomped heavily 

over the archipelago of books and roughly grabbed Nikolai’s shoulder. 
“C’mon. Quit wasting our time.”
Nikolai blew a cloud of smoke into the air. “Take your hands off me, 

punk. You’re in much deeper waters than you’ll ever know.” 
From the doorway again: “Citizen. We have need to speak with 

you. Here and now, or back in Moscow. It makes no difference.”
The grip on his shoulder tightened.
“Fuck your mothers.”
The youth grabbed Nikolai under the armpits and yanked him off 

the desk, sending his feet crashing through the litter on the floor.
“Bring him.”
It was a shock when the young man flung him easily over an anvil-

size shoulder and turned toward the hall.
“No, not that way. Let’s enjoy the beautiful countryside.” The older 

man glanced at the empty bottle jutting from the drawer and then 
opened a door that looked out on to a wide, gently undulating expanse 
of white, scribbled on as if with ink by bare trees and bushes.

Suddenly feeling exhausted, and resigned to the bouncing ride, 
Nikolai was surprised to find the cigarette still clutched in his hand. He 
drew deeply, enjoying the aroma, and he almost chuckled as he watched 
the older man high-stepping through the deep snow—his tunic and thin 
driving gloves were meager protection against the savage cold that had 
al-ready penetrated Nikolai’s own sweater.

But these are the new men. Like the super-miner Stakhanov—
supermen impervious to mere cold. Stakhanovite the Elder and 
Stakhanovite the Younger. Not here to dig coal, but to bury me.

Nikolai saw his home reduced to an umber triangle rising from 
pure white curves. The dacha had been a reward for his film about a 
father’s denunciation of his son as a traitor to the revolution.

Everything was so intensely bright.
You blind idiot. A spread in that issue of Ogoniok—Anna and her 

fucking cows. The Omsk pictorial—you could’ve snipped her out and 
shown them you’re a good boy. 

we don’t start measuring her limbs. We love with our desires—although everything has been done to try and apply a canon 
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“This will do,” said Stakhanovite the Elder. “Stand him up here.”
Nikolai’s feet sunk into fresh powder—his slippers had fallen off 

somewhere. The Elder strode up, his boots plunging through the drifts.
“We will talk here, Nikolai Arkadievich. Perhaps that will expedite 

things. My questions are simple. First, why would someone as talented 
as Anna Skovorodova desert the Motherland? We need workers with 
her skills.”

Skovorodova? I know no one named . . . Anna Gavrilovna—why, I 
haven’t heard from her in years. How is she doing—I . . . fuck this.

Nikolai studied the Elder and noted that his sidearm was an older 
issue, one that he himself had used during the Civil War. And the leather 
of his gun belt was cracked but had been well oiled and cared for.

Not thrift. He appreciates craft.
“I have no idea. When did she leave?”
“Citizen, do not waste our time. Even with boots on, it is cold. You 

were well acquainted with her. It is known. I ask you again, why did 
Skovorodova desert us?”

 “And once again I tell you, I don’t know. Maybe because she’s a Jew?” 
Lout. Feed them anything to get their teeth out of your own ass. 
Smoke whispered from Nikolai’s nostrils, swept into nothingness 

by the feral wind. The Elder leaned in close. His gloved fingers plucked 
at the cigarette, roughly scraping Nikolai’s lips. The ember hissed in the 
snow. Nikolai looked into translucent blue eyes made even lighter by the 
unbroken white vistas reflected in them. Given a chance, Nikolai might 
have grudgingly admired the Elder’s blindsiding speed. The pistol butt 
whipped against Nikolai’s temple as if it had come from another dimen-
sion. Pain radiated around his head like a fiery turban. Nikolai was 
prostrate in the snow but could feel no cold. He could not even feel his 
body; the agony had separated his head from the universe.

“Citizen, do you know that Comrade Kaganovich, who sits at 
Comrade Stalin’s right hand, who works tirelessly for the Soviet people, 
who works tirelessly even for you—do you know that Comrade Kagan-
ovich is, as you put it, ‘a Jew’?”

Now the cold was beginning to register. He was returning, barely, 
to this world.             

“You surprise me, comrade. Artists, even more than others, should 
know that it is our deeds, our accomplishments—not our blood—that 
determine our worth. The fact that she is a Jewess means nothing here.”

