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Note

The question of exactly how Vladimir and Véra Nabokov met, and what their lives were
like during their two years of romance and engagement, has long been a mystery. There are some
extant letters from him to her from those years, mid-1923 to mid-1925 (though Véra destroyed
all the letters she had written), and the Nabokovs were interviewed for biographies and articles.
But they seemed to enjoy contradicting themselves during those interviews, and Véra in
particular seemed intent on obfuscating the details of that distant courtship. “Véra had so flatly
refused to tell me how she and Nabokov had first met or what happened next,” wrote biographer
Brian Boyd. “There is a hole at the center of Nabokov’s biography, and there always will be: it is
part of the romance of his story.”
A few years ago, though, while doing research on some tennis players from the 1920s in
the E. Digby Baltzell Papers at the University of Pennsylvania Special Collections, I stumbled
upon the literary legacy of another distinguished professor emeritus: Walter “Vel” Spicehandler
(1900-1992), Professor of Russian 1929-1976. The prime nugget to be mined from the
Spicehandler Papers, discovered in a mountain of letters, notes, mimeographs, and other detritus
of a long and rich academic career, was a fascinating but never-published manuscript, V3: a
Memoir of Russian Berlin, a work which I immediately felt would be a boon out of the blue for
Nabokov studies. I completely forgot about Tilden and the Davis Cup team and spent several
hours absorbed in Spicehandler’s narrative, and my next book⎯this one⎯became a labor of
editing rather than original writing. Spicehandler’s memoir was so immediate and engaging that I
decided, rather than using it as a source for a biographical tome, to present it as a work in itself.
However, although much of the lovingly composed but ultimately and, one must assume,
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despondently abandoned manuscript was polished and complete, there remained lacunae which
Spicehandler must have hoped to flesh out later, or sections which are comprised mostly of
notes, diary-like entries, and brief outlines. Accordingly, I have filled in the gaps where
necessary with my own biographical work.

Most readers of this book will already be familiar with the path its young lovers are
destined to follow after they have been dismissed here. Still, I trust that the intimate glimpse
Spicehandler provides into a previously dark continent of their world will be of interest. That
Nabokov was a fine tennis player was already a matter of public record, but not what an elegant
backhand he wielded. It had been noted that Véra Slonim longed to learn to fly, but never before
has she been seen in the cockpit of an Albatros gliding over the Baltic Sea. Spicehandler indeed
illuminates, however dimly, a lost alleyway of history, like the opalescent light of high lamps
reflecting off the dark, wet, homesick streets of Russian Berlin....

R.C., December 2013

I

I met Véra first, in a claustrophobic office at the top of
a staircase on Neue Bayreutherstrasse. A bitter March day in
Berlin, 192-. All right, March 18⎯I never forgot the date⎯and
this being an American book, as American as its creator, not
Russian like his progenitors, I'll also provide the missing 3 in
the year. As I ascended the dusty stairwell, the aged wood
whined and moaned; I was glad to be out of the cold. I had left
my hotel on the Kurfürstendamm that morning and walked for hours
through the Russian section of west Berlin, hoping to soak in
the atmosphere, but only succeeded in getting soaked. The snow
on the sidewalks seemed to seep through my boots like the mist
through my overcoat. I headed north to the zoo and ate sausage
and beer standing up at a counter. Then I walked through the
park. Finally, I gathered my courage and walked the few blocks
to the Orbis office.
I was two months out of the University of Pennsylvania,
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four years out of the Army Air Service and the Great War, ready
to turn twenty-four. As if I hadn't absorbed enough sensation
flying temperamental Nieuport 28s over enemy lines, being hunted
like a trembling flying squirrel by superior Fokkers, here I was
still looking for experience. Tracing my family's footsteps back
over the ocean to Europe, traipsing the streets of Berlin,
peacefully passing, occasionally catching the wary eye of, young
men I’d been trying to kill a few years before. What could be
stranger?
As I climbed, my heart beating faster, partly from the
exercise, more from nervousness, I debated what to say, what to
ask for. An advance? How much? Or just be happy if they were
willing to do it? At the top of the stairs was a heavy oak door
with translucent glass. In both Russian and German: ORBIS
PUBLISHERS. I took a deep breath, facetiously whispered "baruch
atah adonai,” and walked in.
A modest office, to say the least. A small desk with a
young woman working⎯sure, I noticed her first, but then the
practiced sweeping scan of a pilot took in the rest: wooden file
cabinets, a table with manuscripts laid out like hors d'oeuvres,
another door that must lead to the man I was here to see.
"Guten Tag," the woman looked up from her work. Short
dirty-blonde hair, blue-gray eyes that stuck me like a pin. Not
everyone might have thought her beautiful, but I nearly forgot
what I had come for. Those pale eyes burning from behind with a
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translucent flame. Skin pale too, a palimpsest hiding secrets
beneath, blue veins like carved ornamentation on feather-light
balsa-wood wrists. She looked so slight, I imagined the desk was
holding her down.
“Dobriy dyehn,” I ventured.
"Ah, Dobriy dyehn.” She continued in Russian. “Can I help
you?"
"Yes, I’m here to see Mr. Slonim. It's about a book I'm
writing. I mean, in which I would like to interest him."
"My father isn't in right now."
"Oh." The one circumstance I hadn't prepared for.
"Would you like to come back later? I could tell him that
you called."
"Oh, yes. Thank you."
"What are you translating?"
"Translating?"
"Yes, that's what we publish. Translations of Western
literature into the Russian, and Russian classics into German
and English."
"Oh, but I thought... Well, I suppose I could translate it
into Russian. Or write it in Russian and then translate it into
English."
"Translate what?"
"My book. I'm sorry, I'm writing a book about the Russian
emigration. The émigré community in Berlin, to be specific."
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She smiled quizzically. "But our books are sold
predominantly to Russians here in Berlin. Would they want to
read a book about themselves written by an...you're American?"
"Yes."
"Yet you speak Russian."
"My parents were Russian Jews,” I said. “They fled the
pogroms over twenty years ago, went to the United States. I was
just an infant. Of course, they spoke mainly Yiddish. But I
studied Russian..."
"Well," she said, "we are Russian Jews ourselves. We fled a
different sort of pogrom⎯like most of the Russians in Berlin,
you know."
"Yes, I know. I majored in Russian at Penn. The University
of Pennsylvania. As you can imagine, we in the Russian
department followed the news of the Revolution quite intensely."
"Huh," she snorted. "Some revolution. Thugs."
"Yes, I can see, from your point of view... But still,
better than the czar, no?"
"Better than the czar?" She stiffened in her chair, I
thought she might even stand up. "Those murderers? At least with
the czar, reform was coming. There was a progressive democratic
movement that was making strides, however slowly. But now? All
resistance to the new regime is being slaughtered, and the
intelligentsia have fled into exile."
I realized I had taken a blundering step in the wrong
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direction. "I'm sorry," I said, "I didn't mean to presume... I
mean, I haven't even introduced himself. My name is Vel
Spicehandler. From Philadelphia."
“Vel?”
“Short for Velvel, a common Yiddish nickname for Walter, my
real name.”
“Oh, of course. So you’re a wolf, Mr. Spicehandler.”
“Yes, that’s right. I mean, no, the name doesn’t really fit
me. But you know your Yiddish.”
Now she stood. "Véra Slonim," she offered her hand. "St.
Petersburg. Well, Berlin now, I suppose."
"And your father is Evsei Slonim."
"Yes, the man you want to see. I will tell him of your
proposed project."
"Or perhaps I could call again when he's here."
"Of course."
I didn't want to leave. "I thought Philly was cold," I
rubbed my hands, still thawing. "But Berlin, my God."
"You should see Petersburg," she said. "Or you should have,
I should say. Though I must admit, Berlin feels colder, for some
reason."
"Do you live in Wilmersdorf?"
"Nearby. In the Landhausstrasse."
"I’m still in a hotel on the Kurfürstendamm. I need to find
an apartment. If you hear of any Russians letting a room...you
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see, I would like to immerse myself in the Russian community."
"And we all just want to go back to Russia. Funny." I
thought she almost smiled. I found myself yearning to see what
her smile looked like. "Well," she said, "I will keep my ears
open."
Protocol required that I leave. But I felt transfixed.
"Listen," I said. "Would you have a cup of coffee with me
sometime? I would love to hear what you have to say about life
here. Perhaps you could suggest some people for me to talk to. I
don't know anyone yet."
"I am your first Russian in Berlin?"
"I’m afraid so."
Her face betrayed a trace of pity. "Well, I suppose I can
take a coffee break. We could meet in the morning tomorrow.
Around eleven? At the Romanisches Café on the Ku’damm, right
near the Gedächtniskirche."
I danced down the stairs and stumbled along the street in a
daze, forgetting to stuff my freezing hands into my coat
pockets. Dazzling, she was. What luck! Véra, Véra, I kept
murmuring, trying different inflections, practicing the
pronunciation she had used, the long vowel as in "fair." Before
long, though, the frigid air chased my hands back into my coat
and dulled my exhilaration into a comforting glow. There was a
thick, cold fog enveloping the Ku’damm, and as I walked along I
felt I was back in my Nieuport, engine throbbing as I teetered
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through the low clouds over France. Motorcars, just beginning to
proliferate on the Berlin streets at that time, sounded like
Spad-13s lending support against the Fokkers. A passing
streetcar was a Handley-Page bomber they were escorting. A
couple of horse-drawn hackney coaches passed by: eagles in the
mist at fifteen hundred feet. The new electric streetlamps
became the light of towns down below twinkling through the vapor
as I navigated my way back to my hotel. I was a lone pilot over
a strange landscape, on a mission known only to myself, a
mission of grave importance. Glory.

The next morning I arrived at the Romanisches Café early,
to have breakfast before Véra showed up for coffee. I was
thrilled to find myself in a restaurant patronized by writers,
artists, and other bohemians. Or so it seemed to me: who but
artists would be in a café at ten o'clock in the morning? In one
corner a young man scribbled in a notebook between sips; in
another a group of men laughed and argued.
A tall waiter with greased black hair and erect posture
passed by me several times carrying newspapers fastened to
wooden spines. I tried to catch his attention with nonchalant
waves of my hand, but he ignored me with practiced skill.
Finally, I practically grabbed his sleeve and shouted,
"Entschuldigung!" He stopped as if for a beggar and looked at me
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expectantly. "Might I have a newspaper?" I inquired in German.
He looked through his selection as though one last paper might
be found somewhere in there. "Which one?"
I shrugged. "Neue Berliner?"
"Sorry."
"Berliner Börsen Courier?"
He shook his head.
"Frankfurter?" No. "Wiener?" No. I snuck a glance at his
stash. "Prager Tagblatt?" I asked, reading off one of the
titles. He rummaged through and finally dropped the selection on
the table and held out his hand. I fished a coin out of my
pocket, deposited it, and was left to my reading. I picked up
the journal. La Plata.
When Véra came through the door a half hour later, my heart
tried to escape its cage just as it had the day before. I think
I had been almost hoping she would turn out to be less alluring
on second encounter. This level of attraction felt unhealthy;
I’d been up half the night imagining, planning, worrying. I
already felt that she was my destiny, that somehow, if pogroms
and war and revolution hadn’t intervened, we would have found
each other back in Russia.
I watched her check her hat and coat and drift towards my
table as if on air, so light did she seem. She greeted me
without a smile, a bit awkwardly, as if this were a business
meeting. But then I must have seemed awkward myself as I stood
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and began a motion to hold her chair for her; she seated
herself.
"So what do you think?” she said. “I thought you would like
to see the Romanisches. We Russians wouldn't be caught dead
here. Too German. Although we might very well catch sight of
some Soviet constructivist artists."
"Well, that's something. It’s sort of like going to the
zoo."
"Though I suppose they wouldn't be in this room. All the
important artists and other celebrities get to sit in that other
room there. We're in what they call the ‘kiddie pool.’"
"And I was so impressed by the serious souls writing and
scribbling around me."
"Aspirants. They are trying to look like real artists and
writers, hoping someday to be seated in the big ‘swimming
pool’."
"But where do most Russian artists go?"
"Oh.... Café Leon in Nollendorfplatz, or several others
there. Or the café in the Pragerplatz... I’m sorry, I should
have taken you there. I didn't mean to treat you like a
tourist."
"It's all right. I’m glad to have seen the Romanisches. And
I learned how to get a newspaper.”
"So," I ventured after we had ordered coffee. "What
language shall we speak? I’m afraid my Russian bores you."
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"Let's speak English," she said. "Unless you'd prefer
Yiddish or French."
"My Yiddish is about like my German. I can get by, but..."
"Then English it is. You can help me improve my idioms."
"I was hoping you'd help me."
"I'll help you meet Russians in Berlin. You help me with my
English." Though her accent was heavy, and her phrasings
tentative, her English vocabulary was extensive and almost
always used accurately. Her voice, soft and husky, lower than
you’d expect from her slight frame, was a tonic to me in any
language.
"I don't think you need much help,” I said, “but all right.
Tell me something about yourself. A Russian Jew from St.
Petersburg is all I know."
She sighed, sipped her coffee. "What is there to know?
We're all the same now, aren't we. Our common tragedy overwhelms
our differences. We will never see our homeland again. You'll
hear the Russians tell you they're just waiting out the storm,
the madness will pass, old Russia will live again. They can't
seem to accept that they've left their homes forever."
"I guess the Bolsheviks will never allow the aristocracy
back⎯at least not to their old positions of wealth and
privilege. What about you? You don't strike me as an
aristocrat."
"No?" She raised an eyebrow. "Well, no, of course not. My
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parents were born in the Pale, in Byelorussia. My father became
a lawyer in Petersburg, met my mother there, and then left the
law, where there were few opportunities for Jews, for the tile
business. He did well at whatever he did. Eventually we owned
some rental real estate in the city. In many ways were like any
well-to-do Petersburg family. We spoke mostly French at home,
plus English. We received the London Times and the Saturday
Evening Post. We had a French governess, and private tutors for
ballet, piano, tennis...
"You play lawn tennis?"
She nodded. "Not anymore, of course. But we weren't that
rich, you know. Almost any professional-class family had
servants back then. And then, of course, we were Jews. They
might let us live in Petersburg⎯they even let me attend the
Princess Obolensky Academy for a few years⎯but they never let us
forget we were second-class citizens. There were Jewish quotas
for everything: how many lawyers we could have, how many
students in university, even how many Jews were allowed to die
and be buried in Petersburg cemeteries."
"So things weren't so great in the old days either."
"No, of course not. But they were going to improve. Reform
was on the way. The Kadets, or Constitutional Democrats.... But
the Revolution meant the death of reform. I fear for any Jews
who didn't get out."
"But your father managed to keep his tile-business
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earnings?"
"Well, the tile business had led somehow to the lumber
business, in which he also excelled. He even built his own
little railroad line to carry logs down to the river, where they
were floated to Riga. And yes, he managed to get much of our
capital out of the country, with the help of a close associate
who was Dutch. My father never allowed ignorant prejudices to
stand in his way, no matter how deeply set they were in national
law. He simply carried on. He continues to carry on. Berlin is
also not the easiest place for a Russian Jewish businessman. We
don't even have our Russian citizenship anymore, since last
summer. Staatenlos, they call us. We are at the mercy of the
Germans for every sort of paperwork: passports, visas, permits.
And believe me, you need a permit for anything around here."
"And then there's the inflation."
"And then there's the inflation. You must be like a
millionaire here, with your American dollars."
"Well, yes and no. One day I’m a millionaire, buying
thousands of marks with each dollar. Just yesterday I got a rate
of ninety thousand. The next day, ninety thousand marks won't
buy me breakfast."
"Still, I suppose you're lucky to be an American."
"Yes. My family fled the Pale after the pogroms of 1900. I
was just a baby. My father had heard Philadelphia would be an
easier place to settle than New York⎯not as much competition for
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a tailor⎯and so we took the train there as soon as we passed
immigration. I must say, I do feel lucky. I had a fine education
at the university. And I learned to fly in the war⎯without
getting killed."
"Good God. You are lucky. What is it like?"
"The war?"
"No. I don't want to hear about the war. Mechanized mass
murder. I can't even think about it. I mean flying."
"You're interested in flying?"
"I’m going to learn. I don't know how⎯God knows my father
would never permit it⎯but I have to do it. Every time I see a
plane overhead, I’m just dying to be up there.” Her voice
finally swelled with some enthusiasm. “There's an airfield at
Tempelhof; I hear you can hire an instructor there."
"I'll take you up!" I said. I hadn't flown a plane in over
a year and had no idea what sort of aircraft they had in Berlin.
"You could do that?"
"Sure. I intended to go over to the field anyway, see what
they have. I’m sure they'll let an old airman rent a
machine⎯even someone who was on the other side."
"I would like that." She smiled for the first time. "Yes,
that would be something."
"It's quite a lark when no one's shooting at you." I
grimaced at my own pathetic attempt to sound debonair.
"You must have all been insane. Who would volunteer for
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such a suicide?"
"Well, I wanted to learn to fly, just like you. And to be
honest, I never figured I'd get into combat. There were so many
ahead of me, and it all seemed so distant, a dream."
"But the others. Any airman who didn't desert should have
been committed to an asylum. Why didn't you desert when they
were going to send you up in the air to get killed?"
"You're joking, but⎯"
"I am not joking at all."
"Listen, I was just glad⎯no, ecstatic⎯not to be stuck in
those sidewalk cracks down below: the trenches. Far better to
fall to death in a long glorious spiral dive through the sky
than to be burned alive in the dirt, or suffocate on mustard
gas." I could see she was not impressed. "All right, I was
terrified. It was all I could do to keep the plane level
sometimes, I was so paralyzed with fear."
"And you were still a child. How could you have even been
in the war to begin with?"
"I was eighteen. Graduated high school in June of '18 and
enlisted with all my friends the next day, including my best
buddy Ernie Wilson. We were both aviation nuts, had been
following the escapades of the Lafayette Escadrille, the
American aviators who had volunteered to fight for France. Now,
though, since America had entered the war, we had the Army Air
Service, and that's what Ernie and I signed up for. We spent the
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summer in Toronto and then Texas, learning to fly Curtis Jennys.
What utter joy it was, those first flights, especially the first
solo. Watching the ground drop away below you, knowing you’re
alone and have the sole responsibility for getting yourself back
down alive. The farmhouses and roads shrinking to toy size, just
as I’d imagined they would. The weather was fine and the
machines dependable; it felt so safe and so thrilling at the
same time.
“Then we shipped overseas, in September. First in England,
and then in France, we learned real combat flying, including all
the maneuvers we would need to elude and sneak up on the Hun
machines. In France we were given Nieuport 28's to fly,
and...well, you wouldn't believe them. They handled well but
were awfully unstable. You really needed an expert touch to fly
them effectively, and needless to say none of us had an expert
touch. It was a hell of a job not to go into a spin every time
you banked. Even the French didn't want them, but we were stuck
with three hundred of them, so by God we were going to use them.
Not much use against the Fokker D7's, though.” I must have
stopped talking, for I saw Véra gazing at me as if to check my
well being. “The war was only weeks away from ending, but still
only half of us made it back home. Ernie wasn’t one of them.”
“I’m sorry,” she said after a short silence, “if I was
flippant before, calling it mechanized murder or whatever I
said. It must have been horrible.”
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“No, you’re right. Insane is the right word. For everybody,
from the top generals right on down. Temporary, though, in my
case. The armistice came a week after my first action, or I
probably wouldn't be sitting here today. I only made three
combat sorties in all. And you won’t find me dodging between the
autobuses speeding through the Brandenburg Gate for kicks.”
“That’s a relief,” she smiled. My newspaper waiter came
near and exhibited a newfound friendliness when it was Véra
motioning to him, asking for more coffee. He never looked at me
but at least brought more coffee for two.
The memory of Wilson's death had made me almost physically
ill, as it always did, and Véra seemed unnerved. I tried to
lighten the mood. "Listen,” I said, “what are you doing working
in an office like that? Are you in university?"
"No, no. I missed out on that. I wanted to go to the Berlin
Technische Hochschule when we first arrived here. I was sixteen,
and I had decided I was going to be an architect. But I had had
a respiratory illness, and it was decided that the coursework
would be too taxing for me." She stifled a scoff and looked
dispassionately out the window. "So you see, I didn't even
finish high school. Or rather, I finished my education at home."
"But it's a crime! Someone of your intelligence. Too
taxing?!"
She laughed. "But you've just met me."
"I know. Forgive me. But you speak five languages, you're
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obviously so well informed…"
"Yes, well I suppose one can receive one's education from
books as well as from professors. Still, I would have enjoyed
university. But what can I do? We're living in a strange land,
just trying to keep ourselves going. With the inflation, who
knows how long my father can sustain us? Orbis has yet to even
publish a book."
"Just wait until they bring out my Russian-émigré book."
"Right, then we all live in a Saxon castle until the
Bolsheviks are driven out of Mother Russia."
"Perhaps we'll subsidize the counterrevolution ourselves."
"Okay. In the meantime I'll keep typing my father's letters
and translating them into German."
"What else do you do, Véra?"
"What else? Not much worth mentioning. I spend my salary
horseback riding in the Tiergarten. In the evenings I read at
home. Unless there's a poetry reading or something like that to
go to. It's not the most exciting life."
"Russian poetry readings? I'd like to see that."
"They're open to the public. A number of the best Russian
writers are here, of course. Bely, Khodasevich, Aldanov, Ivanov,
the critic Aykhenvald. Several young poets have come into their
own here in exile. Sirin is the best, but there are others.
You'll have a chance to hear them all if you wish."
"Perhaps you could take me some time."
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"Why not?" But there was something in her voice, a faint
current of reluctance. I was intruding into a private arena, and
I quickly backed off.
I did manage, however, to secure another meeting with her,
the following week. We met, at her suggestion, at the Flora
Diele, a café on Motzstrasse known (she told me) for feeding
many Russian writers and other intellectuals.
“Perhaps we’ll see some of those émigré poets you
mentioned,” I suggested over goulash and strawberry kvass. “Who
was that one you mentioned? Sirin? I can’t say I know the name.”
“It’s a pseudonym. You might have heard of his real name,
Nabokoff, as his father was one of the emigration’s leading
politicians before he was murdered last year by fanatics.”
“Oh yes, I do remember something about that. And his son is
a poet?”
“While his father was alive, they often published in the
same periodicals⎯political essays by the father, poems by the
son. So you see the need for a nom de plume.”
“But ‘Sirin’?”
“I believe it is a fabulous bird of paradise in an old
Russian folk tale. Sort of a ‘fire bird,” a la Stravinsky.”
“Oh, and would most Russians recognize the word?”
“I doubt it. It took me some research to dig it up.”
“So you really are quite a fan.”
“I love great poetry, Vel. And he’s not just a poet.
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Stories too. And you should see the translation of his that has
just been published: Alice in Wonderland, of all things!”
“Remarkable. When am I going to be able to hear him read?
You did say he gives readings?”
“He’s going to be one of the readers on April 4 at the
Schubertsaal, I believe. The best of the younger writers are all
performing there.”
“Then I’ll be there. Maybe he’ll give us some of his Alice.
I wouldn’t have thought it possible to translate that book. I
mean, all the puns, the wordplay, the very British references.”
“It’s absolutely brilliant. Personally I hate to see the
loss of the Englishness of the book. Aside from Alice being
Anya, Elsie, Lacie, and Tillie become Masia, Pasia, and Dasia.
Pat and Bill are Pet’ka and Iashka. The Archbishop of Canterbury
becomes the grand prince Olegovich. But I suppose the Russian
schoolchildren who one assumes will read this version wouldn’t
know who the Archbishop of Canterbury is. Or what comfits or
tarts are. I loved so much as a girl the glimpse into this
faraway land, England. And he’s lost that by setting it in
Russia. However, his transposition of the parodies into Russian
is a work of genius. He replaces Carroll’s parodies of old
English poems with his own of Lermontov and Pushkin. He even
keeps Carroll’s meter and rhyme while doing so. Incredible! And
so fast⎯my father knows the publisher, and the translation was
assigned only last summer.”
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“Well, I’ll certainly have to have a look at it.”
“You can borrow my copy if you like,” she said and then
immediately looked as though she regretted it. Her exuberance
had gotten the best of her. I let the offer drop and commented
on the wonderful Russian goulash.
I was learning quickly that you could live in Berlin these
days without knowing an Umlaut from the Umwelt. Good old Russian
was all you needed, so long as you stayed south of the Zoo and
west of Potsdamerstrasse, in the neighborhoods of Schöneberg,
Friedenau, Wilmersdorf, and Charlottenburg. I had overheard a
Berliner on the street remark to a friend with a sneer, “Welcome
to Charlottengrad.” And once on the bus, the conductor’s voice
had announced with a yawn, “Now entering Russia.”
When the Czarist government was overthrown in February
1917, there was great hope that it would only accelerate the
liberal reforms that people like the elder Nabokoff had
championed. But when Lenin’s Bolsheviks took power that autumn,
it resulted in a civil war and reign of terror that drove most
aristocrats, Jews, and any variety of anti-Bolsheviks, i.e.
“White Russians,” out of the country. They fled to various
locales, but primarily Paris, Prague, and, above all, Berlin.
Berlin had long been a refuge for exiles of all sorts, and Jews
in particular. Now, as the 1920s began, the Russian émigrés
found that their rubles⎯and smuggled family jewels⎯went further
in the postwar German economy than elsewhere. The suburbs of
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West Berlin⎯Charlottenburg, Wilmersdorf, Schöneberg⎯offered
plentiful cheap housing within walking distance or a short tram
ride from the bustling city center, and the Russian diaspora
soon suffused these neighborhoods and made them their own.
By the time I arrived there were Russian doctor’s offices,
Russian lawyers, Russian grocers and barbers and pawnshops.
There were Russian bookstores selling works by émigré (and
Soviet) authors, published by the plethora of Russian publishers
in Berlin. Berlin, in fact, not Moscow, was the capital of
Russian publishing in 1923, with a hundred and fifty newspapers
and journals and eighty-six publishing houses. Émigrés huddled
around Russian newsstands, discussing the news from the East.
There were shops clerked by former St. Petersburg millionaires
selling Russian chocolates, coffee, cigars, and Sobranie blacktipped Russian cigarettes. The milkman on the street, too, was a
former general or baron or St. Petersburg patrician, and at
night one would see him at a charity dance in his old uniform or
waistcoat, as elegant as if 1917 had never happened.
And of course there were the Russian cafés, delicatessens,
and restaurants with their balalaikas, zurnas, blinies, and
shashlyks. I was living in a veritable goldmine of material for
my book. But I was already more interested in Véra than in
Russian Berlin. She made the girls I’d been infatuated with in
high school and at Penn seem like ignorant bumpkins, devoid of
amorous appeal. How plain their faces all seemed now compared
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with the translucent skin, the blazing eyes of Véra! How could I
possibly have had such a thing for Gracie Rosenbaum, that flatfooted English major whose overriding concern in life was which
invitation she should accept to the Spring Prom? Véra was only
twenty-one, but what a schoolgirl Gracie was compared to her.
Here was a woman of the world, who had already lived through so
much history, with an intellect capable of assimilating it all
and perhaps, I felt, one day producing a noteworthy artistic
response. And what perfect, untouched beauty! I was gone,
completely gone.
I barely even noticed the rejection I received when, after
our lunch at Flora Diele, she took me back to the Orbis offices
to meet her father. Back up the crepitant staircase on Neue
Bayreutherstrasse, through the bilingual door, and there was
Evsei Slonim, riffling through some papers on Véra’s desk.
“Ah, Verochka.”
“Father, I have a prospective author for you to meet. The
American gentleman I told you about.”
“Ah.” Mr. Slonim turned to me with a friendly smile. An
intelligent-looking man in his fifties, with glittering lightgray eyes set in a wide face that seemed sharpened to a point at
the chin by his neatly trimmed beard. He wore a crisp brown
double-breasted suit. “Mr....”
“Mr. Spicehandler of Philadelphia,” announced Véra, with a
faint scent of mockery I might have been imagining.

23
“Yes, yes.” He gave me a warm shake of the hand, as you
would to someone who knocked on your door peddling your favorite
brand of seltzer--when your pantry was already well stocked with
it. “I remember now,” he said and added, not unkindly, “The
young man who wants to sell Russian émigrés a book about
themselves.”
My face went hot, as a scene of Véra and her father
laughing at my enterprise streaked across my mind, but I managed
to respond, “American publishers certainly are not opposed to
bringing out titles about the American experience.”
“Very good, very good. True. But I would wager they are for
the most part written by Americans. Now, there is a very
interesting novel appearing soon by Shklovsky⎯have you run into
him yet?⎯the galleys of which I’ve had the pleasure of reading.
And it is indeed all about Russian Berlin⎯but written by an
émigré. I even wish I were the one publishing it, but as perhaps
Véra has told you, Orbis was created with a specific niche:
translations.”
“I could offer to translate Shklovsky’s new book for you,
Mr. Slonim, but I don’t want to appear opportunistic.”
“Good for you, Mr. Spicehandler. Best to stick to the
project which brought you here. But tell me: what’s it like for
a Russian Jew in America? I’m starting to feel I should have
kept my family on the boat until it crossed the Atlantic.”
“It’s fine. After only a few years, you’re really an
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American. Sure, there’s some antisemitism, as there is
everywhere, but for the most part we live our lives in peace,
and as Americans. I played tennis for the University of
Pennsylvania, and flew scout machines for the U.S. of A.”
I hadn’t meant to boast, but I could see Véra squirming
uncomfortably. “Hmm,” said Evsei. “The air fighting I could do
without. But I think America is a place where I could do well. I
will have to consider this. The economic outlook here in Berlin
is precarious at best.”
“It’s a fascinating city. And so vibrant.”
“Vibrant, yes. Maybe too vibrant for a father with
daughters. And I’m a businessman, Mr. Spicehandler. I think
maybe Philadelphia would suit me better. No, don’t worry,
Verochka, we’re not moving to Philadelphia. We’ve stopped here
in Berlin, and here we’ll make our stand. But tell me, young
man, from where did you Spicehandlers emigrate?”
“My parents lived in Serotsk, a small village north of
Warsaw. My father was the secretary to the rabbi there. More of
a researcher, as he tells it. He was a scholar.”
“And you live a religious life in Philadelphia?”
“No, not really. Of course I was raised to be a Jew, but it
never really interested me. I was more intrigued by history and
literature.”
“I also was indifferent to religion. But I tell you, in
Russia they were not so willing to let you forget you are a Jew.
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I was from a village called Shklov, in Belarus. But I went to
study law in Petersburg and never looked back. It wasn’t so easy
even in Petersburg for a Jew, but...it was possible. Until 1917,
that is. A new sort of pogrom. And now even little Shklov is
swallowed inside the Bolshevik monster. At least you can go to
Poland and see your parents’ village. Not that I want to see
Shklov, but Petersburg...ah, Petersburg.... But this old man is
prattling on. I must get back to work.”
I had almost forgotten why I was there. The potential
publication of my proposed work by this émigré publishing
house⎯an admittedly faint prospect to begin with⎯had been
solidly eclipsed in the orbit of my desires long before this
afternoon’s interview by Véra’s face, Véra’s lovely accented
voice, Véra’s defiantly feminine stride. I had not forsaken my
work. I would find an American publisher when I returned home
with a workable manuscript⎯and with Véra? The thought of such
paradise was paralyzing, embarrassing, suitable only for earlymorning fantasy before rising from my creaky cot. It was already
threatening to overwhelm and eclipse my working hours like a
beautiful, unstoppable vine. For three hours each morning I
tried to force myself to choke back visions of Véra and
concentrate on the work for which I had come to Berlin in the
first place. But the vine was too sweet, its perfume a drug
whose stupor was far more compelling than reality, and the hours
of productive work were dwindling.

26

*

*

*

Luckily for Spicehandler, he had no need of gainful employment. The famous Weimar
hyperinflation, to which he and Véra had referred in their early conversation, obviated the need
of income for anyone with a few crisp American dollars in reserve. Inflation had begun during
the war, but afterward, when the German government was unable to pay back loans with
reparations it had expected to extract from the defeated Allies, and in fact was saddled with
astronomical reparation payments itself, inflation skyrocketed. When the government began
printing more money as the only way to pay its debts, it fomented a hyperinflation unique in
history. The exchange rate of the German mark, which had gone from four per dollar to seventyfive between 1914 and 1921, shot to forty-eight thousand in February 1923 and hit a hundred
thousand marks per dollar in March, around the time Vel met Véra. Paper money became
worthless as soon as it was printed. A life savings of a hundred thousand marks suddenly would
barely buy lunch. Retired generals and ambassadors on fixed pensions could be seen scouring
garbage cans for bits of food. There were stories of people withdrawing their entire savings to
buy one last postage stamp for their suicide note.
Russian émigrés who had managed to smuggle out their diamond necklaces and other
jewels could ride out the storm, provided they had jewels small enough to sell one at a time for
amounts they could spend quickly. One large diamond would still bring a good price on a given
day, but the next day it would be as if one had swapped the diamond for a loaf of bread. People
began stealing door handles, metal facings, telephone and telegraph wires to use as barter instead
of cash. Metal statues disappeared from public squares.
On the other hand, tourists with foreign currency could live like billionaires. One hundred
dollars could buy a lavish mansion or rent the Berlin Philharmonic for the night. Spicehandler
didn’t have one hundred dollars, and he didn’t have a steady source of them coming from home.
But he did have enough greenbacks stashed in the bottom of his old duffel bag to ensure that he
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could eat⎯and eat pretty damn well⎯for many months, and keep a roof over his head, and
concentrate on his work without having to scour the want ads. Rents on furnished rooms seemed
virtually free to visiting Americans, and after a week or two in his hotel Spicehandler found one
to his liking in the heart of Russian Berlin.

*

*

*

I had by now found myself a room to rent, on Nestorstrasse,
a few blocks below the western part of the Kurfürstendamm, in
Wilmersdorf. I would jump off the tram at the Hochmeisterplatz,
with its high-spired church, and walk a block over to my corner
building, which sported an incongruous brick-and-glass turret of
sorts flaring into the sky above an otherwise plain boxlike
building. Every time I saw it I thought of a poor mother trying
to embellish with a big colorful candle a disappointing birthday
cake which she hadn’t enough sugar for and had baked too long.
The apartment was owned by a German woman, Frau Walser⎯widowed
by the war, beaten down by the inflation⎯who, like so many
others in West Berlin, had turned it into a boardinghouse for
Russian émigrés. When I paid my first month’s rent with a crisp
American dollar bill (“Keep the change!”), I had a friend for
life.
It should have been a gold mine for my study of Russian
Berlin, but I was disappointed to find that I almost never saw
my two fellow boarders. One was a sad young woman from Moscow,
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Irina, whose mother had died long ago, and who had lost her
father and brother in the Civil War. Plump and formless, she
appeared to spend every waking hour at her job as a waitress,
without even bothering to hope for a better life. She must have
thought I was trying to seduce her the one time I cornered her
and began asking questions about her experience in exile, for
after that the most I saw of her was her fleeing shadow as she
rushed into her room whenever I entered the hallway. She needn’t
have worried about me, as by then no one could have stolen
Véra’s leading role in the semipornographic melodramas playing
eight performances a week on my mind’s stage.
The other flatmate was Moshe Zaslavsky, a hulking,
gregarious man maybe ten years older than me. He had a passion
for the new wireless technology, and was very excited about the
imminent commencement of public broadcasting in Germany, slated
to begin sometime that year. He already had an idea to open a
station for the Russian émigré community, and he described these
plans ad nauseam to anyone he could entrap in conversation. He
would certainly have no difficulty filling air time. He was the
sort I would have instinctively steered away from at home, but
here he seemed a promising contact for my research. The thing
was, after a few early encounters in which he talked his head
off, I hardly saw him again. He was never in the apartment, so
far as I could tell. The only times I saw him he was rushing off
to “meetings,” as he put it, and had no time to chat. What he
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was doing for a living, no one seemed to know. “As long as he
pays his rent,” said Frau Walser, “what do I care? I don’t know
why he bothers to keep a room, he hardly uses it, is out all
night more often than not, but again what is it to me? These
Russians are all out of their heads, if you ask me. It’s nice to
have an American. The war is forgotten....”
I woke each morning to the smells and sounds of hundreds of
other inhabitants of this transformed neighborhood. Behind our
corner building was a courtyard formed inside the V of
buildings, of which ours was the vertex. Every morning, before
school I suppose, a little boy and girl would run out into the
yard and play some sort of tag game, calling out in Russian to
each other⎯a living alarm clock for me. I would lie in bed
listening to them until the first reverberation of metal on
metal, the sign that it was eight o’clock and the garage next
door had begun work. Around the same time, the bathroom on the
other side of my wall would erupt into life as a valve squeaked
and water⎯cold, cold water, as I knew⎯rushed through the pipes.
Staccato drum beats in the stairwell as the tenants from all
over the building ping-ponged down to the street to head off to
work. The janitor’s enamel pail of soapy water percussed more
slowly the iron banister of the staircase. And of course the
trains. All day long, and well into the night, the S-Bahn roared
by, only a block away, rushing workers and shoppers and students
and travelers into and out of the city. Sometimes, lying in bed,
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just as I was nearing the precipice of sleep, I would half-dream
that I was in a sleeper car rumbling through insomniac Europe,
and I would drift off to the sound and vibration of the wheels.
Only when the mad rush of the working class had quieted did
I rise and cross the hallway to the cramped bathroom. Though
heating was minimal, a modicum of warmth remained from the
activity of my apartment-mates; a hair or two nestled near the
drain. I shaved with the soap and safety razor I brought from my
room, letting the anemic shower trickle water the whole time to
warm up. I soon learned to fill the enamel white jug in the
corner with tepid water and keep it in reserve while I showered
as best I could under the trickle. It took a final dousing from
the jug to rinse properly, the conclusive cloudburst ending as a
whirlpool at my feet, carrying my own spare follicle or two in a
mad orbital plunge before finally slithering down the drain.
Then back to my room. There was barely room to dress, but
the closeness didn’t bother me at all. Everything I required was
within two steps of me at all times. A bed, a dresser, and a
makeshift desk by the window: really just the sort of ornamental
table that belonged by a sofa in a living room, but I had my
notebooks, my stack of paper, and an inkwell I’d bought from a
Russian stationer on Kurfürstenstrasse, and in the corner an old
lamp that the landlady had given me with a dirty translucent
glass shade. On the wall above the dresser hung a portrait of
Kaiser Wilhelm, a surprising detail, I thought, more than four

31
years after his abdication in disgrace. But I liked the daily
reminder of the strangeness of my environs.
As I dressed, the smells of kasha, eggs, and coffee cooking
in apartments all around would drift in, through the walls it
seemed, for it was still too cold to open the window. Frau
Walser served breakfast at some unthinkable hour but didn’t mind
my coming in at close to nine to scrape up some leftovers.
Afterwards, it was back to my room to sit at my desk and, at
this point, organize my notes. Dinner, at one p.m., was included
in the rent, but as the two Russian lodgers were never there,
and Frau Walser was not only outside the range of my research
interests but also a bit of a bore, interested only in hearing
about the decadent luxuries of America, I normally took my meal
at some café or other out in the city. I would sit by the
window, holding a book open on the table with three fingers but
mostly watching the street scenes outside, repeating a mantra in
my head: I’m in Berlin, Berlin, Berlin....

*

*

*

Tempelhof was a vast open area just a few miles southeast of Russian Berlin. Since the
early 18th century it had been a prime site for German military training and parades. Nine years
before Spicehandler arrived, it had been overrun daily by a sea of black boots and crisp starched
uniforms, as an exercise field for the German Army as it prepared to assume its rightful role as
conqueror of Europe. Four years later that same field was a wretched display of ruined humanity,
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as the site was now a vast field hospital for the hordes of wounded flowing back from the front.
Ravaged uniforms, ravaged bodies. So many missing limbs, like the woods after a thunderstorm.
And of the legs that remained, only a few had come back with their boots. Those men that could
walk tramped around in the mud and waited for the news that it was finally over and they could
go home.
After the war the great field was used only for civilian purposes, and in 1923 it was in the
process of being converted into Berlin’s first commercial airport. Tempelhof’s aviation history
predated the war: in the summer and fall of 1909 Orville Wright himself demonstrated his Model
A airplane there with exhibition flights, and Tempelhof remained a favorite testing ground for
the Model A’s produced by the Wrights’ German company, Flugmaschine Wright GmbH. After
the war, local aviation proponents convinced the Magistrate that it was the ideal spot for the
lynchpin of a new era of commercial air travel. Local pilots had already taken to keeping their
planes there and using it as an unofficial airfield, and one night in late 1922 five passenger
aircraft made thrilling nighttime landings amid parallel lines of lanterns to demonstrate the uses
to which the old military staging ground could be put. In February, just before Spicehandler’s
own landing in Berlin (via boat and train), two fledgling companies, Junkers Luftverkehr and
Deutsche Aero-Lloyd (which would merge three years later to form Lufthansa), began flying
passengers, up to four at a time, mostly in Junkers F13’s, from Berlin to Munich and back again.
But the Berlin Flughafen (Airport) at Tempelhof would not be officially dedicated for another
eight months.
*

*

*

On a bitter cold March morning, fifty-two months after the
Armistice, I walked forty-five minutes from my pension to the
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airfield at Tempelhof. I walked from the street onto the field
as though strolling into a neighbor’s meadow. A shepherd stood
peacefully with his flock along the southern edge. In the
northeastern corner rested another flock, one I was more
familiar with: Albatrosses, Fokkers, Junkers. The old warbirds
sat on the cold damp grass with their noses tipped up in the air
like a bunch of retired army men reliving old battles over a
bottle of Schnapps. As I neared them, though, my heart began to
drum. The last time I saw these familiar shapes, they were in a
different attitude: bearing down on me at eight thousand feet,
MG 08 guns screaming. I still felt the reflexive adrenalin rush
at the sight of these particular outlines, for which we would
scan the sky with barely controlled terror.
The sight of several Junkers F.13’s on the far side of the
warplanes calmed me. Postwar machines designed for transport and
passengers. They made the older planes in contrast look like
what they were: artifacts of a past age, an unthinkable era.
It’s all gone, I reminded myself. They ended it just in time.
Before you were swallowed into nothingness.
Near the flying machines stood a ramshackle wooden hangar
just large enough to house one of them at a time. A few meters
away was another structure, a small shack that could have been
an outhouse but that I guessed was the office of this fledgling
operation. It was wooden with a tin roof and one dirty window;
one wall bore a hand-stenciled sign: Flughafen Berlin. The two
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buildings looked as though they’d been erected in an afternoon,
and I knew why: the men who built them were pilots. They were
here to fly, not show off their enterprise to businessmen.
I wasn’t surprised to find no one in sight. It was
freezing, with a low cloud cover, a ceiling of no more than a
thousand feet. The only sound was a tinking of metal on metal,
and I followed it inside the hangar. The room was virtually
inscribed by a Fokker biplane. The only way to circumnavigate
the space was to duck under wings and climb over the back of the
fuselage. The engine cowling stood open, and a man stood bowed
over, his head obscured by the old scout’s maw like that of a
lion tamer in the circus.
“Hallo,” I called tentatively.
“Moment!” came a gruff voice from deep in the machine. A
feeling of trepidation suddenly came over me. This was no circus
lion. It was an enemy predator, and here I was merrily strolling
into its lair. But then the man straightened up, flashed the
friendliest smile one could ask for, and called, “Guten Morgen!”
He came around and shook my hand as though he’d been expecting
me all morning. A large, broad-shouldered young man, about my
age but outweighing me by a third. A dark bushy mustache gave
his face a waggish look, but otherwise his appearance was
squalid: a beat-up old grey Feldmutze (field cap) topped his
close-shaved head, and he wore a threadbare dark long coat over
his working clothes. The leather of his shoes was nearly
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separated from the soles. “Welcome to the Berlin Airport!” he
shouted in German. “If you’re looking to fly to Shanghai today,
all the tickets are sold,” and he grinned with his entire body.
“No, no. I just wanted to have a look at the machines.”
“You can look all you want. You’re American? Not Eddie
Rickenbacker himself, I hope. That fellow nearly gave me a very
nice funeral!”
“So you were in the air too?” I asked, and from the way I
said it he knew instantly we were former colleagues and enemies.
“Ack, ja, I flew in the Marine Jagdgeschwader. If there
were a God in the heavens he sure as hell wouldn’t have picked
me to save, the lone soul among my squadron. So then how do you
explain it?”
“Something called luck. There’s no explaining.”
“Exactly.” He came forward and shook my hand again, this
time with an extra warmth and a second longer. “Fleischer.
Rudi.”
“Spicehandler. You can call me Vel.”
“And you were with...”
“The 95th Aero Squadron, at Rembercourt. Did we ever engage
you? I don’t recall.”
“Who knows, Vel. It doesn’t matter now. It’s all a mixed-up
smorgasbord of terror in my head⎯two and a half years of it. Now
I just take care of these birds,” he gestured to the planes
outside the hangar. “It wasn’t their fault, you know. They’re
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beautiful creatures. But someone turned them against us. So I
simply drink as much as possible and take care of them.” He
produced a bottle from behind the cowling and took a swig. “I
bet you couldn’t even tell I was drunk.”
“You’re right. So you don’t fly anymore?”
He dropped his head a few degrees. “I thought I would. I
tried a few times. Couldn’t even get her into the air. The
terror just choked me, froze my fingers. Nothing could get me to
pull back on that stick. Just drove that D.7 around and around
the field like a motor scooter. Still do it, to check on the
engines. But I think I could jump in front of a tramcar easier
than I could pull back on that stick.”
We were silent for a minute, both looking over the
beautiful biplane. “At least we weren’t in the trenches,” I
said. “Didn’t have to lug a fifty-pound pack and gun through the
mud.”
“I’ll drink to that,” said Rudi, and did. “And I suppose it
was a blessing that we either made it or we didn’t. Russian
roulette, eh? The odds were not quite so good⎯in this case there
was but one empty chamber in a very large barrel⎯but at least
those who lost didn’t end up on the street corners with no legs,
or no eyes. Except for old Ebersbach, though. How he managed to
survive his crash-and-burn with only about half his body⎯and
why⎯is a mystery of the universe.
“But what about you?” He broke the bitter silence with a
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shout. “You appear to be still strong of spirit. Are you here to
take one of these beauties up?”
“I don’t know,” I said, and I didn’t. I hadn’t really
thought I’d be allowed to, despite my bluster in the café with
Véra.
"Why not?" he boomed. "You don't appear to be halfway to
the loony bin like your old enemy flier here. You look as fresh
as a new recruit, ready to soar off into the battle, for God and
King and Kaiser and Mr. President!"
"I did do some flying back home in '19," I said, "And every
now and then since then. It's not so bad, Rudi, when they're not
trying to blow you out of the heavens."
"I know, I know... It must be a lovely thing, to glide
around up there in peace..." He shook his head sadly. "So you
must do it! We give lessons here, or rather Henner does, but you
of course won't need that. We'll just charge you the special
rental rate for old airmen⎯no need to mention in the log that
you were playing for the other squad⎯and you can take your pick
of the machines."
Ten minutes later he was helping me pull an Albatros D.V
scout off of the line and onto the open field. That old wooden
cigar, the distinctive brown bulbous shape familiar to me only
as a living, screaming, pilot-bearing bomb roaring down at me
from the clouds. I was moving in a daze, much as I had back in
1918 when I’d go through the motions of preflight inspections
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and climb into the cockpit knowing there was a pretty good
chance I would die within a half hour. It was like you were
already part of a mechanism much larger than yourself, and it
was easiest just to let the contraption push you through its
passageways and spit you out the other side. In the same way I
watched Rudi fill the biplane's fuel tanks, examined all the
rivets and bolts with him, climbed up and strapped myself in,
barely heard him rattle off the takeoff speed, stall speeds,
cruise settings. Flipped on the magneto switch, cranked the
starter, and watched the propeller begin a smooth acceleration
to invisibility, pulled back on the throttle just a touch,
tapped the rudder bar, and began bumping along the frozen field.
I made it out to the eastern edge, spun her around, and saw that
the sock was pointing right at me. I hadn't even realized I'd
noticed it. Rudi was a tiny figure in the distance, by the
hangar, watching me. I pulled the throttle full out, eased the
stick forward to get the tail off the ground, and I was bounding
across the field, picking up speed. Without question the
strangest experience of my life, even more otherworldly than
when I first flew into combat, was taking off in the very plane
used by the enemy, an actual Boche machine in which some poor
German sod had tried to kill me or my comrades. Just as I was
passing Rudi I managed to accomplish what he could not: I
applied a bit of back pressure on the stick with my right index
finger, and the machine leapt from the turf, and the field
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dropped away beneath me like a trap door, and I kept that
throttle open for dear life and barreled up into the frozen sky,
the dirty low cloud cover hurtling toward my windscreen.
I had to level out within seconds to avoid disappearing
into those clouds. There was no question of rising into that
thick forest of white: without gyroscopes in those days, there
was little hope of avoiding a spiral dive when caught with no
visibility, and a spiral dive at a thousand feet was a grim
prospect for any but the most expert⎯and thrillseeking⎯pilot. I
circled around the field at eight hundred feet or so, getting
used to the Albatros, and finally got the nerve to leave the
area and have a buzz around Berlin. I didn't dare stray too far,
in case the clouds dropped even lower and prevented me from
getting back for a safe landing. But I did head northwest and
found myself zipping above Unter den Linden and the Tiergarten
at low altitude, watching the people look up at me and wave. I
wondered if Véra was one of those people on horseback in the
park. One quick loop over the Ku’damm, a rough circuit around
Russian Berlin, and then I figured I'd pushed my luck far enough
in these conditions, and I turned back to Tempelhof, where I
could still make out the field. The clouds maintained their
altitude, and my incipient panic lessened, my breath grew more
regular, as I circled around the field once at a safe altitude,
cut the throttle, and glided in for an easy landing. I was as
relieved as I'd been each time I returned to base in France
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without having been blown to bits. The same ecstasy as the grass
whipped the wheels into motion again, ecstasy laced with regret
that the brief taste of paradise was over. You were dying to
fly, but you also wanted to live, and the only way to stay alive
was to land.
I taxied in, thanked Rudi, helped him put the bird to
sleep, and then walked back to my pension, my legs a bit shaky,
my whole body quivering to the rhythm of the Mercedes engine.
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On the evening of April 4, I met Véra outside the Orbis
office, and we walked the few blocks northeast to the
Nollendorfplatz. The Schubertsaal was an ornate little stucco
building tucked away in the eastern end of the plaza. We left
cold dark Bülowstrasse and ascended the steps silently,
expectantly. Then, before we even reached them, the doors flew
open⎯someone checking on someone's imminent arrival⎯and we were
suctioned by light and sound into a different world. An
auditorium, which must have been rather ordinary as it waited
out the daylight hours in quiet ennui, was now electrified with
the laughter, shouts, conversation, and general hobnobbing of a
small but kinetic crowd. Maybe twenty or thirty people, most of
them no older than us, but the energy of their nascent
intellectualism made up for their numbers. Eloquent Russian
filled the air; although one couldn't make out whole sentences
in the barrage of intersecting sound-volleys, a tangible current
of wit and highbrow discussion flowed through the already
copious cigarette smoke.
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“I knew it,” said Véra as we entered the melee and hung our
jackets in the unattended coat room.
“Knew what?”
“Look at this sparse turnout.” She gestured around her at
what had to me seemed a pretty impressive showing for an émigré
poetry reading.