The Elder continued speaking. Nikolai was struck by his even tone, 
as if the blow had been delivered by a hand completely divorced from 
the voice. In fact, the timbre was almost calming, and Nikolai’s head 
was feeling, however tenuously, once again attached to his body.

even to love. It’s not what the artist does that counts, but what he is. —Pablo Picasso  •  The most colossal spectacle in 



going to america

17

Maybe he’s Jewish. You never know what these pigs want to hear. 
Next month they’ll hate the Jews. God. My head.  

“Gregori Gregorovich, help him up so that we can finish our discus-
sion. That’s fine—just to his knees. Take this. Perhaps it will prod the 
citizen’s memory, and then we’ll all get out of this chill.”

Nikolai felt a compact curve of steel dig against the flat of his 
temple, his hair bristling against the sight at the end of the barrel. 

I’m a coward—I should’ve gone with her. And kept going.
But now she has her revenge. My beautiful, sun-haired bitch.
The Elder turned and strode a few paces away.
Nikolai heard a metallic click and felt tiny reverberations pass from 

the barrel and ring a diminutive harmonic which spread a warm still-
ness through his skull.

“So now, Nikolai Arkadievich,” the Elder called loudly, not facing 
him but gazing away from the dacha and toward the white eternity. “We 
are friends here, all seeking the same answer. Why would a talented 
girl like Anna Gavrilovna leave us? Why would she do a thing that 
has cast her family in a dark light? Why did she disappear from our 
glorious pavilion, which exposed the criminal enterprise of capitalism 
and warned the Fascists of our strength?”

She’s in Paris, you shit. If you had any sense other than when to 
move your bowels, you’d live there as well. 

Ah. Look at those branches—you could fade into a witch’s claws or 
the Devil’s hand from that.

But that’s stupid and obvious. Always the terrible ideas first. And 
second. And third and—you never worked hard enough, Nikolai.

The snow fairly danced with color: the angled sun breathed a bare 
yellow tone across the exposed surfaces, the oblong shadows not gray 
but aqueous blue, and—There!—just along the edges, at the joins of dark 
and light, an orange line shimmied and flickered.

Nikolai knew unthinkingly the physics involved, that his eyes were 
so over-saturated with strong color and bright light that the cones and 
rods could not fire fast enough to keep his brain accurately informed. 
He had felt it keenly in the cinema only a week before—a special screen-
ing at the Kremlin, a lingering shot edging toward boredom in a lesser 
director’s hands, but he had given it suspense, the suspense of real life, 
which is always anticipating death while pretending it is only for others. 
He had lit his blonde star like an icon, a luminous saint coalescing from 
the dust between the projector and the screen. But the frame had stalled 
in the projector’s gate and frozen her expression, and Nikolai had closed 
his eyes in frustration at knowing what would happen next—and there, 
projected on his eyelids, her negative image hovered, a nimbus of black 

the world. Neither cinema nor photography nor reporting have been able to contain the astounding event that is New York 
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hair around blacker face, her pupils bright points excoriating him. 
When he opened his eyes the face had reversed again, just before the 
pearly gray that defined the contours of her beauty began to shudder; a 
ragged red dot had appeared on the tip of her nose, spreading quickly, 
veined with yellow and orange, the tiny flame an ever widening circle 
that had consumed the image. And then the screen had become a glaring 
white blank, retaining the barest afterimage of the accusing silver eyes 
of Nikolai’s latest discarded mistress.

Although only four or five seconds had passed, Nikolai had found 
himself sweating. He’d smelled not only the stench of the burning nitrate 
but, even more pervasive, Stalin’s pipe. The acrid tobacco the Vozhd favored 
had wafted from the chipped, worn bowl, dunning Nikolai in waves. 

“It’s a shame your tale has been interrupted, Krivov. Perhaps you 
would like to return tomorrow, to my office, and tell me how it ends.”