“I knew they shouldn’t have scheduled it the

same night as the Writer’s Club Khodasevich reading. Where Bely
and Shklovsky are participating in the discussion to boot! Of
course none of the older crowd is here. Everybody’s across the
street at the Café Leon.”
As I looked around again, I could see the gathering a bit
more through her eyes: not as the frenzied center of Russian
Berlin’s intellectual life, but merely as a meeting of
enthusiastic students. It was, after all, organized by the
Russian Nationalist Students’ Union. And if the writers
scheduled to appear, now mingling mostly with each other up near
the podium, were slightly past undergraduate age, the majority
of the audience was not.
“They should have picked another night,” she said with
disgust as we found seats in the third row, as close as we could
get. “Not only the Khodasevich reading, but also Zinaida
Jurevskaya is performing ‘Evgeny Onegin’ at the Opera House, not
to mention the Moscow Art Theater’s ‘Uncle Vanya.’ Not that
anyone who would come to hear the Brotherhood would be caught
dead at the Moscow Art Theater.”
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“The Brotherhood?”
“Oh, it’s just a silly name they gave themselves. Most of
the writers reading tonight broke off from the literary group
The Spindle, which they felt was too lenient towards Soviet
writers. And The Spindle itself had formed as a protest to House
of Arts, which they thought was too pro-Soviet. So this group⎯“
she pointed out the young men standing in front, “Lukash, the
novelist, he’s the chubby bald one there on the left with the
pipe; there’s Gorny; the poets Krechetov and AmfiteatrovKadashev; Gleb Struve, he’s really more of a journalist; and of
course Sirin, he’s over on the right, call themselves the
Brotherhood of the Round Table since they meet at a big
nonsquare table at Struve’s flat.”
“You must know them quite well.”
“No, no, I don’t know them at all.” She seemed embarrassed.
“But word gets around our little community quite fast.”
“Hello, Véra,” a voice interrupted from behind, a hand was
laid on her shoulder, and she half-turned and responded with
just the name, “Roma,” which apparently denoted the rather
stunning blonde girl in a dark blue dress taking a seat behind
and to Véra’s right. Véra’s return of pleasantry was accompanied
by a strained smile full of silent venom, as if she were a
Visigoth speaking the name of the hated ancient capital. The
same twist of torso allowed her to shine a similar chilly beacon
on another woman sitting to Roma’s right. I didn’t dare ask the

44
history behind her coolness, but I couldn’t help but notice the
carefully applied clothing and makeup on both these women, and
their remarkable sexual allure. It was almost, but not quite,
enough to make me forget whom I was with.
“You like them?” she murmured sharply in my direction.
“Like them? No...I mean...I was just trying to be polite.”
I had turned toward the women as well, though I hadn’t been
introduced or even acknowledged.
“Roma Klyatchkin, and Danechka...Danechka...oh, I forget
her surname. Fellow Russian Jews. Also, what’s the American
term? ‘Easy girls,’ that’s it, isn’t it? I can get you their
telephone numbers if you like. For your research.”
“No, no, not what I’m looking for,” I quickly recovered.
“If you could find me some nice old men with bushy mustaches,
that’s what I need.”
“I didn’t know they liked poetry so much,” she said. “I
suppose they’re here to see Sirin too.”
I instinctively knew better than to ask what she meant by
that. But as the seats filled, I saw that the two nubile
beauties behind us were less of an anomaly than one might have
expected. Here and there among the small gathering, about the
size of one of my lecture classes back at Penn, were a single or
pair of stunning female specimens. They stood out among the
student intelligentsia like incompetent spies. Véra was
different. She was beautiful but not pretty. And she belonged;
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this was her milieu, this ragtag bunch of displaced young
aliens, fighting for a lost cause. If only they'd known this was
the last time in their lives they would be Russian. Yet here
they were, for the moment still protesting, still imagining the
Soviet takeover as a temporary occupation, still dreaming of the
day when they would return to their homeland and assume the
positions in society they had been groomed for before 1917.
The theme of tonight's reading⎯simply “Russia”⎯had been
announced in the popular weekly paper, Rul', and on the posters
which clung to the lampposts in the Nollendorfplatz and
throughout West Berlin. One after another, the young men of the
Brotherhood took to the podium and, through their poems,
stories, and, in Gleb Struve's case a political essay, renounced
the Soviet dictatorship, reminisced about the days of icy joy in
St. Petersburg and lush summers down on the dacha, and yearned
for the inevitable return to the motherland. As excited as I had
been at first just to be there, at Véra's side, at a real
Russian-émigré reading, the thrill evanesced over the course of
these earnest outpourings until I found myself longing for the
punch-and-baursaki stage. Véra sat stiffly next to me, listening
with no apparent emotion, applauding politely. At the end of the
fifth, and penultimate, reader’s performance, though, her
applause quickened, and she edged a bit forward in her chair.
Slight murmurs of expectancy rippled through the matrix of
folding chairs and then subsided with the applause into silence
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as Sirin took the stage.
The tallest of these young literati, as well as the
thinnest, V. V. Sirin strode to the podium like a benevolent
monarch, acknowledging his audience with only the slightest of
glances. Navy blue blazer (golden crown on the pocket) and bow
tie, thin hair combed high above a wide forehead, an athletic
swagger to his step, he placed his sheaf of papers neatly upon
the lectern with none of the others’ nervous shuffling. A peek
up, perhaps to record which of those young beauties had showed;
a momentary drop shot of a smile; and he began to read. Not a
poem, as Véra had led me to expect, but a story.
A tobacco shop in Berlin, presumably within a stone’s throw
of the hall where we now sat. The owner, once a renowned
landowner in St. Petersburg, now reduced to peddling Rauchen to
fat Berliners, or, more usually, to fellow Russian émigrés. His
son rushes in, full of rage. He’s overheard a Soviet
representative at the consulate referring to “White Army scum.”
Months later, father is attending to a Russian customer
when the son rushes in and inexplicably pops the customer in the
chin with a knockout punch. Father is flummoxed, until son
explains: the customer is the Soviet representative who made the
"White Army scum" crack, a Cheka agent in fact, judging from the
contents of his pockets.
What to do? The story resolves quickly, as father and son,
realizing they have few options if they wish to remain free
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themselves, hold a mock trial and sentence the “prisoner,” for
his, and his kind’s, crimes against Mother Russia, to prison
until either he or the Bolshevik government expires. They
convert a spare bathroom into a prison cell and become
professional, part-time prison wardens. The tobacconist finds
himself feeling happier than he’s been in years. He, it turns
out, was a prisoner of the Cheka himself a few years ago.
In contrast to the readers preceding him, whose arms and
heads gesticulated with youthful outrage, Sirin as he read kept
almost his entire body motionless. Only his lips and tongue, and
his long elegant neck, moved. His Russian elocution, as opposed
to his odd, vowel-squeezed English, was faultless. In the front
row, a peripheral member of the Brotherhood, Chatsky (pen name
for Strakhovsky, as Véra whispered to me), scratched out
caricatures of the orator, visible to me, sketching him first as
a winged giraffe and then a seahorse with elongated neck. The
live figure on stage, however, maintained a dignity belying the
crude drawings. He exuded an inner calm, with just a hint of
mournfulness. From my right, I felt the silent intensity of
Véra’s attention.
The glassy silence following Sirin's final words was
shattered by an explosion of applause. The author took the
uproar in stride, or rather he seemed not to notice it, walking
intently, head bowed with a faint self-satisfied smile, back to
his seat.
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And then silence again, and the program should for dramatic
purposes have ended there. The planners had planned, however,
and the program, printed cheaply on thin yellow paper, must be
followed. The audience sat politely through the anticlimactic
musical portion of the evening, as three young women with the
now long forgotten surnames Plevickaya, Koz'movskaya, and
Efimovskaya (I saved the program) made their way diligently
through Stravinsky's "Rite of Spring," arranged for piano,
violin, and cello. The piece, which ten years earlier, almost to
the day, had rocked the Théâtre des Champs-Élysées in Paris, its
revolutionary rhythm and dissonance fomenting a near-riot,
elicited only polite applause from this otherwise fiery literary
crowd. Fixated on Sirin, I noticed that the poet brought his
hands together only two or three times, weakly, as an
afterthought.
The assemblage, held together in formation for so long,
now, like a perfect V of geese approaching a pristine lake after
an autumn sunset, responded to some unseen signal and broke into
an Escher print, a dizzying array of diagonal motions.
Conversations broke out like starbursts all around the sky,
glasses of purple punch appeared in hands, there was a kinetic
swirling around the center of the hall, where the writers stood
congratulating themselves.
In the solar system of that room, the authors formed the
sun, and around them clustered an inner circle of planets: other
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writers, presumably, and friends, including the five or six
young women whose unusual good looks had piqued my notice. Véra
and I, after I had gathered a glass of punch for each of us,
swirled with the rest of the audience in a paler conglomeration
of outer satellites.
"I see your friends Roma and Danechka seem to know Sirin
quite well," I couldn't help but point out. The two women were
loitering close by the poet, laughing boisterously at whatever
Sirin was saying to Struve next to him. He seemed hardly to
notice the ladies.
"He was involved with each of them, one after the other,"
she said curtly. "I don't know why they're still hanging all
over him."
"You say you don't know Sirin," I teased her lightly, "but
you sure know a lot about his private life."
"Russian Berlin is a small town," she shot back. "The
Jewish community even smaller. Everyone hears everything,
believe me."
"He certainly seems to like Jewish girls, doesn't he?" I
felt my jealousy beginning to get the better of me.
“If he does,” she retorted, “it’s not going to make things
any easier for him here.”
“What do you mean?”
“I mean it’s no help to be a Jew, or a lover of Jews, here
in Berlin⎯within or without the Russian émigré community.
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Remember, Russia was no haven for the Jews even before the
Bolshevik takeover.”
"But I take it Sirin is not Jewish himself?"
"Not at all. What does that matter?"
I realized I was treading down an unwelcome path. "Well, at
any rate he seems to have no interest in Roma and Danechka
anymore. He's hardly acknowledging their presence. Seems more
interested in those other two ladies, dressed like movie stars.
Who are they?"
"I have no idea. They look German. I can't imagine what
they're doing here. Must be friends of his. I don't know
everything about him, you know."
"Of course not. I'm sorry. Shall we go over and say hello?"
"To whom?" She blanched. "To Sirin?"
"Of course. I'd like to tell him how I enjoyed his story."
"No. No, I'm sorry, it's out of the question."
"But you're a big fan. And there aren't that many people
here."
“What do you mean? I don’t blow around as much air as some
people I know.”
“Of course I don’t mean that! You hardly disturb the
atmosphere at all. A ‘fan’ is sort of an admirer, as of a sports
team or a performer.”
"Oh. Yes, I would like to learn the newest expressions from
you. Well, anyway, go ahead and talk to him yourself if you
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like. I'm not going to be just another fawning female ‘fan’
trying to get close to him."
“Oh, come now. He’s not a movie star. Just a young fellow
émigré intellectual, like you.” But Véra was unyielding. It was
clear she was ready to leave, and so leave we did, though I
would have loved to mingle a bit more and chat some with the
authors.
She wouldn’t talk to him, but once we were back outside in
the cool night air, all through the half-hour walk home, she
talked about nothing but him.
“His father, you know, was one of our finest political
leaders back home. Vladimir Dmitrievich Nabokoff. He was the
leader of the Kadets, a brilliant reformist. Things were
improving, and there was real hope of democracy, of the Duma
becoming the true governing body and moving the Czar into a more
ceremonial role, as in England. Then, after the February
revolution, he worked high up in the Provisional Government. If
only the Bolsheviks hadn’t come and slit the throat of such
hope.”
A straight shot down Motzstrasse most of the way to her
family's apartment building, a diagonal slice through the heart
of Russian Berlin. We could have taken the 57 Strassenbahn for
almost the entire trip, but we both preferred the walk. Though
Berlin was perhaps the drabbest of the major capitals, with
block after block of gray apartment buildings overladen with
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stucco ornamentation, there was a sort of romantic emanation
from the gloominess. The streetlamps were famously insufficient,
so that even thriving populous streets such as this one felt at
night like the outskirts of a small town. The dark linden and
chestnut trees, just beginning to flower, the gray-green coat of
the occasional policeman, the black and brown
automobiles⎯Packards, Benzes, and Mercedes⎯were all penumbral
spirits. It had rained while we were in the hall, and water was
still pouring down the rain gutters of the buildings, dripping
into the overflowing buckets at the bottom. Sparks from the
streetcar wires danced across the ripples on the lake surface
atop each green-hooped bucket. Every five minutes or so another
angular yellow shoebox, its black-on-white 57s like wide-set
eyes, would come rolling down the track, skimming its own
lightning-stone across the archipelago. We walked past cafés and
could hear the string orchestras playing inside, could see
shadows of couples dancing, while outside the colorful hanging
lanterns were besieged by mayflies after the brief rainfall. We
passed Nina Berberova's sickly trees, her sickly streetwalkers
on the corner of Motzstrasse. Yes, Nina, we “sleepless Russians
wandered these streets sometimes until dawn....” And some of us
were even American.
"Then, as I mentioned before," Véra continued, "just one
year ago, he was assassinated. He had invited one of his main
rivals in the CD party, Milyukov, to come from Paris to give a
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lecture about his recent trip to America. Some monarchist madman
approached the stage and began firing a pistol at Milyukov. He
missed, and Nabokoff grabbed his arm and forced him to the
ground. But then a second gunman shot at Nabokoff⎯who was not
even supposed to be a target, whom they didn’t even
recognize⎯and killed him instantly.”
“How awful for Sirin.”
“Yes. And for all of the emigration. He was a true leader
for all of us exiled by the new dictatorship.”
“But what happened to him then? Sirin, I mean.”
“I don’t know. He continued on, I suppose. Life goes on. I
know he went back to Cambridge and finished his university
degree. Then he’s been back here ever since. Two books of poems
were published, in December and January.”
“Prolific!”
“Yes. And you saw tonight what quality there is in his
work. He’s head and shoulders above the rest of his generation.”
“I agree, at least from what little I’ve seen. He also
seems to be the Casanova of his generation, if that harem around
him tonight was any indication.”
“He can’t help it if people flock around him,” she said.
“But that’s none of my business.”
“Yet you knew all about Roma and Danechka.”
“Who doesn’t know? Also that he was engaged to be married
to Svetlana Siewert.”
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“Now here’s a fresh development! Who is this Svetlana?”
“Svetlana Siewert is a very young and very pretty girl.
More than that I really couldn’t say.”
“You make it sound as though she were twelve.”
“That’s more or less accurate. Perhaps seventeen by now.”
“And Sirin is…”
“Twenty-four.”
“Seven years’ difference. Well, I suppose that’s not really
so much when you consider the long term.”
“I could show you where the local grammar school is, if
you’re looking to meet someone.”
“I was merely thinking aloud. But tell me, what happened to
Sirin and Svetlana?”
“I would rather not be a gossip.”
“Oh, come on. You said everyone already knows anyway.
Except me, I suppose.”
“Yes, it’s old news by now.

The engagement was ended back

in January.”
“’Was ended’? That’s an interesting way to put it.”
“Well, I believe it was her father who terminated it. I
suppose he did not see the practical value of a son-in-law who
intends to make his living via literary endeavor.”
“Ah, yes. To my father, my (to his mind) quixotic quest
over here is about as impressive. Why I would want to write
about other Russian immigrants in the Old World when I’m right
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there in America⎯the Promised Land⎯is beyond him.”
We had circumnavigated the Pragerplatz, crossed the busy
Kaiser-Allee, and found ourselves already in the dark quiet
enclave of Landhausstrasse. The only light drifted down on us
from opalescent lamps strung on criss-crossing wires high above
the street. Emblematic of the imploding economy, only every
third lamp was lit, and a number of those seemed to be broken.
Our shoes gently, deliberately slapped the wet pavement and
caused faint echoes between the rows of houses as we drew up at
the Slonims’ apartment building, a nondescript concrete box
wedged in between other boxes. We stood in front of a plain dark
door; above us rose a flat whitewashed stucco exterior. A grid
of windows to the souls of twelve deracinated Russian families.
Twelve modest balconies, unused since September, faced the
street.
“Home sweet home, as we say in America.”
“Yes, well, not so sweet, but it is home for the time
being. It will do.”
I should have said goodnight and made my way back to my own
room. Véra politely waited for me to make my appropriate exit.
But how could I leave? Standing there on the wet pavement, the
sound of raindrops falling off the chestnut trees with each
breeze like cymbals disturbed by air, Véra so close to me, her
fur-sleeved coat pulled tight around her neck, fur hat so
fetchingly framing her hair. I knew I should leave, but I could
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not, and an awkward silence grew like a night chill.
“Well, thank you for bringing me along tonight,” I said. “I
enjoyed it tremendously.”
“You’re very welcome.” She did not say that it was nice to
have someone to go with.
“You mentioned you might lend me his Alice in Wonderland,”
I remembered, granting myself a reprieve.
“Yes, of course.” She almost turned, and I had the feeling
she was about to leave me standing there while she went in and
fetched the book. “Why don’t you come in, and I’ll find it for
you.”
Up we trudged two flights on groaning stairs⎯oh, how I can
still feel myself on those underlit stertorous staircases of
Russian Berlin! With keys mined from her purse, she expertly
picked two heavy bolt locks, walked in ahead, and motioned for
me to enter. Halfway down the hall we took a tributary to the
right and entered the kitchen.
At the table sat Véra's father and a young woman, somewhat
older than Véra. "Mr. Slonim," I said, as he half rose and took
my hand. "Very nice to see you. And you must be Véra's sister."
A sense of embarrassment all around me. Véra stepped
forward and gestured, "Walter Spicehandler, my cousin Anna
Feigin." There seemed no need for the discomfort I sensed.
“Vel,” I said and shook Anna's hand, seeing now that she was
probably in her thirties. I had mistaken her at first for Véra's
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sister Lena, assuming she was home on a break from the Sorbonne.
Couldn't see why that was such a faux pas.
"So, Mr. Spicehandler," her father regained his composure.
"How is the magnum opus coming along? I'm sorry I wasn't able to
offer you a contract, but you know how the economy is crumbling.
I don't know how I'm going to be able to pay the writers I've
already contracted with."
"My research is progressing well," I said. "Véra has been
invaluable. Tonight she took me to a reading of émigré writers."
"Ah, the Khodasevich and Bely event at the Writer’s Club! I
had half a mind to make it there myself."
"No, actually, it was⎯"
"⎯Sirin," Anna cut in, with a sideways smile at Véra. "Or
perhaps I'm mistaken."
"Yes, Sirin," I said. "And a few others."
"Ah yes, Sirin," said Evsei. "Brilliant young man. Like his
father before him, though an artist instead of a politician.
Interesting sometimes how the apple falls close to the tree, yet
somehow turns out to be an orange. Tragedy about his father, you
know."
"Vel is here to borrow a book," said Véra. "Come on, I'm
sure it's in my room."
Her room. How often I'd imagined, elbows propped on my
writing desk in my own chamber, my first invitation into hers. I
felt like a schoolboy alone with a girl for the first time in
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her lair, although Véra’s room held few feminine trappings.
Books, mostly, just like my own room at home. And what appeared
to be photo albums on the shelf as well. A makeshift desk in one
corner⎯a card table, really, and a folding chair⎯with paper
neatly stacked next to an inkwell and fountain pen.
She took a book off the small shelf nearest her desk,
browsed through the freshly-cut pages for a moment, and handed
it to me. “I know I can trust you to be careful with it,” she
said. The dust jacket was clean and bright, with blues and reds
and pictures from my childhood⎯the girl and the hare and the cat
and the tortoise⎯distorted with the oddness of seeing Cyrillic
letters denote this new version of Lewis Carroll’s masterpiece:
(Anya in Wonderland).
“Remarkable.” I flipped through the freshly cut pages. “I
will take very good care of it. It sounds like a fascinating
exercise, though I agree with you that Alice needs to find her
wonderland in good old England.” I held the book close to my
chest, assuring her of the fatherly stewardship I would show it.
Looking through her bookshelves, I placed a finger on one of the
leather-bound albums. “Family photos?”
She blushed. “Just a scrapbook. Oh, you’d might as well see
it.” She took it down and opened it the way one might one's
wedding album⎯if one were quite alone. I had to go and stand
behind her, peek over her shoulder. The clippings were all
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poems, carefully scissored out of Rul'. At the bottom of each
one, right-justified, as proper and succinct as a bow-tie: "Vl.
Sirin."
"Our avian friend is omnipresent."
"I love poetry, Vel. Most of these are now published in his
books, but I wanted to have them on my shelves immediately. I
have Khodasevich's as well, you see, here in the back. They are
the two best poets in Russian Berlin. The only two, to my mind."
Wishing I were a poet and not a damned boring academic, I
took the album from her and carefully leafed through its pages.
"Dying nightly, I am glad/to rise again at the appointed hour,"
I read.
"The next day is a dewdrop of paradise/and the day past, a
diamond," Véra finished the stanza.
"Not bad."
"No, not at all. But he's getting even better and better."
"No, I mean your powers of recall. You've committed them
all?"
"It's not so much, is it? That's nothing. Try me with
Pushkin."
"I believe you. In fact, I suspect you're a poetess
yourself. How could you not be?"
"No, there are enough poets without me. That's not my
destiny. I appreciate them, that's enough. I am working on some
translations, though. I may be able to contribute in that way.
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I'm even bringing one of your countrymen into Russian. Look,
I'll show you," and she pulled from the piles on her desk a
sheet of lined paper inundated with blue-black ink in perfect
parallel lines and sumptuous curves⎯the most beautifully
architectured penmanship I’d ever seen. I think if I hadn’t
already fallen hard for her, I’d have fallen in love with that
Cyrillic handwriting. “Do you find the translation worthy?” she
asked me with a smirk.
I began to read, and the language sounded archaic but
beautiful, apocalyptic in tone, biblical but unfamiliar. “I
don’t know. Is it the New Testament?”
She laughed. “I didn’t realize the Bible had been written
by an American. You people are even more presumptuous than I
thought.”
“I forgot, you said one of my countrymen. But what American
could have written this?”
“’This you sit engaged in guessing, but no syllable
expressing....’"
"Oh...wait a minute."
"'To the fowl whose fiery eyes⎯’"
“Poe! One of my favorites, but that's 'The Raven.' This is
one I’ve never seen before.”
“It’s a parable called ‘Silence,’ an early work. Just two
pages. But I’m quite enjoying working on it. There’s a companion
piece as well, called ‘Shadow,’ which I’ll get to next. Mr.
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Hessen says he will consider them for Rul’.”
“But that’s wonderful! And what about a full translation of
selected works for Orbis to publish?”
“No no, what’s the point? I could never match what Balmont
has already done. How brilliant his Poe is! I met him, when he
was living in Berlin in ’20 and considering letting Father
publish one of his manuscripts. Now, of course, he’s in Paris.
But you see, he never did these two little parables. No one
has.”
“Fantastic. And you never even mentioned your translation
work. What else is there?”
“Almost nothing. Just some other short parables by Rainov,
from the Bulgarian. And these are going to appear in Rul’.” For
the first, and perhaps last, time I saw a slight smile of pride
in Véra’s face.
"How wonderful! From the Bulgarian! Véra, you're a wonder.
We must celebrate."
"No, Vel. Don't be silly. A few short translations." She
seemed somehow annoyed that I would consider her literary
endeavors as serious work. I didn't know what to make of this
girl. I was madder about her than I'd ever been about anyone.
But as soon as I thought I was making some slight headway toward
gaining her affections, she would pull a renversement, as we
used to call our favorite evasive tactic in the air, and turn
off as abruptly as a jammed Vickers gun. She was literally
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driving me to distraction; I could barely even concentrate on my
own work anymore, except to the extent which it kept me
connected to her. And on this night, when I had finally found
myself alone with her in her room, with hopes of a long intimate
chat, if nothing else, she somehow managed to reroute me like a
veteran tramcar dispatcher. The next thing I knew I was back in
the Berlin night, making my way down the dark wet streets, the
long slow familiar glide back toward my pension.

Outside of the Russian community, two Berlin locales
occupied prominent positions in the small leather-bound notebook
I carried everywhere, traced over into boldface by my pen and
emphatically underlined. One, of course, was the airfield at
Tempelhof, with its old Fokker and Albatros scouts, converted
for civilian use but still making me flinch when my peripheral
vision caught them glistening in the morning dew, even tied to
their stakes. I'd been back several times already, flying
sorties farther and farther out of Berlin, observing the Weimar
Republic from a god's view. And always enjoying a Schnapps with
Rudi in the hangar before returning to my flat.
The other was the Rot-Weiss Tennis Club. On a bright midApril day offering the first real taste of spring, warm and
sunny just like those April days back in Philly when the
citizenry would suddenly appear in the parks like alien invaders
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in their shirtsleeves, I alighted from the Stadtbahn train at
Grunewald, four short stops from the Zoo station, on the edge of
that vast suburban forest. The electrification of Berlin's
railroads had recently begun, only to be blacked out by the
howling inflation, and this day I rode one of the many old steam
engines still in service. I loved it. It reminded me of the many
trips I’d made to New York City on the old Pennsylvania line,
rumbling through the countryside trailing a majestic plume of
smoke.
A short pleasant walk through quiet residential streets,
and suddenly I passed right by a vision: my first European redclay tennis court. And then another, and another. As I'd
suspected they would be, the nets were up on this fine morning,
the clay swept into fine orange swirls, smooth as a sandy beach
after the rain; the season had commenced. Two courts were
occupied by men and women in long whites, swatting balls lightly
in some informal mixed doubles. Young boys hired by the club,
also in white, dashed about collecting the balls between points.
The men wore braces and starched collars, making me feel I'd
stepped back into a past decade.
I myself wore my white flannel pants and white tennis shirt
with the Penn insignia, under a light sport coat, and a new pair
of Spalding canvas tennis shoes, the same kind Tilden wore.
Tucked under my left arm were my two Wright & Ditson rackets.
Finding myself at the Rot-Weiss clubhouse, on a terrace speckled
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with white tables and wicker armchairs, I reluctantly abandoned
the paradisiacal sunshine and stepped inside. The carpeted
building smelled of coffee and cigars, had the feel of an old
baronial home. I walked around for a few minutes, smiling and
nodding at the few people I encountered, and then, before I
could even ask for him, I recognized the man I was looking for.
"Excuse me, Herr Froitzheim," I said in German.
The face I had seen in newspapers and in the pages of
American Lawn Tennis, that of the most famous German tennis
player ever, turned to me. "Guten Morgen."
"Guten Morgen. My name is Vel Spicehandler, from
Philadelphia. I am living in Berlin for a time, and my good
friend, Mr. Jorgan from the Germantown Cricket Club, sends you
his compliments." Andy Jorgan had been a teammate of mine at
Penn, and a well connected member at Germantown.
"Ah, Jorgan. Yes, his father was a wonderful host when I
was in Philadelphia after the Davis Cup in '14. And Andrew was
here just a couple of years ago; it was a pleasure to return the
favor."
"Andy and I played tennis together at the University of
Pennsylvania. He said I must come to Rot-Weiss while I'm here.
I'd like to keep my game sharp."
"But of course! I daresay Rot-Weiss can drum up a few
players worth your while. The best players in the country train
here, as you may know."
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"Yes, of course. I'm not in the playing shape I was a year
ago, but still⎯"
"Have you played the European circuit, as Andrew did the
year I met him? I believe he had just finished the Riviera
tournaments when he came to Berlin."
"No, this is my first trip to Europe, and I'm certainly not
in shape to play the circuit now. But I did play Forest Hills in
'21. Ran into Johnston in the first round, unfortunately."
"Ah, Little Bill and his maddening Western forehand. Too
bad for you. But I'll see who I can round up for you."
"Thank you. I'm here to do research for a book and would
like to stay in shape if I can."
"Oh, well you should meet this other writer fellow who was
playing here in the fall. Not a bad baseline game. Can't
remember his name, but I will find out. A pleasure," and he
shook my hand again. I began to wander the clubhouse, a bit
dazed at having just chatted up Germany's greatest Davis Cupper,
the man who'd almost led them to the trophy in '14, he and his
partner Kreuzer narrowly losing to the Australians, who in turn
dethroned the Americans. War had broken out during the final
German-Australian match, and Froitzheim and Kreuzer had set sail
immediately afterwards for home. But their ship was intercepted
by the British, and the two tennis stars spent the war years
interned in England. A teenaged tennis fan, I had followed their
matches⎯and capture at sea⎯in the papers.
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I found myself entering the café at the far end of the
building. Sunshine from the south window filtered through the
dusty air and lit up the room, with its elegant carpet, tables,
and spotless china, like an old stage set. Only two or three
tables were occupied; the staff were putting the finishing
touches on preparations for lunch. I sat at an empty table and
ordered a coffee, but before it arrived I was struck by the
familiar profile of a young man at a window table, ignoring his
cup and scribbling into a small notebook when not otherwise
chewing on his dark oak penholder and staring off into space.
The aristocratic features and bearing, the broad forehead
beneath lightly oiled dark-blond hair, above all the
monomaniacal application of nib to paper; I knew immediately who
it was and couldn't have been more shocked if I'd come across
Joyce at a bullfight. The last thing I wanted to do was
interrupt his writing, but I also couldn't allow myself to forgo
this opportunity. Finally he gave his fountain pen a coffee
break and sat back in his chair, gazing out at the Hundekehle
Lake beyond the trees.
It wasn't like me to be so forward, but I forced myself to
rise and approach his table. After all, I reminded myself, he
was just another fellow about my own age. "Izvinite," I
interrupted his reverie. "Gospodin Sirin?"
He turned to me as if he'd been expecting my interjection.
With no expression at all, merely the slightest of nods, he

67
offered, "Nabokoff."
"Of course, Nabokoff," I stammered. "Vel Spicehandler." He
accepted my hand. "I was recently at your reading at the
Schubertsaal, and have been reading your work, so naturally I
had your pseudonym in my head."
"I trust the fluttering of his wings did not cause a
migraine," he returned in English, a confident Oxbridge vintage
that combined aristocratic rolls and flourishes with,
surprisingly, more Russian-immigrant in it than Véra's.
I smiled at the joke, but he did not. "I don't want to
disturb you now," I continued in English, "but⎯"
"No no, why not, I just finished a draft of a poem. Do have
a seat." As I did so, the waiter, having discovered my
dislocation, brought my coffee over; Nabokoff produced a flat
gold case with the hint of a faded inscription appearing and
disappearing in the refracted sunlight like invisible ink,
opened it in my direction (I declined), and lit up a Russianstyle tipped cigarette.
"I understand you finished recently at Cambridge," I said.
"It's almost a year now, and feels like a decade. So much
has happened."
I nodded, too knowingly. "I'm terribly sorry about your
father."
I sensed a sudden physical tension in his body and
immediately regretted my flippancy. "Yes," he said. "Well, if
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you don't mind, old chap, we won't talk about that." I had to
suppress a smile at his colloquialism. He spoke English so well,
but the elocution was not quite right. Not so much like a
Russian immigrant but more like an Englishman who had lived for
decades in Russia without exercising his native tongue at all.
The long “o”s were a little too long, the short “a”s not short
enough.
"Of course." I sipped, he smoked. "Are you working?” I
asked.
“For the Muse.” A bored curlicue of exhaled smoke wafted
toward the ceiling.
I nodded. "I'm doing some writing myself."
"Ah, a fellow literatus?"
"Well, I'm no poet. I’m in a research phase, actually,
right now. For a book about the Russian emigration."
"An archaeologist," he nodded knowingly. "Is this what you
studied at Penn?"
"But how could you know⎯?"
"'Eh-mee-grashun.' I knew a fellow at Cambridge from your
hometown. But don't worry, I'm no Holmes. I shan't be examining
the clay on the soles of your tennis shoes. My sleuthing
normally extends only to the lexical felons in my verse."
"But what do you mean, archaeologist?"
"Well, you seem to be interested in examining the ruins of
a dead civilization: early 20th-century St. Petersburg and
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Moscow. You've come to the right place. You'll find most of the
artifacts here."
"Exactly. I would greatly enjoy the opportunity to talk
with you at length about it sometime."
"And you attended our little soiree. Yet another attempt by
our homeless community to celebrate exactly the sort of
antiquities you came in search of. What did you think?"
"I felt, as I often have in the month I've been here, as
though I were observing a race of ghosts, the spirits of a whole
nation of people transported to the netherworld before their
time."
"Very good!" He smiled for the first time. "Pre-Bolshevik
Russia the land of the living, and Russian Berlin the realm of
purgatory. Very observant, Spitze, uh⎯"
"⎯Spicehandler. An Americanization of the Yiddish
Speishändler, courtesy of Ellis Island."
"I see. How...vocational."
"I very much enjoyed the story you read."
"A trivial work, scribbled down between poems. But I think
a crowd enjoys a good yarn, don't you agree? And I'm not above
rousing their bloodlust toward the Bolsheviks. I'm generally not
an admirer of mob emotions, but in this case it seems
appropriate."
"The audience certainly was enthusiastic. You seem to have
an avid following."
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"I suppose it wouldn't be too much to say that here, among
our little literary world within a world, I have my even smaller
subset of 'fans'⎯isn't that the American word?"
"Yes. And I must say, a number of your fans share a
certain, ah, bombshell quality. Another Americanism."
He smiled again. "I see you noticed Roma and Danechka. And
perhaps a few of my actress acquaintances. Among the assorted
occupations I have taken on to keep myself fed⎯I take it this is
what you meant earlier by "working"⎯is that of film extra.
Berlin seems to have become the Hollywood of Europe, if you
believe certain experts, and they're turning out all sorts of
simulated murder and horror like so many mass-produced
pornographic postcards."
"I did notice them. And I even met Roma and Danechka. I
didn't dream I'd meet so many lovely Jewish girls here."
"The Russian Jewess is a creature of underpublicized
attractions. But you must understand: I recently emerged from
the unhappy ending of an affair of the heart.... And I'm afraid
I have sought solace in the arms of others. Not to be
melodramatic. These have been evanescent affairs, however.
“In any case, I would say our Schubertsaal presentation was
a bit less tedious than your run-of-the-mill Russian émigré
literary evening. Cramped into some princess or other’s parlor
decorated with escapee carpets and tapestries that made it down
to the Crimea and over to mainland Europe, you would have been
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forced first to listen to a faded but ‘well preserved’ actress
once of the Moscow Art Theatre deliver some old chestnut,
Pushkin perhaps, in a limpid, almost sobbing, soprano, all the
while clenching a perfumed handkerchief to her breast. Next
would appear a pince-nezed author of middle age, condemned to
second-rate status in Czarist Russia, promoted to upper-secondrate here in Purgatory, who would proceed to anesthetize the
assemblage with a long, a very long, sample from his novel-inprogress, impressive mainly for the sheer acreage of forest it
managed to denude. If your consciousness survived that, would it
have withstood now the weary rising of a distinguished old
gentleman of letters to read for the hundredth time an admirable
bit of narrative that was received so well upon its publication
in ’89? Who then is left awake for the young poet, whom some
have called ‘brilliant’ and others merely ‘nascent,’ who stands
in front of the crowded smoky room, naked without a single page
to hold, exposing just the right paleness of skin, and fires his
newly smithed lines at his displaced public as though
challenging them to anoint him as the future of Russian
literature?”
“I would be awake, I dare say. It sounds exotic to a
Philadelphia lad.”
“Yes, perhaps for the first ten or twenty times. Go
knocking on doors on Motzstrasse any Saturday night and you’re
sure to find us. You talk about the spirit world, and that’s
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exactly where we are. Or, as I indicated, antiquity. We’re like
practitioners of a dead language; we create Russian literature
for a Russia that no longer exists.”
“And do your fans attend these smaller private soirees as
well?”
Again his elusive hint of a smile. “No, no, how many people
can fit into a living room? But don’t worry, there’s always room
for one ectomorphic American. And who brought you to the
Schubertsaal? Or did you merely see the listing in Rul’?”
“A young woman took me.” I had no trepidation about
mentioning Véra to Nabokoff; he seemed to me unattainable for
her and as such no rival. “One of these fetching Russian
Jewesses you alluded to. Perhaps you know her. Her father is
Evsei Slonim.”
"Ah yes, Slonim. A fine chap. I know him, of course. A
friend and I proposed a translation of Dostoevsky⎯not one of my
favorite writers, but he's all the rage now, you know⎯for his
Orbis publishing house. Have you noticed how the names of our
émigré publishers⎯Orbis, Cosmos, and the like⎯sound like
purveyors of Astrology guides? More evidence for our ‘spirit
world’ theory. No, I’ve heard Slonim has daughters, but I
haven't met them. One can't know every girl in Russian Berlin.”
A drag on the cigarette and again the wry smile. “Or who knows?
Maybe one can...."
“I must say, you’re the last person I expected to run into
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at Rot-Weiss. Do you play?”
“I led a rather privileged childhood back in the land of
the living. And among the many pleasurable skills I acquired
were English and lawn tennis. Queen Victoria’s lingo I picked up
from my English governess⎯in fact it was technically my first
language. And then we lived in the summer months at Vyra, our
dacha some seventy-five versts to the south of St. Petersburg,
where I spent countless hours batting balls about on the clay
tennis court with a local coach. Also, of course, with my father
and siblings. One summer, when I was still a small boy, the
French trainer who had coached Decugis to the French
championship that very year stayed with us and gave the whole
family lessons. You too, I take it, learned the game?”
“Yes, also as a child, though in my case it was on the
public courts in the park. Later, after I was on the Penn team,
I had the opportunity to play on many hallowed grass courts:
Germantown, Forest Hills.”
“Well, I suppose Rot-Weiss is the Forest Hills, or better
yet the Germantown, of Germany. Of course, I could never afford
a membership here now. But one of my part-time valuta-earning
engagements, in addition to giving English lessons to corpulent
Berliner businessmen, is teaching 'the white sport,' as they
call it, to their sons and daughters. I'm like a walking rummage
sale, marketing the remnants of a privileged childhood with just
a hint of melancholy at my wares' lost glory. Usually I do this
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on dusty public courts boasting no elegant café like this one.
However, one of these tennis-loving fathers, a Mr. Kaplan,
brought me here to play with his son. I began to meet and play
with some of the members, and eventually Mr. Froitzheim, the
local tennis deity, invited me to play here whenever I like. He
added some generous comments about my slice backhand. But
really, I’ve never been a serious player.”
“Well, we seem to have a lot in common. I also have given
tennis lessons here and there⎯and even tutored Russian⎯to help
pay the bills. And Froitzheim just offered to find me a good
game. Rather sporting of him. I mean, it is a private club. In
fact, something has just occurred to me. He mentioned a writer
who ‘was playing here’ last autumn. Said he might be a good
playing partner for me. Could that be you?”
“It isn’t impossible. I fit both criteria. Of course, there
are other writers who play here. Rot-Weiss, in fact, has a
surprisingly liberal membership, including a number of
intellectuals and artists. I’m not much one for private clubs,
and there are few at which I would feel comfortable sitting in
the café, smoking and writing.”
“Where do you normally write, if I may ask?”
“Wherever I can⎯and never normally, I hope. The top of a
bureau in a cramped corner of a boardinghouse room is most
likely. Railroad compartments aren’t bad. My favorite locale,
though, is a wildflower-saturated alpine hillside, while giving
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the local lepidoptera a break in the action. Getting back to
Tennismeister Froitzheim, though, the clue that finally fingers
me and breaks the case wide open⎯if I may play Sherlock once
more⎯is his ignorance of my name. I would guess he knows most of
the members’ names, including the literary tennists, but he
probably doesn’t remember mine.”
I could hardly believe my good fortune. “That settles it,
then. We must hit the old white ball around sometime. Have you
played already today?”
“In fact, no. On such a fine morning, I thought it would be
nice to run around chasing elusive flying things, and since the
Alps are so distant I took the train out here. I figured that if
I didn’t get a game of tennis I would be compensated with the
time for composition.”
“I wouldn’t want to stand in the way of your poetry, but
you did say you’d finished a draft. Why don’t we take a court?”
“Ach so,” chortled Froitzheim at the front desk. “I see
you’ve found each other without my help.” He sold us a box of
new Slazenger balls and assigned us an outer court. We walked
out into the rejuvenated sunshine and down a flowery lane
between rows of courts. Nabokoff now wore a dark green velour
blazer over his tennis whites and, I couldn’t help but notice,
lilac socks above his white tennis shoes. An elegant Rolex
wristwatch with crocodile-skin band sparkled beneath his left
cuff⎯perhaps his own bit of escapee finery. We arrived at the
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court, an enclosure of precisely swept red clay, an oasis of
perfection to any tennis lover. On the courtside table, I opened
the carton in which lay half a dozen pristine white fuzzy balls
like newly hatched chicks, each wrapped in its own protective
shell of onionskin paper. I took three in one hand and offered
them; he accepted them on the tray made by the natural gut
strings of his outstretched racket.
“I see you have an old Pim,” I said.
“Yes, I picked it up at the local tennis shop in Cambridge.
It served me quite well on the English grass.”
I took the other three balls, and we walked out on the
clay. I hadn’t played for several months, and it felt good to
drop a new ball out of my hand and disturb its freefall with the
pendulum of my forehand swing, to feel the ball’s inertia
transmitted by the hit up through my arm into the shoulder, the
old familiar biophysics of my youth. We hit the ball easily at
first, the slow cadence of ball against strings and earth amid
the twittering of blackbirds and hissing of crickets sounding
like the percussion section of a vernal fanfare. Occasionally a
forehand into the net or else one hit too well would disrupt the
rehearsal; the conductor would merely cue up the orchestra and
restart.
From the very first shot my partner's expertise was
evident. Nabokoff shone the same glow of confidence on the
tennis court as Sirin did on the reading lectern. His racket
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described large arcing circles in the air and continued its
orbit even after each hit, as though the collision of racket and
ball, which sent the smaller body on a new trajectory back
through space whence it came, were merely a byproduct, and the
true purpose of the swing lay somewhere within its own motion,
which produced a series of fluttering spirals seeming to trace
the kinetic outlines of the wings of an enormous insect. His
backhand stroke concluded with his arms elegantly spread wide.
He roamed the baseline athletically, pouncing on the darting
white object as if it were prey but then dispatching it back to
my side so smoothly that he now seemed like a kitten toying with
a mouse, holding it gently in its mouth so it might live to be
chased again.
In comparison, I was a pit bull. Whereas he seemed almost
to be catching the ball with his groundstrokes, wielding his old
wooden Pim like a butterfly net, I bludgeoned it, not interested
in catching live specimens. There weren't any other Jewish kids
on the courts at Franklin Park in those prewar years when I was
spending all my free time there, captivated for some reason by
this relatively new game, learning by watching. There certainly
weren't any at the Germantown Cricket Club, where I had visions
for a while of being the first Jewish club champion. I had no
opportunity to learn stylish strokes from a well-paid
instructor; I improved by getting older players to play with me,
and I only did that by showing I could hold my own with them. I
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learned to win by winning. It was only on the Penn team that I
finally received some real instruction and worked expert gilding
onto my dependable but roughly fashioned strokes.
We made quite a contrast, then, the aristocratic European
and the immigrant American, his velvety backhands met by my
garishly thumped volleys, the erudition born of governesses and
tutors versus the how-to of the street. I could hear from the
low plunk his racket made that it had probably been last strung
in Cambridge⎯the gut had stretched over time and lost tension.
The sound, alternating with the high-pitched twang of my strings
(“Board tight,” I’d told the stringer at Germantown before
leaving Philly⎯we didn’t have mechanical tensioners then, with
pressure gauges), sounded like a cello-and-violin pizzicato
duet⎯molto adagio.
After hitting for fifteen minutes, there was no question in
my mind that I would prevail were we to play a real match, and
for some reason I wanted to beat him, even as much as I liked
him right off the bat. I wanted to be his friend, but I was also
jealous of his prodigious literary talent as well as his sway
over Véra, and I wanted to show the superiority of my court
experience and brute force over his lovely learned game. But he
demurred: "Oh, why bother with a match? Let's just have a nice
workout, shall we?" So we continued to pound the balls
purposelessly⎯they had already lost their virgin freshness,
besmirched with spots of red clay and fuzzed up by our textured
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gut strings. After an hour or more, with the sun now near its
apex and the springtime temperature feeling more like summer, my
shirt was suffused with sweat and my shoes and the cuffs of my
trousers had turned orange with clay. Nabokoff looked ready for
an evening at the Hotel Eden, his outfit a spotless white, fresh
from the cleaners.
"Not bad, is it, this Rot-Weiss," he remarked as we
approached the net to pick up a couple of balls.
"A small touch of paradise, I'd say."
"Certainly a step up from my first tennis in Berlin. I was
eleven years old, and my parents left my brother and me here for
three months to have our teeth straightened by a certain
renowned American dentist. Quite unusual in those days. Anyway,
while the weather held out our tutor would take us to play at a
vast array of twenty or so public courts, which I feel
absolutely certain was on the Kurfürstendamm, though I can find
no trace of it now. Must have been transformed into a department
store or cinema."
"A tennis park right in the center of Berlin! I'd have
liked to have seen that."
"Of course it was nothing like this quality, but to us boys
it was quite wonderful. Funny, one of my strongest memories from
those courts is my poor mother, who really didn't have much of a
game, starting every point with an underhand serve and
simultaneous⎯and really quite unnecessary⎯shout of 'Play!'"
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"Listen, Vladimir⎯"
"Please, Volodya, if we're going to be tennis partners."
"That would be swell: I didn't know if I'd find any good
players to practice with here. But you know, we really should
try a set. Put all this practice to some use."
"If you insist. I rarely play sets anymore. Mostly just
plop balls to bob-haired, spoiled German girls or rally in a
carefree yet impressive manner with the odd paramour. My fiancée
enjoyed the game. But now I'm a single man, so why not a manly
competition? Rough or smooth? My Pim never lets me down on the
spin."
Nor did it on this occasion, though the spin for service
was the last advantage he would enjoy. He elected to serve
first, and I got my initial look at his balletic, statuesque
service motion. Tossing the white sphere skywards, left arm
stretched up to heaven, like a marble angel in classical pose,
he would bend and then stretch to his full height before
stepping into the court as his racket snatched the ball out of
the air at its very apex. It was simply a perfect service
motion. Unfortunately, the ball, though propelled at impressive
speed, landed outside the service box more often than in. It was
to be expected when one hadn't been playing matches, and
Nabokoff didn't seem to mind a bit⎯or even to notice. He hit his
second serve virtually identical to his first⎯hard, and with
little spin which might afford a margin of error⎯and so produced
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an excess of double faults. When he did get it in, if it wasn’t
an ace, we would find ourselves in a long baseline rally, since
he never came to net. In a match, as in practice, he remained
fond of his baseline, skipping left and right along it to fetch
balls and retreating back to it should he be forced to advance a
few steps to reach a short ball. His strokes remained loose and
free, ending with his body stretched in long, wide-open followthroughs, pausing for just an instant as if to feel the full
pleasure of the stroke. He seemed oblivious of whether his balls
were flying like arrows to the corner for winners or soaring
awry into the fence.
I, on the other hand, though I hadn't been playing much
lately either, still had strong mental and physical memory of
thousands of competitive matches played in my teens and through
my college years, and from the very first point I took pleasure
in recreating the competitive point structures of those days:
hammering the ball corner to corner, and taking aggressive
advantage of any short ball. Unlike my new friend, who played an
older and more European style, I personified the new brand of
American tennis, cutting drop shots, throwing up deep lobs,
chopping the ball and getting to net at every opportunity to put
away volleys and smashes. The poet managed a couple of times,
when his dreamy iambic delivery brought several consecutive
balls to the intended corner, to hold serve; but otherwise my
modern game was too much for him, and I won quickly, six games
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to two.
He hardly seemed to realize the set was over and was
heading back to the baseline to serve another game until I,
somewhat abashedly, informed him of the score. He shrugged. "Oh
well, I gave up my boyish fantasy in ’14 or so, even before the
revolution, of partnering Mikhail Sumarokov-Elston to bring
Russia the Davis Cup. And now, with the maniacal police state in
control, they’ll probably never even have a team."
"Perhaps you'll still have a chance, if the Bolsheviks lose
control quickly enough."
He smiled. "And we intellectuals and aristocrats all come
sailing back into Petersburg, to our townhouses and dachas,
sweep the dust off the divan covers and resume our old lives?"
"That seems to be the event many of your compatriots are
anticipating."
"Yes, well, there seem to be a number of puerile fantasies
yet to be abandoned. Somehow, oddly enough," he gazed out at the
coruscations of lake water between the trees, "that particular
daydream for me seemed to dematerialize along with my father a
year ago."
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"Oh, by the way, I met your Sirin the other day." Véra and
I were strolling through the Tiergarten on the first day of May,
the honeysweet scent of the blooming linden and chestnut trees
inflating our nostrils, buoying us along. It had carried us all
the way from Wittenbergplatz, where we had met. I had arrived
first and waited for her, admiring the majestic stone
architecture of the subway entrance, which reminded me somehow
of a famous tomb, with the grand white U on blue glass. It was
early evening, and the office workers of Berlin were making
their diurnal passage in and out of the edifice, clinging to
briefcases like life preservers, shadows of stubble on their
pale faces proof of their dutiful labor. Véra appeared among
them like the reddest cardinal of spring, though it wasn't her
attire (drab greys and black) or her countenance (as though
smiles were too expensive that day⎯as on most days) that
spotlighted her. It was an innate superiority to all those
around her, at least to my eye. Even the way she walked, her
feet never separating much, like someone walking a thin line,
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seemed a mark of perfection. Another man might have been
deflated by her demeanor, but by now I suspected her acerbity
was simply a carapace formed in an instinctive response to the
last five years' weltering devastations.
Together we walked zooward, past a roiling macedoine of
transportation. Paperboys on bicycles weaved in between the
horse-drawn carts returning home from market and the
proliferating motorcars, the operators of which were
straining⎯maddened, hornblowing, clamorous⎯to see around the
streetcars that clattered down their tracks in the center of the
street, apathetically blocking traffic.
Into the relative wilderness of the Tiergarten, the old
hunting ground of German kings, now a great urban park. Soft
dirt paths through a tamed forest of mostly beech and oak trees
but also sweetgum, ginkos, and rhododendron. The inflation had
stripped the city of any cash with which to keep up the grounds,
though, and the benches were dirty, often with broken planks,
the paths strewn with branches and decayed foliage. Off in the
distance, one could always hear the sounds of the untamed forest
of the imagination: the roar of a lion or screech of an African
bird from the nearby zoo. It was Véra's favorite place to walk,
though I still preferred the hurly burly of the city streets,
the excitement of being in a foreign capital.
"What are you talking about?" she said.
"Sirin. Your poet. I ran into him at the Rot-Weiss Club,
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and we had a jolly set of tennis. He has quite good form, for a
poet. Surely you knew of his court prowess?"
"How would I know that? I'm not a Rot-Weiss member like
you."
"Who has to be a member? He and I aren’t either. I went
looking for a game, and there he was. Nice form, as I said, but
not really a competitor. Wish it had been closer. But I'm sure
we'll play again."
"I don't think I've played three times in two years in
Berlin," she said, looking sideways into the woods as we walked.
"Well, we should. I've been meaning to lure you out onto
the courts."
"You're going to have me out to Rot-Weiss?" she asked with
a slight mocking lilt.
"Ah, no, I don't think I can go that far. But I did see
some perfectly fine public courts just off Tauentzienstrasse.
You have a racket?"
"I'm afraid our tennis rackets did not make it through the
Crimea onto the freighter to Istanbul. How dreadful of my father
to leave them behind."
"Of course," I stammered. "But I have two, that's not a
problem."
"I suppose I'm not surprised," she murmured. "Lawn tennis
is exactly what they would have been doing down on the dacha.
Probably with their own professional."
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"Yes, something like that. I don't suppose the Jews in
Russia were playing much tennis. Although you managed to."
"My father, quite remarkably, managed a life for us that
almost seemed not to admit our cultural history."
"I was surprised to learn how many Jewish members there are
at Rot-Weiss. I got used to playing at various exclusive tennis
clubs in the States, but I have to say I felt more at home at
Rot-Weiss than, say, at Germantown back in Philly."
"Oh," she said, "Here is where I go horseback riding!"
Ahead, on the other side of the path were the stables where one
could rent horses and have lessons. "Do you ride, Vel?"
I had an urban Jew's morbid fear of clambering up onto a
horse, but I wasn't about to divulge that. "I haven't ridden
extensively," I said, "but I'd love to ride with you. Sometime.
What about it do you love so much?"
"I don't know. The speed, I suppose. And being lifted high
above the ground. Taken away. It's what I imagine flying is
like."
"Yes, exactly. And you will know it yourself soon enough."
"I suppose it's partly being stuck in Berlin as we are,"
she said. "I feel claustrophobic in these dim close streets
where we really don't belong. So I climb on a horse and pretend
this city park is the Lintula larch forest and I'm on vacation
from studying literature at St. Petersburg University, and the
government has evolved peacefully into a true democracy...."
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"And you're in love?"
She blushed so naturally it was as if from the cool air. I
blushed myself at my surprising boldness. "Whose fantasies don't
include love?” she said. “But that's all it is, the whole thing,
just a fantasy. It's all I've had since we were chased out of
our home. Our entire future stolen from us. So I type my
father's correspondence, as though everything were, uh, hunkydory, do you say? And I ride my horse, my favorite one, as if it
were my own. And I read poetry. And listen to poetry."
"And translate poetry."
She snorted. Self-deprecating at all times. "And translate
poetry. Poems can't save us, but yet they're all we have. Or all
we have that I want."

We eventually made our way back out of the woods into
Russian Berlin, to a café on the Ku’damm, settled into a corner
booth and scrutinized our menus as if they were volumes of
poetry. A carefree springtime crowd thrummed the air with its
journalistic chatter⎯the same as all over the world. I settled
on the blini and looked up.
"Why are you frowning," I asked.
"Oh, it's nothing. I just don't like the look of this
menu."
"The food's quite good here. I've come several times. What
doesn't look good?"
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"Oh, no, I'm sure the food is fine. It's just the way
they've worded it all. The colors are awful."
"Colors? But the menu is in black and white."
"Not for me, I'm afraid. Have you heard of synesthesia? No?
Some people call it 'colored hearing.' When I read, or hear,
certain words or letters, I see particular colors."
"You're joking! So you mean it's always the same color for
the same word?"
"Yes⎯well, multiple colors for a word. Each letter has its
own exact hue. For instance, m's to me always look strawberryred. In fact, I've always seen my own family's surname as having
a small ripe strawberry hanging off the back end."
"Marvelous! And what about the front?"
"Oh, no object there. Just a sky-blue S."
"And 'Véra'?"
"A very particular sort of pink to begin, but then quickly
changing to browns and blacks."
"Interesting. An appropriate range, if you don't mind me
commenting. But what a distraction! Are you telling me that as
you read anything, from the newspaper to Shakespeare, you're
being bombarded by random rainbow configurations on the page?"
"I suppose so, but one gets used to it. The colors blend
and fade into the background, and the words take center stage.
Just as when you read, you don't think about the individual
letters, or the style of the font."
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Synesthesia. A new word, a new facet of this woman to whom
I found myself being drawn ever more compulsively. She saw
colors in words! Like a metaphor for her love of metaphor. It
was becoming more and more evident that Véra was all I had ever
dreamed of in a woman. I obsessed about her all the time we were
apart⎯which was most of my days and all of my nights⎯and then
when we were together I became frozen, unable to enact the
variegated conversational scenarios I had concocted in bed, on
the tram, in the libraries. Wanting something too much, I was
learning, could hinder its attainment.

"Shall we try a set again?" I called out over the red clay.
It was the third or fourth time I had met Nabokoff at Rot-Weiss
for tennis, but aside from that one set on our first meeting, we
had only batted the ball back and forth for an hour or more at a
time. It was good exercise⎯in fact, far more exhausting than a
match, for there were few pauses⎯but I was yearning for a little
competition.
"Oh, I don't think so, old fellow," he shouted back even as
he gently slapped another white ball across the net at me. "I
need a bit more practice before I start playing matches again.
All that teaching, you know, has done to my strokes what exile
has done to the political thought of certain of my fellow
émigrés. Atrophy of form."
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"On the contrary," I yelled. "You're hitting the ball
beautifully. Why not put it to good use?" But he just shrugged
and kept hitting balls. Another clear April day, and it was such
a joy to be out on the freshly swept clay, I really couldn't
complain. We ran and slid and scooped the ball from corner to
corner, exulting in being live young men in the glorious
springtime. I know I was glad to be alive, as sometimes in
moments like these I would see flashes of the war, even in the
middle of running down a tennis ball, and be forced to confront
the fact, once again, that had the armistice been delayed even a
week or two my last living vision would likely have been a
spiraling earth rushing up at me like a gorgeous kaleidoscope.
And then I would reach the ball, slide through the clay, and
perhaps hit a deftly sliced drop shot to more crisply highlight
the contrast of my survival. Luck of the draw, luck of the game.
Sometimes he would merely admire my soft shot, with a
"Bravo!" or maybe even a courtly bow from the baseline. But
other times⎯and it seemed to depend little on whether he had a
realistic chance of getting to the ball or not⎯he would launch
himself into a carefree gallop towards where the ball was
threatening to bounce a second time. Despite his learned
strokes, when he ran it was not the quick-stepped, measured
skips of a well-trained tennis player, but rather a loping
joyous gait, as though he were racing through tall mountain
grass. He had already by this time told me something of his
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lepidopterous travels, and when I saw him chase a tennis ball I
couldn't help but think of him taking off up an alpine meadow
after an elusive swallowtail. When he did manage to reach his
quarry before its second, fatal, grounding, he would take a mad
quixotic swipe at it, and about as often as an insect would find
captivity in his net, the white ball would fly unerringly into
the corner for a winner. Much more often it would soar freely
into the back fence. Butterfly-netting was never a percentage
game.
On this occasion Nabokoff had a lesson to give after our
game, and as the hour ended a dark-haired teenaged boy sauntered
up and sat in one of the chairs by our court. “Sergey,” said
Nabokoff as we met at the net post after one final reckless
rally, “this is Mr. Spicehandler of Philadelphia. Spicehandler,
Sergey Kaplan: my tutee in tennis and all other trappings of the
civilized world. Sergey and his father were also my entrée to
this wonderful Red and White Club, which I quite enjoy despite
its unfortunate chromatic reminder of our recent civil war.”
“Well,” I said, “If you two are welcome here then I’m not
too worried about Soviet infiltration.”
“Fair enough. One does find a number of Jews and also
aristocrats among the membership. Aristocrats present and
former, I should say.”
“My father says you’re an honorary Jew,” said the boy.
“Even if you’re no longer an aristocrat.”
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“Amusing. Because so many of my pupils are Jewish?”
Sergey smirked. “And I think also because of the girls you
are seen with.”
“Hmm. Or perhaps it’s because we now, like the Jews
throughout history, are homeless, stateless, and on the run. In
any case, despite the politically moderate atmosphere here at
Rot-Weiss, it’s best nonetheless not to mention the USSR at all,
here or anywhere else in Berlin. Germans still don’t seem to
understand the difference between Red, White, and Tsarist
Russians, and they certainly can’t be bothered to know what a
Constitutional Democrat is.
“But on to more important matters. Commerce! Spicehandler
here is on the lookout for tennis pupils of his own, and as you
know my time is completely occupied now if I don’t want business
to poach on Literature’s side of the court, which I do not. I
told him we would find him an acolyte or two. Your father must
know some other potential students of the game. Spicehandler has
the added attraction of being an actual Jew, though not an
actual émigré, Russian or otherwise.”
In fact, although I had no particular need of income, as
the mad inflation rendered my dollar bills more fantastically
valuable every day, the lonesome pursuit of writing was
beginning to depress me, and I wasn’t managing to infiltrate the
social scene of Russian Berlin as adeptly as I had hoped.
Perhaps part-time employment as an instructor would address both
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predicaments. And so before long I was giving my own tennis
lessons on a loamy archipelago of public courts scattered about
West Berlin. The familiar muscular sensation of dipping into a
bucket for more balls and then flipping them one by one with the
left hand and percussing each with the instrument dangling from
the right, calling out the instructive gems, culled from another
bucket, in the mind, of pithy axioms⎯all this I thought I had
left forever when I signed up for the Air Corps and then
university. It was not an altogether unpleasant reunion, though,
with this old form of employment. It did allow me to meet more
Russians, and it was nice to see some fresh cash appearing in my
billfold. Though I could always write my parents to wire me ten
dollars and live like a prince for another month, I was
reluctant to reinforce their impression of my endeavor as an
unremunerative one.
“You’d might as well join me on a different sort of
mercenary expedition,” he told me another day after what was
becoming our regular session of accountless bashing of white
balls against the red dirt. A few days later, I met him at the
Charlottenburg station just as the day’s first light was
diffusing through the dusty windows like the opening frames of a
dramatic film.
My early-morning walk through the streets of Berlin had
been a revelation, for I generally never found myself out and
about before at least nine or ten. The scene felt like an eerie
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mirror-image of the more familiar gloaming, with the light
slanting in at a sharp angle from the east instead of the west.
A few early-bird motorcars aimed their way carefully around the
horses pulling carts to market. One small cart, its overflowing
load of flowers kept from spilling by a string-fastened cloth,
was propelled down the middle of the street by a sturdy old dog,
with some auxiliary pushing from his violet-vending owner. The
chaotic congestive traffic was hours away, and Nestorstrasse had
the feel of a dusty village. The sounds of the Industrial Age
were supplanted by human cries from the street corners⎯“Prima
Kartoffeln!” and “Blumenerde!” and “Bay Tset!” (“BZ,” for the
Berliner Zeitung) from the newspaper boys⎯and the percussive
thump of rugs being beaten by chambermaids and the clanging of
metal shades rolling up in the shop windows. At the Ku’damm
corner stood an advertising kiosk with a weathervane on top; an
aproned man quietly painted the fat cylinder with a brush of
glue and affixed multicolored posters like wallpaper, trumpeting
MANOLI ZIGARETTEN.
We rode to Birkenstein, in the eastern suburbs, and walked
out into the countryside, to what looked like an abandoned old
farmhouse but was surrounded by trucks and equipment and a crowd
of people dressed as for the opera. The German silent-film
industry was in its heyday, Berlin was the center of it, and
poor Russian émigrés were a good source of cheap labor, as
extras.
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It was still quite cool at this hour. We had been told to
dress formally, as if we were going to the theater, so we stood
outside for a while, huddled about, holding our evening jackets
or shawls tight around us, while the incongruously unkempt film
crew discussed endlessly what they were going to do with us.
After an hour or so they finally herded us into the barn, the
inside of which had been converted into a simulacrum of a
theater. Or part of a theater: the first ten rows or so of the
mezzanine. The seats were nothing more than roughly hewn planks
of wood, hastily painted to look like individual seats in dim
lighting. They and the parapets were painted a striking violet,
as though the black-and-white camera would be able to pick up
the authentic hue. To reach our seats we followed no ushers down
carpeted ramps but rather watched the frantic hand gestures of
the crewmen in blue overalls who had vaulted up shaky
scaffolding like bored pumas and now were urging us to do the
same.
One young fellow in a tie, the assistant director I later
learned, sorted us before we began our tentative climb. The less
elegantly dressed were sent up first, like the unfortunate front
line of the infantry, and seated in the back rows. A smaller
group, including us, was whisked away to "makeup," a small tent
outside.
"I always make the front row," Nabokoff muttered to me as
we sat side by side having our faces powdered and painted. "It's
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my Trinity College blazer, you see. Looks good as new, doesn't
it." Indeed, the gold coronet on the navy blue pocket, which I
now remembered from his Schubertsaal reading, shone brightly
compared to the threadbare evening wear his fellow émigrés had
been able to drag across Europe.
"The English prince has arrived!" a female voice tittered
in Russian as we climbed the scaffolding and slid across the
front row, as he had predicted, transforming from roofers to
theatergoers. Giggles behind us. "The blazer again," said
Nabokoff. "Some of our lady colleagues find it amusing. On the
streets of Berlin, I am often mistaken for a Britischer
Seeoffizier, or at least an English sportsman. You'd be amazed.
If they only knew what I still owe my London tailor. I really
should write to him, but would he believe that I am now a
penniless émigré scribe? Or, even less credible, a penniless
film star?"
We sat on the cold bench for what seemed like hours, while
the assistant director sporadically rearranged the "audience"
and the crew practiced training their noisy hissing klieg lights
on various subsets thereof. At one point lunch was announced,
and we clambered warily down from our perches and fed like farm
animals, grazing standing up at a table on the ground level
piled with cold cuts and bread. Then it was back up to the
rafters, and now another character⎯the director, I assumed,
though now it seems doubtful⎯took the stage, or what we were
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supposed to pretend was the stage of our elegant theater. In his
shirtsleeves, this obese man, nearly bursting through his
buttons, screamed instructions at us in German through one of
those old-fashioned megaphones which have become emblematic of
the era, until his face turned as red as his hair. The best I
could make out⎯and I'm pretty sure I understood German better
than most of my colleagues⎯was that we were supposed to pretend
that we were enjoying a splendid dramatic scene, involving a
murder, as I recall, and rise to our feet with applause at the
end.
"Have you any idea what that fellow is going on about?"
Nabokoff asked me. I explained as best I could. "Well, all
right, let's get on with it. You'd think we were doing Lear. If
he wants a truly authentic ovation, he should tell us we're done
for the day. I might still be able to get some real work done
back in my room."
“Here we go,” I whispered. “Get ready to act!” And the
redheaded blowhard, whom we were instructed to imagine as a
grande dame of the stage at the climax of a melodrama, cried
Action!, and we focused our attention on him with taut faces and
wide eyes. After enough of this to give us wrinkles and
headaches, as the klieghandlers fiddled with their torches, he
gave another command, and we rose to our feet as one, delivering
a mighty ovation for a performance we would never forget.
"Selling our shadows, selling our shadows...." Nabokoff was

98
muttering as we shuffled back to the train station.
“I’m sorry?”
“We’re like those primitive peoples of South Pacific
islands, old chap. You know, who believe that having their photo
taken will rob them of their soul.”
“Oh, yes. But surely you don’t believe that.”
“We sit there and let them capture our images on their
film, then we take our payment and forget completely that we
were even in that barn pretending to be at the theater. And who
knows where our shadows will travel now, to what screens in what
darkened movie palaces around the world? Some cretin in
Knightsbridge will be trying to make time with his vapid girl,
taking her to the picture show and buying her popcorn and tea,
and just as he’s trying to edge closer and press his
prospectively procreational body against hers, there will appear
you and I, nearly in tears at the dramatic catharsis of old fat
Red screaming at us, and bursting into spurious applause.”
“Well, what of it? Let the poor oaf try his best with his
girl. He won’t even notice us.”
“Yes, yes, that’s the point. But you’re right, I’m just
being melodramatic myself. So why does it give me a shiver to
imagine our wasted day multiplying itself by thousands and
appearing like a billboard admonishment to untold millions
wasting their evenings? No, you’re right of course, we should
take our hard-earned cash and forget about it. No worse than
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taking three dollars for teaching Germans and émigrés to play a
senseless ball game slightly better."
The train, a dilapidated ghetto shack on wheels, was
crowded, and Nabokoff and I found ourselves seated in the very
last car, a ramshackle compartment adorned with three signs:
"Passengers with Heavy Loads," "War Invalids," and "Passengers
with Dogs." Any thought we might have had that this special car
would offer a bit of luxury was instantly dispelled. There was
extra leg room, yes, and it was less crowded. But the doors did
not close properly, and the clanging of the tracks was as loud
as if we'd been riding on the outside. The windows too, did not
seal; some were stuffed or taped with brown cardboard to keep
out the evening chill. The seats were torn and dirty.
There were no dogs, and at first I noted with relief that
there were no war invalids. Just a smattering of poor Germans,
including one family of five with enough battered bulging
suitcases to certainly justify their presence in this final car.
Mostly, though, it was men⎯rough-hewn, working men, a number of
whom were attached to bundles of firewood that they had
apparently just harvested. It was difficult, I had heard, for
Berliners to find good coal or firewood to heat their homes.
Even reliable matches were a scarce item. And so men regularly
took the train out to the outlying forests and poached firewood.
These woodmen looked like a race unto themselves⎯heavyset,
heavy-bearded men, with forest moss on their coats and boots
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which were so well worn that they seemed like parts of their
bodies, and hands with cracked toughened skin like wood itself,
oversized fingers that looked as strong as my arms. They sat
hunched forward, with their bundles still strapped on their
backs. It either wasn't worth the effort of untying and then
reattaching them, or else they feared the half-hour of relative
comfort would soften them and make the final urban march too
difficult to handle.
The sky was already growing dimmer as woods and fields
gradually gave way to streets and houses and finally office
buildings and illuminated billboards: laundry soap, cigars, shoe
polish, even bootlaces merited exaltation in the sky.
The sylvan scent of wood and moss and decayed leaves gently
suffused our now urban compartment. An overhead fluorescent
light came on⎯boldly at first, then, as if realizing its faux
pas, meekly flickering. The car was silent, save for the
creaking of the couplers, the pounding of wheels on tracks, the
occasional engine whistle. Now and then one of the woodmen would
direct an utterance to his companion, only a single word of
which would reach me⎯“summer,” “butter,” “sleep”⎯without so
much as tilting his head.
And then I noticed him, sitting quietly in the far corner
from me. How had I missed him before? Of course I had seen many
ruined veterans before on the Berlin streets; one didn’t have to
look far, and for me they stood out like bright red Fokkers at
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ten o’clock. The men with one arm, often holding a tin cup out
for passing change. The men attached to sheep dogs by frayed
leashes, each beast wearing a bright red cross on a banner and
looking as world-weary as his owner. The men with one eye, or
one ear, the other side either bandaged or naked, brandishing
shot or burned flesh at the world. The men with one leg or no
legs, hobbling or in wicker wheelchairs, and one time an
apparition I could not at first recognize: the upper half of a
powerful man, with thick mustache and still warlike face, being
pulled along the street on a wheeled cart. Sometimes I could see
it in an otherwise healthy-looking man of my age: the
uncontrollable shaking five years on, the empty look in the
eyes. In the year following the armistice, I’d heard, they would
sometimes march all together, with placards asking WHERE

IS THE

FATHERLAND’S GRATITUDE? Now they had given up on receiving
compensation or even grateful care from a nation all too ready
to forget the Great War; they merely roamed the streets, staring
blankly at passersby.
And there, on the train, in the car for War Invalids, was a
young man who could have been my brother, so similar were we in
age and countenance. Similar except for the empty sleeve on his
left side, pinned up neatly with a clothespin, and the
artificial leg, I just now noticed between his pant leg and
shoe, bent from seat to floor like any man’s. Was it a bomb from
one of my comrades’ Liberty machines that stole his limbs, his
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life? A grenade from an Allied trench? The thought of how easily
that could be me made me shudder every time.
“Yes, shadows,” came Nabokoff’s voice from beside me, and
for a moment I wasn’t sure what he meant. Then I turned to see
him gazing distractedly out the window at the city lights, and I
realized he was continuing our conversation from the walk, as if
it had gone on uninterrupted. “I often feel as though we Russian
émigrés are shadows ourselves, like those images of us that will
soon be flickering on screens in unnamable village movie houses.
We walk through the cities of the emigration one level removed,
never really becoming part of them. The Berlin sun passes right
through us, as the projector's bulb shines through the tiny
images of us which will someday fade away on brittle old
celluloid in the corner of some warehouse."
He was speaking his thoughts for their own sake, without
really wanting a response, and so I let him go on. "Don’t you
think this movie-acting business is a bit like life itself?
We’re not actors on a stage, Old Will was born too soon: we’re
extras in a film, simulating every emotion we can come up with,
when in fact we have no idea what the film is really about.”

Not long after the film shoot, we met again at the RotWeiss Club for some tennis⎯I digging in, sweating; he floating,
dapper, his mind on loftier things. We hadn’t been hitting long
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when the club’s teaching professional, Roman Najuch, approached
our court in the company of a swarthy, stocky youth of twenty
years or so.
“Juten Tach, Herren!” he called out in his thick Berliner
accent. We joined them at the net. “I thought you two might like
to meet another Russian player of top caliber. May I present
Herr Daniel Prenn, formerly of St. Petersburg?”
“Vel Spicehandler,” I shook his hand. “Very nice to meet
you, Daniel.”
“And you,” he said. “You can call me Danny.” But his tone
seemed less friendly than businesslike. He seemed to be sizing
us up, as though we’d be competing for a major prize. Volodya
simply shook his hand and said, in Russian, “Welcome to the
afterlife.” The boy had no reply to that.
“What do you fellows say to a little doubles to get
acquainted?” Najuch asked. I was thrilled. Najuch, I knew, was
one of the best players in Germany. He might even have been one
of the best in the world, but no one would ever know, since as a
teaching professional he was not eligible for any of the great
tournaments around the globe. All competitive tennis of note was
amateur at that time. Until the late 1920s professional tennis
did not even exist. But giving lessons for money was enough at
that time to bar you from amateur play. Froitzheim had told me
that Najuch might well be German champion if he were allowed to
play.
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Nabokoff, though, seemed unaffected by the prospect of
getting to play such a high-caliber player. “I don’t know,” he
said in English. I was soon to learn that the great polymath
poet had learned very little German⎯or at least pretended
so⎯after having lived several years already in Berlin. I had
gotten used to the fact that, to my chagrin, he, like Véra,
refused to converse with me in Russian. But then their English,
I had to admit, was far more sophisticated than my Russian. “We
really were just knocking the ball around a bit before heading
off to work,” he continued.
I gave him a look of pleading insistence and said in
German, “Of course we’d be delighted.”
“We’ll split up by age,” Najuch chortled. “The old man and
the boy against you two fellows in your prime!” Najuch was about
thirty but looked older, as did so many German veterans of the
war. His body was medium-height but stocky and still powerful;
he had been one of the lucky ones. Prenn had a similar build; he
looked like someone you wouldn’t want to face in a brawl. When
we took our respective sides of the net, they seemed an imposing
team. But then Prenn was young and inexperienced, so it seemed,
and his strokes in the warmup seemed less than overpowering.
“Play to the kid whenever possible,” I said softly to Nabokoff,
“and we’ll have no problem.”
“I don’t know,” he said. “Perhaps you haven’t noticed, old
chum, but ‘the kid,’ as you call him, has not missed a single
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shot since he took the court. He watches the ball like a
starving dog follows a bite of steak on his master’s fork. I
think we may have to let him take it home.”
Sure enough, Nabokoff’s powers of observation proved more
insightful than my sportsman’s estimation of Prenn’s strokes.
Though he didn’t strike the ball terribly hard, Prenn hardly
missed a ball the entire match. He was so determined to win
every point that my own match toughness, a quality I prized in
myself, seemed soft in comparison. Prenn reminded me a lot of
Walter Hagen, the great American golfer (of German descent),
both in his squat, powerful look and his grim determination at
his sport. And his touch was quite something. Twice he executed
drop shots from the baseline so unexpected, and with such superb
placement and backspin, that neither of us could get close to
them. And of course anytime Najuch managed to get his racket on
a ball he took complete control of the point. In the meantime,
while I was sweating all over the court trying to put up a
fight, my partner was sliding around on the clay like a danseur,
hitting lobs, smashes, and drives which looked and sounded
gorgeous but as often as not found the fence before the court.
We lost two sets rather quickly. I tried to hide my dismay at
not having put up a better fight; Nabokoff seemed oblivious that
a match had been played. Najuch thanked us for the game and
invited us over to the clubhouse for drinks.
I wouldn’t have felt so bad about the result if I’d known
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that five or six years later, Danny Prenn would become Germany’s
number-one player and the savior of its Davis Cup team. He never
had the prettiest game, but through sheer determination, speed,
and grittiness he would in the early 1930s be considered
Europe’s top tennis player⎯at least on a clay court, where he
could run down every drive and smash and keep returning balls
until his opponent finally erred. He might even have given
Germany the Davis Cup⎯teamed with the great Baron Gottfried von
Cramm⎯but when the Nazis took over in 1933 they immediately
banned all Jews from their sports teams; by the end of the year
Prenn and his wife had emigrated to England. I never heard of
him again after that.
We sat on a terrace overlooking the grand lake and drank
large ornate glasses of lemonade or, in Najuch’s case, beer.
Soon we were joined by Froitzheim and another gentleman in
elegant white flannels, no older than the others but balding,
with a long, distinctive nose. I had not recognized him, but
when Froitzheim introduced him as Dr. Heinrich Kleinschroth, I
knew him of course: the captain of the German Davis Cup team
before the war, known as one of the world’s best doubles
players. I loved Rot-Weiss; visiting the club was like living in
the midst of German tennis history.
“I have introduced our young protégé here to his fellow
Russians,” said Najuch. With Nabokoff pretending to know no
German, we had conversed on court in English, and Najuch
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continued for the Russian’s benefit. “Spicehandler, I know
you’re American, but you seem a part of our Little Russia here
in Berlin, ya?”
“Spicehandler is our Boswell,” noted Nabokoff, to four
blank stares. “So Danny, which part of our great Motherland was
taken from you?”
“I was born in Wilna, in the Pale,” he said quietly. “But I
grew up in Petersburg.”
“Ah, Petersburg. I don’t remember you, but then you’re a
few years younger.”
“And Jewish,” said Prenn. “We had a hard time in
Petersburg. To be honest, it’s better here.”
“You’re in school?”
“I graduated from the Technical High School in
Charlottenburg, and now I am studying engineering at the
university.”
“Ah, not a literary man then.”
“No,” he smiled. “I have little time for books. When I am
not studying, or practicing tennis, I am working at the sport
shop on Tauentzienstrasse.”
And with that Nabokoff lost all interest in Prenn. I
didn’t; I made a note to seek him out later. I was interested in
this other sort of Russian Jewish émigré, one more devoted to
sport than intellectual and literary pursuits. I also wanted to
take him on in a singles match. Here was someone who wouldn’t
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mind battling for four or five sets. With Volodya it was just
hitting the ball back and forth for hours. Pleasant enough, but
I missed the mental tautness of competition.
“So you’ve played a bit with our young friend Prenn here,
ya?” Froitzheim was saying. “He doesn’t miss too often, does he.
We are grooming him for our Davis Cup team, aren’t we,
Heinrich?”
“Ya,” said Kleinschroth in a soft, elegant voice. “We could
use some younger blood. By the time we are reinstated, you and I
will be on our last legs.” When Davis Cup play had resumed after
the war, the International Lawn Tennis Federation had barred
Germany indefinitely.
“If only they will give me citizenship by that time,” said
Prenn.
“Oh, don’t worry about that, Danny,” said Froitzheim.
“We’ll take care of that.”
“Perhaps I should work more on my game, then,” said
Nabokoff. “It’s jolly well difficult for us ‘Stateless’ Russians
to get a damned visa these days. One only wishes to go chase a
few butterflies in Italy, and you’d think he was wanted as an
international spy or something.”
“Yes, well we Germans also are missing the days of
international travel,” Kleinschroth said. “German tennists are
not being allowed to enter in the international tournaments
still. Especially at this time of year, how I yearn to be down
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on the Riviera as in the old days, playing all the tournaments:
Monte Carlo, Menton, Nice, Cannes. Then up to Paris in May, and
of course Wimbledon. Hard to believe it’s been nine years. Otto,
you have the honor of being the last German to hit a tennis ball
for his country!”
“Ya,” said Froitzheim, “back in ’14, just before the war
began. Kreuzer and I went to America to play for the Cup. Why
didn’t you come? Too busy with your medical studies, which you
never even used? It was a wonderful time, until the end. We lost
to the Australians, of course, Brookes and Wilding, in the
semifinal. But during the final match⎯I was out there battling
Wilding even though we had already lost⎯the news came through
the press box that war had been declared. They didn’t tell the
crowd until the final point was over. I was still on the court,
shaking hands with everybody, and I see all this commotion in
the stands. Soldiers in uniform running for the exits, people
shouting.
“We were in Pittsburgh, and we got right on a train to New
York to catch the Vaterland, a great German ship, but the
Vaterland, fearing the British naval blockade, wouldn’t set
sail. It stayed right there for three more years, until the U.S.
entered the war and commandeered it for themselves. What could
we do? We were stranded in New York for days, which was somewhat
fun and exciting. We watched the Challenge Round of the Davis
Cup⎯Red Mac took down Brookes, but the Aussies won anyway.
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Finally the German Consul got us onto an Italian steamer bound
for Genoa. But of course that ship was stopped by the British,
and we, along with some German reservists, were taken prisoner
and interned at Gibraltar. Old Galvas, our tennis partner,
escaped, the devil. Name sounded Italian enough to the Tommys, I
suppose.
“Our three months there were not bad at all. But when real
military prisoners arrived, we were moved to England, a
concentration camp made at a castle called Donington, large but
simply furnished. Played a bit of football, squash, rackets, and
tennis of course. Commandant was a nice enough chap, a sports
fan himself, allowed us to play and write as many letters as we
pleased. One I wrote was to George Hillyard, the secretary of
the All England Club at Wimbledon. I thought maybe he could use
his influence to get us out of there. But listen: he writes
back, ‘Even if it were in

my power, I wouldn’t let you go. I

want players like you to remain here during the war⎯there aren’t
many of your caliber!”
Froitzheim leaned back and gave a thunderous laugh and
drained about a third of his enormous beer stein. “Well, I
suppose we were stupid to be so eager to get into the war. Four
years we spent in that camp. Had it a little better than those
in the trenches, didn’t we?”
“I’ll say,” says Kleinschroth. “We were in the thick of it
at Verdun, weren’t we, Roman?”
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“Ya,” said Najuch softly, looking out past us at the lake.
Perhaps he was thinking that if he hadn’t taken a few badly
needed marks in exchange for tennis lessons when he was a
teenager, he might have been on that 1914 Davis Cup team instead
of Kreuzer, he might have enjoyed the war years with Froitzheim
playing sports at an English castle instead of witnessing
firsthand the maiming of his generation. The butchery. The
horror that I too had somehow avoided.

As Volodya and I left the club together he said, “I have a
little time before meeting my English pupil in Schöneberg. I
think I’ll have a stroll in the forest. Care to join me?”
It was another glorious day in an unusually warm and sunny
early spring, and the last thing I wanted was to return to my
gloomy boardinghouse and work on my book. Instead of cutting
through the neat grid of streets towards the train, we stayed to
the right and eventually turned off on a dirt path into the
woods.
The tall pines that signaled the passing from man’s
dominion into nature’s gradually allowed cohorts⎯birches, oaks,
beeches⎯to join them and make a forest. The path we walked on,
as well as the cacophony of engines and horns, receding but
still present behind us, were a reminder that we were not
exactly in the wild, but as we continued the sounds of
civilization diminished, and the flutter and cries of orioles,
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jays, crows, and a redheaded woodpecker we passed, hammering
away at a pine top, enveloped us. For a good while we saw not a
single other human. The sights were purely sylvan: a shadowy
thicket of small firs, a small hillock beyond some trees,
bearing nothing but a fur coat of brown pine needles, the moss
which we trampled into an even flatter carpet. A damp birch
grove passed by our ambulatory train window: “Birches are my
madeleines,” said my friend. “Their smell invariably takes me
instantly back to Russia. Vyra, to be exact. Walking a similar
path on our estate, with a rather more comely companion. No
offense, old boy.”
Véra? How could he be mentioning her? Oh, no, Vyra. I had
forgotten the name of his beloved childhood summer home, and how
tantalizingly close its name was to hers. “In fact, it was in a
birch grove just like this one that I first glimpsed my first
love. She was only fifteen, and I sixteen. Her family summered
in the adjoining estate. On warm wet nights, I would light a
small coal lantern, hang it on the handlebars of my bicycle to
light my way, and glide down the dirt path to our secret
assignations at my uncle’s empty mansion. Ah, Vel, the memory of
that paradise! And almost as sweet as the carnal experiments we
conducted on the hidden porch swing were the rides back home
after midnight, the fresh memory of our tryst mingling with the
scent of the pines and racemosas lining the path. Though I lead
a life of the mind now, I must say I feel the strongest bind to
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the natural world. Never am I happier⎯aside from the rare
moments of poetic inspiration⎯than when tramping through the
woods like this, or sprinting down a grassy mountainside after a
butterfly. Soon I’ll be immersed in a very different landscape
than either, though equally restorative, I trust.”
“Whatever do you mean?”
“Oh, didn’t I mention it? I’m leaving very soon⎯Thursday,
to be exact⎯for the entire summer. I badly need a respite from
this city, this entire suffocating culture in which we have
found refuge. To be honest, I was feeling the necessity of
therapeutic removal more in the winter and early spring, when
the bitter dank cold was doing nothing to help me get over my
truncated engagement with Svetlana. The thought of unbroken
months and years spent crisscrossing Berlin in those soulnumbing trams heading from one lesson to another was more than I
could bear, and I hit upon the idea of taking summer work as a
farm laborer. Solomon Krym, whose name you may remember as the
head of the last provisional government of the fighting,
fleeing, democratic Russians⎯Crimea, 1918⎯was a good friend of
my father. And he now manages a large agricultural estate in the
south of France. I’m going to spend the summer picking fruit, or
whatever they do down there, turning brown, and writing bucolic
poems.”
“What a pity. Your tennis game was just starting to come
around. I thought I might even soon entice you to play an actual
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match.”
“Well now you have this Prenn fellow. A Russian émigré of a
different mold. You know, I’ve always thought that a person’s
tennis strokes, much like his handwriting, can tell you a lot
about his character. Prenn, for instance: I sized up his
personality after watching him hit five shots. Tough,
determined, forceful. He would let his left arm be devoured by
jungle ants before he would allow his right one to miss one
shot. He certainly has a⎯what do you call it? A chip on his
shoulder? Mon dieu, that lad has a competitive instinct if I’ve
ever seen one. If he’s not enough to satisfy your competitive
hunger, I’m sure I couldn’t.”
“Yes, he’s quite a player. But just a boy, and as you say a
bit coarse. I still much prefer hitting with you.”
“I’ll be back in August. Until then, perhaps I can keep in
form by practicing with a scythe.”
We stopped for a moment to admire a large horizontal white
birch. It had apparently fallen sometime during the winter; its
edges had yet to be covered with mulch. Two massive branches now
stretched heavenward at an angle, forming a great V, and another
crossed them. “Sylvan goalposts,” I mused.
“Goalposts? I don’t see it.”
“Oh, well, American football, you know.”
“American football? Oh yes, I’ve heard about that, brutal
cousin of rugby, no? I assumed you meant, what do you call it?
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Soccer. I played quite a bit of goalkeeper in my day, even at
Cambridge. Nice try but no, no...” he paused thoughtfully. “A
lyre, a birch-lyre if you will.”1
On we strolled, deeper into the wilderness. Thistles,
nettles, willow herbs...and then we began to come upon specimens
of a decidedly unnatural nature, as if humanity’s presence had
caused the evolution of new artificial species: a decaying old
mattress with rusty spring branches; the wire of a lampshade,
like a denuded bush in winter; a cracked wall mirror still
reflecting its lost splendor, now leaned carefully, it seemed,
against an oak tree. Even a discarded mannequin hiding abashedly
under a blooming hawthorn bush, like some animal that had
evolved to mimic nature’s ruling species (just as an orchid will
impersonate a female bumblebee to entice an amorous pollinator).
“Now who would go to the trouble to carry these things so
far into the woods?” I asked. “It’s really inexplicable.”
“True. But then no more so than the predilection of certain
young aesthetes for Tchaikovsky and Dostoevsky.”
As if in a Cheltenham backyard, two tall pines supported a
cloth hammock between them, and on it an old hobo, snoozing out
the afternoon like a tabby cat, a yellowed newspaper shielding
his face from the branch-splintered sun. Further in, resting on
a low oak leaf, a beautiful dark brown butterfly with orange

1

I notice that Volodya later worked this metaphor into his
masterful, final Russian novel, The Gift (p. 78).
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rings and white markings out near the ends of its wings.
“An excellent Red Admiral,” observed Nabokoff. “My favorite
as a boy. It was known in Russia as the ‘Butterfly of Doom,’ as
it first appeared in 1881, the year of Czar Alexander’s
assassination, and the markings on the underside of its hind
wings could almost be taken for an inscription of that date.”
“I never did learn to identify butterflies and birds,” I
said with casual regret.
“And I thought you were a writer, Spicehandler. Not to be
pedantic, but how can you shoot properly when you don’t have the
ammunition? What are you going to write someday? ‘I strolled
with Sirin through the woods, past a pretty tree, where we saw a
pretty butterfly’?”
“So you think I’ll be writing about you one day?”
“One never knows. I’d be taking notes if I were you, old
man.” He laughed, we walked on, and I began taking mental stock
of as many details as I could: the tiny wren creeping through
last autumn’s fallen foliage, the wasp flying low reconnaissance
around the bushes, even a lone squirrel doing construction work
out on the edge of a woody skyscraper⎯where was his hardhat?
The woods began to thin out, and one noticed the soil
becoming somewhat sandy as the earth gently rolled down a soft
incline. What trees remained were mostly stunted pines, with
some locust trees as well, and through the branches and needles
shimmered the promise of an oasis: the Grunewaldsee.
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"Huh," I said. "I believe we're walking through a pine
barrens."
"Pine barrens? You see, now you're the taxonomer."
"Well, we used to go to the Pine Barrens of New Jersey when
I was a boy, canoeing and fishing. I tell you, Berlin is
reminding me more and more of Philly."
Like explorers, we made our way through a partially
occluded side path, waving away prickly needles and emerging
onto a small bit of sandy beach at the edge of a long fingerlike lake. A small vision of paradise, but quickly compromised.
For we were not the only Berliners driven to this spot by the
premature appearance of summer. Off to our left, a woman lay on
a blanket in what could only be described as her underwear,
seemingly oblivious to a small child crawling nearby. And on our
other side, a small number of beachgoers sat or lay or gamboled
about. I wondered how they could be free on an April
weekday⎯they looked like they should be in high school⎯but
supposed that the weather was bound to make truants out of a
certain percentage of the population.
"Our trek is not ended," said Nabokoff. "Let us carry on,
carry on," and he led me back out onto the path which
circumnavigated the lake. In ten minutes, we had rounded the far
end and come across another entrance, much smaller and well
guarded by the underbrush. Hunched over, we emerged onto a tiny
scrap of beach by a small lagoon which led into the lake proper.
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"Ah, this looks familiar," he said. "I believe I have swum
here before. Shall we?"
"But I have no bathing trunks."
"Nor do I. We shall be forced to worship nature as true
Berliners do, in our natural state." And before I could respond,
the poet was nude and climbing through the reeds down to the
water. Well, I was rather hot, and our privacy seemed secure. In
a minute I was wading into the cool water, then horizontal and
swimming out into the lake proper, where Nabokoff was executing
the backstroke.
From far off came the cries and splashing of some young
children, but no one was to be seen. The water was cold enough
to finally wick away the heat and exhaustion of the tennis and
hike. It was, in fact, bracingly cold. It was April, after all.
The only way to stay in was to exercise even more to keep our
blood warm, so we swam boisterously out to the deep middle of
the lake, sidestroked large circles to take in the complete
panoramic view, and finally, more exhausted than ever, finished
with long lazy breast strokes to the shallow lagoon where we
emerged like Early Man.
“It’s warm enough that our clothes will dry us and then be
dried in turn by the sun,” he said as we walked, shaking our
limbs free of droplets, to the spot where we had left our
clothes.
Which were not there. We stumbled about the tiny clearing
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like myopics searching the living room for their spectacles, in
a hopeless attempt to refute the irrefutable vision of
emptiness. And then stood there slowly coming to terms with the
situation.
“It can’t be,” I offered helpfully.
“It did occur to me that our precious bundles would be too
strong a temptation to a certain brand of local hoodlum. But
then I rejected as too improbable the possibility that reality
would mimic my foreboding. I mean, what were the odds of just
that sort of delinquent happening to make his way into our
little private beach?”
“Never mind the calculation,” I cried. “What in blazes are
we going to do? We can’t ride the S-Bahn bare naked!”
“Perhaps they have a special car for those in our
predicament?” Nabokoff was on the verge of laughter, driving me
to even more extreme anxiety. “No, no, don’t look so horrified,
Spicehandler. I’m sure someone back at Rot-Weiss will lend us
some spare clothes.”
“Still, that’s a twenty-minute walk back to the club,
partly through a residential neighborhood!”
“No, we can circle around through the woods to the west,
keeping off the footpaths, perhaps even finding some overlarge
wild grape leaves to stand in for figs. I think I can navigate
us to the Hundekehle lake, which is right behind the club; we
swim across the lake, exposing only our sunburned (or blushing)
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faces, and crawl stealthily out on the far end, squeeze through
the foliage that borders the club, and emerge victorious right
onto Centre Court! Hoping there is no ladies doubles match going
on, of course. From Centre Court to the men’s locker room at the
clubhouse, however, we’ll just have to, as you Americans are so
fond of putting it, ‘ad lib.’”
“This is really just too much.” I wanted to show the same
sang-froid as Nabokoff, and one might think that being in a
foreign country might mitigate self-consciousness, but I was
simply not able to, at the moment, appreciate the comedic value
of our predicament.
“Now wait a moment,” he said, and the shade of mirth on his
face suggested he was about to illuminate an even more amusing
angle of our situation. “Hang on...” he began to walk the
perimeter of our shelter bent over, studying the ground, like
Sherlock Holmes just out of the shower. Could he really be
looking for footprints of the perpetrators? Finally he stood up
straight and announced: “This is not the right spot!”
“What on earth...?”
“I distinctly recall that the little lair in which we
disrobed had the approximate shape of a butterfly. Not enough to
strike most observers, probably, but as you know I’m something
of an enthusiast. Mainly what struck me were the triangular
encroachments of the foliage on the top and bottom of the
otherwise ovoid enclosure, bringing to mind the similar non-

121
butterfly spaces between the wings above the head and below the
abdomen of the insect. In fact, I made a point⎯for no reason,
really⎯of placing my bundle of belongings right where the outer
tip of the right forewing would be. And this glade, you’ll
agree, brings to mind nothing more than a distorted circle, a
cloud at best. Come on!” And he dashed, Tarzanlike, back through
the reeds and launched himself into the water, his euphorically
relieved companion close in tow. A few minutes later we were
pulling on our clothes in the correct, lepidopterous spot,
neglecting to so much as shake off excess lake water beforehand.
Back on the path, we marched, with a quicker step than our
earlier gait, whence we had come, in the general direction of
the city. The only sounds were the buzzing of insects, the
occasional cry of a bird, and the wet sloshing and slapping of
our tennis shoes on the dried leaves and needles of the forest
floor. Now and then I could hear Nabokoff ahead of me mumbling a
few words and chuckling. I supposed he was, despite his earlier
self-possession, as euphoric as I to be clothed. Like a starving
man who finally comes across edible berries.
The path merged with a wider, well-traveled one, and
presently we came upon the first sign of civilization: a wooden
bench, with pale green verdigris adorning the bronze handrails,
occupying a small clearing showered for the moment with a full
spray of sunshine. “A capital drying spot,” Nabokoff called back
over his shoulder, and we arranged ourselves on the structure
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like beach towels on a rack.
“I couldn’t quite make out what you were saying back
there,” I said.
“Oh, nothing, didn’t realize I was speaking out loud. I was
just imagining that you were Khodasevich and what he might have
made of our little nudist predicament.”
"Khodasevich! Do you know him?"
"Only his work, and that is enough. We have never met,
oddly, even though our paths have criss-crossed enough in Berlin
to adequately restring your Wright & Ditson. He is such a fine
poet that I think I would rather not meet him. It could only be
a disappointment. Have you seen his new collection, Heavy Lyre?
It's just come out, from Grzebin, and I think it might be his
best work yet."
"No, I've been completely monopolized by my own research.
I'll have to pick up a copy. So what do you imagine he would
have done in our situation today?"
"Ha! He never would have been in it. He is, in appearance
at least, an emaciated, sickly sort, not the type to be seen
galloping across the tennis court like you and me, and certainly
not to be found leaping au natural into a public lake! I have
heard that he has spoken not unkindly of my modest attempts at
verse, and one could not hope for a greater champion in our
little community. So I'm quite glad that we did not happen to
meet him wending our way, stark naked, through the jungle. I
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would have had to pretend to be a mad Prussian with a
coincidental resemblance to that young Russian poet Sirin."
"But you must want to be a part of that coterie.
Khodasevich and Bely, and Shklovsky and Ehrenburg, Pasternak and
Alexi Tolstoy..."
“First of all, let’s not put all of those fruits into one
blintz. As you must be aware, as a student of our multifaceted
emigration, there are a number of different flavors of Russian
émigré. There are the former royalty, transformed by the tide of
history into ostentatiously dressed paupers. Then you have the
ex-military officers, such as that flagrantly antisemitic
Cossack General Peter Krasnov, who has, in one of history’s
exquisite minor gags, become our best-selling literary star. His
insane and insipid twenty-pound tome, From the Two-Headed Eagle
to the Red Sickle, or something like that, published here in
Berlin, has sold more copies than the works of all our greatest
émigré poets combined. I believe he sold five thousand copies
the first month it was published.”
“Well, that’s no different from anywhere, is it?
Celebrities outsell real writers back home, too.”
“Yes, but you see he’s monopolizing all the paper, and I
need it for my poems. In any case, we move on to the other
strata of the emigration. There are the Jews, of course, like
your rather inelegant friend Prenn at the tennis club. Not a
very typical specimen of his people, though, is he? Slonim is
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more the type I’ve come across: gentle, intelligent, skillful
businessman. I’d wager the Jews will get by all right, wherever
they land, much better than the princesses anyway.
“Then you have all the political refugees, from the
monarchists to the Mensheviks to the democratic political
reformers like my father. And finally we come to the artists and
literary émigrés, who of course may fall into one of the other
groups as well. But among the literati⎯and this is the point
I’ve been working up to⎯there is a sharp political division.
There are those sympathetic to the Bolshevik dictatorship, who
are here simply due to a temporary rift with the secret Red
police, or because of a family member who ran afoul of the
authorities, or perhaps they’re just visiting the emigration the
way one visits one’s relations in the Old Country or a
fascinating village in Indochina. Eventually, though, they will
return to the Red Madame, as Mother Russia has become, and
prostitute their talents as propagandists and euphemists for
torture.”
“And who would these be?”
“Tolstoy and Bely, to name two. Much as I admire the
latter’s poetry, I could never interact socially with him. In
fact, just a few months ago I was at a restaurant with my
fiancée, and whom did I find myself practically back-to-back
with? Just these two Soviet sympathizers. Naturally, neither
they nor I turned around. No, I don’t understand how artists
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like that can tolerate the dictatorship at all. I suppose they
have their muddled pseudo-intellectual reasons. But to a White
Russian there can be no possibility of friendship with them.
“I am not the sort to join clubs, or writer’s groups, but I
did join one last year⎯The Spindle⎯in opposition to the proSoviet House of Arts. And then some of us had to secede even
from that group, as they were softening and beginning to invite
‘fellow travelers’ like Tolstoy. We formed a new group⎯Ivan
Lukash, Gleb Struve, I and some others⎯The Brotherhood of the
Round Table. A joke, really⎯Struve happened to have a big round
table in his flat, where we met. And all we seem to do, really,
is drink Russian tea and read our work to each other."
"But I don't understand," I said. "I didn't think Bely was
sympathetic to the Bolsheviks, for example."
"Well, it's true that he, along with Khodasevich and some
others, quit the House of Arts just recently, supposedly due to
its increasing pro-Soviet stance."
"And formed the Writer's Club."
"Klub Pisately, Writer's Club, yes. That's true. But I fear
he's trying to have it both ways. Keeping connections open with
the literary authorities back home. I suspect he'll be drawn
back into the black void of the CCCP before long. Tolstoy is
still at House of Arts. The funny thing, as I'm sure you know,
is that both groups continue to meet at Café Leon. Since the
respective members won't speak to each other, I wonder how they
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avoid scheduling their meetings at the same time. Now that night
would be worth attending. But listen, we should take in a
Writer's Club meeting one night. I'm not a true member, but I'm
sure I can talk my way in, and you can shuffle in beside me as
my amanuensis. In fact, this Friday night should be a good one.
Shklovsky is going to read from his new novel, Zoo. It's
supposedly all about his obsession with Elsa Triolet. They're
both married, but the spouses are in Paris and Moscow, and he's
completely made a fool of himself over her. She does not
reciprocate the love at all, but leads him on like a puppy on a
leash. Should be an interesting reading. I suppose I should
despise and shun him, as he took part in the Revolution and even
fought for the Red Army, whose murderous advances my family just
barely succeeded in fleeing. But apparently he's finally seen
the Bolsheviks for what they are. Perhaps their executing his
brother made things a bit more pellucid.”
“Good God. But what about you? Have you really given up the
dream of returning to Russia?”
“The dream persists, but the reality argues otherwise. I
suspect that we who truly love Russia will have to be content
with carrying her inside us as we wander, like your own people,
through other lands. Virtually every day one of the ‘White’
Russian newspapers declares that the end of the Soviet Union is
at hand. Dvuglavy Orel (The Two-Headed Eagle) still prints
edicts of ‘His Imperial Majesty.’ That’s the old Grand Duke