“Of course, Comrade Stalin.” 
The Georgian had risen as the houselights came up, already 

heading for the door, his outsize head obscured by tobacco smoke.
“Until tomorrow then, Comrade Stalin.” But the Man of Steel was 

gone.
Then one of the projectionists had approached and whispered, 

“We’ve got the projector re-threaded. Should I start the film again?”
“No, idiot. Lock it away.” And Nikolai had drawn his sleeve across 

his face, swiping away the sweat.
Stakhanovite the Elder still stood with his back to Nikolai, fists 

supported by the leather gun belt; he was taking deep drafts of air, as if 
preparing for a great exertion.

Dog-fucker—you’re not allowed to kill me. But that just makes it 
worse—you’ll want to prepare me for your bosses. I have finally run out 
my string—Anna’s resurrection seals it.

But, dog-fucker—baby dog-fucker is even stupider than you.
Nikolai noted a solitary cloud framed in the triangle of the Elder’s 

right arm. 
That would be a good establishing shot, then bring the camera over 

dog-fucker’s shoulder to reveal something ominous approaching. Some-
thing very bad for you, dog-fucker.

I will take you with me. 
Nikolai looked again at the cloud as its edges began to unravel, 

evanescent as smoke.
The morning after the film debacle, Nikolai had found himself rigid 

before Stalin’s broad desk. His greatcoat, removed so the guards could 
search him before he entered the office, hung over his arm. He’d waited 
for Stalin to speak; in the stillness he’d heard, from inside his temples, 

seen at night from forty floors up. It resists all vulgarization. It keeps its freshness. —Fernand Léger  •  Dear Stieglitz, 
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the blood rushing ever faster through his skull.
“Nikolai Arkadievich, this is no time for irony,” the General Secre-

tary had finally uttered, not looking up from a blue mimeographed list 
of names before him. He was making checks in red crayon next to some, 
underlining others. His desk was covered with stacks of documents and 
a row of colored telephones. Bent over his work, Stalin’s hair was as 
dark and richly furrowed as Georgian soil. The sun angling through 
one of the large windows had sculpted the smoke from his pipe into a 
misty parallelogram.

“Do not deviate,” Stalin had continued. “If I make exceptions for 
artists, then where does that leave me when some delegate from Tomsk 
arrives at the next Congress and asks why he must behave in a certain 
manner when Moscow foists deviant ideologies upon him? When his 
workers have a day off to enjoy, and they are confused by what they 
see on the screen? He wants a story, comrade. Our people want stories, 
based on the way life is actually lived in the Motherland. To give them 
fantasies—to give them a tale that begins one way but then questions 
where it is going? Our citizens cannot rest if they must question where 
they are going. And if they do not know where they are going, how can 
the Revolution know where it is going? But it is ordained. We know 
where history is going, and our job is to help it arrive.”

As the cold beneath his knees began to register in his swollen head, 
Nikolai considered that tiny metallic click against his temple and knew 
what it meant. He’d spent two years at the front against the Germans, and 
then, as the czardom crashed into bloody shards, he’d drifted to the Anar-
chists—machine-gunning madmen who’d yearned for freedom not just 
from the czar but from leaders of any kind, his first assignment a huge 
scarlet banner proclaiming THE STREET ITSELF WILL SHOW, 
though what, exactly, his colleagues had left unknown. But the Bolsheviks, 
probing and thrusting, gauging the whirling vacuum of power, had known 
better than to trust the wisdom of the masses and had sent Checka troops 
to crush the motley bunch in the House of Anarchy, killing scores. Nikolai, 
wounded and tossed into a cell to fester, had been reprieved by a colleague 
who’d traded his meager abilities with a brush for a position with Trotsky. 
The new order needed artists to seduce and exhort the proletariat, and this 
commissar knew that Nikolai had inhaled, like fine tobacco, the abstract 
experiments roiling the continent before the war, resulting in posters of 
brash primary slabs trapped by sharp black angles. And so his wounds 
were drained and infections stanched, and he’d repaid his patron with 
ambition that went beyond the mere design of the new medium’s placards—
he’d cajoled his way behind the lens and an immense talent came to the 
fore. And because of what the street had in fact revealed to him during 

Even a few words I don’t feel like writing. You know exactly what I think about photography. I would like to see it make 
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those chaotic days—that Red bullet through his right shoulder—he had 
resolved to make no more mistakes in how to wield it.

But it’s all to shit now. They should’ve done with me then.
 I’m just so fucking tired. 
The cold was beginning to travel up Nikolai’s spine. His vision was 

remarkably clear, white winter variegated by more colors than he had 
ever known. The sky seemed eternal, as if an endless azure scrim were 
slowly descending before him.

The General Secretary had turned to a new blue sheet with more 
lists of names. 

“Comrade Stalin,” Nikolai had said, fighting the desire to shift his 
weighty coat, “I am glad that we had a mechanical problem last night. 
As we have discussed in our letters, any work of art is an ongoing 
process. What you saw was an initial cut. I can take into account what 
you say of the abstract ideas—the formal structure—impeding the story. 
It is common for our artists to struggle with the proper balance. In fact I 
had a colleague who was so upset that his novel might be misinterpreted 
that he”—and Nikolai’s thoughts at that point had started fracturing 
into words and phrases to recover from the dual mistakes of “struggle” 
and “misinterpreted,” and now he was implicating someone else but he 
couldn’t stop the part of his mind that had been seared by what Mikhail 
had done—“that he burned it.” And Nikolai had kept talking through his 
shame of discussing someone else’s mistakes and desperately hit upon 
casting his own protection over him—“But he was a good friend”—and 
immediately realized it was a terrible idea but his mouth kept moving—
“and I told him that of course his book could not be so bad as all that 
but he opened the grate to his stove and there was a stack of paper, with 
just the top and bottom sheets too black to read, and he said that manu-
scripts won’t burn, that the oxygen can’t get at the pages—”

“The name of this esteemed colleague?”
Fuck—Nikolai had thought—stop talking! 
But there was no time—hesitation equaled guilt within the Krem-

lin’s thick walls and Nikolai had lunged for a different name, thinking—
That officious asshole—before saying aloud, “Sisakyan.” 

For the first time, Stalin had looked up. Backlit by a sunny window, 
his face was shadowed, those basilisk eyes impenetrably black and 
patient. It was so quiet that Nikolai believed he could hear the smoke 
wheeling in the air.

The General Secretary said, “Ivan Anatolievich? Rather dramatic 
for such a pragmatist. Are you sure you are not confusing him with 
a more ungovernable talent?” But before Nikolai could answer, Stalin 
said, “Of course not. You know your own mind. And how did he 

people despise painting until something else will make photography unbearable. There we are. Affectueusement. Marcel 
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become”—the dark head bent back down and paused a moment over 
a name, the red crayon suspended momentarily before making an X 
beside it—“your boon companion?”

Fuck, fuck, FUCK had flashed through Nikolai’s brain.
“I have worked with him at the studio. He has adapted plays 

directed by my assistants.” Nikolai had swallowed before adding, “Of 
course, I see him very little. Only to approve his work.”

“And do you find it meets with your approval?”
Nikolai had shifted slightly, his feet suddenly leaden, the coat across 

his arm a great burden.
“He does too many rewrites. He needs too much direction. Which 

is why I send him to my assistants. Truth be told, I find him an irritant.”
The head arose faster this time. 
“Ivan Anatolievich needs direction because he is a mere crafts-

man. Perhaps that’s why you find him irritating—he is straightforward 
and clear, and, since we are talking man to man here—a trifle boring. 
But Sisakyan understands how important cinema is to the revolution, 
Nikolai Arkadievich. That is why he was sent to you. Your talent is so 
ample that you some-times need help serving the Party. No, now, don’t 
protest. I know exactly what you are capable of, which is why I am 
sorry to hear that the two of you are not friends.”

Stalin had bent back to his task.
Sweat was hopscotching down Nikolai’s back.
“Comrade Stalin, when I say that he is an irritant, I do not mean I 

do not consider—”
“Krivov. Please do not explain. There are other times and places 

where one can pour one’s heart out. But leave explanations to the politi-
cians—you have art to deal with. Writers are engineers of the soul. Your 
enemy, Sisakyan, can be counted on. Not like Sorin. He never understood. 
And when he was told that he would have to change his ways, to begin 
under-standing or stop his scribbling forever, do you know what he did?”

Nikolai had heard that the playwright Karp Sorin was taken to the 
Lubyanka one night—he and two actresses he’d been screwing, whisked 
from a fashionable restaurant by the N.K.V.D. He’d heard nothing of 
Sorin’s fate; the actresses, though, had been seen in one of the basement 
cells, their beautiful gowns, foreign concoctions of ermine and silk, in rags.