127
Cyril, you know. Thinks he’s the emperor now. Novoye Vremya (New
Time) publishes lists for the future cabinet. Sadly–even sadder
than their hopeless romanticism⎯these publications are rightwing and virulently antisemitic. One certainly cannot tie one's
horse to their team. In any case, I haven’t the foggiest who
exactly they think is going to ride in and defeat the Reds at
this point. In the meantime, it’s all we can do to convince
ourselves that we’re still Russians. Here, look at this,” and he
took out of his satchel a copy of Rul. “It says here the League
of Nations is considering special passports for us Russian
émigrés. Well, that would be nice,” he continued as I took the
paper from him and read. “Those of us who have refused to become
citizens of the monster regime are now officially staatenlos. At
the moment the Russian Delegation is still able to issue us
travel papers, but I am told this will end in a matter of
months. Then we’ll be at the mercy of the German bureaucracy,
and with their fond passion for paper and stamps and signatures
it might take three years to get permission to catch a butterfly
in Switzerland.”
“Good news for the butterflies.”
“Oh, I don’t know. We kill a few specimens but bring glory
to their species. Like most insects, they live for the group.
They are not such individualists as we are.”
“So sayeth the gods about us, I suppose. What do you think
they make of all these revolutions and émigrés and passport
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trouble?”
“I doubt they notice. Too busy studying our rather
inefficient mating customs. But before you fold it up, look at
page four there, what do you see?”
“I don’t know, the theatre review? The chess problem?”
“That’s right. Do you play?”
“Yes, a bit.”
“Well, have a look at it. Tell me what you think.”
I took a closer look and saw the byline: Vl. Sirin. “Well,
I’ll be! Your Muse has many facets.”
He had an embarrassed grin on his face, like a proud papa.
“It’s my first published chess problem, and I’m as excited as if
it were a novel. I was up all night a few weeks ago, absolutely
could not sleep until I got it right. Go on, see what you
think.”
I began to study the problem. White has almost all his
pieces left, advanced way up near Black’s end. Black still has
eleven pieces, but his queen is trapped up in the corner in a
strange alignment. Black’s king is clearly in trouble up on c6,
but I didn’t see any way to check him. I tried in vain to recall
some of the strategies my Zadie had tried to teach me when I was
small, but I’d never had much interest in the game. “I’m afraid
I’m stumped,” I admitted. “Each mental road I go down has a
roadblock.”
“Exactly!” he beamed. “There are many false starts

129
available, but only one correct path. I’ll give you a hint: it
is possible to deduce from the current configuration what
Black’s last play must have been.”
A blank minute later he added, “Look at his pawn on b5.
There’s our protagonist. None of the other black pawns could
have moved on the last play, obviously. The Black bishop,
knight, and queen are quite trapped where they are. The King
could not have just moved, for he would have been in check by
one of various White pieces which could not have just moved to
their present spots. So the pawn on b5 must have been the last
to move. And he couldn’t have moved from b6, for he would have
been checking the White King. So Black’s last play must have
been pawn b7 to b5.”
“Ah ha. Okay, then as you’ve told me that’s the key to the
solution, it must mean I should take that pawn with my own, en
passant.”
“Correct!”
“And that puts Black in check mate from the White rook at
c4. Very good, Volodya, very good!”
"Unfortunately, I doubt that you⎯or probably anyone else
likely to come across my little problem⎯will be able to
appreciate one of my favorite aspects of it."
"What, have you somehow incorporated Professor Einstein's
Relativity into it?"
"No, not quite, though it does have something to do with
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light. Or color, anyway. You see, I was blessed at conception,
or cursed, depending on your point of view, with the ability⎯the
necessity, really⎯to perceive colors when reading or hearing
various words or letters. Perhaps you've heard of 'colored
hearing.' In any case, my title for this little chess problem,
”Mate in Two” in English, as I think of it, paints a brilliantly
colored figure of a chess Queen, for some reason, of weathered
wood, her head wrapped in pink flannel, midsection a greenish
yellow, and her base a lovely ivory⎯at least in my own personal
lexical palette."
The only color these words of his painted in my mind was
black. Wonderful, I thought. As if it weren't enough that he is
already her literary hero. Never in my life had I wished for a
neurological attribute⎯or any other physical or intellectual
characteristic⎯as much as I then yearned for the gift of
synesthesia. How I would have loved to share with her⎯and with
him⎯this unique and romantic way of seeing the world of letters.
And how mundane the things I could offer her⎯tennis, concerts,
books, even flying⎯seemed now in comparison to this rare genetic
twist.
Yet I had to try. My longing for her had sharpened to the
point of a persistent physical ache, a despondent pressure in my
chest. Yes, it’s no wonder they chose the heart as the locus of
love; some ancient must have felt this same pain and written the
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first poem of ‘heartache.’ The only course of action was to try
to win her over, and as soon as possible. The Russian-émigré
community was a small one; even though Sirin was a literary star
and Véra a mere votary in the pews, they were bound to meet
eventually. And her already well developed worship of him would
make her easy prey. I supposed my friend the poet had already
enjoyed a number of these effortless conquests, prurient
perquisites of his otherwise unremunerative vocation.
The great Tilden had written that the best way to defeat a
strong opponent was to break down his strength. If he had a
famously great forehand, then play to the forehand; once you
were winning points against his cornerstone, the rest of his
game would fall apart. But who had Big Bill's confidence? I
wasn't so sure this was the best plan when one was the underdog.
And I certainly wasn't going to write Véra love poems and leave
them on her doorstep. No, I would do the conventional thing and
attack my opponent's weakness. Volodya had made very clear to me
that he had no interest at all in music. He had even complained
once that the organizers of émigré literary readings persisted
in "polluting the clear waters of our verbal performances with
the algae of flutes, oboes, and other squeaking machines." If he
must listen to vibrations of objects rubbing together, he much
preferred the bucolic emanations from the hind legs of certain
insects. Véra and I, on the other hand, loved music almost as
much as we did literature, and in this arena Volodya was as much
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an outlander as I was in the land of synesthesia.
I bought two tickets to a concert of Brahms and Beethoven
piano concertos at the Deutsches Opernhaus. I wrote a short
invitation on a postcard, which I thought would appeal to her
literary sensibility and be more elegant than a phone call or,
worse yet, hanging around her neighborhood until she finally
walked by. She accepted, also by mail, in a gorgeously
handwritten note, encapsuled in a gray envelope on which every
available space, front and back, was wallpapered with postage
stamps ranging from one to one thousand marks. (A week-old stamp
was worth no more than an eyelash found on a bathroom mirror.)
It came by the second delivery of the day, around eleven in the
morning, after a torturous forty-eight hours of postwatching,
during which I naturally completed very little work to speak of.

Normally Volodya and I played tennis exclusively at my
initiation. He seemed happy enough to play, but acted as though
it would never have occurred to him to ring me up for a game. On
one occasion in early May, though, that is exactly what he did.
He needed a fourth for a doubles game at the court near his
flat. “It won’t be the highest-quality match,” he warned, “but
it should be amusing enough. You and I will take opposite sides,
and we can engage ourselves by hitting full strength at each
other if we start to get bored.”
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“It sounds like mixed doubles.”
“Hmm. Yes, it might seem like that. Though all four will be
wearing pants. I hope.”
I didn’t bother to press for an explanation and said I’d be
there.
We always played with each other at Rot-Weiss; who wouldn’t
take advantage of the free luxury of playing on those
beautifully curated courts? But for this doubles game with nonmembers, I walked over to the wind-denuded public court where he
gave most of his lessons, just around the corner from his
Sächsischestrasse apartment building. He had a partial view of
it from his fourth-floor bedroom, and he once told me that
glimpsing it while working on a poem at his desk sometimes gave
him the fleeting illusion that he was living once again on a
private estate with its own court. Then he would hear the
Hausmeister haranguing some poor émigré in another apartment.
I turned the corner onto Düsseldorferstrasse, found the
leafy passageway from the street to an inner courtyard, and came
upon the other three who were already there, lounging on wooden
chairs on the cracked-brick terrace. Volodya, his teenage tutee
Sergey Kaplan, and a young man who instantly struck me as some
sort of Volodya Doppelgänger. Slightly taller, just as thin,
blond hair instead of brown, but that fair hair framed a face
that was almost identical to my friend’s. They could have been
twins. But Volodya had never mentioned a brother near his own
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age. (He had often referred to his sisters, and once to a young
brother still in grade school.) Was this a close cousin?
“You remember young Master Kaplan,” Nabokoff facetiously
bowed in the direction of his pupil. “And this is my brother, a
different Sergey⎯and your partner for the day.”
It somehow seemed shocking that he had never mentioned this
coeval brother to me. But then we weren’t really that close, a
fact brought home to me now. “Pleased to meet you,” I said and
held out my hand.
“H-h-ha-how do you do,” he took my hand with a soft,
diffident grip. As we made some small talk, it became clear that
his stutter was a serious condition, and that there was nothing
to do but wait for each reply to piece itself together in its
own time. Not surprisingly, he chose to say very little. And
Volodya seemed to be in little mood for conversation himself, so
we got right down to the business of recreation. Began knocking
one ball between the four of us to warm up. The level of play
was clearly not going to be enough to interest me under normal
circumstances, but I was happy for any opportunity to spend more
time with Nabokoff, and I was immediately fascinated with this
newly discovered sibling.
“You and Volodya must be very close in age,” I called over
to Sergey as we warmed up. “I almost took you for twins.”
He gave a sardonic smirk. “Not even eleven months between
us.” I will not attempt to recreate the verbal affliction, so
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discomfiting to both speaker and listener, which stretched even
the simplest of interactions into a thin strand of gum which one
had to wait to recompose itself into something chewable.
“And both fine tennis players,” I said. Sergey, on the
right side of our court, had been dispatching forehands with a
similar balletic flair to that of his brother, though it seemed
to me he had to try a bit harder to achieve the same sense of
effortlessness. He wore his straw-colored hair long, so that one
lock fell over his left eye, and so before each stroke, as the
ball was approaching, he would give his head a bit of a flip to
clear his vision.
“You haven’t seen my backhand,” he said. “I’m not the
athlete my brother is. But tennis is amusing enough, and we used
to play quite a bit of mixed doubles on this court, with
Svetlana and her sister.” He chopped a short one to Kaplan.
“Before Volodya ruined it all.”
“You liked Svetlana?” I asked as I redirected Kaplan’s
quavering ground stroke back to Nabokoff.
“She was sublime.”
We played three sets, each of which Seryozha (as his
brother called him in what little on-court banter there was) and
I won easily. I tried to take it easy, and to play more balls to
Volodya than to the boy, but the pairings were poorly made. I
was the strongest of the four, and Seryozha was clearly superior
to Kaplan. He just stayed on the baseline and hit forehands, and
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though he didn’t hit them hard, he rarely missed, and never
double faulted. He and his brother really should have played
together, and I was surprised at how Volodya had teamed us up.
Afterward, we said our goodbyes at the corner. Kaplan was
heading home, and Seryozha was going to accompany him partway,
as he was on his way to meet a friend, he said, for dinner
before the opera. (“I’m so sorry to hear it,” said Volodya, as
though the Opera House was a funeral home.) In parting, Seryozha
gave an oddly formal little bow to me, but I was surprised to
see little more than a head nod exchanged between him and his
brother.
“I enjoyed playing with your brother,” I said as we watched
them stroll away, Seryozha’s unusual mauve jacket bouncing
erratically with its owner’s somewhat unsure, uneven gait.
“Funny you never mentioned a tennis-playing brother.”
“Didn’t think he was your type,” he replied quickly. “Not
up to your level of play, I mean. Though I suppose I mean it in
other ways as well. Seryozha is a different sort, if you know
what I mean. As I've mentioned before, one's tennis game is a
window to the personality. In my brother’s case, for instance,
one sees his strokes are well formed but timorous somehow.
Always holding something back. And missing something crucial: in
this case the backhand.” I didn’t know at all what he meant; we
were far less prepared, in those days, to think of such things.
Volodya went on, though: “Seryozha’s situation, in fact, was one
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of the topics in the final conversation I ever had with my
father. We were preparing for bed on his final night on earth,
and we both felt the need to profess, I’m afraid, our distaste
for my brother’s...predilection.”
“Oh, I see. Ah.”
“To be honest, we are both happier in company other than
that of each other. It’s just one of those things.” And with
that he declared that a poem was waiting for him up in his room,
and thanked me for providing a fourth for doubles. When Nabokoff
did not wish to discuss a topic, he cut it off just like that,
with a crisp volley.
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The fifth of May, a Saturday night. Lindens blooming,
millions of petals glowing like starbursts under the
streetlamps, incongruous with the cold crisp air as I walk to
meet Véra at the Deutsches Opernhaus. Characteristically, she
insisted on meeting at the concert hall, though I had wanted to
pick her up at her flat. “It’s out of your way,” she’d said
matter-of-factly. I protested, but she would hear nothing of my
coming to get her. I walked the two miles up to Bismarckstrasse
rather than sit on a trolley. It was a gorgeous evening to be
walking through Berlin, and still light out.
“I walked too.” She was gorgeous herself, her cheeks
flushed from the exertion and the chilling air. This was an
unusual outing for us, an excursion outside of Russian Berlin.
We were among real Berliners here; what could be more German
than Brahms and Beethoven at the opera house? And we must have
seemed like just two more young German music lovers; or perhaps
some overheard us speaking English and took us for Americans on
European tour.
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Afterward, we walked out into the cold night, our skin
vibrating with the echoes of the music as we began walking back
south towards the Ku’damm. “Thank you,” she said. “That was
marvelous. I wouldn’t have let you pay, but you have dollars,
and⎯”
“It was my pleasure to pay. Even if we both had dollars, or
were both mark-poor, of course I would pay.”
“No, I like to pay my share. But when the ticket is dear to
me, but only pennies for you, relatively, then it simply makes
no sense. Nothing seems to make sense here.”
We walked down a quiet, dim side street of apartment
buildings. Between the bustling Bismarckstrasse with the opera
house and hotels and the traffic throbbing into the center of
town, and the pedestrian-packed Kurfürstendamm to our south,
this neighborhood was like a sleepy suburb. It always felt
strange, in Berlin, to step off the main thoroughfares at night
and suddenly be immersed in a dark concrete jungle.
“I met Nabokoff’s brother the other day. Didn’t know he had
one his own age. We played some doubles.”
“Sergey.”
“Oh, you know him?”
“I have not met any of the Nabokoffs. But I know of him.”
“Rather odd. Not him, I mean⎯although now that I mention
it, he was somewhat out of the ordinary⎯but I mean odd how it
was almost like seeing another Volodya, but a wispier, more

140
effete version of the model.”
“Yes, well he is, as you say, ‘out of the ordinary.’”
“Oh, you mean...”
“Yes. It’s well known here. I believe he was something of
an embarrassment to his father. And probably now to his
brother.”
“That’s a shame. I rather liked him. I don’t see why he
should be an embarrassment.”
“You must know, Vel, that Berlin has a seething, prosperous
underworld nightlife. No? Clubs of a certain nature that neither
of us, I’m sure, would frequent.”
“Well, yes, everyone hears of the ‘other Berlin.’ I even
saw a guidebook: Things You Won’t See in Baedeker.”
“Exactly. And perhaps if you are from a prominent family
you are not especially keen to keep hearing that your brother or
son was seen in these establishments.”
“Oh, nonsense. I especially can’t believe a poet would mind
about such proprieties. Aren’t they supposed to be bohemians?”
“Not your friend ‘Volodya,’ I am guessing. Not that I would
know.”
I was always caught between the desire to flaunt my
friendship with her literary idol and that of minimizing his
place in her thoughts. I didn’t think he would really go for
her, except perhaps as a passing conquest, but then I feared
that as much as anything. Still, I couldn’t help myself from
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dropping his name whenever possible.
“In any case,” she continued, “It's a moot point now, I
believe. The brother has just moved to Paris.”
“You’re joking! He didn’t say anything about that the other
day.”
“Still, he has left. Ironically enough, he's going to be
working for the Russian-language newspaper there which is edited
by Milyukov⎯the man who was the intended target for the bullet
which killed his father!”
“Hmm. I only met him once, but for some reason I find it
difficult to imagine Seryozha working in an office.”
“Ha! That’s funny: my father told me that when the two of
them returned from Cambridge last year, someone found them both
jobs in a bank. You’re right: Sergey handed in his resignation
in less than a week. But Vladimir only lasted a few hours!”
“The only surprising thing about that is that either of
them would have considered the job in the first place. I’ve only
met Seryozha once, but he certainly seemed to have no less of
the artistic temperament than his brother.”
“I hear he loves the opera. I’ve certainly never seen him
at any readings. Or at the charity balls.”
“Charity balls?”
“Yes, our formerly upper-class Russian ladies are
constantly, it seems, organizing elegant dances to benefit some
émigré cause or other. The musicians play for free, and all sort
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of things are sold and raffled off. In fact, there’s one coming
up this Tuesday night.”
“On a Tuesday?”
“Yes, they’re usually midweek. Cheaper to rent the hall.
I’ll be there, helping sell books donated by our émigré
publishing houses. A bit embarrassing, since Orbis has yet to
produce anything to donate.”
“Tuesday night.... Could I come?”
“Of course, anyone’s welcome. You just have to buy a
ticket. Help support the cause. This time it’s to provide school
tuition for children who lost their fathers in the civil war.
There’s a catch, though. You have to dress up.”
“Black tie? I suppose I could⎯”
“No, even sillier. It’s a costume ball this time.”
“Oh, well I suppose I could come up with something. What
are you going as?”
“I’m not telling. You’ll have to see if you can recognize
me.”
My heart swelled. For Véra, this was akin to outright
flirtatiousness. In the seven weeks that she had dominated my
every waking thought she had offered up not the slightest
eyebrow-twitch of reciprocation. She had been brilliant,
intellectually provocative, empathetic to the world at large,
effortlessly, guilelessly, heart-stoppingly bewitching. But
never the slightest bit amatory. Now this faint hint of coyness
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overwhelmed my senses.
We were in the middle of another dark block, not far from
her apartment now. In a few minutes she would be lost to me for
another night. I put my hand on her shoulder⎯an unimaginable
intimacy just a minute earlier⎯and said, “I’d know you anywhere,
Véra.” And, approximating the lovemaking of silent-film heroes
as best I could⎯a technique which had served me as well as could
be expected at Penn⎯I grabbed her other shoulder, turned her
toward me and pulled her close in an attempt to bring our lips
together. But Véra, rather than play her part correctly and
surrender to the moment of passion a la Lillian Gish, pulled
back with a look of unmistakable discomfiture. I saw my mistake
as clearly as a pilot who has miscalculated his fuel reserves
over enemy lines. No possibility of getting back.
“Vel! What on earth are you doing?”
“Véra, I’m sorry. I just have to tell you what you’ve done
to me in these past weeks. I’ve never been so in love. You⎯”
“No, don’t. Please stop talking. I like you very much, Vel,
but there is no question of anything more. You don’t understand.
I’m just...not available. If I’ve given you the wrong
impression⎯”
“No, you haven’t. I’m just, I couldn’t help myself. But
what do you mean ‘not available’? If there’s someone else⎯”
“It’s not that. It’s just... I can’t explain. I have to go,
Vel. My apartment is right there, please don’t walk me the rest
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of the way.” And she half-ran away from me, the streetlamp near
her building turning her into a bobbing silhouette. I watched
her disappear, stood for a few minutes with a sick feeling in my
gut. Ruining such a perfect evening felt like the worst blunder
of my life. I wanted to get up thousands of feet in the sky and
ravage an enemy machine with a barrage of bullets, or throw
myself suicidally into a street fight with the first gang of
Freikorps I ran into. Instead, I walked the streets sullenly for
an hour or two and finally sank into my own bed beneath
anesthetic blankets of regret.

The next day, Sunday morning, I woke in my little
room⎯which seemed suddenly transformed from a romantic European
writer’s garret to a drab depressing storage closet ⎯with a
stultifying emotional hangover. Normally I was not someone who
had any trouble getting out of bed, but today the most movement
I could summon was to roll from my left to my right side, and
back again. One moment I was glad to have arranged to meet
Nabokoff at the tennis club, for the chance to forget last night
and immerse myself in sport; then immediately I found myself
unable to pull up to a sitting position, and back I was on my
side, dreading the sight of my brilliant debonair rival⎯who
didn’t even know he was my rival!
A gray rain would have complemented my mood and reinforced
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my inclination to remain in bed, but instead a luminous May
sunshine was pouring through the window on its oblique path,
making any sort of sulking seem willful and childish. Still my
internal darkness would not entirely lift, and as I made my way
down to the club I felt the disturbing dissonance of my psyche
with the external world.
Rot-Weiss cured that. How could one remain dissatisfied
with the terms of earthly existence when one was hitting tennis
balls on the red clay of that sanctuary? From the moment I got
off the train I always felt I had left Berlin far behind. Berlin
to me was traffic⎯horses and carts, motorcars, trams all
fighting for the same access⎯and bustling dirty sidewalks and
Russians crammed into fragrant cafés and the dusty cacophonous
train stations. Grunewald was quiet suburban streets and silent
stately manors, vacant grassy lots and small homey parks, pines
and birches and vegetable gardens and children taxiing about in
prams with housemaid engines. The relationship was similar to
that between Germantown and central Philly, but when in
Germantown I still knew I was in Philadelphia. Yet in Grunewald
I felt as if I were in Germantown, or Forest Hills or Brookline,
not my exotic European capital.
Another gorgeous spring day, the lindens in bloom, the
breeze breathing gently off the Hundekehle lake and carrying a
slight scent of history from Center Court to one’s own
Ausserplatz. Playing with Nabokoff, too, was tonic for the
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spirit. He possessed such a finely sculpted game that it brought
you up a notch, made your own strokes feel elegant. It was like
being seated at dinner next to a count or baron⎯or so I
imagined⎯and finding one’s own conversational skills buoyed by
his erudition. And then, most points ended with one of his bon
mots flying just beyond the baseline as though he must have
intended it to, and so, just like that lucky dinner-party guest,
you were made to feel better than you really were.
The comparison dissolved, as usual, as we sat afterward at
an outdoor table on the terrace of the clubhouse and had coffee.
For in conversation, Nabokoff was anything but accommodating.
Though not in a cruel way, he tended to make you feel an
ignoramus. I often had to remind myself that I was an honors
graduate of the Ivy League.
“Look here,” he said, sliding a thin booklet across the
table. The title, Beseda, meant “Colloquy.” “Some more material
for your scholarly research. This is the new journal Gorky and
Khodasevich are putting out. Their attempt to connect Soviet and
émigré writers. A disgrace. As if the authorities in the Kremlin
are really going to allow this to be sold in Russia. The
incredible naïveté of it!”
I began to leaf through the journal. Essays by Khodasevich,
Gorky, Bely, and others. “In particular,” he continued, “note
the Bely piece. I told you he was not long for the emigration.
Here he lays out an intellectual, well-reasoned rationalization
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for his return to Soviet Russia! I couldn’t care less if Gorky
and Tolstoy travel with their fellows back to the Bolsheviks.
They’re second-rate artists at best. But Bely? One of our very
best. You’ve read Petersburg, I assume? Yes? Good. A
masterpiece. How the author of that book could choose to live
among the new Philistines is beyond my comprehension."
"But Volodya," I ventured, "So many are."
"And so many are being kicked out. A hundred and sixty
intellectuals expelled just last fall, as you well know. Who
would go back after that?"
"With all due respect, not all of them were any better off
before 1917. If you hadn't had so much taken from you, and you
had family still there to think of, perhaps it might seem
different? I know the new regime has been behaving
disgracefully, but is it not possible that, under the pressure
of a moral intelligentsia that remains, Russia will move
eventually towards a humane democracy? A true Marxist
government?"
"My dear fellow. The fairy-tale of Marxism shall fare no
better as a real-world palliative than its sister fairy-tale of
Freudianism. Wouldn't it be nice if we could really cure our
fear of spiders by admitting that we want to sleep with our
mothers, and end poverty by letting the state dole out equal
numbers of cupcakes to everyone? Instead, I'm afraid we are
going to be stuck with vapid literary psychocriticism, which has
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already been popping up here and there, and a depressing series
of Lenins. I tell you, there was more hope for change under the
Czar than there is today."
"And what of your Khodasevich? He's co-editing this
émigré/Soviet journal, after all."
"Khodasevich will never return to Russia. His friendship
with Gorky and Bely is softening him up a bit, but a literary
journal is a literary journal, and exile is another thing. For
instance, those fellow travelers would never be caught dead at
any of the charity events the old Russian aristocrat ladies are
always having. But I have seen Khodasevich at several of them,
though we've never spoken."
My heart sank. "Oh, do you attend those?"
"Yes, funny, isn't it? They're really not my sort of thing,
hobnobbing with illiterate old princesses and the like. But one
does feel one should help out a bit, if only with one's
presence. And one never knows whom one might encounter. I first
met one of my more fetching past paramours at such an event. I
think we might have even been engaged for a brief period. Come
to think of it, there's one of those dances coming up in a
couple of days. Tuesday night⎯why on earth do they stage these
circuses on a midweek night? Thank goodness I have no job.
Anyway, this should be quite an amusingly garish spectacle: it's
a costume ball, to benefit our poor Russian émigré
schoolchildren, or schoolteachers, or something."
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"Yes, I know about it. Thought I might show up myself."
"The conceit of the costumes is particularly appalling to
me. I may just show up with my own visage as my surprise mask.
That's all our faces are anyway, aren't they? Who said that?"
"I don't know. Shakespeare? "
"No, not old Will. Well, put it down under my name for the
time being. I'll have to use that someday. Here's another one: I
refuse to put fantasy in a uniform. So much for my feelings
about masked balls. And yet I'll be there. Perhaps a mask is a
good idea after all; I won't have to discuss poetry with the
princesses."
"Or your readers."
"Or my readers. Though I don't mind that so much, provided
they're of a particular age and gender. Who knew so many young
ladies read poetry?"
And so on Tuesday night, May 8, I found myself after supper
alone in my room, agonizing over a pauper's window-dressing
display on my bed. My old college dinner jacket, which had only
seen the light of Berlin on the morning of the movie shoot; a
white dress shirt, still halfway stiff from the starch of a
Philadelphia cleaner's; the wrinkled black trousers with the
pathetic stripe, which always made me feel as though I were
wearing fake medals from the war; and next to this cubist
rendering of a man's formal wear was displayed the fruit of
several hours of yesterday's labor in shop after shop on
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Motzstrasse, where I had searched for a suitable disguise for my
poor lovestruck self but in the end had to settle for the only
thing I could find with any character at all. Most of the stores
had nothing left save the same old black or gold eye-mask,
fastened by a string or held up coyly in one hand by a thin
handle, the sort one imagines from period dramas set at
Versailles. I needed something more, something to set me apart
and make an impression. At last, slowed to a near halt by
dejection and hopelessness, I wandered into a dusty, neglected
closet of a shop that promised “Theatrical Equipment.” The
claustrophobic storefront led, inside, into a cavernous⎯and
equally dusty⎯back warehouse of props: all sorts of furniture,
curtains, swords and other faux weapons; innumerable dresses and
archaic suits, plus footwear for an army; but nothing suitable
to disguise one’s face until I came upon, in the back corner,
displayed atop a Napoleonic officer’s uniform, the enormous head
of a grizzly bear. It was five times the size of a human head,
covered with what certainly appeared to be genuine bear fur,
black wooden eyes and an enormous black nose with flaring
nostrils. I wondered how one could see past those wooden eyes
until I managed to lift and lower the thing onto my shoulders
and realized that the view was out the gaping maw, between the
six-inch fangs. I didn’t so much as ask to look in a mirror,
almost paid the gnome-like little German manning the store
without even removing the head. I had found my costume.
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It was this heavy, hirsute bear-head that I now considered
as it sat regally on my peasant’s cot. I became more convinced
each time I looked at it that it was really meant to be mounted
in some Berliner Jäger's den, not on the head of this poor
partygoer. It was a bit more of a covering than was called
for⎯one of those lightweight eye-masks would have done the
trick, after all⎯but in fact I was halfway glad for the more
obliterating disguise. I was so embarrassed by my hideously
failed, abortive mission of love the other night that I wasn't
sure I could bring myself to show my face in Véra's presence at
all. But there was no way I was going to stay away when Nabokoff
would be there, on the prowl. To be sure, they had both been at
previous such occasions and not met, but how long could Fate
keep them apart? And despite the debacle of a few nights before,
I couldn’t give up just like that. I would begin again, the
disinterested friend, would not overstep my boundaries like that
again.
As I put my collar studs in place I was a conductor
signaling to the percussion section in my chest. What would I
say to her? What could I? Would I ask her to dance? I disliked
dancing and felt intuitively that she did too. Pants,
suspenders, cuff links, jacket. And finally the crowning touch:
the bear head lowered carefully over mine like a death mask. I
navigated over to my tiny wall mirror like a vertical
submarine⎯I could see fairly well straight ahead but not to the
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sides. Looking head on into the mirror I was presented with a
fairly credible brown bear in a monkey suit. The top of the
head, with its shaggy round ears like devil’s horns, rose a foot
or two above my own crown, lending me an imposing stature; a
furry collar fell about my shoulders, covering the upper part of
my chest. Not unimpressive⎯my trepidation began to dissipate.
Volodya wouldn't put fantasy in a uniform, but as far as I was
concerned misery loved a mask. I was so pleased that I kept it
on, managed to locate my wallet and keys and secure them in my
pocket, and began carefully to descend the stairs. My confidence
grew steadily until I became a bit complacent and began walking
across the second landing before negotiating the lowest step.
The self-preserving dance steps that resulted sounded like an
avalanche in the quiet hallway, and Frau Walser came bursting
out of her room. She shrieked; I regained my balance, bowed, and
turned to descend the final flight of stairs. This challenge
proved too much for my handicap, though, and I put the bear
noggin under one arm, nodded confidently back to my landlady,
and descended to the street.
I walked the mile and a half to the hall, in a hotel on the
north end of the Nollendorfplatz, not wanting to negotiate a
crowded streetcar with my ursine headgear either on head or in
hand, wondering all the while what I would possibly say to her.
I felt humiliated, painfully embarrassed, but then I kept
reminding myself that it wasn’t really such a big deal after

153
all. To her it was probably nothing; she must suffer worse
assaults on her affections every week. She liked me, I felt that
part was sincere, though I wasn’t so sure that I could handle
the exquisite pain of being only friends with her. No, I knew I
could not. There was only one thing for it: I had to turn the
timer of this game back to zero. I must reestablish the
friendship, to be sure. But then hope to slowly build some
greater admiration in her eyes. Not all love, after all, is the
flash and crash and tumult of love at first sight. There is also
the deep warmth and security of a longer-building, less
immediately intoxicating emotion. How many great marriages have
been based on this latter, more solid affection? Probably more
than on the former. And what reason was there that a lasting
union could not be an admixture of the two? I would provide the
fire, she the limitless supply of good dry wood, simply by being
there with me. I felt sure I could make her happy. We would have
books, art, and music filling our lives. She even liked tennis!
I would make her into the finest mixed-doubles partner in
Philadelphia; I saw us winning the Germantown championships for
years on end. Or we could live here, but why would she want to
live here, aside from her parents being here? Well, I’d bring
them over to the States, her cousin Anna too. I had the entire
future worked out by the time I approached the hall and heard
the band already playing, saw small groups of costumed
partygoers congregating outside the door. I stopped and
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carefully fit the head of the brown bear over my own before
anyone could have taken notice of me. My optical view was
suddenly as singularly aimed as were my thoughts. The heavy mask
kept my optimism well insulated.
Of course there was still the problem of the occlusion of
my own feet, and the steps up to the entrance provided a bit of
slapstick that should have chipped away the first flakes of
confidence. But I didn’t quite fall, and thus, as the fortunate
grow bolder, I strode into the building with bearish confidence.
In the lobby young women stood behind tables, selling
various wares. One table was decorated with piles of books by
Russian émigrés, even including (in the back corner) the new
Alice in Wonderland by Sirin. This was where I'd expected to
find her, but the girl behind the table was a maskless antiVéra:
swarthy and robust.
Another nonVéra manned the punch table, and I purchased,
for only ten thousand marks, a glass of surprisingly bracing
refreshment. Vodka? I didn't ask but placed another newly minted
bill on the table. A display of bouquets at the next station, to
present to one’s amour of the evening; behind it, not V. Nor was
she behind the one displaying the raffle prizes: an ornate
samovar, an assortment of Russian dolls, the latest German model
phonograph, and various multicolored bottles of Schnapps and
vodka. I paid my thirty thousand marks, felt my way into the
inside of the tumbler, and pulled out my miniscule scroll of
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paper. Unrolled it, held it up high in front of my bear’s mouth,
but it had no number printed on it. I lose.
On to the next room, the ballroom, which was crowded,
ablaze with colors: feathers of black and gold and Amazonian
reds and blues; capes of indigo and purple; hats of every hue
and shape; and masks of course, ranging from the minimal eyeand-nose covering to...well, to one poor Yankee's ursine diving
bell. As I mentioned, it was difficult to see much in my
periphery, but I did have the sense, as people passed on my
sides, of their particular attention, even perhaps curiosity as
to who of their milieu might have showed up in this elaborately
naturalistic headdress.
Their attentions, of course, were of no more interest to me
than the scuttling by of forest game to an herbivore set on one
particularly delectable flower. I swung my shoulders left and
right so my narrow vision could scan the room for Véra. Though I
had no idea of its verisimilitude, the motion made me feel like
a real brown bear. Was this how they scanned the horizon? Or was
it how they killed the salmon after pulling them out of the
river? Okay, so I was slapping fish on a rock, but I was
searching for Véra.
How to find anyone in this carnival? With their hair all
tied up into buns or covered in netting, and their faces at
least half obscured, the women were indistinguishable. I walked
around slowly, having a good look (and probably frightening) all
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the young women, and I was fairly certain none of them were she.
I was revisited by the feeling I had sometimes had at Penn,
at certain formal parties which I made the mistake of attending,
where, knowing no one well and being a member of none of the
small clublike conglomerations that formed in various corners, I
would spend most of the evening walking from one point in the
room to another with a purposeful air, cocktail in hand and
uncomfortable cheap suit swishing against arms and legs,
pretending to have just caught sight of some old chum or other
and absolutely needing to catch up on the latest gossip. If only
I'd had my bear head back then! I was as anonymous now as a
beast in the forest. No one asks the bear why he slaps the fish
against the rock, and no one could wonder why this mammal was
standing at a costume party watching, watching. There is no need
to pretend sociability when you have a bear head.
Unfortunately, it is an invitation to others to make
conversation with you. (I would have been glad of this at those
Penn parties.) "My byli sdelany dlâ drug druga (We were made for
each other)," came a seductive voice at my left ear. Startled, I
swung around to see the source and in doing so almost hit her
with my fake snout. I had to step back to get a full view of the
rather corpulent lady in a brown dress and, yes, bear mask who
stood before me. I say "bear mask," but hers deserved no
comparison with my own lifelike appendage; it was merely a
partial face covering and a rubber band.
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I couldn't think of anything to say. "Good evening," I
said.
"I'm glad to hear you're a man bear and not another lady
bear."
"Thank you."
"And a foreigner. But not German. English?"
"American."
"American! How exciting. Allow me to introduce myself. I am
the Countess⎯but no, let us leave it at that. More intriguing to
remain in disguise, is it not?"
"Yes, I think⎯"
"Are you alone, Mister Bear?"
"Yes. Well..."
"I arrived with my husband, but I think I might leave
alone. There he is, flirting with every masked young harlot he
can find." The Count was apparently the rotund fellow in the
King of Hearts costume holding court to a semicircle of trapped
courtesans. (Hard to say what they had meant to come as.) "How
dreary for royalty to dress up as royalty. I wanted him to be my
Mister Bear, but he's no fun at all. What luck to run into you!
Come, everyone will think we're having a liaison amoureuse." And
she took me by the hand and led me on a promenade about the
perimeter of the dance floor. The orchestra was playing Swan
Lake, and twenty couples or so, the most enthusiastically
costumed ones, were twirling about for the benefit of the larger
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part of the crowd, which milled about the periphery discussing
inflation, emigration, Mother Russia.
"Shall we?" inquired my unwanted companion.
"I'm sorry?"
"Dance! Shall we dance, my young cub. The charity's all
fine, pish posh, but I have come to dance!"
"Oh, I'm sorry, but I can't. I mean, I shouldn't. You see,
I'm looking for someone..." And I swiveled my head about as if
to demonstrate.
"Hmmph. I see. Well, aren't we all, my good fellow. I must
dance, however. Perhaps Prince Saltykov will indulge me. But
keep me in mind, Mister Bear, in case your little mishka doesn't
show up!" And, mercifully, she shuffled off to find her prince.
By now it was occurring to me, as though I were a
bridegroom checking his watch, that Véra might not be coming
after all. It wasn't as though she had promised. Yet Nabokoff
had certainly intended to come, and there was no sight of him
either. Perhaps it was still early. My anxiousness had made me
unfashionably punctual.
The crowd had grown quite a bit since I’d arrived. The room
was a spinning wheel of color and sound. My constricted tunnel
of sight made me feel I were looking through the wrong end of a
telescope, or in this case a kaleidoscope of colorful costumes.
Everyone seemed far away, never stopping long enough for me to
take inventory.
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Eventually, as I grew acclimated to my condition, like a
diver in his bell, or a stroke victim with occluded eyesight, I
began to recognize certain figures. Khodasevich was the first to
appear, off in a corner with Berberova, talking to Shklovsky, I
think. I recognized them from their readings, though of course I
would never have approached them. I guessed that Khodasevich
would be a lure for Nabokoff and that soon I would see my friend
in the older poet’s presence. They had never met, and surely
this would be a golden opportunity for Volodya, but he remained
for the moment nowhere in sight.
“Wer ist der Bär?” I heard more than once in the vicinity
behind me. “Vielleicht Herr Imperator Cyril?” I remembered Véra
predicting there would be a number of German dignitaries in
attendance.
Was that her? I caught a fleeting glimpse of hair and halfhidden profile and gait that bicycle-pumped my pulse, but the
apparition disappeared into the crowd like a woodland beast
flickering behind dark oaks and maples.
I pursued, bear as hunter, and earned another vision:
It was her. Even from behind, I was sure. The dark silveryblonde hair, a little wild on top, cut short in the back. The
black dress⎯just what she would have chosen. I maneuvered until
I had a good frontal view and was even more sure of her
identity, although her face was completely obscured by her mask:
a dark and coyly grinning wolf. My face, already stifling under
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bear hair, was suffused with a wave of heated pleasure. My Véra,
my Velvela. Véra would have put a lot of thought into her choice
of mask; she was not one to just grab the first one she saw.
I approached from her side; she was watching the dance
floor as if in the Wimbledon grandstand.
“Véra!” She turned violently toward me⎯perhaps my voice had
sounded a bit too urgent. After a puzzled moment her visage
transitioned from alarm and umbrage to amused recognition.
“Vel?”
“Yes! I’ve been looking for you all night. What’s wrong?”
“It’s your head, Vel.”
“Oh, yes. What do you think?”
“It’s quite large. You’re the talk of the ball. It hadn’t
occurred to me I might be acquainted with the famous bear.”
“I didn’t really want to stick out, but it was all I could
find. How are you?”
“Hot under this face mask. You must be getting quite a
sauna yourself under that heavy rug⎯it must be forty degrees in
there. I’m fine, if a bit bored.”
“I didn’t see you at the tables.”
“No, they didn’t need me tonight. I thought I’d show up
anyway.”
“I must say, I approve of your mask. A fetching Velvela.”
“Oh, of course! Your nickname⎯what a coincidence. I was
thinking more of seeing if I could find any Red Riding Hoods to
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scare away.”
“Perhaps you could do me a favor and scare off a certain
lady bear who has caught my scent.”
“Oh yes. I assumed you were her hen-pecked old husband. No,
I’m afraid you’ll have to get rid of her yourself. I don’t think
blending into the crowd is an option for you tonight.”
“Did you see Khodasevich?”
“I did. He seems so uncomfortable with his mask, he was
holding it in his hand. And Shklovsky, next to him, was easy to
spot even in costume, with his shiny head. Not too many other
literati here, though. I haven’t noticed your friend Sirin, for
instance.”
“Oh, I doubt he’ll show up,” I said. “Probably curled up on
the davenport with his Muse. Or off somewhere being a big bad
wolf himself, if you know what I mean.” Silence. “Listen, Véra,
about the other night....
“Please, Vel...”
“If I’d had any idea that my action would upset you...”
“Vel, truly, please let us just forget it ever happened.”
She was searching the dance floor again, perhaps now out of
embarrassment.
“Right. Thank you. I mean, to be honest, I would rather⎯”
“Ah, look at the bear!” I turned around to find a gaggle of
giggling teenaged Russian girls reaching up to see if my fur was
real.
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“Be careful, ladies,” I implored them, “don’t pull on it,
please. I could suffocate.” But they had already dislocated the
head, and my eyes were stuffed up behind the beast’s snout,
blinding me completely.
“Girls, girls, you’re going to knock him over! Run along
now.” A familiar voice but not Véra’s. I managed to get my two
heads back in proper alignment. Somehow, in less than a minute,
my sleek lupine Véra had transformed into the fat countess. “So
there you are, Mister Bear. Looks like you’ve been stood up. Or
was your rendezvous with one of our schoolgirls? Naughty Old
Bear. Now you really must dance with me. We’ll be the hit of the
ball!” And she took me by the paw and rather vigorously led me
out onto the floor.
I briefly held out hope that my enormous head would not
allow me close enough access to another body to enable dancing.
However, her own head was low enough to fit snugly under the
grizzly’s chin. The main physical impedance was her inflated,
shapeless torso, but alas she did manage to get her arm around
my back, on the lower part of my furry fringe, and place my own
hand femininely on her shoulder. And we began a farcical,
obscene simulacrum of a mazurka, like one double-trunked beast
with a monstrous head. Mister Bear’s noggin fit fast atop the
Countess’s crown and turned only when she⎯or rather, the entire
double organism⎯did, serving as a sort of periscope for Captain
Spicehandler within, allowing me to survey the ballroom with
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military dispassion while Bear and Lady-Bear frolicked.
I caught sight of Napoleon once or twice, a tall one and an
appropriately short one, as they twirled by. Several Marie
Antoinettes, Goethe, I believe, some other unidentifiable
silver-wigged characters, plus a menagerie of cats and dogs,
lions, even a pink piggy or two. They all flew across my line of
vision like stars in the firmament. Innumerable young men and
women in simple eye-masks as well; I might have greeted some
acquaintances if not for the disguises, but I knew few people in
Berlin well enough to recognize them by shape or demeanor.
Where was Nabokoff? I was pretty sure he hadn’t yet
appeared. Would be just like him to get involved in a poem, or a
chess problem, and forget about the time until he finally went
to look for his blazer and noticed the clock said one in the
morning.
”Monsieur L’ours, I wonder if you are familiar with certain
night spots I have been hearing about in this otherwise dreary
metropolis. Yes, of course you have, you’re an American. They
say there is one where you can watch two young ladies ‘please
each other,’ if you know what I mean, right there on the stage.
Or two boys, or a person and a German Shepherd, I don’t know.
They say it’s all the rage, but the Count refuses to take me.
You will, though, won’t you, my pet? We needn't stay here much
longer.”
“I really don’t know....”
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There she was. Over at nine o’clock, corner of the hall,
engaged in intense conversation. How completely her personality
was contained in her posture: confident, independent, playfully
defiant yet expressing intense interest in her companion. This
made me suspicious of who her confidant was, but I couldn’t
quite see the fellow. Had to wait for another turn around the
floor until I could get another glimpse.
Even then I could only see the back of her interlocutor,
though, and other dancers kept occluding that view. Once more
stumbling around the arena with my fleshy captor, and by now the
sweat was really pouring down my neck, where the soft bearskin
readily soaked it up. I hated to think what beastly odor I was
accreting. Finally we came around again and this time Véra’s
companion was as clear to me as if he had stood there in his
tennis whites. Tall and lanky, with a rake’s attitude, leaning
against the wall and holding forth to the wolf’s rapt attention
while balancing a punch glass between three fingers. The mask he
sported was no disguise at all, as far as I was concerned. Black
covering of the nose and forehead, dark orange splotches forming
thick lines down his cheeks, and even two antennae sprouting up
at the top: his beloved Red Admiral.
“What on earth is stretching your neck always that way,
over there, Mister Bear? It makes for some rather ungainly
dancing.”
“Oh, I’m sorry, I just⎯”
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“Is it the little mishka who stood you up? You must forget
her, Herr Bär, you must let her go.”
“No, no, it’s only⎯”
“Hard to get, you must play hard to get. And in the
meantime, you can fill my need for gentlemanly consort. And
perhaps other needs as well, we shall see. Oh! Careful how you
swing that massive head around. My goodness, what jaws, what
teeth!”
Yes, there they were. The wolf and the butterfly. But as
far as I could tell the insect was the carnivore. His confident
athletic swagger, which I had found so appealing around the
tennis courts, now struck me as unctuous arrogance. What was she
to him but another fetching fan to seduce for sport? And how
could she not see right through him? Look at her gazing up into
his face as he holds forth about God knows what. Butterflyhunting in the Alps, tennis at Cambridge, the fatuousness of
Dostoevsky. She was eating it up like a schoolgirl. Watching
them, I felt the futility of my intention to keep them in
separate spheres. He was her enchanter; she mine. And I was the
link between them. The electricity could not help but shoot
across the wire. And destroy it.
I should go over and complete the triangle. But how to
extricate myself from the shackles of this dance? “At the
Eldorado, I hear, you can buy yourself a lover, but you might
not be getting what you expect, if you know what I mean. And
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then there’s the ‘Monte Casino,’ where, if one’s not careful,
one’s husband will disappear into the back room with some
working-class boy....” Apparently she had been blathering on all
this time.
“Excuse me, Countess, I have enjoyed the dance very much,
but there really is someone I must speak to...”
“Nonsense! Is this a ball or a board meeting? A dance or a
café? Listen, they’re starting a waltz. Oh, all right, I’ll let
you go, but only after this last dance. My final offer!”
She gripped me even more firmly, and there we were,
spinning again, orbiting the room like a dying planet, my
interest focused on the binary star I could perceive only
intermittently, when astronomical conditions allowed it to
appear between roaming bodies. At each sighting the two
components of that binary star appeared slightly closer
together⎯could that be accurate? Each time our revolution
brought us to the closest proximity to them, and our spin placed
me in the proper attitude, I jotted mental notes like a
dedicated astronomer, and could observe only that they showed no
signs of breaking apart. And then finally, as I caught a glimpse
of them from the far end of our trajectory, when it seemed as if
the orchestra would never be silent again, I could see them
moving from their conversational locus. Like a twinkling nova
out in fathomless space, they appeared here and then there, each
time farther east, with some apparent purpose to their motion,

167
until suddenly they disappeared.
At last the waltz ended, and without allowing the countess
another chance to extend my imprisonment, I awkwardly bowed,
delivering an unintentional but not unsatisfactory blow to her
forehead with my unwieldy prosthetic proboscis, cried “Prastee
meenya (Forgive me)!” and rushed off in the direction of the
last sighting, near the east end of the ballroom.
They were indeed gone. I searched the entire room, trying
not to knock any revelers off their feet, before ending back at
that east end, where I now discovered an alternate exit, a
simple unmarked door that, when I tried it, led me into a small
garden outside. I searched all around the garden, all around the
building, but they were nowhere to be seen. The wolf and the
butterfly had vanished into the Berlin night.