“I don’t know, Comrade Stalin.”
Stalin had snorted. “He’d been taken for a discussion with Beria, but 

one of his escorts left him wearing a belt. Let’s just say that he dissem-
bled by suicide. And have no fear—every wrecker will be uncovered. 
Let me pose you a question, Krivov: If all the workers were standing in 
one spot, and all the factories, and dams, and tanks and munitions, and 
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all the trains and metros, and the trucks and sedans all across the State, 
what do you think all of that—how much would it all weigh?”

Nikolai had felt as if the vein in his temple would burst.
“A . . . great deal. So much . . . it must be unknowable.”
“UNKNOWABLE?” Stalin had shouted. “It is NOT unknowable! 

The traitor Fedorov knows exactly how much it weighs, because when 
it was brought to bear on his head he con-fessed to every crime he had 
committed during his shit life! Every crime he’d ever thought of commit-
ting—he knew every single gram of that weight! As did his wife and son. 

“But,” and the General Secretary became quieter, “such matters 
must not bear on art. That is enough weight in itself, do you not think?”

“Yes, Comrade Stalin.” Nikolai’s mind had revved again, question-
ing whether “yes” was in fact the best answer. “Even artists must serve 
the Party’s ends.” 

When the silence had drawn to an unbearable interval, Nikolai had 
said, “Well, thank you, Comrade Stalin. I will remember what we have 
discussed here today,” and then turned smartly on his heel, as he had in 
the army, crossed the room, and opened the door.

“Comrade.” The word had reverberated like a rifle shot. Nikolai 
turned. Stalin’s eyes were obsidian dots. “Each of us must remember, for 
however long we have left, the Party’s ends. Even artists, as you say.”

Nikolai, his guts writhing, had mutely nodded as he slowly pulled 
the door shut.

Now he lifted his head higher, turned his head to face the gun’s 
muzzle, and studied the infinity that lay within that black hole. His gaze 
traveled up the barrel, his eyes crossing as they strained to focus and 
confirm his instincts about that earlier click.

You overstuffed faggot. I will bring your day to ruin.
“Don’t make faces at me,” growled the Younger. “You’ll regret it.” 

He jabbed the barrel just above Nikolai’s upper lip, pushing uncom-
fortably against his front teeth. The sight hooked into his left nostril. 
Nikolai grinned broadly at the Younger, but it turned into a grimace 
from the force of the steel pressing against his skin. He leaned back 
slightly and called out, “Tell me—comrade—what is the color of an apple 
inside a closed cupboard?”

He heard snow crunching as the Elder strode swiftly back toward 
him, one arm bent and stiff as a boomerang.

Nikolai looked directly into the Younger’s face and watched his jaw 
tense and felt the rigidity of his arm and the slight, almost involuntary 
curve of that taut finger, the tension transmitted through the barrel 
which was again prodding his upper lip—

Thank you, peasant.

•  Science Explores, Technology Executes, Man Conforms —Slogan for Chicago World’s Fair, 1933  •  Art is a 
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—and jerked his mouth open and bit down hard on the steel, 
hooking the sight behind his front teeth, cracking them top and bottom, 
and yanked his head backward. 

The bullet entered his palate, pulling skin and cartilage in behind it, 
hot gasses puckering and fraying the surrounding tissue as it traversed, 
unscathed, the soft medulla oblongata before crashing into his first 
vertebra, a structure that Nikolai knew (as a synapse fired some-
where much higher up in his brain), having read it in Gray’s Anatomy 
decades before, was “the Atlas, so named from supporting the globe 
of the head,” even as the big slug began to mushroom and splinter in 
a battle of velocity against the stubborn inertia of bone, which was in 
turn held in place by a flexible matrix of gristle and meat that began to 
stretch and twang with instant, expanding tension, and just as the first 
hint of the cartridge’s explosive sound reached Nikolai’s ears the verte-
brae corkscrewed out of his neck, spinning his now unsupported skull 
almost completely around, where it hung momentarily weightless in a 
duel be-tween gravity and the bullet’s energy. 

Before his head began its inevitable journey downward, Nikolai 
saw a gout of blood erupt from his spine, a blob that began to undulate 
and twist and flutter—   Auror a     bor e al    isssssss     

      reddddd        againssssssttttt        

         whiiiitttttttttte                        snooooooooo    

greeeeeee         eeeeee        eeeeeeeeennnn            

   aaaaattt                           edddddjjjjizzsssssss         
          connnnnnntttttt   rraaaaaa        sssssstttttttt  
                    
             sssooooohh                  beeeuuuu                ttttuuuuuuuhhhhhh                                                  

 fuuuaaaaaaallllll                                            bllllllluuuuuu  
     
           uuu                             uuuuu                         

      uuuu  u          

                     uuuuuuu                             uuu 

   .     
.                                          

 .           

powerful means of infecting those around us with ideas, feelings, and moods. Agitation and propaganda acquire particular 
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The Elder stopped in mid-stride so that Nikolai would not fall against 
him. He took a quick step back, horror-struck as the bulging eyes in Niko-
lai’s twisted head frantically scanned the snow, and then the prisoner’s 
body thudded to the ground, scraps of tendons hauling the head after it to 
land between the shoulder blades, eyes staring up at the now cloudless sky, 
all the moisture having been wrung from the frozen air.

Blood was congealing into purple gruel as it melted a depression in 
the snow.

“You goddamned asshole—you almost blew my leg off!”
“I put . . . the safety . . . I—”
“You took it off! Do you think I’d hand you my weapon ready to 

fire? Your ass’ll be on the grill for this. We had no authorization! Give 
me that—goddammit—before you cause more outrage.”

“But Comrade General—I didn’t mean to . . . he—he wanted it. The 
devil take me, but he bit the gun!—he set it off on purpose!”

“Shut up, idiot. SHUT UP! Let me think!”
“I—I am not an idiot, comrade. This bastard tricked us—”
“Tricked? You blew his goddamn head off! What sort of trick is that?”
Younger looked Elder up and down. Then he began to walk slowly 

around his supe-rior, who stood rigid, turning only his head to keep 
pace with the youth’s movements. Younger stopped, clasped his hands 
behind his back, and said, “Look, Comrade Lisitsyn—you see? It was 
your gun that killed him. Mine’s still in my holster. Never fired. But 
yours stinks of gunpowder. And it’s shy a shell. And you’re covered in 
blood. But I’m ready for a May Day rally. Which one of us could march 
past Comrade Stalin right now?”

“Motherfucker! You’re threatening me?” Elder took a step forward.
Younger’s bare hand nestled against the pistol grip jutting from his 

holster.
When did he take off his gloves? I’m missing things!
Younger leaned in and said quietly, “You have done the Mother-

land a great service today. This wrecker attacked us, and seeing that he 
meant to kill or be killed, you granted his wish. He’s finished consort-
ing with spying whores. I will explain how you saved me from his . . . 
mad fury. You’ll get a citation, no doubt.”

Elder stood stupefied, his mind seized. Yet at its periphery he 
sensed a large black wing flapping amid the terrible, luminescent limbo 
that engulfed him. It swirled and spiraled and then suddenly was upon 
him like a wing-flared vulture.

acuity and effectiveness when they are clothed in the attractive and mighty forms of art. —Anatoly Lunacharsky  •  I 
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Her black dress and shawl—pinioned tightly against small breasts 
and flat stomach—billowed out behind her, snapping maniacally in the 
wind. Snow encircled her ankles, settling into low-cut boots. Black hair 
clawed her pale cheeks, striated with pink from the remorseless cold that 
had attacked her as she ran from the dacha through the radiant onslaught. 

Her pupils were as small as periods. She gazed at the heap in the 
snow. The shape was slathered in blood, but the real horror lay in its 
incongruity: it seemed that a huge, blotchy boil had sprouted from her 
husband’s back. When beneath the crimson sheen she found two glazed 
eyes staring back at her, she began to sway, and her own eyes rolled up 
into her head. Elder lunged forward, but missed catching her and they 
both crumpled to the ground.

He shook his head, desperate for clarity, realizations crashing down 
like hail. For the first time in what seemed hours, he made a decision.