II

Two days later he was gone. I had that, at least. The
entire time the two of them were linked in intimate conversation
at the ball, lost to me behind the twirling constellations of
dancers, and the rest of the endless evening and night, while my
imagination tortured me with forced images of them and what they
might be doing, I had as my only consolation the date⎯May the
tenth⎯only one full day away, really, when a pathologically
punctual German steam engine would carry him southward towards
the Mediterranean.
That interstitial Wednesday was lost to me. The morning I
spent at my desk, unable to work. Staring straight at my wall of
cracked plaster, where I had tacked a line of my rival’s verse:
In solitude there is freedom
and sweetness in blessed imaginings.
If he loves solitude so much, what’s he doing prowling
after my Véra? Never has a butterfly had a wolf so helpless in
its grasp as last night. I was all too familiar with the tales
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of his many conquests. The thought of him carelessly collecting
her into that shadow box of ill repute pinned me motionless to
my chair. At last, as hunger pains began emanating from my gut
to remind me of my wasted morning and the onset of lunchtime, I
gave up on composition and ran down to the ground floor to
telephone Sächsischestrasse. No, Volodya had been out all day.
Giving lessons, I inquired hopefully? Yes, lessons all day. But
isn’t that what he would have said in any case? Unlikely he ever
told his mother he was heading out for a concupiscent
assignation in the woods.
I hadn’t the nerve to call Véra. She should be at work, in
any case. I could call Orbis, but what would be the point? She
didn’t usually answer the phone, and under what pretext could I
ask for her? It was too soon after the ball, too soon after my
disastrous comedy of romantic errors, to suggest a rendezvous.
What was left me? There was no alternative: I fled my room
and headed straight for the coffee shop on the Viktoria-LuisePlatz, just across from the Orbis offices. There I spent the
afternoon, drinking coffee and nibbling on blintzes, pretending
to write in my journal, my eyes all the while leaping across the
street at every alert from my peripheral vision that someone was
entering or leaving the Orbis building. Each hour that went by
with no sign of Véra (her father did perform a cameo role,
leaving by the main entrance and re-entering five minutes later,
paper bag in hand), drove me further and further into mad
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visions of the wolf and butterfly’s monstrous jungle
coupling⎯perhaps in one of the very same Grunewald copses he and
I had strolled by, chatting of tennis and literature.
But finally the mercy of five p.m. arrived and presented
the palliative vision of Véra, in prim work attire, exiting the
building and heading north on Neue Bayreutherstrasse. A
shamefaced private eye, I left a bill plastered with
inflationary zeros on the table and slinked along a half-block
behind her as though I’d been hired by her jealous husband.
Would she lead me to her bird of paradise?
No, just the Tiergarten riding stables. My failure as a
gumshoe was my joy as a man. Round and round she rode,
sidesaddle, her rented boots gently slapping at the horse’s
heaving flesh. I stood under a chestnut tree, completing my own
self-image by pulling out one of the tipped cigarettes I had
acquired in imitation of Sirin and quietly puffing it in the
vespertine shadows.
I waited a full week longer, fighting the daily urge to
contact her like a fat man forswearing bonbons. Finally I
allowed myself the phone call, and she agreed to meet for dinner
the following Friday. We met at the Flora Diele, and she was
cordial enough, even warm by her standards. She clearly wanted
to put any awkwardness behind us and continue on as friends. But
at the same time there was no denying that she seemed
inattentive. Twice I had to remind her to consult the menu and
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make a decision, and the burden of conversation was on my
shoulders. I didn’t need to guess the object of her dreamy
distraction, and I didn’t press her on it. She seemed even more
depressed than usual, and I tried to cheer her up by suggesting
we meet for tennis. “You did say you would play.”
“I said nothing of the sort! No, no, my tennis era was a
long time ago. It would only remind me of St. Petersburg.”
“Nonsense. You could say the same thing of poetry. The
fresh air and exercise will do you good. Your horseback riding
is all fine and good, but tennis will get you running again!”
This brought a short laugh. “Very well. But you’ll have to
bring the rackets and balls.” We met a few days later, a
Saturday morning, at the public courts on Cicerostrasse where I
had been giving lessons, just a block over from my pension. Véra
showed up in the closest thing she had to a tennis dress⎯an offwhite two-piece affair with pin-loom squares that came below the
knees, and a white headdress I hadn’t seen before.
She needn’t have worked so hard on her costume. This was no
Rot-Weiss, with its manicured paths and the lake sparkling
through the trees. Here the tock-tock of rackets hitting balls
was almost drowned out by the engines and horns of the motorcars
and the clatter of hooves on pavement from the Ku’damm a block
away. Businessmen and women, shoppers, mothers pushing carriages
all processed by behind the fence as we hit our balls back and
forth.
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Véra was more than a bit rusty at the beginning, but she
knew how to strike a tennis ball. Like Nabokoff’s, her form
bespoke a previous life of leisure, culture, and manners, a
sharp contrast from the current one of penurious exile. She
approached the ball with proper short quick steps, even if she
arrived a bit late and had to rush her swing. She turned her
shoulders well on the forehand, her free left hand held up like
a dancer’s, and when she was in time she more often than not
captured the ball nicely in the center of her racket face with a
satisfying percussion. The backhand rarely achieved its mission
in terms of accuracy, but it was a lovely stroke nonetheless,
summoning turns and one-handed loops practiced years ago in a
far-off land. When I fed her a few short balls, however,
suggesting she might want to try some net play, she shyly
demurred and returned to the baseline.
“You’re just like the great poet,” I called out. “Neither
of you wants to hit a ball before it has a chance to bounce.”
“I never got the hang of it,” she panted, clearly unused to
this sort of exertion. “Can Sirin not volley?”
I almost blurted out what marvelous form he had at the net,
as anywhere else on the court, that he merely seemed to prefer
more leisurely rhythms in his rallies. “Not at all,” I said.
“He’d rather sit through a string quartet, and that’s saying a
lot.”
“What do you mean? He doesn’t like music?”
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“Can’t stand it. It’s all noise to him, like listening to
four German workmen with handsaws.”
“I find that hard to believe. Everyone likes music. Even
animals like music.”
“Not this animal. Literature is the only art his senses
will abide.”
“How odd. So that’s why he couldn’t wait to leave....”
“What’s that?”
“Well, I adore music, but I still don’t want to play close
to the net.”
“Why don’t you let me teach you? It’s the key to modern
tennis: get to net and knock the ball off for a

winner.”

“It doesn’t sound very appealing, and I doubt I’ll be
playing many tournament matches, but very well, I’ll try.”
I walked back to my baseline with the balls. “No, not that
close,” I called, “step back a bit,” and I began to send plump
little pigeons flying slowly over the net, one after the other.
It was hopeless. “Don’t swing so much...turn and step...keep it
in front...” But unlike her elegant groundstrokes, the volley
had not been learned in childhood, and it was apparently too
late. It was like watching an essayist try to write verse. The
elbow and wrist were too stiff, the steps were too wide, the
adjustments too late. I persisted for ten or fifteen minutes,
perhaps out of pride that I should be a good enough teacher to
get anyone to hit a decent volley, but finally she begged off.
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“It’s all right, Vel, I simply won’t be a mad net-rusher.
I’ll play like him,” she said with a coy smile and walked back
to the baseline. Why had I even mentioned the baselining
bastard?
Perhaps I was being paranoid in my assumption that Nabokoff
would pounce on poor Véra as he had the scores of other young
women in his path in those years. After all, although to my eyes
she was a beauty far above the merely fashionable young
Berliners and pretty Russian-émigré girls, she wasn’t really the
physical sort he normally went for. That encouraging realization
was brought home to me one particular night, when I accepted an
invitation, procured through Moshe Zaslavsky, who knew I was
eager to taste the Russian émigré experience, to a party at the
home of one of St. Petersburg’s former affluent high-society
families.
The dilapidated old flat had been furnished with every item
of value⎯a crystal vase, a bejeweled goblet, an ancient ceramic
elephant⎯that the family had been able to smuggle out of Russia,
lending the space an air of bathetic ornateness, like a nursinghome bedroom decorated with a nonagenarian’s last precious
keepsakes. The living room was badly lighted, and an assortment
of émigrés sat between cushions on the sofa or on folding
chairs, holding teacups and chatting. A plate of fresh dates,
and one of pastries, sat untouched on the table.
Almost immediately I noticed that the male attention in the
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room was drawn, like dirty water swirling in a bathtub vortex,
toward some source of gravity in the far corner. There,
coquettishly smoking a cigarette in a long black holder, wrapped
in a satin shawl, surrounded by an inner circle of male
attendants, was a young woman who made the likes of Roma and
Danechka seem completely forgettable. Dark complexion, with dark
hair and deep black eyes in the Tatar tilt, a figure not petite
but lithesome nonetheless, of Darwinian compulsion, she exuded
sex like some men give off the scent of money. My hostess saw my
gaze following the same force field as everyone else’s: “Ah, I
see you’ve noticed our Svetlana. She does draw a crowd, does she
not? She was engaged last year, you know, to the son of our late
leader Nabokoff⎯a handsome young devil, but one does wonder how
Vladimir Dmitrievich’s sons could turn out so disinclined
towards success. This one is some sort of poet, I believe, but
really, what about a profession? Svetlana escaped in the nick of
time, I’d say.”
I was patient throughout the evening and finally espied
Svetlana escaping her male harem and slipping out onto the patio
for some fresh air. Loathe as I was to appear just another shark
in the water, I felt the need to speak to her.
“I hear you play tennis,” I offered, when she noticed me on
the patio. She smiled.
“Not so well that you should have heard of it.”
“Ah, but I play frequently with a former doubles partner of
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yours. The poet.”
“Oh, Volodya! It still hurts to say his name.”
“But as I understand it, his was the broken heart.”
“I wept my share of tears, believe me, Mr....”
“Spicehandler. Vel, please.”
“Vel. Interesting. You are an American
tennis...professional? You must be very good to play with
Volodya.”
“Not a professional. I’m a writer myself. Though when I
compare myself with Volodya, I think maybe I should become a
tennis instructor after all.”
“You’re that much better than him?”
“I was comparing myself to him as a writer, you see. In
tennis, I dare say I would prevail in a tournament situation,
probably ten times out of ten. Although you might not get that
impression from watching us. He certainly has impressive form,
and somehow always looks as though he’s winning.”
“I’ve never seen him lose! We used to play mixed doubles
quite often, with my sister and our cousin Mikhail. Or with his
poor brother, Seryozha.”
“Yes, well, as I said, if you watched us play, if you
didn’t know the score you would assume from his sublime strokes
and poise that he was sailing to yet another victory, while in
fact I would be in the process of dismantling him, six-two sixone. But in literature there are no such facades. If one poet’s

177
work appears to be better, then it is, at least in any
particular reader’s opinion. There’s no such thing as winning
with ungainly grittiness.”
“Oh God, you speak just like him. Half the time I hadn’t
the slightest idea what he was going on about. So you’re to be
another penniless poet?”
“I’m afraid not. I’m no poet. My books will be factual. I’m
going to be a university professor.”
“A professor!” Her face seemed to light up as if I’d said
Nobel Prize winner. “Now there’s a nice profession. I suppose in
America a professor makes quite a comfortable income.” I hadn’t
the heart to tell her the truth. “How Volodya would sneer at
such a prospect for himself. Do you know, I think he intends to
live on a tutor’s farthings⎯that is, until the world recognizes
his genius. So you’re his friend, eh? Tell me, how many
girlfriends does he have at the moment? Don’t worry, it doesn’t
bother me. Believe me, I knew all about his ‘adventures.’ I
didn’t call him ‘Tiger’ for nothing. You should see the diary he
forced me to read in front of him. Some poet; it read like a
pornographic novel. Now, I already know about Roma and Danechka.
But there must be some more recent conquests.”
“I don’t know... There are some actresses, but I really
couldn’t say...”
“I’m sure he’s in love with someone else by now, you just
won’t tell me. You’re probably just like him, aren’t you?”
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“No, I wouldn’t say⎯”
“Except that you have a true profession. I should have been
your doubles partner.”
“I must say, you don’t seem particularly broken up about
the whole thing.”
“Oh, I cried, Vel. We both cried. Did he tell you I had
both our rings melted down and made into this cross?” She pulled
an impressive hunk of cruciform gold out from beneath her
dress’s neckline. “But in the end, I don’t think either of us
was really in love. He thought he was. Perhaps he still thinks
so⎯you should see the letter I’ve received from France⎯but as
for me, I think now that I mostly pitied him for the loss of his
father, and wanted to soothe him. It was such an awful calamity,
for our entire community but of course for the family, and I
think for Volodya above all, it was almost unendurable. And he
seemed to fall into my arms as if for solace.” She sighed, with
an air of someone used to sacrificing her body and soul to the
healing of others’ sorrows.
“Yes, he has spoken of you often,” I heard myself lie. “But
you say you’ve heard from him? How is our friend faring down on
the farm? I’d be interested to hear.”
With a mysterious smile she reached into another crevice in
her dress⎯her garment was a veritable filing cabinet⎯and pulled
out the letter itself, which, judging from its condition, she
had apparently been carrying on her person since receiving. She
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held the envelope against her lips as if deliberating on whether
to open it in front of me. “He is not supposed to write to me,
you know. I have repeatedly implored him not to. But he says he
has remained in love with me despite all. Listen to this,” and
she tore the letter out of its casing, took a moment to locate
the line she wished to share. “’You and your family are linked
in my memory to the greatest happiness I ever had or will
have.’”
“Very dramatic.” I was blissfully astounded. He had hardly
mentioned her to me in the time we had spent together.
“Exactly. That boy does like to make a scene. There’s more:
he intends to move to Africa to forget me. Listen: ‘...and if I
find someplace on the planet where neither you nor your shadow
can be found, then I will settle there forever.’”
My heart soared. It was hard to believe that the great
budding man of letters could really be so obsessed with this
rather pedestrian⎯however nubile⎯young creature, but if he was,
then perhaps I had a chance with Véra after all.

It was still spring, that monumental Spring of 1923; I
could hardly believe it myself that after all I’d experienced I
had yet to complete a full season in Berlin. Frozen rain had
sometimes regressed gorgeously to snow, then gave way to hot
blazing days on the red clay, yet it was still spring. And the
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day I took Véra out to Tempelhof, as May was about to melt into
June, was sunny but crisp and cool, as though we’d blinked and
missed summer.
Rudi was there again at the makeshift hangar, where I
suppose he was every day, where I suppose he intended to live
out his days in the company of the machines in which he came so
close to dying.
“Herr Spicehandler!” he called out as we entered the shade
of the hangar. “Wie geht’s, Vel? Back for more flirtation with
Lady Death? Oh, pardon me.”
“Rudi, this is Véra Slonim, from St. Petersburg.”
“From the Landhausstrasse, actually,” she corrected me.
“Very nice to meet you, Rudi.”
“My very great pleasure, Fräulein Slonim. But please do not
tell me that you were an aviatrix trying to kill me with a
Murometz while your friend here was trying to kill me in his
Nieuport.”
“Don’t worry, I’m not the Princess Shakhovskaya.”
“What on earth do you mean,” I asked.
“Third cousin of the czar. She learned to fly before the
war and on his special order was given a commission in an aerial
squadron during the war. Somehow or other she was arrested for
treason and sentenced to die, but Nicholas pardoned her.”
“Don’t tell me,” I said. “She runs a laundry now in West
Berlin.”
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“Good guess, but no. Remarkably, she ingratiated herself
with the Bolsheviks, was appointed head executioner of Kiev,
became a drug addict, and was shot in an opium-fueled melee. How
boring we all are.”
“Seeing as you know so much about her, if this were a novel
I’d guess you were the princess yourself, passing yourself off
as a Jewish émigré. Anyway, Rudi, no, Véra’s not an air
fighter...yet. But she sure wants to fly.”
“Killing other people with these miraculous machines,” said
Véra, “is abuse of a great gift, like using a great mathematical
aptitude to swindle people out of their life savings.”
“Mein Gott, Vel, that’s quite a woman you’ve got there!” My
temples flared and without daring to look at Véra I knew she was
annoyed. “Well, what do you want to take her up in? The Albatros
two-seater? The Fokker might be a bit too cozy⎯or perhaps not!”
I could hardly look at Véra as Rudi and I pulled the old
wooden sausage that was the Albatros D.V out of the hangar and
wheeled it onto the grass. Each time I saw it I could hardly
believe how the old demon had been transformed by time and peace
into an innocuous, even pleasing, conglomeration of wood and
fabric, a toy on the lawn. Von Richthofen had killed quite a
number of Allied boys in one of these, even though he was more
often associated with that red Fokker triplane, and in fact he
was shot down in an Albatros. I ran my hand along the smooth
wooden propeller, gazed down the aerodynamic line of its

182
torpedo-like fuselage.
“It’s beautiful,” came Véra’s voice. I’d almost forgotten
she was there. “I can’t believe we’re going to fly in it.” We
hoisted her into the observer’s seat, I climbed into the pilot’s
seat behind her, flipped the magneto switch, cranked it up, and
there we were, bumping over the grass, circumnavigating the
aerodrome while I got a read on the sock. Then I turned our nose
into the wind, pulled the throttle hard back against my left
knee, and with the slightest backpressure on the stick let the
old bird lift us up into the sky.
I wished I could see Véra’s face to see if it sported the
same helpless grin as mine. There was nothing in the world⎯there
still isn’t⎯like the feeling of rising from the earth and seeing
everything that was quotidian and unremarkable⎯the fields and
roads and buildings and automobiles⎯transformed into a
phantasmagorical shrinking masterpiece dropping away from you as
in a dream, a moment you want to capture and hang on to but
can’t, can only keep reliving the experience, keep watching it
disappear. The war had scared me off of flying for a few years,
but I knew now that I would continue to seek this sensation as
often as I could to the end of my days.
I headed northwest, and a few minutes later we were gliding
over the Tiergarten. I did a long slow bank over the riding
paths and the zoo, and at one point Véra finally turned back to
get a better view of something we had just passed. On her face
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was an expression of utter joy. It was the only time I would
ever see her so happy.

Her exuberance from the flight radiated for the rest of the
day, even as we were seated at Prager Diele for dinner. We
ordered coulibiac⎯a sort of fish loaf with rice and
mushrooms⎯and strawberry kvass, the slightly fermented drink
made from bread that seemed to be her favorite on festive
occasions. Perhaps it reminded her of the small red fruit
hanging off the end of her surname. We talked of flying, and
poetry, and favorite books, but finally, when the excitement of
the flight had faded from the air, I couldn’t help but bring up
a certain subject.
“I’ve met that Svetlana girl, you know.”
“Oh ho. I can’t say I’m surprised.”
“No?”
“Not at all. She’s quite famous in her own way, in our
little community. And you are ‘studying’ our community, aren’t
you?”
“You make it sound so...entomological. But you’re right,
everyone seems to know everyone among the Russian émigrés, so I
suppose it’s no great coincidence that I ran into her. It was at
the Petrovitches'. She was holding forth for a group of young
men⎯and some not so young⎯like a prima donna backstage.”
“She’s a popular young lady,” said Véra as though she were
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saying, “She was born with six toes on her left foot.”
“Very charming. Not my type at all, but I can see how some
men might go quite mad for her. Nabokoff, for instance.”
“Oh really.”
“She couldn’t stop talking about him, though I didn’t get
the impression her heart was broken.”
“It was probably only the first broken engagement of the
year for her. Several since, I should guess.”
“Oh no, I think it was quite a trauma for them both. But
she seems quite over it, while he...”
“Don’t be absurd. He’s moved on. Quite on, it seems to me.”
“I wouldn’t be so sure. You should see the letter he’s
written to her from France.”
“She showed you his letter?”
“Quoted from it. I agree, quite vulgar. Yet I would say
that his attachment⎯obsession, even⎯remains quite strong.”
“Impossible.”
“Impossible? That seems a bit presumptuous, seeing as
you’ve never met him.” I played my hand too heavily, perhaps,
but I felt an aching need to get her to admit what I’d seen.
“I have met him.”
I took a moment to feign shock.
“Yes, I met him at that masked ball, the one where you were
in that ridiculous bear head.”
“Bear head? I don’t recall...oh yes, of course. The masked
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ball.”
“Don’t be silly. I met Sirin⎯Nabokoff, I mean⎯later, after
you had been swept away by your, uh, mature girlfriend.
Bearfriend, I should say. Anyway, I don’t know why I’ve never
mentioned it, no reason really, there just never seemed an
occasion to. And I won’t be as ‘vulgar’ as Svetlana, but I will
assure you that your impression of his enduring attachment to
her is mistaken. I don’t care what she says he wrote to her.”
“You two spoke of Svetlana?”
“Vel, I really don’t wish to talk of it.” And that was
that. Once Véra had dismissed a topic of conversation, the topic
was dismissed. What had transpired between them that night of
the masked ball? Had she received letters of her own from the
farm in southern France? All such avenues of inquiry were
instantly blockaded. It was disarmingly reminiscent of our
mutual friend’s ruthless command of a conversation.
“How are things at home,” I tried, though I doubted this
new conversational line would draw more candor. She had referred
obliquely at times to troubles in the Slonim household, and
whenever I had been in the apartment there was a palpable
tension in the air. But, perhaps out of relief at moving beyond
Nabokoff as a topic, she was surprisingly willing.
“’Things,’ as you put them, are not good,” she said. “As I
may have mentioned, or perhaps you noticed, my parents’ marriage
is far from ideal. My mother is...how can I put it? A hard
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woman. The loss of her home, this forced exile, has cost her any
bit of sympathy or lovingness that she had. Whereas my father
has taken it all, as he did the series of hardships he faced in
Russia, as a challenge to be faced with ingenuity and good
humor. His reward is that his wife seems to almost blame him for
their situation.”
“Ah, that’s too bad. I’m sorry. I must admit, things have
seemed a bit tense when I’ve been in your apartment. Although,
oddly enough, your mother never seems to be there. It’s usually
your cousin.”
“Yes, thank God for Anna. I think my father would have gone
mad by now without her. Of course, that doesn’t exactly assuage
my mother.”
“You don’t mean⎯”
“Yes, my father and Anna are in love, and not waiting until
they’re too old to do anything about it. Don’t look so
scandalized, Vel.” She laughed. “Is it because she is his niece?
Or because she is a quarter of a century younger. One is an
accident of marriage, the other of Time. I would hope we’re
above surrendering our happiness to such arbitrariness.”
“Oh, so Anna is your mother’s...” I was trying to sound
relaxed and bohemian about this new situation.
“She is the daughter of my mother’s brother. No blood
relation to my father. And thirty-three years old, so that
hardly makes him a pederast.”
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“I see. But that puts you in a somewhat uncomfortable
position.”
“The disadvantage to me is of the least concern.” But she
sighed. “Yes, of course I must be loyal to my mother as well as
my father. I sit with her, listen to her complaints. But it is
difficult. My heart is with my father and Anna.”
And my heart was with Véra, God help me. But I couldn’t
tell her, not again, not after that mortifying, soul-crushing
bungle of an attempt at love on the street after the concert.
God knows what she thought of me then, whether she assumed I had
learned my lesson and given up. But I had not, I had not learned
my lesson. Try learning not to breathe. She filled my every
waking moment, and found a role in most of my dreams as well.
Her costar was usually Nabokoff. Was I in love with him too? I
suppose I was infatuated with his talent, his dedication to art,
his supreme confidence, the cocksure way he sauntered down the
street, utterly oblivious to the banal concerns of most men. So
mesmerized was I by the two of them⎯the penniless aristocratic
poet so sure of his greatness and this lost exiled wounded
Russian Jewish feminine incarnation of perfection⎯that I had
hardly noticed the urban explosion of spring. The chestnut trees
blooming like snow-covered Alps must have been to me simply an
apposite backdrop to the sight of Véra promenading down
Kleiststrasse; the aching sweet scent of the linden flowers were
to me merely her perfume, the purple petals of the lilacs like a
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garland in her hair⎯a garland she of course would never have
worn. It wasn’t until I woke one morning and walked out on
Nestorstrasse for my coffee, only to find the sidewalk sleeping
under a comforter of white locust-petal down, that I looked
around and thought, my Berlin summer!
It was mid June. As I strolled later in the day, I felt for
the first time the real summer heat, a blistering sun baking my
neck and shoulders. On city side streets, clothes hung limply
over balcony rails, drying in the sun. New smells of sweat,
gasoline, and horse urine rose from the streets. There was
lethargy in the atmosphere. As I neared the Tiergarten, however,
a more energetic current of pedestrians seemed to be propelling
me along, a tide unusual for its common direction. I became an
unwitting part of the herd, put in mind of walking with my
father to Franklin Field to see the Army-Navy game when I was
eleven or twelve. As I headed eastward through the park, down
the wide bucolic Charlottenburger Chausee, just as when my
father and I would draw near the Penn campus, groups of excited
pedestrians seemed to materialize and congeal into a single
crowd with a singular purpose, walking a bit faster than usual,
pulled by the attraction of a momentous event. At the
Siegesallee, near the eastern end of the park, we merged
northward with other rivulets of humanity, and only slowed when
we reached the boisterous throng massed around the Victory
Column at the Königsplatz, near the Reichstag. A hundred
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thousand men, women, and children, it seemed to me, packed
around the old monument, where someone was giving a speech I
couldn’t hear. Sporadically, though, I could hear chants
throbbing from the center: “Nein! Mich zwingt Ihr nicht!” (No!
You shall not force me!)
While my thoughts had been cartwheeling for weeks through
clouds of love and art and intellectual strata, the reproductive
cycle of Berlin’s flora wasn’t all I had missed. The city was
roiling through not only calamitous hyperinflation but also
precarious political instability.

*

*

*

In January, France had invaded and occupied the Ruhr, a region in western Germany that
was a center of industrial production. The war reparations agreed upon in the Treaty of Versailles
amounted to some 226 billion marks worth of cash and raw materials, an unmanageable debt
which virtually paralyzed Germany’s economy and led to the hyperinflation. By 1922, Germany
had been regularly defaulting on their payments, in particular the delivery of timber and coal.
Finally, afraid that leniency towards these transgressions would undermine the Treaty of
Versailles and lead to a newly rearmed Germany, French Premier Raymond Poincaré ordered the
occupation of the Ruhr in order to force Germany to make their deliveries of raw materials.
Germany’s government, led since November by the former businessman, Chancellor Wilhelm
Cuno, responded by openly encouraging passive resistance. Posters with the “Mich zwingt Ihr
nicht!” slogan that Spicehandler noticed went up all over Germany, and Ruhr workers went on
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strike. The situation was instrumental in accelerating the inflation. More than ever since the 1918
armistice, Germans felt themselves to be victims of an unfair punishment. Demonstrations like
the one Spicehandler attended in June were common, and both the Left and Right took advantage
of the national anger to promote their own cause.
Spicehandler, however, as he indicates in his manuscript, was obsessed with more
personal upheaval. Véra was his Ruhr, and at the border lurked a potential invader⎯not French
but growing tanned and strong at a French farm. As summer proper swept into Berlin, and dark
winter coats metamorphosed into shirtsleeves and light summer dresses, and the Weimar arts
scene bloomed along with the chestnuts along Unter den Linden, Spicehandler tried desperately
to play any advantage he might have over his rival. What was it Nabokov had said to him? “I
daresay I’d rather listen to that old windbag Ebert give one of his speeches, in a language I really
don’t understand, than be forced to sit through another endless opera.” (Many years later, in his
memoir, Nabokov would be even more explicit: “Music, I regret to say, affects me merely as an
arbitrary succession of more or less irritating sounds. Under certain emotional circumstances I
can stand the spasms of a rich violin, but the concert piano and all wind instruments bore me in
small doses and flay me in larger ones.”) How puzzling, considering his rich appreciation of the
music of language, and also the unusually vibrant musical gene running through his family. The
eighteenth-century composer Heinrich Graun was a direct ancestor, Vladimir’s cousin Nicholas
was a well known composer, and one day his own son would be a successful opera singer.
Volodya, however, couldn’t bear the cacophony that others cherished as “music.” And so
Vel took Véra to more concerts. Wagner at the Opera House, Mozart at the Berliner
Philharmonie, the latest Schönberg at the Prussian State Theater. They shared a great love of
music, though Spicehandler “spent most of the concerts straining with [his] peripheral vision to
discern Véra’s pleasure in the performance, and gleaning most of [his] own pleasure from hers.”
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On June 25, they took in a performance of a string quartet and Lieder cycle by a young
composer of Spicehandler’s own age named Kurt Weill, and afterwards repaired, as was
becoming their habit, to the Prager Diele, a restaurant popular among Russians, only a couple
blocks from the Slonims’ apartment. Spicehandler preferred this café, because Ilya Ehrenburg,
an émigré critic and novelist he admired, could more often than not be seen at a corner table,
pipe in mouth, bent over his notebook, writing. On this night, Vel and Véra took an outdoor table
to enjoy the summer air and watch the pedestrian traffic, and there was Ehrenburg just a few
tables over, absorbed in his work as he had been all winter and spring, oblivious to the fine
weather and the urban hubbub around him. It mattered little that he currently resided in a
decrepit boardinghouse on Trautenstrasse. In this café, he could just as well be in Moscow or
Philadelphia. One could imagine the management had carried him, seated in his chair, to the
sidewalk to air him out a bit.
A parade of Russian émigrés passed by, seemingly as at home as Frenchmen strolling by
the Deux Magots. Former professors discussed science and politics, their umbrellas clutched
comfortably behind their backs (there was a slight threat of rain); the women had packed their
sealskin coats in storage and promenaded in their summer dresses, though they still wore their
leather shoes laced up high. Even this late at night, love-struck couples and lonely displaced
individuals promenaded around the Pragerplatz park across the street, appearing sporadically
beneath the streetlamps like fireflies.
Vel and Véra ordered coffee and blini and discussed the concert. Between them, on the
table, lay the new issue of Rul’, casually thrown, disregarded⎯years later Spicehandler could not
recall which of them had brought it⎯yet glowing like a radioactive beacon. He had already
congratulated her on the appearance of the first of her Rainov translations (“We must find a
Bulgarian restaurant,” he’d joked), as soon as they’d met for the concert, and had hoped he could
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leave it at that. But there it was, the folded bombshell of newsprint⎯it must have been she who
had brought it, he eventually had to conclude. He certainly wouldn’t have, and he never saw her
without something to read. Or perhaps it had been left there by the previous patron of that table,
after hurriedly glancing through the news and announcements, skipping the literary section
altogether. There was a glow seeping through the newsprint from inside. Not from Véra’s
translation, but from an original poem. The entire bundle of paper throbbed. He had to say
something more.
“I trust you’ve received your deserved congratulations and such,” he gestured towards the
periodical.
“Only from my father. Who reads the literary translations? Or even if they do, who reads
the name of the translator? And in any case, as you saw I insisted on only ‘V.S.’ as my byline.”
“On the contrary. It’s easy enough to find out who the modest literatist is. There aren’t so
many VS’s, and Vlad Sirin doesn’t know Bulgarian. There are so many academics and literary
types running around Russian Berlin, I should have thought you’d have a publishing contract by
now from some rival of your father’s.”
“Not so much as one Bulgarian lev has come my way.”
“Just a vulgarian Vel, eh?”
She smiled: Spicehandler’s own dividend. Still there lay the paper folded on the table.
She didn’t mention the poem; he’d be damned if he would. Repeatedly he found himself with the
words bunched at his lips, on the verge of spilling out. Some masochistic, romantic urge kept
bringing them there, but pride stifled them. He wished she would go ahead and bring it up, so he
could scoff⎯Oh yes, I read it, not bad...funny how he despises the opera, all music in fact,
odd...⎯but on the other hand knew that if they discussed it they would have to acknowledge its
brilliance. He’d pored over it all afternoon, practically had it memorized by now. For seven

193
weeks Spicehandler had tried to convince himself that nothing had happened that night of May
8th between the wolf and the butterfly. But now, in the lower left corner of page two of Rul’, in
gorgeous Russian meter, came the blow:
The Encounter
“enchained by this strange proximity...”
Al. Blok
The longing, and mystery, and delight....
as if from the swaying blackness
of some slow-motion masquerade
onto the dim bridge you came.
And night flowed, and silent there floated
into its satin streams
that black mask’s wolf-like profile
and those tender lips of yours.
And under the chestnuts, along the canal
you passed, luring me askance.
What did my heart discern in you,
how did you move me so?
In your momentary tenderness,
or in the changing contour of your shoulders,
did I experience a dim sketch
of other⎯irrevocable⎯encounters?
Perhaps romantic pity
led you to understand
what had set trembling that arrow
now piercing through my verse?
I know nothing. Strangely
the verse vibrates, and in it, an arrow...
Perhaps you, still nameless, were
the genuine, the awaited one?
But sorrow not yet quite cried out
perturbed our starry hour.
Into the night returned the double fissure
of your eyes, eyes not yet illumed.
For long? For ever? Far off
I wander, and strain to hear
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the movement of the stars above our encounter
And what if you are to be my fate...
The longing, and mystery, and delight,
and like a distant supplication...
My heart must travel on.
But if you are to be my fate...
Vl. Sirin
Spicehandler could almost have dismissed it as a generic love poem, a paean to some
imagined beauty, summoned up while lying on a bunkhouse cot on a sultry French night. But no:
“that black mask’s wolf-like profile...” There was no denying, no way to fool himself into
glossing over that line, which particularized the others⎯“those tender lips of yours,” the
“contour of your shoulders”⎯into her lips, her shoulders. The chestnuts along the canal could
now be nothing but the dark midnight trees lining the Lützowufer, the “dim bridge” the footcrossing he’d traversed so many times himself, just a few blocks from the hotel where the ball
had been. He probably would’ve wandered over there himself that night if he hadn’t been so
eager to dump his bear head back in his room.
As if the reference to the dark wolf mask weren’t enough to signal the beloved recipient
of the poem⎯there were only two people in the world who could have unearthed the evidence,
and the poet knew of only one⎯there was another clue which even Spicehandler didn’t
recognize at the time. The epigraph, “enchained by this strange proximity...,” was from Alexandr
Blok’s 1906 poem, “The Stranger.” Looking it up years later, Vel couldn’t help but smile at the
extra embedded signal that Véra certainly would have picked up when she herself reread the rest
of Blok’s stanza:
Enchained by this strange proximity,
I gaze through the dark of her veil
And behold an enchanted shoreline
And enchanted distances, far and pale.
The dark veil⎯the black wolf⎯and the enchanted shoreline of the canal: the same
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penumbral bank where Rosa Luxembourg’s battered, perforated, murdered body had washed up
four years before. Yes, all day Spicehandler had read Sirin’s new poem with a foreboding as dark
as that waterline. Every poet must dream that his work might land that kind of punch, squeezing
the air right out of the poor reader’s gut⎯instant heartache.

He must have known right then that the game was up. The tender lips, the contour of the
shoulders, the mystery and the delight. “The cad....” he wrote. “’One can’t know every girl in
Russian Berlin...or who knows?’ He had exerted his concupiscent charms on the girl of my
dreams, but what to him was another inevitable victory was to me the loss not just of a game, but
of the vision of my future I had been carrying around in my breast since the day I met her.”
And yet, and yet.... Spicehandler seems not to have given up hope just yet. He knew what
a fan Véra was of Sirin, and although she had never betrayed an iota of personal longing⎯that
wasn’t her style⎯he knew now that something had happened on that bridge. A testing of the
sexual waters⎯Nabokoff could hardly help himself, Spicehandler knew, alone with a pretty girl
on a dark bridge. But that doesn’t mean that the prey necessarily went for the hook. Véra was an
unusual and complicated young woman; that much he knew for sure. Perhaps she preferred to
keep her literary and personal passions separate; maybe she liked her heroes of poetry up on a
pedestal, where their base human peccadilloes could not detract from her appreciation of their
work. Just as Spicehandler didn’t want to know about Wagner’s antisemitism, so perhaps Véra
would rather love the work of Sirin and keep Nabokoff at a distance. After all, she had balked at
approaching him at the Schubertsaal reading.
He wasn’t going to push the issue yet. “I refused to allude to the Sirin poem in any
respect,” he recalled. “If she wasn’t going to bring it up, neither would I. We chatted about
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music, poetry (all but Sirin’s), we traded barbs about the silly pedestrians gliding by as though
they were a floor show put on for our benefit, we speculated about what old Ehrenburg was
scribbling in his notebook at the other table. And we left, and said goodnight, without the
slightest reference to the poem on page two.”

Spicehandler continued to woo Véra, employing his three-pronged strategy⎯aviation,
tennis, and music⎯two prongs of which were offensive thrusts into areas of Nabokov’s
weakness, like deep penetrating approach shots to his backhand. The Russian’s greatest
weakness, of course, was his current absence. For almost two months now, he had been living
the life of an Italian migrant worker in France, rising at six every morning to pick fruit. The
estate where he lived and worked was near the fruit-market town of Solliès-Pont, five miles or so
in from the Mediterranean, between Marseilles and Nice. He was thoroughly enjoying the
physical life: up early to work, refreshing himself with occasional jaunts after butterflies and
other insects followed by naked swims in the river, turning brown as he labored in the fields with
no shirt, perhaps even savoring the melancholy of old and new infatuations left behind in the
northern capital. At night he wrote love letters, to more than one recipient, and also worked on
poems on love and nature, as well as two verse plays that would be published in Rul and then
disappear into literary history.
In July, while Vel and Véra were taking in concerts and whiling away evenings in cafés
like the Prager Diele, Volodya took a side trip to Marseilles and became a temporary fixture in a
small Russian restaurant by the sea. Russian sailors congregated there, and as far as they knew
the tanned, fit Nabokov was one of them. He was even offered a job as a stoker on a steamer to
Indochina. He put that detail in a short story the following year, along with a pudgy shopkeeper’s
unbuttoned waistcoat, dirty children sailing paper sailboats in a puddle, and a woman’s slender
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ankles gliding across the main square.
“I am very much drawn to Africa and Asia,” he wrote in a letter from France. Yet he
turned down the chance to sail. Spicehandler of course had no idea of his rival’s opportunity to
float away to distant lands. Would he even have been glad if it had happened? He was almost as
entranced by Nabokov as he was by Véra. In any case, he knew these three months might be his
only chance to win her over before her countryman got his claws in. When Nabokov came back
in August he was sure to try to add her to his list of conquests. Not that that would necessarily
give him set and match. Spicehandler wasn’t buying the love poem for a second⎯not yet. He
was sure Nabokov would drop her after a brief torrid affair. And if he did, Spicehandler would
still be there, waiting to hear her sobs and dry her tears, perfectly willing to accept the poet’s
discarded drafts and edit them into the poetry of his dreams.
And so, even as he worked diligently at his book⎯which was finally beginning to gain a
little steam as it began to take on more and more of a personal flavor, forsaking dry academic
research for an intimate narrative⎯he took her to dinners and concerts and the theater, and he
gently hit tennis balls with her all that summer on the baked red clay, and whenever she had time
he rented the Albatros and flew her all over northern Germany. They developed a verbal game,
in which they planned a chimerical flight over the border, back to Russia. Exactly how they were
going to overthrow the Bolsheviks and usher in a new democratic era in which all the Jews and
intellectuals, and even the princes and princesses, would be welcomed back, was unclear.
Sometimes the operation was more modest, but no less glorious. They would fly over the border
at high altitude, where they’d hardly be noticed, then swoosh down quickly in a mad dive, land
in a field of chamomile, gather a bouquet, and glide back to Russian Berlin to present it to Evsei.
Or their triumph over totalitarianism would consist of a picnic right under Stalin’s nose: they’d
land in the Yelaginski Park, stroll over to the Alexander Garden for their luncheon, and then take
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off at sunset and follow the red and orange nova back to the West.
Such a self-imposed mission was the order of the day when they took off from
Tempelhof one cloudless morning in early August.

*

*

*

“I’ll land us in a secluded spot near Sosnovy Bor,” I’d
briefed her the night before.
“Yes, that’s perfect. They would never think to find us
there, and anyone seeing us descend will merely assume we’re
from the state agricultural council, scouting out new collective
farmlands. I’ll pack lunch: shashlyk, some nuts and dried
grapes, and black bread.”
As the German landscape dropped from the Albatros like a
vast green bomb and the farmland around Tempelhof scrolled by
like a motion picture⎯but in color, the camera pulling back
smoothly⎯it almost felt to me that the mission was real. My
right foot pushed gently on the rudder bar to offset the engine
torque, and my right index and middle fingers curled around the
stick, exerting just enough back pressure to keep the nose up
and maintain maximum elevation speed, the same two fingers of my
left hand pulling the throttle full open, and with these
familiar old gestures a small thrill erupted in my chest, an
adrenalin surge that brought back a pure sensual memory of
danger from the Fall of ’18. In a minute I would bank to the
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east and follow our whispered flight plan towards Soviet
airspace.
Instead, I continued on a heading due north, passing over
the center of Berlin at only a hundred meters. The streets of
the city were overlaid with thousands of little strips of shadow
from the buildings blocking the morning sun.

We soared past the

Reichstag and the Victory Column, right over the Konzerthaus and
the Komisches Oper, past the Jewish Quarter, and onward over the
opening farmland, the forests near Mühlenbeckerland, and the
seemingly endless acreage ahead.
We ascended over a thousand meters, but a dark, isolated
cloud blew in from the west, and I had no choice but to fly
under it, edging lower and lower until I was sure Véra must be
nervous about the treetops. To me it was pure bliss. It reminded
me of the careless fun of my training flights, before we were
sent into combat. Buzzing over French farms and villages,
thrilling to the new and incomparable sensation of flight. Now,
as then, the occasional farmer would look up as we shot by, so
close we could see his waving arm. I recalled with a smile the
official document we all carried, to be presented to a farmer
whose sown field we had chosen for an emergency landing (bad
weather, out of gas). It listed the exact amounts that the
farmer could demand in compensation for ruined crops: so much
for corn, so much for wheat, and so on. It hadn’t been much use
to Winkler, who had gotten lost on his first cross-country,
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realized just how lost when the flak began exploding all around
him, ran out of fuel and glided to a beautiful forced
landing⎯behind enemy lines. It was such a lucky stroke⎯he spent
the rest of the war in a POW camp and returned home safely to
his family when it was all over⎯that there had been some cynical
intimations around camp that he’d done it on purpose. I didn’t
think I’d be forced down by today’s rain⎯if I ruined any crops
I’d just have to talk my way out of it⎯but we were certainly
getting drenched in the summer downpour. I was worried that Véra
would be disgruntled, the spirit of our outing dampened. But
then she turned back towards me, and her brilliant laugh as she
looked down at the soaked verdant grasslands flashing by buoyed
me like a hearth.
The puddles and the billions of drops of water clinging to
vegetation suddenly illuminated as though someone had hit a
switch. Sun had broken through. The cloud cover thinned, and the
sunshine warmed us, dried our clothes and skin and wings. In
celebration I brought us all the way up to twenty-five hundred
meters (I didn’t dare take Véra too much higher than that
without oxygen handy) over Neubrandenburg, and then, under a now
open sky, the end of the land appeared off near the horizon, a
curve of green with blue ocean above. The Baltic Sea.
Two hours after takeoff, I eased the throttle forward a
bit, applied the slightest back pressure on the stick with my
finger to keep the nose from pitching forward too much, and
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commenced a slow spiraling descent over the edge of the ocean,
looking for a place to land. I had glided over the large island
of Rügen, which I’d circled on my chart the night before, and
now we swung over the northeast corner, ever lower, and were
treated to a spectacular view of the chalk cliffs of Jasmund.
I’d never seen the Baltic before, but these cliffs immediately
brought me back to the coast of Dover, which I’d flown over just
once, with ecstatic relief, on a leave-of-absence trip to London
while waiting to be discharged in the weeks after Versailles.
At a hundred and fifty meters, I continued to the western
side of the island, looking for a few hundred feet of flat
clearing. (The instruments were metric, but my survival
instinct⎯the constant search for a landing spot⎯still English.)
There, ahead, just past a narrow strait, was a spit of land, no,
a smaller island, mostly forested but with some clear areas near
the beaches. I flew one pass overhead to appraise the land and
gauge the wind (a stiff crosswind coming in from the sea, but
manageable), then came back to the east, banked into the wind,
and brought the machine down in a smooth glide, cutting the
engine just before the wheels hit the soft grass. Motionless and
silent, our bodies still vibrating from the noise and kinetics
of flight, we sat alone in a meadow, thick woods to our left and
an empty beach to our right absorbing the foamy explosions of
the sea.
We climbed out, discarded our heavy flying jackets and
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goggles, and carried the basket of food over the field and onto
the warm white sand. Set up our repast in utter isolation, a
picnic on the moon. Ate our meat and bread and fruit to the
percussive soundtrack of the surf.
“How the Gulf of Finland has changed,” she said. “As if the
marauders were able to disrupt the order of nature itself.”
“Do you remember this spot?”
“We came out here once, in the Summer of 1910. We stayed in
a country inn not far from here. It was a great occasion for us,
a wonderful excursion into the country. Mother and Father seemed
so happy then, arranging our dinner here on this beach, setting
up the folding chairs and even a table with tablecloth, while my
sister and I ran free, chasing the waves. What were we
celebrating? I don’t know. Some business triumph or other, I
suppose. Or a birthday.”
Waves crashed, the same waves as thirteen years before.
Yes, the Gulf of Finland....
“We should steal a stone from St. Isaac’s Square,” I said.
“But we’re too far from the city. No trains come out this
far. How will we get in?”
“Did you forget your parachute?”
“I thought you were bringing them. But I didn’t forget
this.” And she pulled from her bag a dark compact pistol with a
familiar checkered brown handle and carefully aimed it out at
the sea, arms extended, sighting along the barrel.
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“Good Lord! Véra, are you mad? You’re carrying a Browning
around in your handbag? Here, let me see that.” The familiar
shape and weight in my hand brought me again back to the war.
The gun was the standard issue pistol for all the U.S. Armed
Forces. Of course, I’d never fired mine in combat, and not even
that much in training. We pilots were rushed off to the
aerodromes, and flight training was a priority. But if I did get
downed behind the lines, this Browning was supposed to somehow
get me back. “On second thought, it’s not quite the same model.
The edges are more rounded, as is the barrel. A bit more
feminine, perhaps. I’m sorry, I don’t mean⎯”
“This is a 1900, the model your own Teddy Roosevelt always
kept by his side. I’ve no idea what they gave you soldiers to
kill people with.”
“I think you are the Princess Shakhovskaya.”
“You know what it’s like on the streets of Berlin these
days. Communists fighting Freikorps, other groups of thugs
employing the excuse to cause general mayhem. Antisemitic slurs
in the air. I began to feel unsafe walking home from work. Don’t
worry, I’m quite good at shooting it. I’ve had lessons from a
master marksman, and I practice often at the firing range, an
underground one, don’t you know, with plenty of advice from the
White Army officers who are always there.”
“I’ll bet. You know, Véra, you’re not the normal sort of
nice Jewish girl one meets.”
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“Who wants to be normal? Surely we can aspire to something
better than that.”
“Well, I hope at least you’re not part of that plot to
assassinate Trotsky that I’ve heard people whispering about.”
Her silent stare froze me like a traitor. “Oh, Véra....”
Finally she laughed. “Vel, this is perfect. Well, almost
perfect. It is only the Baltic Sea, after all. But how
wonderful, how impossible to believe, that we flew here through
the sky in our little machine. I’m so grateful.”
“Véra, I’ll always take you into the sky, any time you
wish.”
“Yes, well until you sail home to Philadelphia. I don’t
imagine you staying in Europe forever.”

At this point Spicehandler seems to have leapt into an embarrassing fulmination of lovemaking, to use the vernacular of the day, like a overly sincere Henry James runner-up. He had
restrained himself ever since the humiliating debacle on the dark sidewalk in early May, but he
could hold back no longer. “Thankfully, I cannot remember my exact words,” he wrote:

I doubt I remembered them five minutes after spewing
them forth in an unplanned, inadvisable, and probably
incoherent avalanche of emotion. Something to do with
swearing my undying love and allegiance, promising to
devote myself to making her happy, if only she will
have me, etc., etc. I do recall, in essence, her

205
perturbed protestations, her attempts to deflect my
attentions, to inform me, without quite telling me,
that my wooing was hopeless. “Oh, Vel,” she sighed at
one point, “why can’t you propose to Svetlana Siewert,
like everyone else?”