“Get the medical kit. We can’t go back to Moscow with two corpses. 
One’s enough trouble. GO!”

Younger’s eyes were obscured by the shadow of his visor. He hesi-
tated, but then turned and began trotting back toward the car. 

When Elder had judged that the lieutenant was far enough away, 
he knelt down and slapped Elina Markovna Krivova hard across each 
cheek. Her eyelids fluttered but drifted closed again. He grabbed a 
fistful of snow and rubbed it into her face. Now her eyes flew open and 
she glared right through him until they focused. He exhaled sharply 
and then struggled to his feet, dragging her up. 

She stood unsteadily, hand to her brow, then looked around and 
gave a start when she saw the bloody ruin two paces away. Next she 
looked at Elder and let out a strangled squeak. He stared down at the 
arc of blood turning his chest and right thigh dark brown.

 “Oh my God! Oh my . . . What have you done? You said—he’d be 
arrested. We’d be free—but not like this!”

“Be quiet! Do you want him to hear? That bastard has already 
turned on me. We can’t talk. Not anymore—not ever.” 

A shudder undulated through her body all the way into the snow, 
and for a moment her long legs seemed ready to fold beneath her again. 
She caught herself, then blinked at Elder’s averted head.

“Never . . . talk? But you vowed to me—”
“Your husband was resisting arrest!” he said loudly. “He attacked 

. . . ” He turned to-ward his returning subordinate “He attacked the 
lieutenant, and I was compelled to—”

“Alexei—you must—”
He spun toward her, hissing, “Don’t say my name. If he hears . . . ” 

He began shouting. “Return to the house! This is state business! Do not 

consider it completely unimportant who in the party will vote, or how; but what is extraordinarily important is this–who will 
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interfere!” He laid a hand on his gun.
“Gaaaaahhhh . . . ” Backing away she stumbled and landed flat, 

arms splayed. She began sobbing, head twisting from side to side, a 
convulsing black snow angel. Younger approached her with a small 
satchel, but she kicked at him with scissoring legs. “Get away!” she 
screamed as she rolled over; bracing herself with one long arm, she spun 
unsteadily, like a maypole of ravens, until she finally stood and began 
staggering back toward the house.

“Crazy bitch. Tough one on her, eh?” said the youth as she receded. 
“Kinda a looker, if you like those ones shaped like a pencil. Should we 
take her in with us? Prop him up in the backseat so they can have a last 
ride together? It’ll save someone a trip out later.”

The general stared at his subordinate, aghast.
Then he said, “Don’t be a fool. We’ve broken enough protocols for 

one day. They’ll decide later if she must come in.”
“So we break a few rules. Maybe bringing her along will help 

salvage the . . . administrative alterations.”
“No! You’re here to follow my orders. Help me lift him. Let’s get 

this over with.”
Younger strode to Nikolai’s feet. “I’ll take this end, comrade.”
Elder looked at him but said nothing, then bent down and put a 

hand under each arm-pit. As they lifted, the body sagged and Nikolai’s 
head tumbled sideways, coming to rest near Elder’s hand. He extended 
his arms to keep Nikolai’s head as far away as possible but the weight 
was too much for him and he stumbled forward, the head bouncing 
against his thigh, the blood that had already frozen around Nikolai’s ear 
crackling. Elder collapsed and Younger was pulled abruptly forward, 
falling to his knees and losing his grip on the corpse, which half disap-
peared in the shin-deep powder.

Younger stood up quickly, brushing off the snow. “Gotta keep 
myself cleaned up,” he said, with a wink. “Had this problem with a bear 
I shot once. Even dressed-out he was too goddamned heavy to carry 
out of the woods. Used the winch on my vehicle. I’ll find some rope and 
drag this bastard to the auto. He won’t mind. Maybe we should just 
finish it with the head—put it in a sack.” 

The general’s face had turned the color of lard.
“Alexei Dmitrievich, don’t worry,” Younger went on jovially. “This 

prick has lied and cheated. But we found him out.” He concentrated with a 
frown, and then smiled once more. “Yes, he’s proven his guilt. He attacked 
us—attacked the State. And we exposed him. You and me. Together.”

And Younger turned and began trudging back to the car.

count the votes, and how. —Joseph Stalin  
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