So little did Spicehandler know at this time. He was operating like a pilot of a later age
training to fly on instruments, who wears a visor which blocks his view of the outside so he can
see only the dashboard of his craft. All Vel was aware of was the blinding, disorienting feedback
of his own infatuation, and the insufficient data of Véra’s reticence. He did know, of course, that
Nabokov had written a besotted poem clearly inspired by the lady wolf he’d met at the ball. But
if Spicehandler had known the extent of Vladimir and Véra’s correspondence that summer, he
might have spared himself the embarrassment of his seaside dramatics.
He had been emboldened to learn of his friend’s recent love letter to Svetlana. And she
had not been dissembling: On May 25 Nabokov really had written her of the anguish his passion
for her continued to cause him. However, what Spicehandler did not know, and what Véra would
never reveal to him, no matter how much he tried to provoke her divulgence, was the nature of
the poet’s subsequent correspondence.
Even if Véra had been willing to allude to a letter from Sirin, her pride would certainly
have prevented her from admitting that she had, uncharacteristically, written to him three times
before hearing back. Apparently he was too besotted with visions of flight to Africa away from
his mad longings for Svetlana even to think of Véra. But finally, two days after penning his love
letter to Svetlana, he did answer the girl in the mask.
And in that missive lay every foreboding Spicehandler had had since the night of the
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masked ball. Despite Nabokov’s lingering infatuation with Svetlana, and his hesitation in
writing, his greatest fan seemed to have made an impression. “I won’t hide it,” he poured out in
his very first line. “I am so unused to being, well, understood⎯so unused to it that in the very
first minutes of our meeting I thought: this is a joke, a masquerade trick.... Yes, I need you, my
fairy tale. For you are the only person I can talk to⎯about the hue of a cloud, about the singing
of a thought....” It was, in fact, in this very missive to Véra that he had declared his pull toward
Africa. But he had no choice but to forsake the dark continent and return to Berlin, for the sake
of a "mystery [he] desperately want[ed] to resolve." When Spicehandler discovered this letter,
many years later in the Schakovskoy papers at Amherst College, he was shaken. Even after the
intervening decades, which brought him a happy marriage and children, it was a shock to
discover that all that summer of 1923, while he was desperately courting Véra with every skill,
tactic, and passion he could summon and she was coolly deflecting his advances, she was
inwardly basking in the glow of Nabokov’s letters, merely biding time in Spicehandler’s
company while awaiting her true heart’s return.
Just a few days before their flight and picnic on the Baltic Sea, Véra’s translation of
Poe’s “The Silence” had come out in Rul, and Vel had toasted the occasion cheerfully at the
Prager Diele before taking her to yet another concert. As on the occasion of her earlier
publication, though, Rul was haunted by a familiar spirit: Vl. Sirin, with another poetic dispatch
from the French farm. And this time he not only shared the issue with Véra but alighted right
next to her on the page, his poem ending mid-column and flowing into her translation as though
the editor, his friend Mr. Gessen, were playing Cupid. This Sirin poem, entitled “Song,” Vel was
able to dismiss as innocuous enough⎯a paean to Mother Russia, a longing to regain a life that
had been stolen. Spicehandler could not possibly have detected the other longing embedded in
the verse; in fact, it’s hard to believe that even Véra could have deciphered the hidden code. Had
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Spicehandler noticed, however, what an observant and assiduous biographer did some seven
decades later, it would have ruined his night at the theater. Namely, that the lines of the first and
last stanzas were constructed around the syllables of the Russian word for faith: “vera.”
Happily oblivious, though, and intoxicated by their glorious flight through rain and sun,
their covert landing on the beachside strip of land, and their lovely island picnic by the sea, Vel
had jettisoned all caution and opened his heart to Véra, only to hear her dispassionate response.
Unaware of the larval relationship building between Volodya and Véra through the post and
coded messages in Rul, however, he could not help but hold out hope. The day was too perfect,
the entire summer too glorious, her very presence here with him belying her resistance.
They stayed as late as they could and then thrilled to a glorious takeoff parallel to the
shore. Vel had to bank only slightly left to put them on a direct course south to Berlin. In a
minute they were soaring over the German mainland. There was simply no way to feel
heartbroken or deflated while flying. Exhilarated, euphoric, occasionally terrified⎯by machine
guns or weather⎯but not sad. Even heartbreak was exalted by the experience of flight into
something glorious and thrilling. On this occasion, Vel’s rapture was only slightly mitigated by a
nagging worry that he might have allowed his pleasure at being alone on a deserted northern
island with the object of his dreams to distract him into delaying their departure too long. If night
fell, he could easily find the lights of Berlin, but he’d have little chance of landing safely on the
pitch-dark airfield. Somehow, hurtling through the European sky, as this moment in time and
space inflated his soul and suspended him like an insect in amber, it didn’t seem to matter.
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A few days after their flight, Véra left for a two-week vacation to the North Sea with her
family. Spicehandler, bereft of the company of his two principal cohorts, found himself quite
alone in Berlin for the first time since March. Lonesome and sweating in the sweltering August
city, he toyed with the idea of a seaside vacation himself, perhaps even flying himself up to
Bremerhaven and dropping in on the Slonims uninvited, but even in his lovesick delirium he
recognized that that would be a tactical error.
Every morning he slaved away at his manuscript, which, as mentioned earlier, had
transformed from an academic monograph into a deeply personal narrative. It was still about
Russian Berlin, but now seen through the telescoping lens of his twin obsessions with Volodya
and Véra. His work, however, only served to magnify his loneliness and despair at his amorous
fiasco on the Baltic island. In the afternoons, though, he found something of a haven at the RotWeiss Club, where he tested the limits of his “honorary membership” by showing up almost
every afternoon looking for a game. More often than not he would happily end up on an outer
court pulverizing a bag of old balls with Danny Prenn. On court, they were like brothers: the two
Jews liberated from the Pale, assimilated into the modern Western world, rechanneling their
resentments and frustrations (over lost worlds, lost opportunities, lost love) into cudgeling the
white ball into the clay, refusing to miss, refusing to lose. Mostly they just hit without keeping
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score; they both seemed to find solace in the long, fierce but meditative rallies, corner to corner,
their sneakers tearing up the fine clay, often interrupted by one of Prenn’s peerless drop shots,
which Spicehandler would chase as though all happiness depended on preventing a second
bounce. In a few years, Prenn would attain a level of skill such that Spicehandler would not have
been able to keep up with him. But at this point, the American's four-year advantage kept them
dead even. When they did play sets, the scores tended to evoke history lessons: fifteen-thirteen,
eighteen-sixteen.
History, in fact, was occurring right before his eyes, and Spicehandler’s microcosmic
fascination with his primary two Russian Berliners did not completely blind him to the fact.
Berlin was evolving like an ecosystem in time-lapse photography, catalyzed by the mad
inflation. One of Spicehandler’s dollar bills, which exchanged for twenty thousand marks when
he arrived in March and a hundred and fifty thousand marks in July, now brought him a million.
On the other hand, a million Deutschmarks didn’t buy him all that much at the market. A single
slim copy of Rul, to check on that bastard Sirin’s love poetry, set him back some ten or fifty
thousand marks, depending on which week it was.
With the era of radio broadcasting still prenatal, people relied on the newspapers to give
them the currency rate each morning. And along with this gloomy but necessary financial
information came the equally depressing headlines. No one really wanted to read of the
continuing bleak situation in the Ruhr; they just wanted to see what sort of ludicrous paper
denomination they would need to buy some bread and coffee. But the headlines called out to
them, and they had no choice but to learn that the Cuno government was on the verge of
collapse, after less than a year. The government was responsible for the economic madness; they
had encouraged those who had abused the system, so readers were told. They were responsible
for the food shortage, and for the disaster in the Ruhr. The French were still occupying, and the
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German workers were refusing to work—and starving for their principles. The French refused to
budge: they arrested instigators and forced over a hundred thousand people from their homes.
Germany must pay its war debts, they declared. While Spicehandler read these stories, in the
course of a single week, each of his dollars leaped another fivefold in value, to five million
marks.
As the German currency plummeted down the roller coaster of hyperinflation, there was a
sense on the street of impending collapse, and political tension and violence were displaced by
the social and sexual abandon of end days. In particular, as Alexandra Ritchie wrote, the
economic chaos created a hedonistic attitude among the young: "Amid all the misery, despair,
and poverty there was an atmosphere of light-headed youthfulness, licentiousness, and carnival.
Now, for once, the young had money and the old did not. Moreover, its nature had changed. Its
value lasted only a few hours. It was spent as never before or since; and not on the things old
people spend their money on.” No sexual thirst was left unquenched. Reputable hotels hired male
and female prostitutes to satisfy male and female patrons in various permutations. "As things
grew increasingly dire Berlin threw itself into an orgy of dancing, drinking, pornography and
prostitution with je m'en fous being the order of the day. The higher prices rose the greater the
abandon, the madder the nightclubs, the faster the dance steps, the louder the jazz bands, the
more plentiful the cocaine. But this was not yet the joyful dancing of the so-called 'Golden
Twenties'; it was an insane dance of forgetting, a dance of despair."
For months, Spicehandler had barely noticed the squalor. Enraptured by Véra, he had
seen Berlin as an exotic, majestic European capital, not the defeated, politically sundered,
wretched cesspool that George Grosz was already depicting in his drawings. Berlin was Vel’s
Paris, the Café Leon his Deux Magots, and Schöneberg his Little St. Petersburg.
When Véra left for vacation, however, she pulled the façade away like a stage hand after

211
the show. Overnight, Berlin lost its luster; when Spicehandler walked outside on August 6, the
city had turned poor and tawdry, the hot sun exposing every dirty crack and forgotten soul. An
old man in rags stood on the Ku’damm, blowing pathetic scraping notes on a tin trumpet, hoping
for a few worthless coins. Probably a former Minister of War or factory owner. When you
stopped to look, an entire demographic of homeless people appeared in the cityscape like ghostly
images on developing photographic paper. Middle-aged men with dusty clothes from the last
century. Women in rags, sometimes dragging an urchin or two along with them. And of course
the soldiers, always the soldiers, disfigured and obliviated, surviving on the arbitrary charity and
shame of an occasional pedestrian.
Many of them would end their evening at the hospital up in Prenzlauer Berg, the back
half of which had been converted into a shelter for this burgeoning population of the displaced.
Stern soulless red brick, like so many of the state institutions, the building hardly put one in mind
of a beacon of hope. Spicehandler had made his way up there one day, on a tip from an exiled
princess, to interview a refugee, a former lieutenant colonel in the czar’s army. The officer had
not retained much of his former possessions after years of revolution and civil war, but he had
kept his uniform, and was wearing it when Spicehandler arrived. In the bare little
room⎯somehow he had been given his own cubicle instead of having to share a cavernous room
with a hundred other men⎯the uniform lent him the air of a madman, which perhaps he was by
now. “Where is Russia?” he kept asking. “Where is the Little Father?”
With Véra and Volodya gone, neither of whom would have considered partaking of
Weimar Berlin’s decadent nightlife, Spicehandler decided that as an academic observer it was his
duty to report on all aspects of Berlin life. And so he found himself, one August evening,
entering the “Resi” nightclub on Blumenstrasse near the Alexanderplatz.
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What a contrast from the Josty in Postdamer Platz, where
I’d gone for dinner. That venerable old café, frequented ten
years earlier by the most prominent artists from Kandinsky to
Grosz⎯they said the latter still took his coffee there, but I
never saw him or anyone else of note⎯and even earlier, in its
original location, by great artists and poets going right back
to Heine, was a casualty of the times. It appeared to be the
same respectable establishment it always had been⎯and indeed,
respectable it still was⎯but beneath the veneer lay the hard
reality of economic crisis. The coffee, or “Mocha,” was still
presented in an individual metal coffeepot with a glove attached
to the handle to protect one’s hand, but the beverage inside was
a sad, watery concoction. I ordered “sweet cakes” only to be
served what appeared to be frostbitten potatoes. I overheard the
men at the next table refer to the cigars they were lighting up,
laughingly, as the best Havana cigars money can buy. Inquiring
as to where one might obtain these luxuries (thinking that
perhaps Evsei might appreciate such a gift), I was told with a
smirk that the Havana cigars were in reality nothing but cabbage
leaves soaked in nicotine. Still, my companions lit up and
enjoyed their smoke just as if it were 1913; as I said, to
outward appearances the Josty was as it had always been. Diners
could look out on one of the busiest squares in Europe, a
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constantly throbbing ganglion of pedestrians, newspaper vendors,
motorcars, trams, and horses, illuminated at night by the
emblazoned advertisements of the Kempinski Haus. The famous
traffic-light tower was a year away from being erected, and a
handful of policemen standing on strategically positioned wooden
platforms did their best to organize the flow of traffic. The
Josty, like most of the German establishments, closed early, as
if clinging to the wartime Polizeistunde (curfew) out of habit.
It was primarily a café for Germans, and Berliners⎯demoralized
by the French occupation of the Ruhr and downtrodden by the
inflation⎯were all home by nine, having taking their beloved
watchdogs for their evening walk.
While the local population had been reduced to smoking
cheap dinner vegetables and drinking mud, however, foreigners,
with foreign currency, were having the time of their lives. A
host of other, newer, nightspots were just opening at this hour.
Feeling even lonelier and more depressed leaving the Josty than
I’d felt going in, I headed up to Alexanderplatz to try the
“Resi,” or Residenz-Casino, the dance club I’d been hearing so
much about.
The Resi turned out to be several nightclubs in one, all
housed in an enormous block-long building on Blumenstrasse. One
floor was a cavernous dance hall, such as I’d never seen before,
with room for a thousand people to twirl about. A thousand
dancers reflected in the mirrored ceiling, and hanging from that
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ceiling a hundred mirrored globes which seemed to open and close
to the beat of the live orchestra. Without a dance partner, and
not really seeking one, I continued upstairs to another vast
room, this one filled with tables and more mirror-balls, these
atop poles adorning each table. Each table also sported a bright
red box enclosing a telephone, and within the din of voices,
music, and clanging dishes I could hear the unmistakable ringing
of phones and see the odd customer picking one up or bent over
in clandestine conversation.
I was shown to a table⎯my own mirror-ball and
telephone!⎯and quickly ordered myself a cocktail. I felt somehow
vulnerable all alone there and wished I had Véra with me. How we
would have had a laugh, denigrating this dissipated bourgeois
pickup joint before heading back to Nollendorfplatz. But Véra
was at the seaside, Volodya was on the farm, and my reverie was
broken by a whooshing sound. A small cylindrical receptacle had
materialized in a basket on my table positioned underneath the
end of a candy-cane-shaped pipe coming out of the floor. I
lifted it, opened the little door on it, and took out a small
gift-wrapped box. What could I do but open it? A pocket-sized
bottle of men’s cologne. A gift from the management? Before I
could unravel this strange development, my phone was ringing. My
immediate urge was to ignore it, let it ring until the caller
assumed I was not at home and gave up. I quickly realized,
however, that my caller must be watching me. When there’s a
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phone booth outside your house and you have no curtains, you
have no choice but to answer.
“Hallo?” I wasn’t sure how to answer such a telephone.
“Guten Abend, number two-one-six,” said a deep, throaty
female voice. “It appears your companion has stood you up
tonight, no?”
“Uh, no. I came alone.”
“Even better. I hope you like the perfume. It’s the only
brand they offer. Don’t you love the pneumatic tubes?”
“Ah, so that’s⎯”
“I adore pneumatic tubes.”
“Um...who, I mean where are you?”
“Look up and a bit to your right. Two O’clock! as the war
aces used to say. That’s right, you’re looking my way.”
Up in the balcony, a young blonde with a large pearl
necklace and white headscarf, sitting at a table with three
other women, was waving her fingers at me. I could think of
nothing but to sort of nod, gape-mouthed, at her. This was all
so new to me.
“It’s a telephone, darling. You’re supposed to talk. Or are
you the strong silent type? Mind if I join you?”
“I...but what about your friends?”
“Oh, I’m just here with some girlfriends. They won’t mind.”
And I saw her hang up and disappear from the balcony. A minute
later she stood by my table, waiting for me to hold her chair
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for her, which I did. She was a bigger girl close up than I’d
expected, almost as tall as me.
“So.” She settled herself in and took in the neighboring
patrons. “You don’t sound very German.”
“I’m not. American, of Russian parents.”
“Ach so! And I’m a foreigner too. A Galician Jewess, if you
can believe that.”
“Why not? I’m Jewish too.”
“You are! You see, darling, we have so much in common. We
were meant to be together. What are you drinking there?”
“Oh, a Manhattan, straight up. My father’s drink. Would you
like one?” She smiled sweetly, and I ordered.
“So, Mister Six-Cubed, do you have a name, or do you prefer
to go by your number?”
“You’re very clever. And I’m Vel.”
“Vel, ah. Velvela. I knew a Velvela back in Lviv.”
“Sounds like a good tongue-twister.”
“You’re right, I didn’t really. Don’t believe everything I
say, Vel. My goodness, these are strong. Your father’s quite the
drinker. What are you trying to do to me?”
“With all due respect...Fräulein...”
“Oh, how rude. I’m Anita.”
“Anita. Not the infamous Fräulein Berber, I hope.” I
referred to Anita Berber, the impassioned lesbian dancer and
actress already famous at the age of twenty-four for her nude
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dancing and drug-and-alcohol-fueled sadomasochistic orgies.
“Oh no. I’m much naughtier than her. I’m only joking, Vel.
Don’t worry. But look at you. I could tell from way up there in
the balcony that you’re heartbroken. Why else would you be at
the Resi all alone? Tell me all about it. I love a good
heartbreak story.”
“You’re both wrong and right. I’m here because I’m studying
Berlin life for a book I’m writing. On the other hand, just
because I’m not here because I’m heartbroken doesn’t mean I’m
not necessarily suffering from a, uh, an unsatisfactory romance.
If you can call it that.”
“Ach, Vel, I knew it. You must tell Anita all about it,
every last detail, while we dance.”
“Oh, I don’t know about dancing. I just⎯” But she stood and
took me by the hand and led me out onto the endless parquet
dance floor. It felt like dancing in a great outdoor park. I’d
never danced with someone so tall, and though she was very thin
she felt as though she must almost match my weight. Her light
hair was cut short in the current boyish style, her dress was
short and tight and she held me close and let me lead her around
the parquet, and I murmured out my sad Véra tale. The music
finally ended, and we returned to 216.
“How sad, Mister Six Cubed. You could have been V Squared.”
“Yes, but there’s yet another V. So I’m afraid we’re V
Cubed. Or rather, the other V’s going to get his perfect
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square.”
“Well, maybe you should consider an inverted V instead.”
“Inverted?”
“An A, mister⎯me. Listen, let’s leave the Resi behind. Too
tame. For your book you need to see the real Berlin, the Berlin
not everybody sees. And I’m just the girl to show you.”
“I don’t know, it’s almost midnight. What about your
friends?”
“Oh, I’m sure we’ll see them by and by.” She gave them a
wave as we stood and walked towards the door, and they waved
back and laughed as though they were used to seeing Anita
disappear halfway through the night.
We walked out into a warm summer midnight, the streets
around Alexanderplatz still full of revelers who considered the
economic situation no more worthy of consternation than a
headache which could be alleviated with the right pills. The
responsible natives were home asleep, dreaming of suicide.
“I think you need to see the Eldorado,” said Anita. “A taxi
to Nollendorfplatz!”
“Nollendorfplatz? Now we’re talking about my neighborhood.
You want to see Russians?”
“There are more than Russians crawling around there, Vel.
You need to open your eyes. Have you been to the Eldorado?”
“That dump on Motzstrasse? I’ve walked by it many times.
Doesn’t strike me as my sort of place.”
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“Hmm, probably not. So let’s go.”
“Why not? Here, we can catch a 99 trolley⎯”
“The tram? Oh darling, really. Taxi!”
I wasn’t used to taxis, hadn’t taken one my whole time in
Berlin. Luckily, I had a dollar bill in my wallet that would
probably have gotten us to Paris if we’d wanted. But I didn’t
have too many of those left and would have preferred not to
squander one on transportation. We picked up a dark green cab
with its white checkered emblem near the train station and
settled back for the ride. Anita sat right in the middle of the
back seat, practically on my side, leaning warmly against my
shoulder. I wished she wouldn’t. It wasn’t that I was so
besotted with my unattainable Véra that I was unwilling to take
solace in another. I didn’t want to take advantage of Anita, who
seemed to me like a fairy-tale character sent to rescue me; I
was playing the wrong part. She took my left hand in both of
hers, and her long fingers easily enclosed mine. I felt like a
little boy with her.
And there was the Eldorado, on the corner, with its
inviting sign: HIER

IST’S

RICHTIG! And the oversized portraits of

winking partygoers. It was in the Russian neighborhood but quite
apart from it. I had heard vague rumors of its lack of
respectability. Certainly neither Volodya nor Véra would have
gone. So here was my opportunity. I followed Anita inside. A
much smaller club than the Resi, just a regular little bar, a
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row of tables lining each wall, a stage at the far end. A young
woman was singing in a deep voice, not unlike that of my
companion, to a simple piano accompaniment. Years later I
realized that it must have been Marlene Dietrich, or at least
could have been, as she did perform there often at the beginning
of her career. But I’m afraid my attention was more engaged by
the unusual cast of characters at the tables to either side of
us. It was as though we were all in a play, and everyone but me
was made up to be someone they were not. I couldn’t quite figure
it out. They were all striking some sort of pose, for the
benefit of everyone else in the room, but I wasn’t in on the
joke.
The most shocking sight of all, suddenly, was that of a
familiar face. Standing at the end of the bar, chatting and
laughing with a friend, was Sergey Nabokoff. I excused myself
and, uncharacteristically, provoked by my pleasure and relief in
seeing a friend, burst in on his conversation.
“Seryozha! What a surprise to see you here.” I held out my
hand, which he took in the passive manner I now recalled, but it
took him a moment to recognize me.
“Ah, V-v-volodya’s tennis friend. V-v-vel, yes? My
partner!”
“We enjoyed quite a momentous victory that day, didn’t we?
And then you decamped for Paris, I heard.”
“That’s right. I’m only back in Berlin for a few days, to
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see my family and pick up a few things.”
“It’s a shame Volodya is off in France.”
“Yes, what a pity. He must be in tears to have missed me.
Perhaps he’ll write a poem.”
“You two are not close, then. I could tell as much. That is
a pity.”
“It’s simply the way it is. Volodya was always the heir to
the throne, and I merely the forgotten prince. But Mr.
Spicehandler: you are about the last person I would expect to
meet at the Eldorado.”
“Oh, I’m with a friend I met,” I gestured to Anita at our
table. Seryozha took her in with a gaze and a grin. “I should
probably not leave her alone, don’t want to be rude.”
“Absolutely not. I think you’re in for a fabulous night. As
am I: this is Richard, someone I’ve just met. Richard, may I
present Mr. Spicehandler of Philadelphia?”
I shook hands with a growing blush on my face. “I suppose,”
said Seryozha, “Volodya told you about the, uh, major difference
between us?”
“No,” I lied. “But it’s, I mean I, it doesn’t...”
“I don’t really believe it’s the reason I was more or less
forgotten in my brother’s shadow. His brilliance and confidence
would have outshone me, in my meek shadow, even if I were of the
more normal, procreative, type. But let’s just say it didn’t
exactly endear me to my parents. Or other relatives. We had an
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uncle, dear crazy old Uncle Ruka. A composer of some repute, and
I, with an unquenchable passion for music even as a young boy,
adored him. Volodya would just as soon have taken cod liver oil
as been forced to listen to Ruka’s work, and he ridiculed him
behind his back, to the delight of our sisters. But whom was it
that Uncle Ruka favored? Whom that he took on his knee and
fondled? And finally, whom that he left his multimillion-ruble
country estate, right near our own beloved Vyra? The favorite
prince, of course. I tell you, I was almost glad when the
Bolsheviks stole it back. Almost. Poor Volodya only had
ownership for a year and barely had the chance to sit regally on
the veranda and take in the view of his new property.”
“I’m so sorry, Seryozha. I really am.” We listened to the
singer for a few awkward moments. “But how long are you in
Berlin? We should play some tennis.” I cringed at the triviality
of my own words.
“We should, yes, but alas I will be back in Paris in just
another couple of days. And Richard and I were just making
detailed plans for my remaining time, weren’t we?”
Richard, a tall elegant dark-haired young man in a
tuxedo⎯for that matter, I now realized, they were both in
tuxedos⎯smiled and replied in a rougher, more German-accented
English, “Indeed, two days hardly seems enough time to get it
all in. And we were just about to leave, weren’t we, Sare-eeoscha?”
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“Indeed. Good bye, Vel,” said Sergey. “Perhaps we’ll meet
on another tennis court someday. In Philadelphia!”
I returned to Anita with my apologies for leaving her
alone, but arriving at the same time as I were three young
women, apparently good friends, who shouted, “Anita! Liebchen!”
and exchanged rather melodramatic embraces with my “date.” My
first thought was that Anita must belong to some sort of “tall
ladies” society. But these girls⎯Lotte, Penelope, and Berthe, I
stood again to shake each of their daintily outstretched
hands⎯were wide too. Lotte in particular could have played tight
end for Penn, I thought. At Anita’s urging, two of the three
newcomers squeezed into the padded bench on either side of me.
Anita faced us from her chair on the opposite side.
“Our mission tonight is to cheer poor Vel up, girls,” Anita
announced.
“Oh dear,” said Lotte in a deep, grandmotherly baritone.
“An affair of the heart?”
“What else? And what are we ordering? Manhattans? Vel
drinks only Manhattans⎯straight up, isn’t that right darling?” A
waiter was detained, cocktails ordered for all, and I was forced
to regurgitate once more my sad pedestrian tale, which was
beginning to fail to twang the heartstrings of even myself. It
was decided unanimously (I had no vote) that dancing was the
paregoric I required.
“But we need to find partners for all of you,” I protested.
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They just laughed, and we all got up and joined the small
crowd on the dance floor. I took Anita, by now a familiar
counterweight, in my arms, and noticed Penelope and Berthe
dancing together. Odd, I thought, but not as odd as Lotte, who
had somehow immediately found a partner in a rather small fellow
in a tuxedo and enough makeup on for a vaudeville performer. I
felt bad for the little man, who looked like he’d been entered
in the wrong weight class at a wrestling tournament.
Something just wasn’t right with the entire scene, but in
my naïveté I couldn’t place what it was. Some of the women, like
Anita, were rather fetching, but too many had a hard look to
them. A neck or shoulder a bit too muscular, a lack of grace on
high heels. The men in general seemed...theatrical. It was only
the next morning, well hung over in my pension, that I recalled
a misplaced Adam’s apple or two.
Back at our table we ordered more drinks, and by now the
alcohol and strange scene were giving me an incipient vertigo.
“What is it, Vel? Haven’t you been anywhere like Eldorado
before?” Her three friends were still on the dance floor.
“Of course. I’m just... Well, no, actually. Tell me, is
this one of those... you know, those clubs that I’ve read
about?”
She just smiled. A lovely smile, she had. Her scarf was
still preciously wrapped about her short blonde hair. “Berlin is
a paradise of a sort, you know. For all sorts. Where would Lotte
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and Berthe and Penelope go in, say, Philadelphia, to be
themselves?”
“But I have a growing feeling that they’re not being
themselves.”
“Oh, but they are. This is their true self. It’s during the
day⎯in the law office, ordering merchandise for the father’s
business, lunching with a client⎯that they’re masquerading.”
“So they are men, aren’t they?”
“Of course, darling. But what does that mean anymore, to be
a man? At the Eldorado they can be who they really are.” She had
been holding my hand under the table, and gave it a warm
squeeze. “Vel, would you like to take me home? And forget about
your other V?”
I can’t pretend now that I didn’t want to. My failures with
Véra had lit a time bomb of desire which threatened to blow me
into the wrong arms at any moment. And Anita was sweet and
fragrant and so willing, I was sorely tempted to fall and
embrace the new cheap morals of Berlin. I didn’t even have a
moralistic Protestant upbringing to hold me back. But there was
something about how she squeezed my hand, a little too hard,
that set off a ringing in the old belfry. I stared hard into her
face, trying to see past the façade. I pulled back my hand.
“Anita....”
“Oh Vel.”
“I honestly didn’t know.”
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“Of course not, darling. Not at first. But at some
point...”
“No. Not even after I saw the others. Not until just now.
I’m sorry, I have to go.”
“You don’t have to. Why not give in to the experience?
You’ve come this far. I could make you forget Véra, at least for
a night.” She recognized something in my face. “Or at least
dance some more. I like how you dance.”
“I’m a terrible dancer, Anita!” I stood up, dropped some
money on the table for the drinks. “But please tell me, what’s
your real name?”
She finished the sip she was taking. “I like these
Manhattans. So we both learned something tonight. My ‘real’
name, Vel? My ‘real’ name is Anita.”
And I rushed out of the Eldorado like a scared fox,
disoriented to find myself on familiar old Motzstrasse. Had half
a mind to walk over to Véra’s but remembered that she was away.
The last thing I wanted was to go home to Nestorstrasse, so I
began wandering aimlessly around Russian Berlin: back towards
Nollendorfplatz to see if anyone I knew was coming out of the
Flora Diele or the Leon, then up to Wittenbergplatz, a few
minutes admiring the palatial U-Bahn entrance there, considered
hopping on a train back home but continued on, past the closed
KaDeWe department store, mannequins posing in the unlit windows
mimicking the shadowy young men outside hissing “Zigarren,
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Zigaretten,” but I knew by now they weren’t selling smokes. An
occasional customer would approach and give the signal: a loud
sniff through the nostrils. A quick exchange of notes for a
paper bag, and he had his “snow,” as everyone was calling it. On
Tauentzienstrasse, also known as the “Russian promenade,” all
was orderly and pleasant, a bright façade politely ignoring the
Resi and the Eldorado and the many far more decadent clubs I’d
heard about. High in the air, a gargantuan bottle poured its
neon wine into a bottomless glass. The busty Valkyries adorning
the buildings assured that all was as it ever was, as though the
Kaiser was still in town. Even the war cripples maintained an
air of propriety. The men whose eyes had been scorched closed
forever by British flamethrowers wore wide dark glasses and
followed the leads of their dogs. The legless were pushed on
their chairs as if it had always been this way. Artificial limbs
were well oiled, made not a sound of complaint. Couples clung to
each other as if in delight, but they seemed strangely
motionless, like statues memorializing contentment. A young
prostitute sashayed up and down the sidewalk⎯I’d noticed her a
number of times before⎯as smart and businesslike as any
stockbroker, her shimmering green leather boots tightly laced up
above her ankles. I’d been warned that the prettiest ones were
probably boys, though I’d obviously forgotten that admonition
earlier in the evening. Was this one? Anyway, she seemed nicer
than many of the others, who would leer at you as you passed, or
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even tug at your coat: “For six billion and a cigarette you get
anything you want....”
As in the daytime, strollers for some reason eschewed the
lovely parklike walkway on the median in favor of the narrow
crowded sidewalks by the stores. In the afternoons I liked to
sit on a bench on that median and watch the Berliners and the
traffic glide by, but tonight I wanted the company of
pedestrians, my fellow inmates. I passed my favorite Russian
bookshop, Sarya, and if it had been open I’d have gladly hid
myself in its familiar oasis of weathered spines and brand new,
hopeful covers, or treated myself to a circuit of its attached
gallery showing the latest Russian émigré art. A roar emanated
from behind me, and an elevated train, the very one I had
contemplated riding home, roared by us all and disappeared into
a tunnel to continue its westward journey unseen.
Past the gates of a Strassenbahn depot, the yellow trams
parked side by side like horses in a stable, waiting for their
turn to run the track. Outside a nearby tavern, several tram
conductors stood around a high table drinking beer, their shifts
presumably over. A fat centipede of dark green taxis rested near
the trams as well, and their drivers relaxed behind steering
wheels, sipping coffee from thermoses and exchanging newsy
palaver through open windows. A glowing blonde Hausfrau watched
over them all from a heavenly billboard, touting her favorite
Mineralwasser.
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On up to the zoo and the Kurfürstendamm, brightly lit,
brightly peopled. The thick green linden trees, glowing in the
light from streetlamps and tavern signs, reflecting against the
shiny wet black of the asphalt. High above two sleepy policemen
on horseback, a row of story-high letters lit up one by one,
briefly spelled a brand of cigarettes⎯cigarettes only a tourist
could afford⎯and then disappeared into the night, only to begin
again their choreographed fluorescence. Atop the film palace
across the way, a gigantic cutout of Charlie Chaplin looked over
the riotous traffic like a hobo emperor.
At the top of that mighty boulevard stood the
Gedächtniskirche, still intact in those days before the
firestorms of the next war, its long spire topped by a cross
over what Shklovsky called “a strange, prickly nut.” Shklovsky
had just published Zoo, his fascinating novel of Russian Berlin.
It was all the émigré literati were talking about that month.
“In Berlin,” he had written, “as everyone knows, the Russians
live around the zoo.... The Russians in Berlin promenade around
the Gedächtniskirche the way flies circle around a chandelier.”
And indeed, walking up and down the Kurfürstendamm from that
corner, one heard more Russian than German. The Berliners had
taken lately to calling the street Nepsky Prospekt, an amalgam
of St. Petersburg’s famous avenue and Lenin’s New Economic
Policy (NEP). The irony, of course, was that anything remotely
suggestive of the USSR was anathema to the émigrés forming their

230
sad Ku’damm parade. One anecdote going around that summer was of
an émigré who grew so homesick from hearing his language
constantly and being unable to return to his homeland that he
returned to his cheap boardinghouse and hanged himself. No one
doubted its authenticity.
It was true: all around this section of the city, one could
not help but recognize the threadbare coats around noble
shoulders, the bent, taped eyeglasses on famed intellectual
brows. It was as though a street in St. Petersburg had been
lifted by a tornado along with all its pedestrians and dropped
into another country’s capital, visibly worse for the travel.
And the writers: all the penniless, scribbling, Russian
writers, left with only a few hundred similarly displaced
literary fans for an audience. Sure, there were the bright
stars⎯Shklovsky, Mayakovsky, Khodasevich, Bely⎯whose books were
read by all, and probably even smuggled back into Russia. I
watched from afar as they huddled together in the Café Leon,
commiserating and plotting their capitulation to the Soviets.
Bely in particular was a famous figure in literary Russian
Berlin, tortured (as everyone knew) by the denouement of his
doomed love affair with Asya Turgenev (an artist and niece of
the great novelist), walking the streets with his grey-haired
pate bent low, hands clasped behind his back, the shoulders of
his German tweed jacket too wide for his frame, or else
obliterating his sorrow by drinking and dancing his way through
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the nightclubs. But always working. Constant articles for Rul
and other publications, and nine books published in ’22 and ’23
alone.
Then there was Shklovsky, a small buglike bald man, also
crushed⎯and creatively fueled⎯by a futile love obsession. It
seemed to be a requirement for a Russia émigré literatus. In his
case it was Elsa Triolet, who, with Shklovsky’s encouragement,
would become a prominent writer in her own right. (Her sister,
Lilya, was Mayakovsky’s own femme fatale during this period!)
One would catch sight instantly of Shklovsky’s shiny dome at the
Writer’s Club meetings or the cafés, as he spun out witticisms
like a humor machine, vibrating with glee at his own repartee.
Even Boris Pasternak was in town, looking younger than his
thirty-plus years, strong, broad-shouldered, with wavy brown
hair. No fool for unrequited love he: he moved through Berlin
like a powerful steed, his pretty young wife in tow.
But I never knew any of these literary giants personally.
Nabokoff was acquainted with some of them, but only because his
father had been such a prominent politician. He himself was too
young a poet to be considered in the same company. And in any
case Volodya would barely nod hello to men such as these, who he
considered Soviet sympathizers⎯never mind that they themselves
were for the moment in exile.
No, Volodya’s literary compatriots were Gessen (his
father’s old friend and colleague), Aykhenvald, Gleb Struve, and
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a few others, all of whom now would proffer me a handshake when
I ran into them on Tauentzienstrasse or the Ku’damm, recognizing
me as a friend of the young Nabokoff.
On this night, however, as I hiked wearily, vaguely
homeward, I ran into none of these literati, but merely my
flatmate Moshe Zaslavsky, of all people.
“Spicehandler!” His big meaty hand, the size of a
grizzly’s, engulfed mine. “What are you doing out at this hour?
Shouldn’t you be immersed in your studies? By which I mean, of
course, your studies of the younger Slonim mädel? Don’t give me
that look, I saw how you were looking at her at the Prager Diele
one night; I didn’t dare disturb you, and for me that really
means something! I don’t blame you, she’s a fine looker⎯and
Jewish! But let me warn you, and no offense, perhaps I should
mind my own business, but that girl is a barracuda! Very
intelligent, of course, she’s a Slonim, but besotted with
literature I hear. That’s good for you, yes, but beware my boy,
she’s not the sort you want for a wife. Believe me, she’d bend
you to her will, not the other way around. Can you imagine her
serving you a nice sabbath dinner after you’ve had a hard week
at the office? Not that I really have to warn you anyway,
because who could imagine that? I don’t think she’s really the
‘marrying kind.’”
“Good evening, Moshe.”
“Good evening! Is it? I suppose so. Warm enough, anyway.
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I’ve just had a very late dinner with friends, and now I’m
walking, just walking and walking, like my fellow Russians, my
fellow Jews, wishing we were back in Russia being persecuted by
the czar. I suppose we should just accept our fate, no? Germany
seems a much kinder haven for our diaspora than either Czarist
or Soviet Russia. But how can we be happy in this depressing,
claustrophobic city?”
“I don’t know. I find Berlin wonderful, but I’m not here by
necessity.”
“Yes, and you find that Slonim girl wonderful, don’t you?
Listen, you should come with me. Why don’t we try out one of
those ‘Nachtlokals’ I’ve been hearing about? Sample the local
culture. Cheap Schnapps, and girls too I hear. Take your mind
off the unobtainable Stone Woman.”
I didn’t like the way he was talking, but I felt somehow
powerless to avoid accompanying him that evening. What the hell,
I must have thought, might as well continue my journalistic
researches on Berlin nightlife. Moshe had heard about a place
out to the west, in Wilhelmstadt. We went underground at Zoo and
boarded a U-Bahn train. At this hour the leather straps hung
abandoned from the ceiling, and we had our choice of the red
leather seats. On the station walls outside our window was a
painted scene of tormented sinners. Some twenty minutes later we
alighted and walked along dark but still urban streets before
coming to a nondescript apartment building. Upstairs, we entered
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what appeared to be a normal, respectable apartment. Family
portraits hung on the walls, some of young men in the Kaiser’s
uniform. The smell of cooking emanated from the kitchen, and a
small group of guests, mostly men, sat on sofas or chairs
listening to a girl playing the piano. It was as though we had
slipped into an ordinary, middle-class party. A portly German
Frau welcomed us and offered us champagne⎯which turned out to be
merely lemonade spiked with something, presumably some sort of
Schnapps. A fiddle player joined the pianist, and we “customers”
sat around in the smoky room listening to their ramshackle
mazurkas. Moshe kept poking me in the side with his elbow: “Just
wait, wait, don’t you worry.”
I wasn’t worried. In fact, I was half asleep and just
waiting for the right moment to excuse myself and find my way
home, when my ribs suffered one more elbow poke, this one
intended to draw my attention to the front of the room, where a
young woman of nineteen or twenty had appeared, wearing nothing
but a pair of black stockings. I could not have been more
shocked if the family dog had come out in Lederhosen. The girl
began to dance to the music, either shyly or out of boredom, I
couldn’t tell which. We watched as though she were a student
giving a piano recital. Halfway through, another girl, perhaps
slightly younger, joined her. She didn’t even wear stockings. At
the resultant jab in my side I turned to Zaslavsky and asked,
“Why does one wear stockings and not the other?”
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He guffawed. “You crazy Jew! What are you looking at the
stockings for?”
“But where did they get these girls? Who are these people?”
“Are you joking? These are the daughters! The Mutter is
hoping to bring in a few extra dollars⎯she hopes they’re
dollars⎯if the girls can interest some of the gentlemen here.”
I drank my lemonade and turned back to the show. The girls
looked drugged, although I still think they were merely
uninterested, languorously giving in to the times in which they
found themselves. So much more shocking and depraved did this
all seem to me than Anita and her friends at the Eldorado. They
were being liberated, while these poor girls were driven by
destitution into slavery.
“Don’t look so glum,” said Moshe. “They’ll end up married
to American businessmen, you wait and see.”
They finished their dance, disappeared into another room.
Later I saw them seated at a table near the kitchen in
department-store dresses, eating some sort of schnitzel. The
mother was at the table, too, leaning against the wall and
sighing, “What sort of life is this? It must be the end of the
world....”
I left Zaslavsky regaling a group of Englishmen with his
plans for a Russian-émigré wireless station and escaped into the
early morning blackness. All of Wilhelmstadt was asleep. There
would be no trains running at this hour, and no taxis in this
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part of town, so I began walking back to Nestorstrasse. It was
well over an hour before I found myself back on the Ku’damm.
Four in the morning, but somehow the long walk had dissipated
the longing for my little bed, and I found myself passing my
corner and continuing to walk back towards the center of town.
It was past dawn when I emerged from a dreamlike trance of
passion in a bed not my own, convulsing with joy and crying the
one word that had dominated every waking thought for months.
“Und wer ist diese Véra?” Next to me in the big soft bed in
a room circumscribed by spiderwebs of cracked paint was my
Tauentzienstrasse streetwalker, the girl I’d noticed so often in
her laced-up boots. But she was no girl; even in the faint light
sifting in through the window I could see she was at least
fifteen years older than she seemed out on the sidewalks. Her
cheap perfume, overapplied many hours ago, suffused the air. I
hardly remembered encountering her on my early-morning
wandering.
“I’m sorry,” was all I could think to say.
“Not at all, Liebling. For your money you may call anyone's
name you want. I can even be the Princess Viktoria Luise; you'd
be surprised how popular she is."
"I'm sorry," I repeated and dressed as quickly as I could,
stumbled down the stairs and out into the Schöneberg morning.
Already women appeared in windows here and there, shaking out
dusty sheets and tablecloths, or washing stoops, tossing dirty
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water out of their pails into the streets. A trio of
streetcleaning trucks rumbled past me, trailing staggered
rollers that squeegeed dirty water toward the curb, where men
with brooms swept it into gutters. Maids in white hairnets used
sticks to beat on enormous rugs hanging outside a hotel. A
shabby man made breakfast money pasting posters to a cylindrical
billboard, and I made my way back to Nestorstrasse to sleep off
the rest of the summer holiday.

III

“Spicehandler, old chap!”
I was sitting in the café of the Rot-Weiss Club, the very
room where I had first encountered Nabokoff, and who should come
sauntering towards me but a darker, tanned, and more muscular
version of the same. After months of farm labor, he looked as if
he didn’t belong in his old uniform of white trousers and
starched shirt with open collar, dark blazer, and thin lilac
socks.
“Volodya!” I was thrilled to see him despite myself, and
only vaguely registered his regression to using my surname. We
exchanged a warm handshake, and he joined me at my table. The
room was almost empty on a Monday morning in August. “When did
you return?”
“Just yesterday, via Paris. I woke this morning to this
paradisical weather, so anomalous to Berlin, and thought
immediately of tennis. I haven’t touched a racket in three
months. Couldn’t remember for the life of me where you live, or
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if you even have a telephone line, but I figured I’d run into
you here on a day like this.”
“Where else?” I was a bit hurt that he had already lost my
phone number and address, and of course I was acutely aware that
Véra was still away with her family, leaving the amorous poet
with only the tennis court to absorb his energies. Still, I was
flattered to be considered his primary tennis partner. “Well, my
friend,” I said, “you may be out of practice, but you certainly
look fit. If I didn’t know better, I’d have guessed that you’ve
been training for the American championships.”
“The American fruit-picking championships, perhaps.
Cherries, apricots, peaches. You name it, I separated it from
its maker. I was surprised myself at how I took to the work.
Even weeding: it felt like a physical counterpart to writing.
Get those platitudes and banalities out by the roots, leave only
what’s worth letting flourish. When I would lift the metal
barrier restraining our reservoir pond, and let the water rush
down and irrigate the fields, it felt to me like publication:
setting the readership free to nourish my lines with their
attention.”
“Now you’ve gone a bit too far.”
“Quite right. Why didn’t you stop me? But it’s fair to say
that the southern climate and good hard outdoor work cleansed my
soul. I tell you, I had half a mind to hop a freighter to Africa
and forsake this rotten emigration altogether.”
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“You do look healthy. But I’m glad you’ve decided not to
sail off and become another Conrad. As is the Russian community
here in general, I’m sure.”
“Oh, I don’t know. Some of them, to be sure. Some of them.”
He smiled mysteriously, settling into his chair in the pose I
had already come to identify with him: legs crossed with the
underside of one knee resting on the top of the other; arms
crossed in a horizontal counterpart to the legs, hugging himself
as if warding off a chilly draft; head lowered as if in deep
thought; the whole bringing to mind an angular sculpture or a
cubist portrait, sharp edges jutting out in random directions,
all bone and soulful sinew.
I impulsively decided to take the bait and force him to
reveal the extent of his unwitting sabotage of my dearest plans.
If nothing else, I would know how vast a shadow my despair
should cast. “Any of them in particular?” I asked.
One eyebrow started, then collected itself. “I do have
certain literary fans, you know. Even at this inchoate stage of
my career.”
“I’m quite aware. I’ve seen them genuflecting at your
lectern. In fact, I had the pleasure of meeting one of your most
delightful minions in your absence. Your ex-fiancée, I mean. I’m
sorry, I don’t mean to be facetious. I understand you might
still be somewhat attached by the heart, if no longer
officially.”
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Both eyebrows now. I was scoring one victory after another.
“You met Svetlana?” He seemed as surprised as if I’d mentioned
sighting an African snow leopard.
“We happened to be at the same soiree. At the
Petrovitches'. Charming girl. And far from over her Nabokoff
phase, I would wager.”
He smiled, and I was deflated to detect no lingering
heartbreak whatsoever, no reflection in his face at all of the
lines he had written Svetlana two months earlier. “The dear
girl. We had quite a passionate connection at one time. But I’m
sure you’re wrong, Spicehandler. We still share an
understanding, but it is now one of the futility of trying to
resurrect an entombed love.”
“I’m not so sure as you are. She carries a well-worn letter
in her bosom. Yes, that’s right: in her bosom.”
“Oh dear. Well, luckily for me her father stands ready to
block any attempt at reconciliation.”
“Luckily! Do you really mean to tell me you’re completely
over her?”
“I do, old chap. Why so surprised? Life moves on. A new act
ensues, with new characters taking the stage.”
“Hmm. And I wonder which new character the Playwright has
introduced in the second act of his new tragedy, Nabokoff.”
“It’s not a tragedy, though. More of a grand cosmic comedy.
And the new character is unidentifiable to any of us, for she
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wears a mask.”
“Aha. As in Much Ado, another comedy. You should be wary
your she is not a he. But that reminds me: that costume ball
back in May. Did you make it after all? I didn’t see you there.”
A faint glow of a smile threatened to escape his façade of
nonchalance and was quickly apprehended. “May seems a lifetime
ago. I don’t really recall. Last spring’s social events seem to
blend in my mind. I think I must have missed the one you’re
referring to, if you didn’t see me. Probably got involved in a
poem and lost track of the time. It’s happened more than once,
you know.”
“I don’t think I saw you. Hard to say, with all the
disguises. At one point I thought it might be you fluttering
past, but I didn’t have a chance to catch the stranger. It’s a
shame if you did miss that ball. Quite a number of lovely young
ladies to distract you from your sorrows.”
“Ah well, one lost opportunity is an added future one.
Russian Berlin is not so vast; I’m sure I’ll run into all of
them at one point or another.”
“There was one in particular, a girl in a wolf mask, whom I
would have liked to talk to, but I was caught in an unfortunate
dance-trap with a rotund countess.”
“I tell you, Spicehandler, you have to be careful in this
town! You might never make it back to Philadelphia.”
“This young she-wolf, though. Very fetching. I wonder who
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she was.”
“Who knows? Probably some former nobleman’s daughter,
trying to get used to life as a housemaid, ostentatiously
reading Dostoevsky on the streetcar as if it should impress
someone. Listen, why don’t we hit some tennis balls? With no
fruit to dislodge from the earth, my muscles yearn to strain at
something.”

At the end of August, the Slonims returned from vacation
and resumed their uneasy cohabitation on Landhausstrasse. I
didn’t hear from Véra at first, as I had hoped, but one
afternoon, after walking past their building⎯a number of times
in succession, over several days, I must confess⎯and finally
noting activity behind their third-floor window, I telephoned
from a corner booth and persuaded Véra to join me at a café.
The trip had been tense, although with Anna present there
were no major eruptions between Evsei and Slava. Véra had taken
respite with long walks along the beach, sometimes with Anna.
Now back in Berlin, with Anna at her own flat, it seemed the
kitchen and bedroom arguments between Véra’s parents never
ceased. She fled the apartment whenever possible. But to where?
What was she doing? Riding? Yes, riding. And evenings? Out, just
out. She refused even to hint at where she was spending her dark
late-summer Berlin nights.
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I had an idea, but I could get no more out of Nabokoff than
I did from her. We had taken to meeting at Rot-Weiss two or
three times a week, late weekday mornings before he began his
afternoon of lessons and I my hours of supposed academic
composition. I treasured those splendid hours with him on the
red clay, slicing and driving the white orbs across the net as
though such pursuit were as worthy as any gainful employment. We
would have coffee afterward, though he never had as much time as
I would have liked before his first lesson.
On an almost blindingly beautiful early September day, I
decided to forgo my increasingly solipsistic literary endeavors
and spend the afternoon with Volodya. He had given me permission
to “tail” him, in the service of my research on the lifestyles
of Berlin’s Russian émigrés, as he continued to retail the
fruits of the high-priced tutoring he had received as a boy.
First on the docket: a tennis lesson for a German girl, the
daughter of a businessman who was one of his English students.
Leaving Rot-Weiss for this public court was a microcosm of
the Nabokoffs’ journey from a luxurious existence in town and
country to their new straitened life in exile. We walked a mile
through leafy Grunewald and hopped on the 57 tram at Roseneck.
Berlin was in some ways the most modern European capital. It
even had electric traffic lights, not yet seen in London or
Paris, strung out across certain main intersections. (Never mind
that most drivers tended to jump the gun if not ignore the
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lights altogether; there seemed to be many more accidents at
these corners.) The Strassenbahn cars, however, always seemed to
me, even then, quaint and old-fashioned. The conductor in his
black coat with polished wooden buttons taking our bills,
counting change, and punching holes in our tickets. The curved
seats with leather upholstery. The slow, creaky, jangling motion
of the cars, as if hanging together for the very last time
before giving way to a more advanced mode of transport.
As the yellow behemoth made its way northeast up
Hohenzollerndamm, punctuating its journey with eardrum-piercing
screeches of its brakes every few blocks, the scenery out the
windows devolved from expensive villas to urban bustle. Royal
blue postboxes with an ornate golden horn emblazoned on each
side proliferated; a postman made his way from box to box on
foot, his bloated bag bouncing off his belly. Women in straw
hats herded children along the sidewalk, and clerks on their
lunch break darted about in their high starched collars as
urgently as if still in their offices. All ignored the stands
selling maps, postcards, and color magazines. Our streetcar
plowed imperiously, obliviously, through the traffic, ignoring
the Fiats, Renaults, the occasional Rolls-Royce, the
motorcycles⎯some with sidecars⎯the pedaled and horse-drawn
carts, the bicycles, and the pedestrians. A line of doubledecker buses, trumpeting advertisements for cigarettes,
toothpaste, and liqueurs, threatened to clog the traffic
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altogether. At a busy corner a traffic policeman in grey-green
uniform, sporting a helmet with a shiny visor in front and even
longer brim in back, attempted to manage the maelstrom with a
series of arcane, stiff-armed, seemingly precise gesticulations
which no one understood. In the middle of blocks, pedestrians
gauged the relative speeds of oncoming vehicles from both
directions and then dashed across the thoroughfare, apparently
judging it worth the risk of their lives to attain the other
side.
We hopped off at the corner of Sächsischestrasse and walked
north towards the Nabokoffs’ apartment, then turned the corner
to the lone tennis court on Düsseldorferstrasse where we had
played doubles with the two Sergeys in early May, just before
Volodya’s black-sheep brother had decamped for Paris. It was the
court, too, where the brothers had often played mixed doubles
the year before with Svetlana and her sister. Happier times, he
had told me before, though the tennis was not at a high level.
He and Seryozha had also often hit by themselves, painting
innumerable swirls and flourishes in that clay as they ran and
skidded all over the court. It was probably the only time they
were comfortable together, playing a game they both enjoyed and
not having to speak too much. Though Seryozha had a much less
developed game, he was as steady as a backboard and made his
older brother work hard for his points. From what I had seen,
however, I wouldn’t have been surprised if the younger brother
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had, at the end of long, geometrically fascinating points,
occasionally made an error on purpose to preclude an awkward
victory on his part.
We were late, of course. Volodya seemed always to be
arriving late, but was never rushed; he spent time like a
recently impoverished man still in the habit of buying everyone
drinks spent money, and then eventually someone or something
would remind him of his mangled schedule and he would saunter
off to the next appointment. We strolled down the pathway
leading from the street to the court to find a girl, thirteen or
so, in a thin white sweater, long white skirt, and sneakers,
fiddling with and twirling her Spalding racket like it was a
parasol.
“Ah, Fräulein Schmitz,” called Nabokoff as we approached.
“Guten Tag,” she answered dutifully.
“So sorry to keep you waiting,” he continued in English.
“Dr. Spicehandler here wished me to observe an especially
important consultation. But never mind. Shall we?” He gestured
her onto the clay, and I took a seat on a bench by the court.
He retrieved from behind a bush a bucket of old balls,
culled, I guessed, from matches in the spring at Rot-Weiss with
more affluent partners. He reached down dramatically, like a
danseur, left arm dipped low into the bucket and right leg
horizontally cantilevered, and straightened back up with five
balls in his hand. The great Tilden, back in Philly, liked to
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fill his left hand similarly, calmly hit four aces in a row for
the game, and then toss the fifth, unnecessary, implement to a
ball boy. I don’t know if Nabokoff had heard of this, but with a
similar nonchalance he commenced dropping the balls one at a
time from his hand and knocking them in identical lazy parabolas
over the net to the other side of the court, where the young
lady would take a lazy swing, betraying not the slightest
interest in whether she made contact with the ball.
Her father, a Berlin businessman who had dealings with some
American ball-bearing distributors, and who was one of
Nabokoff’s most earnest and hopeless English pupils, had
insisted that Volodya endow his little Elke or Frieda with some
of his knowledge of the finer points of lawn tennis. For the
poet, it was another much needed opportunity to earn some cash,
in this case three particularly valuable American dollars, as
Herr Schmitz hoarded greenbacks on his trips to the States and
then passed them on reverently, like heirlooms.
Nabokoff’s teaching style was sui generis. He never
instructed the girl to keep her eye on the ball, never called
her attention to her flatly planted feet or her unbending knee.
The actual mechanics of striking a tennis ball with a racket
seemed the farthest thing from his mind. He would simply hit
ball after ball, waiting patiently for her to miss before
dropping and launching the next one, and occasionally⎯just
occasionally⎯offer a mysterious utterance. “Surely you’ve read
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Chekhov by your age? Think of the lady with the dog!” Or “Catch
the butterfly gently!” Or “Have you ever seen a moonrise over
the sea?” He put me in mind of a Jungian performing a wordassociation test on a patient.
The patient in this case seemed delighted with the therapy,
laughing at Herr Nabokoff’s (“No, call me Volodya”) silliness
and even beginning to run after the ball and give it a more
enthusiastic swat. The lesson ended with Uncle Vova teaching, or
rather attempting to teach, little Liesi or Gretchen to lift a
tennis ball from the clay with a soccer flip-and-kick, no hands
or racket.
“Well, you certainly worked your magic on that young lady,”
I said as we stood at a bus stop on the Kurfürstendamm. We had
seen our bus as we approached the intersection, but it had left
us abandoned at the end of a short footrace. “And she’s not even
aware of your literary fame. Too bad she’s only thirteen.”
“Yes, a pity I’m not one of those sex fiends who hanker for
the young girls⎯despite certain cretinous slurs that made the
rounds of Russian Berlin regarding the underage Svetlana.”
After a short wait another bus arrived heading east, and we
climbed the steep iron spiral staircase to the open upper deck.
We basked up there in bright sunshine, each with an arm hanging
over the edge partially obscuring the billboard on the side
advertising BOSNIA cigarettes, or POLIFA liqueur, or some other
now long-extinct ware. The conductor, after checking our
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tickets, leaned over the rail and slapped the side twice, and
the great red camel trotted off under the sun. Next stop: the
home of a young entrepreneur who desired to improve his English
phrasing and pronunciation for his business trips to London. He
welcomed us both into his ornate flat, and the three of us sank
down into plush leather chairs while his maid served us Herr
Fenstermacher’s version of English tea. Keeping his fortune in
foreign currency, he explained to us, was the secret to
surviving this horrid “inflahtzion.”
“In-flay-shun, my good fellow,” instructed Nabokoff.
“In-flay-tziuhn.”
“In-flay-schun.” But soon realizing the futility of his
efforts⎯it was no better than laboring to bestow a backhand upon
certain middle-aged tennis aspirants⎯and apparently unable to
conjure any literary metaphors to inspire lingual progress
(perhaps in this case he should have advised the aspirant to
bend his knees), he resigned himself to merely carrying on a
civil conversation, with the implied goal of rubbing some
facility off onto the pupil, who seemed delighted with the
pedagogical method.
So delighted, in fact, that at the end of the hour he
accompanied us not just to the door but all the way to the
street corner where Nabokoff had told him we were to catch the
same bus as before, this time on its westward return journey.
Herr Fenstermacher, it turned out, had an appointment in the
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very same direction, and though it seemed unlikely to us that he
normally travelled by omnibus, he acted as though it were the
most natural thing in the world for him to buy his ticket and
wait for the public transport, the entire time continuing to
converse with his tutor in English. Volodya, though, seemed to
have forgotten his first language altogether. He began answering
in German, the first time I had ever heard him attempt to use
the language of his adopted home. And now I knew why. His German
was even worse than Fenstermacher’s English, and I experienced
another first: hearing Nabokoff sound almost illiterate. He soon
switched to Russian, although the poor man understood not a
word. Finally the bus approached, but as the businessman got in
line to board, Volodya suddenly remembered another lesson on his
schedule, in another direction, and we bade a nonplussed Herr
Fenstermacher a good evening and left him to ride the bus alone.
“A tiresome chap,” said Nabokoff as we walked northward.
“Apparently his business acumen, which netted him the fine
apartment and overpriced suits, includes a knack for getting
more than his money’s worth. A sixty-minute hour is never quite
enough for him.”
“And do you really have another lesson?”
“In fact, I do. The funny thing is, I had truly forgotten
about it. I’m not sure I trust that Viennese doctor of
psychiatry farther than the tip of my...let us say nose, but he
might explain why I have so much trouble remembering these Muse-
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numbing lessons. He’d like this next one in particular: a rather
enticing woman who pays me to read English classics aloud to
her. I’ve convinced her that Joyce’s new one, Ulysses,
qualifies. And it may well be true. I’m only familiar with the
final soliloquent chapter, which a fellow Trinity chap⎯a
Russian, no less⎯regaled me with back at school. Quite bawdy
stuff, so of course that’s what I’m performing for the lady.
Have you read it?”
“I can’t say that I have.”
“I’ll have to try it from the beginning at some point. For
now, I’m having too much fun with the end.”
“And I’ll wager your erotic readings are earning you more
than the normal cash payment.”
“Oddly enough, no. Seeing the embarrassed blush on her brow
has been enough. Admittedly, there have been moments when I’ve
considered answering her subtle invitations with a caress or
outright kiss. Almost as a scientific experiment⎯cool-headedly
I’d observe the result. But no, it’s too easy, and too
predictable. I know exactly where it would end. And believe me,
I’ve had enough of these easily obtainable results. No, the fun
now is in setting the apparatus and then leaving it just so:
Bunsen burner unlit.”
“Most amusing. But you must have another laboratory
somewhere that you’re not revealing. With a comely young
assistant.”
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“Ah, very good. But what are we all, but some Cosmic
Professor’s little side experiment? In any case,” he continued
as we reached Kurfürstenstrasse and an U-Bahn entrance, “we will
have to part ways here. My audience for the next hour would not
appreciate being doubled.”

Try as I might I could not get Nabokoff to mention Véra in
any context, or even to admit that he had met her. Of course I
had seen them conversing intimately at the ball⎯or at least I
was pretty certain that I had⎯but I couldn’t admit that to
either of them. And Véra was no more forthcoming than he, no
matter how arduously I tried to steer our conversations in a
Nabokoffian direction.
We had taken to meeting for lunch once or twice a week. I
repeatedly invited her to dinner, but she would never accept,
pleading family engagements. It was a bit hard to believe, but
one thing was incontrovertible: she was unavailable in the
evenings. I had my suspicions, particularly since Nabokoff also
apparently turned into a pumpkin or something when night fell,
consistently unwilling to meet for nocturnal activities.
“I often hit tennis balls with Gospodin Sirin,” I said to
Véra one day at lunch. “He’s back from his summer farm labors,
as you must know, and has resumed his role as the tutor to
Russian Berlin.”
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“Has to make a living somehow,” she mumbled, or something
like that.
“Listen, we should have dinner, the three of us. You could
meet your literary hero!” Disingenuous, yes, but I knew they had
met, and were probably continuing to meet, and if that was the
case then at least I wanted to be present. I had developed a mad
urgency to see the two of them together. But all she would say
was “Oh, I don’t know,” or “Maybe sometime.”
Véra’s sharpness, and the mild depression that had always
lain beneath her workaday demeanor of competence, seemed to have
abated, ever so slightly, since her return. I doubted it was the
relaxing vacation at Bremerhaven. Her melancholy had never
obscured her beauty for me at all, but now it was like watching
a cactus plant that had survived months without moisture receive
a few drop of rainwater and expand into full bloom. To see her
in such a light, carefree mood was intoxicating. We had lunch
and took a walk or I watched her ride in the Tiergarten or we
hit tennis balls at the public courts or occasionally took a
sightseeing flight, and the whole time we were together I found
myself locked into a fantasy that she was mine and that it was
our love that had dissipated her dark clouds, the thought of our
future together that lightened her brow as she galloped down the
dirt paths of the park. She was absolutely marvelous, and I felt
that I could spend the rest of my life looking and never find a
woman as right for me.
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And yet she haunted me like the inverse of a vampire: when
the sky grew dark she disappeared as if mortally afraid of the
streetlights. Anytime I proposed an evening activity she was
unavailable. After a time she stopped even inventing excuses,
merely shrugged her shoulders and smiled her apology. Once or
twice I was able to lure her out with concert tickets, but other
than that it was strictly lunchtime or afternoons.
Nabokoff was the same. He always had some mysterious
engagement or errand if I suggested perhaps a movie or a play⎯I
knew better than to try music with him. I knew he liked to
compose poetry at night, and indeed that was often the excuse,
not so mysterious. Finally, though, I did succeed in nabbing him
for one evening, by mentioning that I wanted very much to go see
the show at the Blue Bird Theater, Berlin’s premier Russian
cabaret, on Goltzstrasse, not far from the Nollendorfplatz.
Founded by émigré actor Jakov Juschny a couple of years earlier,
it was a landmark of Russian Berlin nightlife throughout the
Weimar era.
“Why not,” said Volodya, throwing me off guard. I had been
expecting the usual equivocation and excuses. “People keep
telling me I should write some pieces for Juschny. Lukash in
particular⎯do you know Ivan?⎯has been after me to collaborate
with him on something.” I had not met Ivan Lukash but had seen
him at various literary events, including the Schubertsaal
reading in April, my first evening out with Véra. He reminded me
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of Shklovsky⎯about thirty but appearing older: bald, rotund,
with an ever-present pipe and bowtie. But he lacked, to my mind,
Shklovsky’s genius, and I was surprised that Nabokoff would
befriend this older but lesser writer, instead of Shklovsky.
Perhaps Lukash presented less of a threat⎯or perhaps he was
merely less susceptible to the nostalgic pull back towards
Soviet Russia.
“Wonderful,” I said. “Why don’t you bring Lukash along? You
can wear ear muffs during the musical numbers and just enjoy the
dancing girls.”
“Very funny. In fact, I don’t mind burlesque music so much,
if it’s clever. It’s the interminable groans and screeches of
Vaaaagner and Tchaikawwwvsky that I can’t abide.”
When I first suggested the Blue Bird to Véra, she declined,
right in character. Had to help Mother with her sewing, or
accompany Anna on some errand or other.
“Oh come, Véra, surely you can pry yourself free for one
evening? I hear the show they’re doing this season is smashing.”
“You know, Vel, it’s really not the sort of thing I go
for.”
“I know, but it’s better than sitting around sewing with
Anna. And I have a surprise for you there.”
“I don’t like surprises very much.”
“Even those involving poets? I’m meeting a certain one
there, one with a pseudonym appropriate for an avian-named
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theater and an inclination, like yours, for playing the
baseline.”
Finally, a smile. Just a whisper of one, as always, as if
unwilling to grant full disclosure. “Well, why not? If you’re so
adamant. Though,” and here a thin current of displeasure crept
into her voice, “one might think he would have better things to
do with his time.”
I met her at the Leon and we walked the few blocks south to
Goltzstrasse. Outside the Blue Bird the atmosphere was festive,
and I recognized a number of Slavic faces from various community
events I’d attended over the summer, though no one I knew well.
Inside, Nabokoff and the shiny-pated Lukash waited at a corner
table. They stood as we approached, and Nabokoff’s eyes
stretched wide open at the sight of Véra before quickly
reclaiming their composure. I made the introductions, and Lukash
seemed genuinely delighted to meet a lovely young literary fan.
He bowed and took her hand and offered her his seat. Véra and
Volodya, damn them, merely exchanged a knowing look, shook
hands, and expressed pleasure in the acquaintance. I thought
they at least would have admitted having met before.
“Spicehandler, old fellow, you certainly seem to have
succeeded in your quest to infiltrate the Russian community
here!” Nabokoff, after that initial flicker of bemusement, had
shifted seamlessly into what seemed a very natural amusement.
“Now I realize why you are so seldom available for chummy
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evening get-togethers.”
“But it’s you, Volodya⎯”
“It’s true,” said Véra. “Vel always seems to be busy, every
night of the week. Here he wanted me to be his guide to Russian
Berlin, but I can barely get a minute of his time.”
“Huh!” I could barely bark out a response. “Véra was my
first Russian here, you see. She introduced me to the literary
scene.”
“And then how is it,” said Lukash, “that I have never met
either of you before? I know your father, of course, Véra, but I
haven’t noticed you at our literary events.”
“She hides behind the potted plants, apparently,” said
Nabokoff. “Or perhaps behind a mask. How else could we have
missed her?”
“You were simply blinded by starlight,” said Véra. “Or
perhaps by starlets.”
“Ho ho,” Lukash bellowed. “But not I, certainly. Poor fat
old Ivan has no excuse.”
“Why would you see me? I come for the poetry. When the
reading is over, I leave. I’m not one to drink punch and fawn
over the poets.”
“And that’s to your credit, of course. Not that I would
mind some devotees fawning over me. Volodya here gets all the
fawning.”
“Yes, he’s such a ‘dear,’ isn’t he? But I’m sure he resists
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all temptations.”
“Except from the Muse,” he said, “except the Muse. Of
course, even the most diligent worker needs some distraction now
and then... But I thought you were married, Ivan, with an infant
as well.”
“Ah, yes. I had forgotten. Momentarily.”
“Understandable. But you, Spicehandler. How did you manage
to find Mademoiselle Slonim when she remained invisible to us?”
“At her father’s offices⎯Orbis publishers⎯very shortly
after I arrived in Berlin. I was hoping to interest him in my
book.”
“And you found his daughter instead. Remarkable! I preceded
you up those very same stairs, it must have been only a month or
two earlier, with Gleb Struve. We were proposing a Dostoevsky
translation⎯yes, I know, popular drivel, but one has to make a
living⎯but there was no Véra there-a. I’m sure of it.”
“Perhaps I was at lunch. Or at a riding lesson. It seems
I’ve spent most of this year in that office.”
“Don’t get out much, eh? What about all these charity
events the Russians are always putting on? Masked balls and the
like. Not your sort of thing?”
“Not really, no.”
“I went to one and nearly got mauled,” I said.
“Yes, you told me about your lady bear,” said Véra.
“But you saw⎯”
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“Must be careful, old chap,” said Nabokoff. “I told you to
eschew that sort of affair.”
“You did nothing of the kind⎯”
“⎯though I must admit they’re hard to avoid. How many
excuses can one invent? Still, I’ve often figured that a poor
émigré like myself could probably feed himself entirely on
black-tie dinners. Just put on the old dinner jacket and act
like you belong there.”
“You’re probably right,” piped in Lukash. “Do you know that
there are some forty organizations registered with the Council
of United Russian Institutions and Civic Organizations here in
Berlin? It’s as if we émigrés have sought solace by organizing
ourselves into groups for action: Misery loves company, and I
suppose exile embraces association.”
“Then why do such clubs offer me so little comfort? It’s
such a relief to be at an event not put on for the aid of
orphaned Caucasian Shepherd Dogs or the like.”
“They should organize a benefit event to get me one of
those new League of Nation Nansen passports, or whatever they
call them. I had such a day⎯no, two days⎯at the bureau in
charge of us Russian ‘refugees’ and still walked out with no
papers. I tell you, to be at the mercy of German paperwork
monomaniacs is the final torment of our exile.”
“Yes,” Nabokoff yawned, “I too had to suffer a bit of their
sadistic delays and mishandlings when obtaining my papers to go
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to France this spring. This ‘torment,’ as you call it, may in
fact be the most lasting imprint of our time here. Someday we’ll
tell our grandchildren of the breathlessness with which we
awaited news of a particular stamp on a piece of paper, and
they’ll think we must have lived through a very unpleasant fairy
tale indeed.”
“The paperwork is the least of it,” said Véra.
“Indeed. But enough of our lamentations. We’re here to
witness live burlesque entertainment by Russian human émigrés,
correct? The exhibition appears to be about to commence.”
Juschny had taken the stage and begun a comedic monologue
to introduce the show. The rest of the show was a series of very
short skits, featuring elaborate costumes and sets but lasting
less than ten minutes each, interspersed with brief musical
performances. I enjoyed it all quite a bit, but my pleasure was
muted by the sensation of Véra next to me obviously taking no
interest at all. The music was too lowbrow, the sketches
sophomoric to her, I could tell. Nabokoff, on the other hand,
seemed to be delighted with the slapstick humor. He paid no
attention to the musical pieces whatsoever, turning to us and
conversing as though they were background music between acts.
“What do you say, Ivan,” he leaned toward Lukash, “I’d wager we
could come up with something to top these silly skits.”
“That’s what I’ve been telling you!” Lukash sounded even
more enthusiastic. “There’s easy money to be made here. You can
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sweat over a short story for weeks, wrestling with your Muse, as
you call it, for a few marks. Or we can come up with a quick
sketch for Juschny⎯or better yet, one of those pantomimes, with
no words even necessary!⎯for a couple hundred dollars. Which
reminds me: Yakobson, the composer (do you know him?), is
looking for such a pantomime to stage with his new symphony. The
theme is ‘Love Through the Ages,’ or something like that: now
there’s a subject you can sink your fangs into, Volodya! I don’t
know how much that one would pay, but Juschny here is doing
quite well and shares the fat with his writers. Think of it: I
have a family to feed, and you could actually pay your rent.”
“My good fellow, I’ve already told you I’m amenable. Let’s
write our first piece right here and now, during this
unfortunate musical extravaganza.”
Véra shot him a poisoned arrow of a look. “Monsieur
Nabokoff,”⎯his brow lit up in amusement⎯”you’re not really
going to squander your talent on this sort of thing?”
“My dear⎯pardon, I hope I’m not too familiar⎯’this sort of
thing’ will not siphon one ounce of fuel from my literary
engines. In fact, if we follow Ivan’s suggestion and concoct a
pantomime, I won’t have to conscript a single Russian word from
my personal regiment for the purpose.”
Their intercourse was too formal; it tripped all sorts of
alarms in my head. I knew they had met. I knew they had left the
ball together. Their ostentatiously distant manner of addressing
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each other signaled the opposite: an intimate game they were
playing in public.
They must have enjoyed their charade, for when, a few weeks
later, I suggested to each of them separately that we take in
Safety Last, the latest Harold Lloyd movie, at the UFA Palast am
Zoo, they surprised me by agreeing. I showed up outside the
theater early to ensure I was the first one there. Véra was
punctual as usual. When Volodya came strolling across the
chaotic boulevard twenty minutes late, the majestically lit
church his backdrop, we barely had time to get our tickets and
take our seats. They took each other’s presence in stride. It
seemed to me that they shot each other a conspiratorial look,
but I thought it was perhaps my imagination. In any case, they
continued to address each other as casual acquaintances, simply
mutual friends of this amusing American itinerant.
We rushed into the theater, where I gladly indulged their
role-playing by slipping ahead of Nabokoff at the last moment to
take a seat between them, as the mutual friend should. We were
lucky to find three seats together at all, as the acclaimed film
had arrived in Berlin only recently and the room was filled. It
was late September, the weather had yet to turn, and the theater
was warm and stuffy. People fanned themselves with programs but
didn’t seem to mind putting up with the heat; a sense of
excitement permeated the room as we waited to see this latest
silent masterpiece that had been so lauded in the newspapers.
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The gargantuan green velvet curtain had been drawn to the sides
before we even found our seats, and colorful
slides⎯advertisements for wedding gowns, champagne, luxury
apartments⎯filled the big screen, one by one. They were enough
of a novelty themselves that the crowd of Berliners watched them
raptly, as if at a family slide show. Finally the lights dimmed,
the musicians descended into the pit via stairs at the side of
the stage, the conductor waved his baton like a fire-stick in
the floodlights, and the orchestra burst into sound. First the
credits framed in ornate white borders, and then the opening
scene at a small-town train station. A visual pun involving a
noose, and we were off to the comedic races.
As the ghostly illuminations pranced across the screen, I
was entranced by the spectacle and delighted with the gymnastic
comedy of Lloyd, a favorite of mine back home. But my pleasure
was mitigated by the sense of twin fountains of restlessness on
either side of me. They had wanted to come, but once the movie
was underway they each were radiating the same ennui, the same
impatience with this mass stimulation of the general population.
I noticed Volodya checking his Rolex several times, straining to
catch a few bluish-gray reflections from the screen glancing off
his watch’s gold-plated hands. The climactic scene, however, did
finally grab them: the mad dash up the side of a skyscraper,
Lloyd clinging to the bent hand of a giant clock, taking a clonk
on the head and almost staggering off the edge to his doom
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before the comedically and romantically satisfying conclusion.
The audience applauded, Nabokoff ostentatiously, Véra not at
all. We walked out into the warm Berlin night.
“Well, I must say, you Americans are a jolly lot,” Volodya
said as we drifted with the crowd towards the Ku’damm. “Much
better than that grim murder mystery you and I starred in.”
I turned to Véra. “I told you about our important work as
extras in that German film.”
“Yes, I was very impressed, as you know. What a fine way to
spend an entire day of one’s life.”
“One has to earn one’s daily meat, my dear,” said Volodya.
“Not to worry, though: I composed most of an entire poem in my
head while we waited for the lighting maestro to adjust a klieg
or two. And Spicehandler and I formulated some very nice
philosophical musings on the nature of film and life. So it was
not a total waste.”
“I look forward,” she said, “to the literature, the
philosophy, and of course the dramatic performances, when the
film comes out. But it’s getting late, and I think I should get
home.”
“Yes,” Volodya yawned. “I must get some work done in the
morning before my lessons usurp my day.”
“But it’s only ten o’clock!” I cried. “I’m starving, aren’t
you? Come, let’s at least have some dessert and a drink.”
They looked at each other, shrugged at me. “I suppose so,”
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said Nabokoff. “One can’t be a complete slave to one’s vocation.
Mademoiselle?”
“All right, I won’t be the spoilsport. I suppose I wouldn’t
mind some kissel at Flora Diele.”
We settled into a corner table and had apple-cranberry
kissel served in mugs, just thin enough to drink.
“Mmm. This sweet confection always take me back to Vyra,”
said Nabokoff. “It would be served to us on the porch in the
evening, as we watched the sunset filter through the birches.”
The consonance of names of his lost love⎯the Nabokoff
country estate⎯and my unattainable love sitting there next to us
hung in the air like an indiscreet comment.
“It seems that it doesn’t take much to send you back
there,” I said. “It must have been lovely. And wasn’t there some
cousin or other who made one summer particularly sweet?” I can’t
say I’m proud of this barb, but there it is.
“Oh, really?” Véra’s eyes sharpened. “A chummy relative?
Fellow moth-chaser?”
“Not so much.” Volodya, far from being uncomfortable with
my reference to an old love affair, seemed delighted. “Our
friend is referring to my cousin Tatiana, I believe⎯I had quite
forgotten mentioning her to you, Spicehandler⎯a distant cousin,
mind you, married at the time to a military fellow off plying
his trade at the front.”
“Married at the time?!” Véra was a liberated girl, but

267
still could not conceal her surprise. “And you must have been
but a boy.”
“No no, very close to eighteen by then.”
“And I daresay,” I threw in, “Cousin Tatiana was neither
the first nor the last of the Vyra adventures. There was that
young teenager at the neighboring estate....”
“I believe, at the time, it was my conviction that an
artist had a responsibility to live, to taste as many of life’s
pleasures as possible. Sometimes one does have happy
responsibilities, you know.”
“Hmm,” said Véra. “And do you still subscribe to this
hedonistic philosophy of art?”
The poet sipped his dessert and turned only his eyes to
her. “The artist’s responsibility evolves with time. There comes
a time when the artist must experience true love, lasting love.
Or else how can he ever write about that?”
“And divorce, too, I suppose,” I said. “And murder, and
colitis.”
“Once you’ve loved, you can certainly imagine murder. And
divorce. But how could one ever imagine love?”
“I imagined love,” said Véra cryptically. “And then when it
finally happened it was exactly as I’d imagined.” My lungs stuck
like an old Gnome engine with low oil pressure, missing a
revolution.
Volodya looked at her and smiled. “It’s funny, though,
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Spicehandler, that you should mention my dalliance with my
cousin. For I’ve just finished a story that evokes that very
affair. A perfect example of my ‘philosophy,’ as you call it,
bearing tangible⎯and rather tangy⎯fruit.”
Here he was circling back to my sally of his own accord. He
was like Tilden, instinctively playing to the opponent’s
strength, beating him at his own strategy. I resorted to a
poorly placed drop shot: “Hoping to obviate your tennis and
English lessons by breaking into the ladies’ romance genre?”
“Not at all. You’ll find very little in it, when it is
published in one of our insular émigré journals, to titillate
your prurient imagination. In fact, it’s more about the
resolution of the romance than the eroticism of it. Though it’s
far from unerotic, if I do say so. ‘It was delicious to lose
her,’ I say, or something like that. Yet the descriptions of the
Russian countryside, the true love object in this piece, are
veritably ringing with carnality, you’ll be glad to know.” He
gave me a playful glare down his avian nose.
“I’m sure your pansies and dandelions are brilliantly and
sensually delineated,” I said. “But⎯and call me oldfashioned⎯I’m much more excited by the Russian translation of
Poe’s 'Shadow' in the new Rul."
“Oh, please,” said Véra.
“No, I mean it. I can’t imagine who this ‘V.S.’ could be,
but his two Poe translations⎯the other came out in July, when
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you were away, Volodya⎯have been unexpected marvels. I have to
admit, much as I love Poe, I hadn’t read these two parables even
in English before. This one is even more chilling than the
other. A group of seven in medieval Greece imbibing wine while
their comrade, dead of the Plague, lies on a slab near the door.
And then the appearance of the shadow of death....” Wait a
minute, could ‘V.S.’ be our own Sirin, reading American
literature on the French farm?”
“A Poe poseur? No, I’ve never been much of a fan of the
American gothic. However, if you must know, I certainly did
notice these two translations bearing my pseudonym’s initials,
and was very impressed by them. First-rate work.” He smiled at
Véra again.
“You’re both indulging me,” she said. “The translations are
workable at best. I don’t know why I even bothered with them,
except that it offered a chance to make a little extra money,
and in a manner at least somewhat in line with my interests.
Although I’m a very good typist, I’m not a passionate one.”
“How fast?” Nabokoff inquired.
“Fast enough. Ninety words a minute or so. Possibly a
hundred, but I don’t like to boast.”
“I’ll keep it in mind. The ninety words, I mean.”
“Looking for a secretary are you?” I asked.
“Just a typist. But I would need a passionate one, to
handle the work properly. Currently I am forced to make do with
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my father’s old secretary, who is merely dutiful.”
“It’s funny,” I said. “I’m quite a fast typist myself. I
had a thing for typewriters back in high school, loved to tinker
with them, take them apart and put them back together. When I
enlisted in the Army, though, I was worried that instead of
getting to fly, I was going to be stuck behind a desk typing up
some general’s correspondence. So I was careful to leave typing
off my list of skills.”
“Ah, yes,” said Nabokoff. “I sometimes forget that you were
a famous flying ace.”
I laughed. “Not quite an ace. I’m still waiting for my
first ‘kill.’”
“Instead of killing anybody,” said Véra, “I have a
wonderful idea: why don’t you take Mr. Sirin here and me up for
a ride? He’s a wonderful pilot,” she said to Volodya, “we had
some marvelous flights this summer. It’s the most thrilling
thing you can imagine.”
“I don’t think so. Trying to fly like a bird in a
contraption of wood, canvas, and constantly igniting explosive
fluid smacks of hubris to me. Let us not forget that Greek lad
Icarus. I was reminded of him just the other day, strolling
through the Grunewald. I happened upon an area of forest where
the trees had been knocked aside by some minor cataclysm. Then I
remembered the story in the papers of a small airplane crashing
there⎯a dashing fellow thrilling his girl with a spin over the
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countryside, if I remember correctly. The site had been cleaned
up; all that was left of them and their adventure was a
displacement of vegetation.”
“I don’t believe you!” She sounded frustrated. “How can a
poet not yearn to see the tops of the clouds?”
“I’ve seen them, my dear, many times in my mind. They could
not be more inspiring in reality. No, I’ve no fascination with
mechanized velocity, as many young men do. The furthest I got
with such obsessions was my old bicycle, which wintered alone at
Vyra, awaiting my return each summer. The low sleek handlebars,
the wide gear ratio which enabled me to attain some sort of
record speed on the gradual downhill slopes between estates. I
can close my eyes even now and feel the leather grips in my
hands, the resistance of the pedals to my piston-like legs, the
hissing whisper of the tires along the damp road after an earlyevening rain. I tried to get some of it into the story I just
finished. Funny, I wonder where that bicycle is now. It exists
somewhere, either appropriated by some lucky Soviet boy or else
rusting away in a pile of rubbish. But it must still exist in
some form.”
“And you really have no desire at all to go up in an air
machine?” I said. “You’re right that you’re an unusual man in
that respect. I think flight must’ve been a dream of humankind
since the first man watched a bird soar by. And I must say it’s
been quite a thrill to get to do it here in Berlin without
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anyone firing machine guns at me. Puts a damper on the fun,
don’t you know.” I was aware of myself trying once again in vain
to sound nonchalant regarding the horror.
“Vel,” said Véra, “you never did tell me what happened on
that mission when your friend was shot down.”
I was reflexively silent for a moment, expecting the usual
inability to face down that moment, five years gone. But somehow
the choking feeling, the constriction of vocal chords, now,
finally, felt part of the past as well. "It was our very first
mission. The first week of November. Seventeen other Nieuport
28s and I were sent over the lines to protect a couple of French
Salmson photographic planes. We were a bit east of Fére-enTardenois, and to be frank I was busy enjoying the view⎯a bit
like Icarus, eh Volodya?⎯when suddenly I notice Wilson's no
longer in my peripheral vision. I look over and see him diving
straight towards the ground like he's gone bonkers. It still
didn't hit me why he was doing this, until finally I realized
that the long thin lines of white smoke I was flying through
were tracers of machine-gun bullets!
"You wouldn't believe how difficult it is to find other
machines, friendly or enemy, in the air. There's just so much
space up there. I could hardly believe it myself when I finally
saw them⎯about a dozen Fokker D7s up at ten o'clock. They were
so close I could see the black crosses on the bottoms of their
wings. A split second later everything turned to a strange

273
dream. From a well practiced formation, our squadron had
flittered in every direction like a pack of butterflies. All
order, everything we had practiced and discussed and gone over
and over in our daydreams, splintered into chaotic pandemonium.”
"Butterflies don't fly in packs,” Nabokoff interjected,
“and their motion is anything but chaotic."
“Well, this was chaos, believe me. My squadron had all
dived⎯God knew what had happened to the Salmsons we were
supposed to be protecting⎯and I was left alone at five thousand
feet. I felt like a deer caught in a clearing. All I could think
of was Get away, get away! I banked steeply to the right and
immediately went into a spin. Those Nieuports were absolutely
impossible to control. Pulled out of it five hundred feet lower,
saw two D7s smack in front of me, banked sharply to the left and
went into another spin. But before I fell away I got a close
look at one of the German pilots. We were only a few yards away,
it seemed, when we both banked. I think he was even younger than
I was. I tell you, I've never seen anyone more terrified in my
life. I suddenly realized just what I looked like. Anyway, I
went into my spin, recovered from that, even lower now, managed
to turn myself around facing west, but now I was below the fray,
which was the worst place to be. I knew I had to climb to
survive, before one of them came down on me with machine guns
spitting. So I climbed as steeply as I could. I just kept
climbing and climbing. To avoid thinking about people trying to
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kill me, I concentrated on keeping my wings level and airspeed
high enough not to stall. When I finally glanced at the
altimeter, I was at eleven thousand feet. I turned back eastward
to have a look⎯started to spin again and quickly recovered⎯and
there they were, like a cluster of gnats eight thousand feet
below. Couldn't tell Germans from Americans. I dove back
down⎯well, descended anyway⎯but by the time I got down there
they were gone. Nothing to see but a few spirals of smoke
leading down to the fields below. At this point I finally
thought about fuel and realized I barely had enough to get back
to base⎯if I could find it. Somehow I did so, and landed with a
very shaky hand on the stick. Only four of my comrades had made
it back, and no one came after me. Turned out that four others
had to land behind enemy lines. Either ran out of fuel or got
forced down. The other nine weren't so lucky. Wilson included."
Véra put her hand on my arm. By God, it was almost worth
it.
“Well,” said Volodya, “Of course I’m very sorry,
Spicehandler. But I can’t say it makes me more eager to climb
onto your magic carpet.”
“As I said, it’s quite different when you’re not being shot
at. Not that it’s as safe as the Strassenbahn. There is
certainly a risk to aviation. Look at McCudden, England’s
number-two ace in the war. Made it through four years of combat,
unbelievable odds, and then he crashed and died while simply
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flying himself back from leave. Faulty carburetor.”
“Well there you go. I prefer to confer no more fateful
power to a carburetor than that of leaving me stranded on a
country lane.”
“But what is life without risk,” said Véra. “You can say
the Strassenbahn is safer, but I’d rather take my chances and
feel the thrill than play it safe and get run over by the tram
anyway.”
“Hear, hear,” said Nabokoff. “I’ve no argument against that
ardor. I suppose I just don’t feel the passion for flight. Or
even for motoring, for that matter. I prefer to walk. Now, a
daring mountain adventure in pursuit of a rare butterfly, even
in dangerous circumstances, does appeal. Wartime exploits⎯no
offense, mind you⎯not so much.”
“I couldn’t agree more,” I said. “It wasn’t the desire to
be a hero in aerial combat that made me lie about my secretarial
skills. It was simply the lure of flight. The war itself was
pure horror. You must have felt it too, even in Russia.”
“To be honest, I hardly noticed. I was more interested in
poetry and lepidoptera. The war did take my father away for over
a year, as he was an ensign in the reserves, but luckily, though
he was posted here and there during the first year of the war,
he never encountered actual combat. Not that that bit of luck
did him any good in the long run.”
“Eight years of life is not nothing,” said Véra softly.
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“No, you’re right. I had a crucial eight years more with
him. And I was much more capable of enduring the shock, and the
loss⎯if that is even possible⎯at twenty-three than I would have
at fifteen. Not even twenty-three. But no, I remained happily
oblivious, in the way only a fifteen-year-old can be
oblivious⎯that is, utterly⎯to the war. And I’m glad to say that
I have remained uninterested in politics to this day, with the
exception of my clear, pristine hatred for the Leninists. But
that really feels more personal than political.”
“But surely you can’t ignore politics living in Berlin
today.”
“Oh, is there an election coming up or something?”
I laughed, and even Véra smiled and shook her head. “Only a
veritable battle going on in the streets,” I said. Indeed, it
seemed, ever since the rise of the democratic new Republic from
the ashes of war and the monarchy in 1919, Berlin had been a
battleground between extreme factions from the left and right.
First, the new government had had to suppress a communist
revolution, but could only do so through a devil’s bargain with
the Freikorps, a group of right-wing paramilitary organizations.
The moderate government stayed in power, but the reactionary
thugs remained on the streets, administering beatings and worse
to anyone remotely suspicious (i.e. left-leaning).
The hyperinflation of 1923 only worsened the belligerence
between nationalists and communists, as did the French
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occupation of the Ruhr. In September, just a day or two before I
sat at that café with Véra and Volodya, Chancellor Stresemann
had declared an official end of resistance to the occupation.
This overt act of spinelessness put the government under even
more venomous attack from both the right and the left. A state
of emergency was declared; the Army seemed to be the true head
of state; and once again the Social Democratic government’s days
looked numbered. Almost every day we would see some sort of
march in the streets: somber, defeated-looking communists with
frayed red flags and even more ramshackle clothing; angry
Freikorps troops with sticks and guns, draped in their old
Reichswehr uniforms, sometimes sporting the skull-and-crossbones
metal button or even, painted on their helmet, the newest thing:
a swastika, the ancient Indian symbol that had been used by
native tribes around the world for centuries, even by an
American Indian basketball team I'd once seen play in Philly.
Wherever the two intersected, there was violence. This was why
Véra always had her Browning in her little black purse. I
wondered if Volodya knew that.
“Yes, I do notice the little parades,” he said. “But only
so much, I’m afraid, as to take away what I need: a reflection
of sunlight in a brownshirt’s shiny boot, or the damp spot from
where a sad red flag dragged in the snow. Selfish, I know, but
the battle will rage on just fine without me. I have work to
do.”
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My own battle raged on, a soul-benumbing siege without the
dignity of an opponent. As autumn unrolled, Véra drew away from
me. Not angrily, not in pronounced refusal, but merely in her
distracted absence. In the summer, I had at least felt that I
had some traction, some hold, however tenuous, in her mind, if
only by the friction of flight and music. But as the weather
turned it became more and more difficult to draw her out of her
unhappy apartment. The excuses proliferated, and my resolve
weakened.
Nabokoff too became virtually unavailable after dark.
Working, he said. We did continue to meet for tennis at RotWeiss, or at the court near his flat, as long as the weather
held out. But October grew old and offered fewer such
opportunities per week. My rides on the Strassenbahn were
punctuated by an irregular drum beat of chestnuts ricocheting
off the roof of the tram. I thought of the white and red
chestnut flowers that had rained down on the park benches, the
ground, and me in the spring, and felt the pull of time, the
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loss of opportunity.
Maple seeds, too, were on my mind. In April I had watched
from the window by my desk as they twirly-birded down from the
great tree on Nestorstrasse across from my boardinghouse. Now,
sitting down to work at nine one morning, I was struck by the
sight of a red maple leaf, blown by the night wind and soaked by
the rain, stuck to that same window like a pinned butterfly. The
morning sun was working to dry it out, and across the street
steam was rising up the trunk of the maple. Its foliage seemed
to me to be just about peak, a glorious dispiriting explosion.
But aside from compiling notes I was unable to work. Every
time I tried to begin setting down paragraphs about the Russian
diaspora, instead of self-pitying laments on unattainable love,
my words seemed stale, my subject inaccessible. Was it in
comparison to my friend’s burning, coruscating prose and poetry?
Or to my own inflamed, unquenchable desire for Véra? I tried to
concentrate on Nansen passports, or émigré theater, or the
city’s growing xenophobia, but all I could summon was her face,
her piercing eyes, her consuming passion for literature⎯for his
literature. God help me, I even wasted some mornings composing
my own love poems, and then (to my future great relief)
incinerating the pages in the furnace downstairs.
Only once every week or two, now, could I persuade her to
meet even for lunch. Work was frenetic, Orbis⎯all of Russian
publishing⎯was in disarray, with the economy so discombobulated.
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Things were tenser than ever at home, and she was needed to keep
the peace. I’d have thought she would grab any opportunity to
get out of the house. It all smacked of excuse, but what could I
do?
I showed up at every émigré reading in the hope of seeing
one or both of them. And I did: one or the other, but oddly
enough never both together. Whichever of them it was, we always
chatted amiably, and I would try to engineer a post-literary
coffee or drink, but each time, it seemed, he or she would
disappear during the punch-and-conversation phase, the moment I
was waylaid by a handshake or a diverting burst of small talk.
Flitter off like an elusive rare species, without so much as a
goodnight. She in particular seemed utterly disconnected from
the rest of the crowd; he at least would exchange pleasantries
with his colleagues before absconding into the night.
Then, one cold October evening, somehow encouraged, in my
demonic blindness, by the memory of an incongruous smile or
casual remark, and unable to reach Véra⎯or Volodya, for that
matter⎯for days, I resolved to “stop by” the flat on
Landhausstrasse. The atmosphere had been damp and bone-chilling
for days, with no heat yet operating in my building, contracting
my yearning for her into a debilitating pit of depression in my
chest. The only thing that could eradicate it, it seemed, was a
bold plan of action. And, in fact, as I walked purposefully up
the Hohenzollerndamm, a route I had traversed many lonely nights
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knowing I would not summon the nerve to ring at her building, my
strides did seem to burn off the melancholy, like morning sun
working on that autumn maple-tree mist. This time I would simply
walk up and press the button, what was so difficult about that?
It wasn’t like our “mission,” our secret flight into Sovietoccupied Russia. Just a friend stopping by on his walk home from
a pleasant dinner with friends at, say, the Prager Diele. He
always preferred to walk when he could, and he was crossing
Landhausstrasse when he thought... Yes, what could be more
natural?
I rang the bell before giving myself a chance to answer
that, and a minute later could hear her footsteps percussing the
bottom flight of stairs. But no, it was Anna. Good God, was she
out? Out with him? And I would have to pass the time with her
father and cousin? I immediately began to conjure excuses to
counteract my mendacious reason for appearing in the first
place.
“Oh, hello Vel.” Anna seemed perplexed. She heard my story
with feigned interest. “Well, come on up. There’s always room
for one more.” Trying to decipher her banter, I followed her,
strange as it felt to be following a different female posterior
up those dark groaning stairs.
She led me down the hallway. As we passed the kitchen, I
caught sight of Véra’s mother, Slava, fussing with some dishes
in the cupboard. When we entered the modest living room it
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reverberated with a double shock-wave of surprise. Not from
Evsei, who sat at a small table and only interrupted his
contemplation of his next chess move with a smile of recognition
and a distracted “Ah, Spicehandler.” Véra, though, looked up
from the sofa as though I were a gypsy she’d once befriended in
Romania. And I could not have helped but betray my own
discomfiture at seeing my tennis pal, the great Sirin, Evsei’s
opponent at the chess table.
“Vel!” Véra overcame her obvious unease and at least stood
up.
“I was just...” I began my tale of circumambulation but
petered off somewhere between “dinner” and “found myself....”
“What ho, Spicehandler?” Now that was a new one from
Nabokoff. Was he trying to impress the Slonims with his well
honed Britishness? He should’ve worn his blazer with the Trinity
crown. He looked up at me with the gaze of an untroubled victor,
as Evsei continued to scrutinize the board for some as yet
obscure algorithm to lead him out of a tough spot. I did the
same.
“Tea, Vel?” said Anna. I accepted, and found myself sitting
between the cousins on the sofa. Sitting with the ladies while
the men waged their friendly battle on the checkered board.
Stunned nearly senseless by the incontrovertible evidence that
my rival led me by so great an interval that he was used to
popping round for a visit, including an intimate game of chess
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with the father, while I couldn’t so much as ring the doorbell
without battling through a bout of nervous paralysis on the
doorstep.
I exchanged some unbearable small talk with Véra and Anna
before I forced myself to a standing position and wandered over
to the chess table to observe. Once again I cursed myself for my
recalcitrance as a youngster toward my grandfather’s attempts to
teach me the game. I did notice, however, that each man held
approximately the same value hostages, small alabaster and ebony
figures lying forlornly beside the board.
“Anybody’s game to win,” I ventured.
“Hardly,” said Evsei. “The lad has me down to options of
desperation only, as usual.”
As usual? And was that a wink I caught flashing from the
other end of the battlefield? I found myself resorting to
desperate measures as well. “I thought the Yom Kippur service
was quite excellent at the Fasanenstrasse Synagogue,” I
ventured. I could practically feel the vibrations through the
air of both Véra and Volodya’s upturned eyebrows. However, it
was true: though I had been a confirmed nonbeliever since even
before my bar-mitzvah, I had been raised in an Orthodox
household, and it simply wouldn’t have felt right to miss the
High Holy Day services. I hadn’t mentioned it to Véra, as I knew
she did not hold religiosity in high regard, but I figured that
Evsei, being of the previous generation, probably still dragged
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himself to shul for the big ones. “They’re a progressive
congregation, as you probably know.”
Evsei seemed entranced by the pattern of chessmen left on
the board. “Hmm?” He half glanced at me, then back at the grim
situation at hand. “I wouldn’t know, I don’t go in for that sort
of thing anymore. Didn’t help us much in Petersburg, did it? If
there is a God, I think He may have actually chosen some other
people. Well, Volodya, my boy, it appears that you have once
again failed to show the proper respect to your elders. I
concede.”
“I was lucky,” said Nabokoff. “The endgame⎯with your bishop
and pawn as they were, over there, and my queen and knight
poised together like that⎯was almost identical to a published
problem that I read and was able to solve back in Yalta a few
years ago.”
“Well, I’m glad you had something so engaging to occupy
yourself with,” said Evsei. “We were six months in Yalta
ourselves, as you know, the year after you. Those were strange,
chaotic times, were they not?”
“Indeed. Though magical somehow in their groundlessness. We
had no idea what was to become of us all. We hardly expected to
end up in this bland capital of all places. But we were all
together, in that limbo, and for us young people it was
something akin to an extended summer vacation. There were love
affairs, and recreation, the chasing of butterflies for those of
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my ilk...”
Evsei laughed and looked to the sofa. “And was it so
carefree a time for you girls? No, for the parents it was a
precarious situation, wondering if and when we would get out,
where we would end up. And then we came to Berlin, which seemed
a solid place to start anew. But look what’s happening: total
economic chaos. Imagine trying to start a business in a place
where the currency falls by a thousandfold every day. Some
people can barter for a living. The theater the other night was
offering front-row tickets for a few ounces of butter, mezzanine
for a couple of eggs. My God, if you have a pound of butter you
can buy clothes and pay your tuition. But how do you sell books
when money means nothing? It’s a fascinating predicament, a
puzzle to solve. Volodya, perhaps you could put aside the chess
problems and help figure this one out.”
“Alas, something tells me my knack for manipulating chess
pieces will never prove useful in doing the same with ledger
columns. But Spicehandler, you seem to have a good head on your
shoulders, as they say. I realize you have no personal incentive
to counteract the magic spell on your dollars, but perhaps for
the sake of the Russian Berliners, to say nothing of the poor
German people?”
I hesitated, and Véra, bless her, took pity on me: “Oh,
don’t put poor Vel on the spot. How can he solve what an entire
government is unable to?”
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“Of course she’s right,” I stammered. “But I will say this:
when book publishers can’t stay in business, then a society is
really in trouble. What is to save us but books?” Sucking up to
Papa? Perhaps, but also spoken with sincerity.
To no avail. “Who gives a damn?” said Evsei. “Ullstein will
ride out the storm just fine. It’s the small émigré presses that
will perish, and who cares about that? We’re a tiny wandering
tribe, we cast-out Russians. We make the Jews look enviable in
comparison.
“You’ve never been such a pessimist,” Anna spoke up. “This
inflation has gotten to you, like a virus of the brain. It’s
gotten to all of us.”
With each passing minute, I was feeling more and more like
a fifth wheel. Slava at least had the good sense to sulk in the
kitchen. I had had the fanciful notion of lasting until it was
natural for Volodya and me to leave together and finish off the
evening with a leisurely stroll, perhaps a drink together before
saying goodnight. But the poet was playing like a chessmaster
with a four-piece advantage; he looked like he could wait me out
all night if need be. Comfortably sitting in his characteristic
pose, one leg crossed languorously over the other, leaning back
in his chair, exchanging bon mots with Evsei and meaningful
glances with Véra, accepting cup after cup of tea.
He won, of course: a technical knockout. It became so late
that I was left with no acceptable social discourse but to
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glance at my watch and announce that I must be going: work to do
in the morning, et cetera. At least it was Véra, not Anna, who
ushered me back downstairs. Her goodnight was not unkind but
firm; I said I would call her, she just smiled, and I stumbled
out onto the cold sidewalk like a punch-drunk palooka in the
fifteenth, looking about desperately for his corner.
The feeling was more than emotional. As I stepped out into
the street to cross it, I felt myself beginning to slide, as if
all that tea had been laced with vodka. During the hours I’d
been in the Slonims’ apartment, the temperature had dropped
precipitously: the first freeze of the season. Berlin was built
on swampland, and the dampness sometimes seemed to ooze up from
underneath. And as I was to learn in the coming months, a sudden
evening freeze after a heavy dewfall could turn the streets into
ice rinks. I made my way carefully across Landhausstrasse like a
novice skater, with short little slides, right foot then left.
Even the sidewalks were slippery, though, and I made my way
westward towards my boardinghouse like an old drunk, clinging to
lampposts and feeling my way along the walls of the buildings.
It was after midnight, my route traversed small side streets,
and not a soul appeared to share my otherworldly travail. My
discomfiture was made worse by the notion that if Véra and
Volodya had been out walking the same icescape⎯and perhaps they
were!⎯they would not be baby-stepping along like toddlers on an
ice rink, but rather gliding gracefully down the dark streets, a
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pair of figure skaters on a frozen pond under the stars.

There was but one other time I recall being with the both
of them before the close of nineteen twenty-three. The calendar
had flipped to November but the weather had not, and Nabokoff
and I had a date to play tennis, an attempt to distend the
season beyond its natural capaciousness. But when I woke that
Saturday I could feel an extra chill in the air, even while
still in bed. The thermometer outside my building read well
below freezing, and the trees along the sidewalks, as I walked
to the corner to buy my paper, were covered with frost. The sun
had not yet risen above the buildings, but although the sidewalk
was still in shade the sky was as bright a blue as any July
afternoon. Yet as I stood on the corner I could hear what
sounded like gentle rain. No, it was ash leaves, the hardy
survivors of October, giving in to the weight of frozen dew and
dropping to the sidewalk, clicking like paper clips on an empty
desktop.
When I finished my work at noon the temperature had still
not climbed above seven Celsius. I borrowed my landlady’s
telephone and rang up Sächsischestrasse.
“Spicehandler?” Volodya’s voice sounded distracted, as
though he thought I had moved back to America months ago.
“Still pretty cold out,” I said. “I would play, but I’m
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guessing it’s too bitter for your delicate constitution.”
“Oh, tennis,” he said. “Sorry, I was in the writing vein,
and I must confess I’d forgotten our plan. Yes, I agree, it’s
not too bad for football, but too chilly for the ‘white sport,’
eh? In any case, I’d already made an appointment to meet Lukash
to work on our pantomime.”
I didn’t complain that he'd arranged his session with Ivan
before we had broken our tennis date. “What about tonight? It
should be quite an important meeting of the Writers and
Journalists Union. Khodasevich and Berberova are reading, their
last appearance before leaving for Prague. Are you going?”
“Yes, yes, I know. I suppose I should. Out of respect for
Mr. Hessen, if nothing else. And of course Khodasevich is a very
worthy poet⎯the most worthy, to be sure, in our little world
here⎯though I’m sure I’ll have future chances to hear him read
in Prague, while visiting my family.” (A few weeks earlier,
Nabokoff’s mother and sisters had taken advantage of a financial
offer by the Czech government to families of eminent Russian
émigrés and moved to Prague. Until they were settled there,
Volodya was staying in the old family apartment with his
thirteen-year-old brother Kirill, the maid, and the girls’ longtime governess.)
I had known, of course, that Khodasevich was a favorite of
Nabokoff’s, and that it would be less difficult than usual to
lure him out this evening. And after securing his agreement to
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meet at the reading, I couldn’t resist calling Véra, too. She
wouldn’t pass up this chance to hear two of Russian Berlin’s
literary stars in their last appearance before leaping off the
sinking ship.
The inflation had free-fallen to such a dizzying rate that
the shopkeepers couldn’t keep pace with their price tags.
Instead, each day the listed prices would be multiplied by a
particular coefficient⎯five hundred, say, or a thousand. A
dollar bill would now bring you four billion marks, but what was
four billion marks? Tomorrow barely a penny. Stefan Zweig later
remembered sending in a book manuscript that year; when he
received his payment a week later, for a year’s work, it barely
was worth the postage with which he’d mailed the manuscript. The
working class sweated all week for their wages, and the wages
turned out to be worthless paper, suitable only for children to
play games with⎯which they did.
As the economy imploded, Berlin became less and less viable
a home for the Russian emigration. And the émigré literary world
in particular was in turmoil. Evsei had not been exaggerating
the difficulties for émigré businessmen. Russian publishing
houses, which had numbered in the hundreds earlier in the year,
were down to a resolute handful; walking along Lützowstrasse I
had stumbled upon a liquidation sale at the Grzebin press.
Picked up a copy of Gorky‘s latest book of stories (with the
publisher’s quixotic imprint: “Moscow-Petersburg-Berlin”) for

291
only a hundred million marks. The October 20 issue of Rul
(eighty million marks) had announced the dissolution of the
Writer’s Club “in view of the departure from Berlin of a
considerable majority of the organization’s members. It is
possible that the activity of the Club...will be revived in
Paris.”
Indeed, a new wave of emigration was under way. Partly to
Prague, where the Nabokoffs (other than Volodya and Seryozha,
who was back in Paris) had relocated, but mostly to Paris, which
soon became the new intellectual center of the Russian diaspora.
To me, it felt as though my subject matter was evanescing right
underneath my fountain pen. I spoke no French, as virtually all
the Russian émigrés did; were I to follow them there I would be
more of an outsider than ever. To my relief, neither Véra nor
Volodya had made any mention of wishing to ride the new wave
westward.
If this was to be the end of the brief Golden Age of
Russian Berlin, as I saw it, then at least I had a dramatic
ending for my book. Aside from the Russian exodus, there was a
feeling in Berlin that fall of yet another impending revolution.
The Communists marching in the streets chanted of a “proletariat
army” ready to take arms, and in the taverns one heard of a
right-wing “black Reichswehr,” forming ominously from the
disjointed Freikorps groups, prepared to oppose them. Any day
now, it seemed, the desultory skirmishes we had read about, and
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sometimes witnessed, would congeal into full-scale war. In the
meantime, the government coalition under Gustav Stresemann,
Cuno's hapless successor, clung to power. Stresemann was said to
be working feverishly on a plan to finally dam up the flood of
inflation, get the German economy back on solid ground, and save
himself from being chased out of the capital with pitchforks for
having capitulated to the hated French invaders.

The meeting was upstairs at Café Leon, of course. The drab,
gun-metal Jugendstil exterior certainly betrayed no promise of
literary and political ferment, any more than the interior. A
small, typical café: three rows of small round tables, four
simple chairs around each one, a counter display on one side
with a mélange of Russian pastries and other delicacies behind
the glass. Poorly lit, and pervaded by the smell of German
tobacco, sauerkraut, and coffee. A place to meet your father for
some Wienerschnitzel with fried onions, not to hold a raucous
political meeting, or a meeting of any sort. But find the narrow
staircase in the back, and upstairs was a room with nothing but
chairs and a podium, a room that was a stage set for the drama
of literary Russian Berlin. The Soviet-ambivalent House of Arts,
the uncompromising Writer’s Club, the eternally hopeful Union of
Russian Writers, and various other émigré conglomerations: they
all seemed to meet in this same room. The scenery never changed,
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just the characters. And only a few actors⎯Shklovsky, Ehrenburg,
Pasternak for a brief time⎯managed to appear in virtually all
scenes.
They were all there tonight. Everyone save the few
ostracized souls, such as Alexei Tolstoy, who had been declared
Soviet sympathizers and disinvited to Union meetings. Most of
the other House of Arts figures, and virtually everyone from the
Writer’s Club and other smaller groups such as Nabokoff’s Round
Table, were there. Everyone who was still in Berlin, that is. A
significant population from each coterie was missing, already
fled to Prague or Paris or God knows where, the economic chaos
continuing the dislocation that pogroms and revolution had
begun. The effect was like that of a convention of delegates
from each party, the few representing the disappeared many.
Khodasevich and Berberova made an impressive couple, a
symmetrically bipartite emblem of Russian literary genius in
exile. He fifteen years her senior, almost forty years old, his
long dark hair swept leftward across his brow, a copy of his new
collection of poems, Heavy Lyre⎯identical to the copy which all
of us in the audience already owned⎯under his arm. No, now that
I think about it they were not so symmetrical a figure after
all: she was only twenty-two, and although she was already
famous in the emigration it was not so much for her work as for
her beauty and her affaire de cœur with Khodasevich. She had
published a few poems in Gorky and Khodasevich’s ill-fated
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journal Beseda, and her translation of Laclos’s Les Liaisons
Dangereuses had just come out, but her important work would come
later. They had met in literary circles in Petersburg in late
1921 and fled Russia together as lovers in the Summer of ‘22. A
photo had just been published in Rul: she was the only woman in
a group of eight writers of the emigration, including
Khodasevich and the great Bely. It was the talk of young
literary Russian Berlin that week⎯decades later, Joseph Brodsky
would write that that photo marked the moment when an entire
generation fell in love with her⎯and probably the reason the
Leon’s second floor was so packed that night.
Khodasevich hardly seemed worthy of being this young
siren’s lover. He sat in a chair onstage, pale and tubercular,
nervously urging the end of a long Russian cigarette into a
black holder while listening to himself being introduced,
looking almost afraid of having to take the lectern. It was only
when he finally did so that we all could see instantly how he
had pulled that dazzling young planet into his orbit. It was all
in his eyes: the mixture of contempt and irony with which he
contemplated the émigrés’ situation, the retinas that could
capture the beauty seeping through the frustration and the
degradation. He began to read:
I sit, illumined from above,
in my round room.
I look into a plaster sky
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at a sixty-watt sun.
And we were his prisoners. We each sat there and imagined our
own little room in our own pension⎯yes, even I, the voluntary
exile⎯and the loss of a now only imaginary homeland. “Our
brightest light,” Nabokoff had called him, “as nuanced, and as
accomplished in his own way, as Blok.” Once again I was seated
between him and Véra. On this occasion, though, they seemed
intent on maintaining separation; it was all I could do to keep
them on my immediate left and right. Another contrast to our
night at the cinema: even as I gave myself up to the magic of
Khodasevich’s lines, I could feel the taut attention of my
friends on either side. We were acolytes mesmerized by the
hypnotic utterances of the guru.

Véra and Volodya seemed edgy afterwards, I could sense them
leaning towards the doors and the beckoning Berlin night. But I
somehow managed to convince them to join me at the Zum
Patzenhofer tavern, where, I had heard, many literary figures
burned the dregs of their late evenings of exile. We walked up
Tauentzienstrasse in the cold dampness, Nabokoff rapping
rhythmically against the stones the bamboo cane he had taken to
carrying with him when out on the town. He had freely admitted
to me once what a dandy he was. “And why not?” he added. “One
isn’t twenty-four forever. Don’t worry, I fully intend to become
a disheveled, absent-minded old poet laureate at the appropriate
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time, failing to match my socks and forgetting my hat on cold
rainy evenings.” His current headwear, a gray homburg, nicely
complemented the dark mackintosh he’d told me he picked up for a
song in Yalta, in the early days of exile. A crisp starched
shirt, bow tie, and his father’s collar studs lurked elegantly
underneath. I had initially wondered how he managed such finery
on a tutor’s income, but he apparently just had a knack with the
sartorial odds and ends that come an émigré’s way.
We ordered pirozhki and kissel, and then, sure enough,
there were Khodasevich and Berberova, along with Ehrenburg,
Shklovsky, and even Alex Tolstoy, wending their way through the
room to a corner table. With Bely gone, this was as close to
sighting the royal court of émigré writers as was possible.
"What luck!" I said. "Will you greet them?"
"I think not," said Nabokoff. Véra cuffed me with a look as
though I were an unruly drunk and then turned her attention to
her coffee.
"But you're a colleague,” I persisted, “a fellow literary
star of this dwindling community. Surely you've met some of them
before?"
"In fact not. We run in different circles, however closely
related, like cousins in the same town who never socialize.
Perhaps they've heard of me, if only because of my father, and
of course we've been at many of the same functions..."
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"Then why not introduce yourself now? This is your chance.
They're leaving Berlin tomorrow!"
"No, now is not the time. I've never been comfortable as
the apprentice presenting himself for the old master's approval.
I admire Vladislav Felitsianovich very much, as you know, but
I'm sure our paths will meet in other capitals. I would rather
wait until I can approach him as an equal."
"You're already his equal," said Véra quietly. “But of
course, there are other reasons. I can’t imagine what Khodasevich
is doing with him.”
Nabokoff winked at me. “She’s referring to our ‘Fellow
Traveler’ over there, old chap. Tolstoy. But don’t be deceived, he
is only distantly related to the grandmaster, whether by blood
or talent. He fled the Bolsheviks like the rest of us, swore he
would put out the eyes of Lenin and Trotsky given the chance.
But to hear him now you’d think he’d cowritten the Manifesto.
He’ll be back in Moscow before the year is out, trust me, writing
glorious yarns of proletariat joy. Who knows with Ehrenburg and
Shklovsky⎯they seem to like to keep one boot in each camp. I
suppose they’ll wait to see who’s going to win and then choose
their side. Yes, you’re quite right, young lady: it’s surprising
to see Vladislav Felitsianovich chewing his meat so nonchalantly
among such company.”
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The tangled web of émigré intellectuals was so convoluted
that it was difficult, even for them, I think, to keep track of
who was standing in which ideological puddle at any given time.
Shklovsky was a perfect example. As Nabokoff had once told me,
Shklovsky had opposed the Bolsheviks in ’17 but then assimilated
into Soviet society after the Revolution was over and even
fought in the Red Army during the Civil War. However, in ’21 he
had had to flee the new regime when they began to persecute him
for his former alliances. He’d been in Berlin for two years,
straddling the line between “white” émigré and Soviet sympathizer.
And what had he written in his just-published novel? “Russian
Berlin is going nowhere. It has no destiny. No propulsion.... We
are publishing quite a bit. But here ‘we’ is a funny word.... If I
were told I could return home I would without looking back,
without taking any manuscripts.... Better to drop dead in the
potholes and repair the road for Russian trucks than to live
uselessly.” It seemed that Shklovsky had finally made his choice.
As if on cue, Tolstoy’s voice two booths away, which along
with that of his companions had dissolved into the general
hubbub of the restaurant, suddenly precipitated. He was speaking
directly to Ehrenburg, apparently finishing off a point: “You’ll
see, Ilya Grigoryevich, no great literature will come out of
this emigration. I tell you, emigration can kill any author
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within two or three years.”
Nabokoff smiled at us. “We’ll see about that. He apparently
has not read Mr. Joyce.”
"In any case,” said Véra, “of course you're right not to
bother Khodasevich now. This must be a difficult night for him
and Nina Nikolayevna, preparing for a second exodus."
"Well, they're in good company," I said. "It feels as
though half of Russian Berlin has already left. I hear most of
the actors and other theater people are gone. I don't know how
the Blue Bird stays in operation. The publishers are falling
like dominos, as you know. I happened by Grzebin's going-out-ofbusiness sale the other day."
"Yes, it's suddenly become almost impossible to carry on,"
said Véra. "Orbis is in dire trouble. I always thought my father
could figure his way out of any business crisis, but this time I
don't know."
"Have faith," said Volodya. "Evsei will be all right. He's
weathered worse than this."
"He seems depressed. Of course, it's more than just the
business."
Nabokoff nodded knowingly, and I did too, though I had
little access to the latest developments in the Slonims' marital
drama. "At least no one's telling him that he can't publish
books because he's a Jew."
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"Not yet, you mean."
"Oh," I said, "I think you're okay in Berlin on that score.
You might end up having to buy your milk with gold nuggets, but
Berlin at least has always been a haven for the Jews. Since
Bismarck, anyway."
"Hmm. It's a haven until it's not a haven. Have you seen
the messages our German friends have been leaving in paint on
the walls? 'DEATH TO THE JEWS' and other Teutonic witticisms?"
"There are extremist groups in all countries, anti-Semitic
thugs in every culture. That doesn't mean they will gain
influence. The German government, though I admit they've been
through a rough stretch with the Ruhr and the inflation, is
basically a very stable democracy. The Communists and the
Fascists will beat each other's brains out, and the Social
Democrats will endure."
"Perhaps I have more respect for the Freikorps' murderous
hatred because my family has been through it already, so
recently. I know your parents fled the pogroms, Vel, but that
was long ago, and you grew up in the relative fairytale land of
America. What about Rathenau?" Walter Rathenau, the Jewish
industrialist, writer, and the Foreign Minister from early 1922,
had been assassinated by right-wing extremists as he drove to
work in June of that year.
"We've had our assassinations too, you know. Lincoln,
McKinley. But the Republic endured. I think the Reich will as

301
well."
Véra, having noticed a blank, numb expression on Volodya's
face, had put her hand on his arm, which I fear must have evoked
a pained expression on my own face. "I'm sorry," she murmured,
and I realized that we were glibly discussing political
assassinations in the company of a victim. Nabokoff's father had
been shot down only a couple of months before Rathenau.
"Vel," she continued, "I simply don't share your
complacency. Look at Italy." Just the previous year, Mussolini
had marched to Rome with ten thousand fascist supporters and
successfully taken control of the Italian government. "I don't
believe Germany will be a Jewish haven for long. The German Jews
have tried to assimilate themselves: they call themselves ‘German
citizens of Jewish faith.’ But even that phrase, ‘German
citizens,’ seems to betray the fact that they are not really
‘Germans,’ doesn’t it? ‘Reformed’ Jews, they call themselves; they
drive automobiles to Yom Kippur services, they even worship on
Sundays, like their fellow Germans. But none of that will help
them when the time comes. Bely is gone, Khodasevich and
Berberova are leaving, Volodya's family has left. All for
economic reasons. But I would like my family to leave before
another Mussolini arrives to 'save' Germany."
"Volodya," I said, "I’m sure you have an opinion on this
Jewish matter."
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"I have no great preference for exile under one corrupt
government or another, one unsympathetic culture or another.
Exile is exile. Personally, I'm less concerned with the cave
scrawlings of some brown-shirted Neanderthals than I am with
this preposterous Dostoevsky epidemic that's been rampaging
through this city. German intellectuals seem to think that if
they study the scribblings of the Underground man they
understand the Russian émigré. And if I see one more German
schoolgirl on the tram buried in a translation of that
overweight overpraised pulp novel The Brothers Stereotypov, I
may just take a cue from old Raskolnikov myself. My main
concern, though, is with the availability of solvent tutees,
considering the current mass exodus of émigrés. From where is the
cigarette money to come? I suppose there will always be German
tennophiles, but as Spicehandler will tell you,” he addressed
Véra, “I’m less of a natural professor of sport than I am of
language. How many times can you exhort these non-athletes to
watch the ball? I tend to devolve into silent demonstration, or
else evoke Homer, and that’s not what they want.”
“I think we’d both rather play than teach,” I said, “and
write than tutor.”
“It won’t be long,” chipped in Véra, “before you can forget
the time-wasting tutoring and make your living on your real
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work,” but I think we both knew she was speaking to Nabokoff, not
me.
“Still,” I said, “Volodya is correct to fear the vanishing of
our bread and butter. And aside from the loss of students, how
am I to write about the Russian émigré community here if there
isn’t one left to write about? I suppose my book could be a Fall
of the Empire sort of thing, but it seems to me a living report
from the streets of an ongoing culture would have more market
appeal.”
“I told you before, Spicehandler: archaeology is your true
pursuit here. You should be cheering the entombment of Russian
Berlin like the farmer welcomes the deliquescence of the last
spring snow. It’s now that your work can begin.”
Indeed, the Russian community was vanishing from Berlin
like snowmelt. Khodasevich and Berberova left for Prague the
very next morning. (They would eventually settle in Paris.) Bely
was already back in Soviet Russia; by the end of the year,
Shklovsky, Ehrenburg, and Tolstoy would all join him. Russian
Berlin was like an oil boom city after the wells had dried up.
And those of us who were left behind felt like we were living in
a ghost town.

*

*

*
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Another exodus was occurring as well: that of Volodya and Véra from Spicehandler’s
life. She developed a litany of new reasons why she couldn’t meet even for lunch: her mother
needed her to call the telephone offices for her, her father needed her to run errands on her lunch
break. And as the weather grew too cold for tennis, Spicehandler failed to come up with new
occasions to call Nabokov. He wasn’t someone you just rang up to meet for a beer or a flick; if
you knew him, you knew that when he wasn’t tutoring he was laboring at his real work. And if
you were a writer yourself, that thought chastised you. You knew you should be laboring at your
own manuscript, and if you weren’t, which was increasingly more likely in Spicehandler’s case,
you couldn't help but compare your own level of assiduousness to that of the elusive Russian.
Spicehandler endlessly peregrinated the limits of Russian Berlin, he played tennis and taught
tennis, he drank enough café beer and ate enough café blintzes to make a less ectomorphic man
inflate like a Zeppelin; he did everything except work on his book. It would be only decades later
that he found the inspiration to complete his magnum opus.
Indeed, it was not for fifty years, not until he read about it in Nabokov’s poems and
memoirs and in trade biographies like everyone else, that he learned just what his two Russian
friends had been up to that mad, inflation-drugged Berlin autumn of 1923.
Spicehandler had not been mistaken the night of May 8. The confident rake behind the
butterfly mask, the Red Admiral escorting his lupine prey out the door, was indeed his new
tennis partner. Out into the night they flowed, and as Sirin’s poem from France related, “silent
there floated into its satin streams that black mask’s wolf-like profile and those tender lips....”
They strolled aimlessly under chestnut trees, naturally drawn northward to the Landwehr canal,
and climbed the concrete ramp from the Lützowufer onto a small pedestrian bridge over the dark
water: “The longing, and mystery, and delight..../as if from the swaying blackness / of some
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slow-motion masquerade / onto the dim bridge you came.”
Perhaps one of them wondered aloud whether this was the bridge from which Rosa
Luxembourg’s bludgeoned body had been cast just four years earlier, and perhaps the other
remarked No, that was the Lichtenstein bridge, a kilometer or so that way. More likely such
mordant observations were far from their minds. Perhaps, like Fyodor and Zina in The Gift
(1938)⎯and as Nabokov related in a poem in September 1923⎯they pretended the lights on the
far bank were Venice, and made poetry of the night. Despite his entreaties, she declined to
remove her mask. One biographer suggests she might not have wanted her beauty to distract
from her conversation; another wonders whether she worried that it would not. Nabokov
certainly would have had no such insecurity, and in any case his face was already so well known
to her: we may presume that he removed his own mask to enjoy the cool night air.
Spicehandler was well aware of the scrapbooks in the little bedroom on Landhausstrasse,
of how Véra knew all of Sirin’s published poetry by heart, but how the poet’s soul must have
been pierced, if he had not fallen already at first sight, when the lovely incognita began to recite
his own lines for him. It was not just her voice, its “certain unusual refinement,” as he put it later,
her exquisite Russian gilded with intelligent and passionate love of language and literature. What
artist is not an easy mark for a romancer who appreciates his work? Véra, already a markswoman
with a pistol, knew just what ammunition to use on this game.
Which lines did she employ? “We shall, in footnotes, unpretentiously endure”?
“Entranced, I stood, thoughtless...”? If either of them remembered in later life, they never
recorded such detail. In any case, it would appear that by the time they left the bridge the arrows
had found their mark. The would-be Venetians, gondolaless, strolled (she still in her mask,
apparently) to the southwest, back into West Berlin, in the general direction of their respective
apartments. Who knows how long it took them to perambulate the couple of miles, how many
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digressions they made, navigational and conversational, before coming to rest at the languorous
Hohenzollernplatz, midway between their homes (the Slonims a couple blocks to the southeast,
the Nabokovs a few northwest).
And then he was gone for the summer, laboring on the farm in southern France, dreaming
of Africa, still hounded by intermittent erotic and nostalgic flashbacks of Svetlana, but never
forgetting the night on the bridge with the she-wolf. The letters, the poems in Rul⎯even at the
time Spicehandler had seen the evidence of a new and more lasting infatuation.
By the time Nabokov returned to Berlin, any ambivalence concerning Svetlana and Véra
was gone with the Mediterranean breeze. He contacted Véra, they met, they met again.... And as
Spicehandler so painfully noticed, they suddenly had little time for anyone else.
Vespertine residential lanes were their courting ground. Nabokov would arrive first, the
hot-blooded young man, at a meeting point on the far side of the S-Bahn tracks, in the quiet leafy
neighborhood of Grunewald, not far from where the lush red clay of the Rot-Weiss courts slowly
cooled from the afternoon’s sneakered onslaught. The light still lingered in September; only a
lone window here and there in the mountainous banks of stately homes would be lit in a soft
glow. He was reminded of crossword puzzles with mostly dark boxes.
Such metaphors were his companions, his compensation for the aching minutes of
anticipation, for she was invariably late. (Oh, the pang this seemingly trivial detail drove into
Spicehandler’s heart when he discovered it, inlaid in matchless Russian prose, while poring over
an émigré periodical in the University of Pennsylvania library in 1938, drinking in the
bittersweet (to him), brilliant third installment of Dar (The Gift). For clearly Fyodor and Zina’s
evening assignations were a reflection of V&V’s fifteen years earlier. Such coy flirtatious
tardiness.... She was never late for lunch with Vel!)
Finally, a flicker of lamplight on a bare ankle would turn his head. A shin, an arm, a pale
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face would materialize around a short black summer dress: “[an] erect and slender shadow, as if
stepping on glass... [with] a restrained flame in the eyes... soundlessly into that dark [she]
came....” And suddenly the maple tree and the streetlight which had been boring him, eluding
their metaphors, became part of a fairy-tale. The dark alley was a Chinese cart path; the stars
shining above led them along the banks of the Volga; the cloaked gentleman disappearing into
the shadows was E.T.A. Hoffmann. It was fifty-six years later, and Spicehandler a nearoctogenarian professor emeritus, newly widowed, when he learned of their loveplay in a poem,
composed in that long faded Fall of ‘23 but only now made public by a small publisher of
Russian works in Ann Arbor. Andrew Field’s maddening, rambling biography, published two
years earlier, had driven Spicehandler to distraction. Its sporadic, italicized fragments of joint
interviews with the Nabokovs⎯he had sat with Véra and Volodya in their final living quarters in
the Montreux Palace Hotel⎯pierced his heart, he was ashamed to discover. Even after all those
years, after his own long happy marriage, now in its last months, mortally wounded by the blade
of his wife’s cancer, even now those snippets of marital intimacy⎯ “I was a man of tremendous
charm when I was young. I had, I...Really, darling, really!!” (They break into laughter.) Later:
“Darling, why don’t you say something? Why?” “I don’t think I should be represented.” “You
can’t help being represented! We’re too far gone! It’s too late!” Laughter. Tears. Wiping of
eyeglasses.⎯ were bittersweet torture, homeopathic doses of poison triggering long-dormant
spasms of heartache. But nothing like seeing unearthed, in a bright new binding, that old poem,
which Sirin had scraped sedulously onto paper in his boardinghouse, carving out his diamondsharp new love and Vel’s fate as runner-up. She saw Nabokov’s metaphors before he could even
utter them: “I start to talk⎯you answer, as if rounding off a line of verse.” Just as Fyodor
marveled at Zina in The Gift:
What was it about her that fascinated him most of all? Her perfect understanding,
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the absolute pitch of her instinct for everything that he himself loved? In talking
to her one could get along without any bridges, and he would barely have time to
notice some amusing feature of the night before she would point it out. And not
only was Zina cleverly and elegantly made to measure for him by a very
painstaking fate, but both of them, forming a single shadow, were made to the
measure of something not quite comprehensible, but wonderful and benevolent
and continuously surrounding them.
Surely even fourteen years before he wrote those incomparable words of love, while rambling
the dark suburban lanes with her⎯while Vel roamed the brighter, sordid streets of Weimar
Berlin, oblivious to their lovemaking, seeking solace nonetheless from her absence⎯the lines
were forming like cooling magma deep in the Russian’s soul: “What exactly are we waiting for?
In any case I won’t find a better wife.”
As Spicehandler had learned so painfully even back in that fateful autumn, Nabokov had
become a frequent visitor at the Slonims’ flat on Landhausstrasse, and a regular chess partner of
Véra’s father. In fact, he had very naturally ingratiated himself with Evsei in a way that
Spicehandler had found impossible. “He [Evsei] understands so well,” Nabokov wrote to his
mother, “that the most important thing for me in life, and the only thing of which I’m capable, is
to write.” Forget wife; what artist ever found a more sympathetic father-in-law?
And yet, that September and October, before Nabokov’s mother and sister decamped to
Prague, Véra found no such welcome on Sächsischestrasse, or at least imagined (probably
correctly) that she wouldn’t. Her biographer, Stacy Schiff, presumes that Véra knew a Jewess
would not be welcome as a prospective Mrs. Nabokov. Anti-Semitism ran deep in the Russian
aristocracy, and although Nabokov’s father had been a champion of Jewish rights and political
progressivism in Czarist Russia, he was gone, and his wife may have been less progressive
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regarding her son’s personal life. In any case, it would probably not have been acceptable for a
twenty-one-year-old Jewish girl to be ringing up a young man of aristocratic pedigree, more than
three years older, to arrange dates. She did call, but always identified herself as “Madame
Veronique Bertran,” a fictional language pupil of his. Yet another V, sighed Spicehandler when
he gleaned this pearl shortly after his ninetieth birthday, straining to prop Boyd’s hefty biography
up in bed. And add one more for Victory.

In 1923, of course, Spicehandler had no way of knowing the game was up⎯unless, that
is, he’d had something better than a beginner’s acumen at deciphering a woman’s nonverbal
communication. But then, in his defense, Véra had been prickly and unencouraging from the
very start, even though she clearly liked him. So not much had changed in her face, her manner,
her attitude towards him, since she’d met Nabokov. How could he have known that her heart had
been lost even before she’d met either of them?
November brought an end to the financial madness—if not the economic difficulty—and
a calming of the political situation, but still a sunset to Russian Berlin.
The hyperinflation peaked on November 15, when a dollar would buy you 4.2 trillion
Deutsche Marks. The next day, a new temporary currency, the Rentenmark, was introduced,
backed by real land and goods. An exchange rate of 4.2 RM per dollar was established, prices in
the shops instantly lost twelve zeros, and the new currency held its value. “People looked at the
new money in amazement,” wrote Hans Fallada. “There was only a One on it or a Two or a Ten;
if there were two noughts behind the number then it was a very large note indeed. How strange!
When one had got used to counting in millions and billions! Coins came into circulation again,
real money....” But though the Rentenmark worked like a charm, it wasn't enough to save the
Stresemann government. The inflation was stopped so suddenly, and by such a seemingly simple
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government action, that suspicions were naturally aroused about why it had been allowed to
continue so long in the first place. And certainly there were those, like opportunists in every era,
who had made fortunes while their country fell into economic ruin. The notorious industrialist
Hugo Stinnes, for example, created a vast empire of wealth by buying up goods and real estate
on credit during the hyperinflation; by the time he paid up his bills, the price agreed upon was
ludicrously low, so essentially he was able to buy land, factories, whole businesses for next to
nothing. Resentment over the economic fiasco of the past couple years, coupled with outrage
over the continued occupation of the Ruhr, caused the government coalition to collapse, and
Stresemann was succeeded by Wilhelm Marx, Germany's eighth chancellor in five years. Despite
another new government coming through the turnstile, though, there seemed to be a sense of a
crisis having passed. And indeed the most stable five years of the Weimar Republic was about to
begin. The acrid scent of impending revolution had drifted out of the capital, as the Rentenmark
ended the economic fiasco virtually overnight. The last November issue of the Berlin Illustrirte
Zeitung sold on the newsstands for a billion marks; the first December issue went for twenty
pfennigs (cents). A worker’s weekly salary once again need not be spent before Monday or
evaporate into thin air, and Spicehandler’s dollar bills, brandished aristocratically despite
himself, no longer brought tears to a maître d’s eyes. But while the middle class must surely have
heaved a collective sigh of relief, and despite the new political stability, the effects of the disaster
would linger. As Sebastian Haffner wrote, “No other nation has experienced anything
comparable to the events of 1923 in Germany. All nations went through the Great War, and most
of them have also experienced revolutions, social crises, strikes, redistribution of wealth, and
currency devaluation. None but Germany has undergone the fantastic, grotesque extreme of all
these together; none has experienced the gigantic, carnival dance of death, the unending, bloody
Saturnalia, in which not only money but all standards lost their value." Though the economic
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seas calmed, as did the political situation, relatively, it was too late for the young generation to
buy into their parents’ old values, and the saturnalia, otherwise known as the Golden Twenties,
continued.
Russian Berlin⎯at least the populous, vibrant émigré capital of 1922-23⎯did not. By the
end of 1923 most of the Russian émigrés had continued their weary southwesterly migration,
fleeing Berlin’s economic chaos for Prague or Paris. The stabilizing of the mark did not convince
them to stay or bring the departed back. Russian Berlin became as dead a civilization, as
Nabokov would have put it, as pre-revolutionary St. Petersburg. A skeleton organizational
framework remained, such as the Council of United Russian Institutions, but most of those
institutions were either disbanded or bereft of their former urgency. Berlin was no longer a
Russian center, wrote one leading émigré diplomat. Only the “weakest elements” remained,
mainly “those who had some kind of connection with the country, for example persons of
German origin,” and those too poor to emigrate again (thus a still populous Jewish ghetto around
Oranienburgerstrasse).
But there was another type of Russian who remained in Berlin: the artist who naturally
gravitated away from society, who, if he couldn’t have his homeland, craved isolation. Fyodor,
in The Gift, extols his “wonderful solitude in [Germany], the wonderful, beneficent contrast
between my inner habitus and the terribly cold world around me.” And his creator later wrote of
the “absolute mental freedom” that exile in a country he was at best indifferent to afforded him.
(The cost, of course, was the feeling of “working in an absolute void,” since his work could
never see the light of Soviet Russia: “...the whole thing acquired a certain air of fragile
unreality.”) His mother and sister were in Prague, his brother in Paris floating through a libertine
world of music and dance and theater, mingling, somehow, despite his shy demeanor, with the
likes of Cocteau and Diaghilev; but Nabokov would remain in one of the few major countries
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where he didn’t speak the language (or have any desire to do so), “where sticking out of the fog
of a most monotonous democratic dampness you have the same old jackboot and helmet,” for
sixteen years, straight through the Weimar Republic and deep into the Third Reich, until the tidal
wave of political reality, which he preferred to ignore, nearly deluged him.
Of course Véra was in Berlin, as was her family. They were embroiled in such personal
difficulties, with Evsei and Slava’s acrimonious union slipping towards inevitable dissolution,
and Evsei and Anna Feigin’s relationship consolidating, that Véra would never have considered
leaving town. her father’s business prospects were failing miserably, along with everyone else’s,
but this time rather than provoking him to strike out for new lands and begin again, his
difficulties seemed to weigh him down. He never spoke of moving on to Paris, and he never did.
Orbis had yet to make a pfennig of profit⎯or to publish its first book, for that matter.
One wonders how Slonim managed to pay his daughter for her office work. He presumably still
had some money left from the sale of his Russian properties. Somehow they survived. Nabokov,
in the meantime, continued to “spend his afternoons crossing Berlin in the city’s yellow trams,”
tutoring for a living, while pouring out his literary compositions at night, apparently oblivious to
the misery about him. In December he and Lukash finished their pantomime for Yakobson’s
symphony, and it received its only public performance, as they read the stage directions aloud in
a Berlin living room to the composer’s piano accompaniment. The thousand dollars they had
named as their payment, however, never materialized. Nabokov also finished two new short
stories, which Véra took advantage of the quiescent Orbis office to type for him, initiating a new
occupation that would span over fifty years. Typing his sentences! How it would have riled
Spicehandler to know of this new intimacy, even more, perhaps, than would have the knowledge
that, sometime in these lengthening, cooling nights of autumn, somewhere in that urban village
of exiles (after sneaking past the super into Volodya’s now over-capacious apartment? in her flat
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while the others were out? on a Grunewald park bench, in the shadow of a streetlamp, with the
sticky smell of the rotting fruit of poplar trees filling their heaving nostrils?) Véra and Volodya
had made love for the first time.
Stacy Schiff, who ferreted out the approximate date of that historic coupling, also
discovered a blacked-out sentence in a first draft of the late-1930s novel The Real Life of
Sebastian Knight. Of the title character, a famous Russian-born novelist who writes in English,
and the Véra doppelgänger Clare, it read, “They became lovers in such a speedy manner that for
anyone who did not know them, she might have passed for a fast girl or he for a vulgar seducer.”
Indeed, had Elena Nabokov, or the gossipers of Russian Berlin, known of the autumn trysts, they
would have branded Véra a forceful opportunistic hussy a year and half earlier than they
eventually did. But for the time being, Volodya and Véra’s families, friends, and community
were even more ignorant of their relationship than was Spicehandler. He, at least, had his
suspicions.
But suspicions may turn out to be unfounded. All’s not lost, until it is. One doesn’t give
up the match after losing one or two sets, especially with the sunny glare of incapacitating love
behind you. And so, when a friendly late-December note sent to Sächsischestrasse was volleyed
back as a postcard from Prague just after Christmas⎯”Visiting the mère and soeur with the
frère, bonne, et chien. This place makes Berlin look like St. Pete of old, believe
me.”⎯Spicehandler, emboldened by the prospect of a Sirinless Berlin, wrote Véra and secured
her promise to meet him for dinner on New Year’s Eve.

*

*

*

The last day of 1923 brought home to me the reality that I
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was living through a Berlin winter. The holiday week at home in
Philadelphia had always been my favorite. On break from school,
lying about my parents' house, grazing the endless cornucopia of
my mother’s kitchen creations while listening to the radio or
reading novels or the Saturday Evening Post, skating at
Fairmount Park with my friends.... The war year of 1918 was the
only other time I’d missed it, waiting to be discharged after the
armistice, and now, as then, I felt a sense of my own absence
back home, as though I’d died and was living some sort of
ethereal afterlife. Five years ago it had been the unreal
bacchanal that was post-Versailles Paris. Now it was declivitous
Russian Berlin, as those left behind by the latest migration of
the living fossils of Nabokoff’s “dead civilization” looked about
them and sized up their own chances of survival.
Furthermore, the Berlin winter made Philly look like the
Carolinas. A bitter cold had descended upon the capital in late
November and never loosened its grip. The frigid claw of March
had returned, and so although I had only been in the city nine
months, it felt as though I had come full circle. I sat at my
desk all morning and stared out my window rather than write my
book. The snow darted about behind the glass like schools of
fish in the Berlin Zoo Aquarium. A group of flakes would hang
still and then suddenly take off in horizontal parallel tracks,
or diagonal paths downward to the already hoary street.
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By four o’clock it was dark. The prospect of my dinner date
with Véra should have had me gliding atop a warm thermal updraft.
But I couldn’t make myself feel it, hard as I tried. It was like
flying a mission over enemy lines: any elation you would
normally have felt from soaring high over the European
countryside in your fabulous machine was deadened by the
awareness of death screaming at you from above and below. I kept
exhorting myself, even out loud: You’re having dinner, alone,
with Véra. With Véra! But I think now that I must have known even
then. The unconscious realization of their already binding love
was like the intelligence of where the archie guns were waiting,
ten miles ahead, north-northwest, and five thousand feet below.
December, in addition to making an icebox of my adopted
city, had decimated my fool’s fortune. The Rentenmark had,
remarkably, taken root and held its value. My greenback dollars
were once again nothing more than a foreign currency, each worth
about four marks, yesterday, today, and tomorrow. The play money
of a millionaire had metamorphosed, like Cinderella’s carriage at
midnight, back into the limited savings of a graduate student.
As a result, I would not be hiring a taxi to take Véra to the
Esplanade or the Adlon for dinner. When I finally picked her up
sometime after nine (she had been busy helping her father with
paperwork), we walked from Landhausstrasse over to the Prager
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Diele.
As much as I would have liked to keep Nabokoff out of the
conversation, it would have been like not remarking that it was
New Year’s Eve. “Quite a pantomime he and Lukash came up with,” I
said.
“Silly stuff. Can you imagine him wasting his time on that?”
“Better than teaching the proper pronunciation of the
English ‘w,’ I suppose. Though Volodya writing something to go
with a musical composition is a bit akin to a blind man building
picture frames. I couldn’t help but smile at him wincing, sitting
so close to the piano.”
“I think I may have been wincing myself. I don’t think
Monsieur Yakobson’s symphony, if the piano arrangement is any
indication, is destined for the ages.”
“We can only hope it gets performed somewhere more
prestigious than the Tartarinovs’ living room, so that Ivan and
Volodya can get paid. Or we may never see our Sirin again. I
hear he’s in Prague, and knowing him he went down there without
even the fare to get home.”
“He’ll be back,” said Véra.
Well, the way she said that, the knowing, secretive subtext
lingering like an aftertaste as she bent down to her beef
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stroganov, knocked me back in my seat. Take a breath. A bite of
meat. Change of topic. “How is your father?”
“Not well, to be frank. He and Mother barely speak a word to
each other. They pass in the hallway like Strassenbahn trams on
adjacent tracks. Dilapidated tracks, I might add: no public
funds left for maintenance. And speaking of broken down trains,
I fear Orbis will never get its wheels moving again. You know
what’s been happening to the Russian publishers here. Father won’t
give up⎯yet. He remembers how he managed to dodge the artillery
of anti-Semitism in Petersburg⎯the barrage of restrictions on
Jewish merchants⎯and still make a handsome living. But this in
some ways is an even bleaker scenario. A collapsing economy and
the virtual disappearance of one’s potential customers. It’s like
trying to sail a boat as the water runs out of the ocean. Thank
God for Anna. I think she’s the only thing keeping him sane.”
“And you.”
Almost a smile. “Yes. And perhaps me too. I certainly could
never leave Berlin while he is here.”
“And I could never leave Berlin while you are here, Véra.”
One part of my brain had blurted it out before the other had a
chance to censor it.
“Vel, you must not say that.”
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“I’m sorry, Véra. I seem to have lost any tact that I once
had. It’s true, though. I haven’t been able to lose any of the
passion I feel for you. There’s nothing I can do. I know I made a
mistake up in Rügen⎯another instance of my feelings for you
completely obliterating any sense of propriety. But couldn’t I
have another chance? Couldn’t we⎯”
“No.” She cut me off with a shot, a tiny arrow to my
windpipe. “Vel. You must listen to me now. I don’t have many
friends here in Berlin, but you are my friend. And I think too
highly of you to either lead you on or to dismiss you in cold
blood, as I fear I have done with one or two others who have
tried to...court me? Do you still use this expression?”
“It’s a bit old-fashioned. But it’s what I’ve been trying to
do to you.”
“I don’t think it’s what you were trying to do to me that
night on the dark street.” A smile? Yes, a bit of a smile. “As I
was saying, you deserve more than do those automatons, just
looking for a Jewish girl to please their mothers. So I’m going
to tell you something that I’ve told no one. Something even my
father and Anna can only suspect.”
“No. Don’t tell me. I don’t want to know any more than they
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do. I want to keep my hope.”
“Vel, I think you do know. Volodya and I are...already...” A
look of almost compassion came over her. God knows what my face
must have looked like. “No, I’m sorry, Vel. You are a very nice
young man. I'm sure you'll find the woman you deserve. But I am
his."
"Not already? Certainly not already."
"Yes, already."
"But he hasn't mentioned a word."
"Of course not. And neither of us will, to anyone. But he
and I both know it. He is my destiny."
Well, there was nothing to say to that, was there. I just
sat there, unable to speak, unable to eat, vaguely aware of the
crowd growing around us. The restaurant was filling up as the
hour grew late. Véra, having finally fired her revolver, had
turned back to her meal like a workman resuming his labor after
a cigarette break. She looked up at me. “Vel, you’re not eating.
Come on now, no hunger strikes.”
“I wish I’d eaten my beef stroganov before ruining the
evening.”
“You haven’t ruined anything. It’s always better to know
the truth. And now that ye can abandon all hope, you’ll see:
you’re going to meet someone.”
“But she won’t be you. And you love flying...and tennis!
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And you have that Browning to shoot people with,” even in my
despair I reflexively tried to defuse the moment with humor.
“I’ll probably never shoot anyone,” she said and sounded
sincerely disappointed. “Look, you’re going to meet someone who
loves flying and tennis and isn’t in love with a great poet.
There are millions of women out there.”
“But don’t you believe that there’s one special person, one
whom Fate made specially to order for you, with just the right
toppings, so to speak?”
She chewed and swallowed. “For me, yes, in fact I do. But
for others I believe there may be a small, or in some cases
large, pool of candidates who might make one quite happy. Or if
that’s not the case, it’s also probably true that you can
mistake the wrong person for your fated partner and still end up
reasonably content.”
“Then perhaps you’re mistaken about your own fate.”
“No, Vel. That is not possible.”
The ensuing silence at our table was a minor vacuum
instantly filled, like a cold cracked mug with brandy, with the
holiday atmosphere rising around us. All the tables were full,
and festive Russians kept pouring in, filling what standing room
there was. Their vodka-fueled gaiety impinged upon our intimate
bubble of melancholy.
“I suppose we should get some champagne,” I said⎯almost had
to shout⎯and searched the room for a free waitress.
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“No, don’t,” said Véra.
“Oh, I forgot. You didn’t want to celebrate New Year’s. And
I’ve kept you so long that we’re in danger of not missing it.”
“It’s all right. I don’t really want to go back to the flat
either. And it’s too cold to wander the streets.”
And Mr. Destiny’s off in Bohemia, I responded silently.
Well, it was fine with me. I had nowhere to go either, and I
didn’t like champagne anyway. I found a harried waitress and
ordered two kissels, and we sat nursing them as the bedlam grew
and the clock hands on the old grandfather in the corner
inexorably merged into one.
“It’s nineteen twenty-four!” someone shouted. “The year we
all go back to Petersburg!” Raucous laughter. “Maybe the one in
Florida, you mean, Mikhail Yuryevich! I hear they have no
Bolsheviks there!” More laughter. “S’Novym Godom, Happy New
Year, everyone! Here’s to the New Year being better than the old
one! It can’t be worse, so things must be looking up!”
The party went on, but I paid our bill⎯with boring, stable
Rentenmarks⎯and we walked briskly in the bitter cold, buried in
our overcoats, back to Landhausstrasse.
“I’m sorry, Vel,” she said in front of her door, and
instead of the usual double-cheek kiss she gave me a real hug,
the first and last I ever received from her. The kind that
surprises you with its vigor and intimacy, the kind you get from
a dear old friend, or even an ex-lover (I liked to think), and
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which causes you yourself to grasp even harder than you’d
intended.
Then she disappeared, and I made the familiar westward
journey one last time, from her street to mine, bent forward
into the freezing morning of the new year, tears turning to ice
in their tracks.
The Inflation was over.
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Oddly enough, although Véra was certain by December 1923⎯if not long before⎯that
her life was destined to be one with Nabokov’s, confident enough that she would divulge this
intimate knowledge to Spicehandler, she remained for a while longer somewhat distant and coy
with her genius paramour. “Possibly,” writes Schiff, “Véra was taking a page from the
international handbook of intellectual coquetry.” But that characterization does not fit well with
Véra’s persona. It’s more likely that even the joy⎯or the shock⎯of having apparently attained
the object of her literary and romantic obsession was not enough to break the melancholy of her
family’s exile and domestic unhappiness. Perhaps it was a defense mechanism: after all, Sirin
was well known as a philandering bachelor bee who flitted from one flower to another. And Véra
was something of a pessimist. She probably was waiting for the precocious poet to lose interest,
drop her, and move on, particularly when he wrote her in mid January that he was going to have
to extend his Prague stay “in view of the infinite slowness with which [he was] working” on a
play. In another letter, he blames lack of funds for the delay. It could not have helped that in yet
another letter he described visiting the “absolutely charming (Ah...indeed?)” poet Marina
Tsvetaeva, a famous figure in the emigration who, though married, was well known for her
passionate affairs.
Whatever the reason, while he was in Prague Véra kept him waiting for her responses
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(the envelopes from "Madame Bertran") to his love letters. “I'm so cross with you,” he wrote,
"that I've begun this letter without a salutation. At first I decided to send you just a blank sheet of
paper with a little question mark in the middle, but then I didn’t feel like wasting the stamp....
Let me repeat that this is very poor on your part. But if you have fallen out of love with me, tell
me frankly. Sincerity above all! All the same: you are my happiness.” And in fact his life in
Prague was no playboy’s vacation. He and his family lived like the poor refugees they were,
seven people cramped in three bedrooms, and in the first weeks there were no mattresses, no
heat, no money. Far from settling there, he at first determined to bring his mother and sister back
to Berlin, which he viewed now as a relative paradise. (Even aside from its distinction as the
locus of Véra.) His reason for lingering in Prague, moreover, need not have been doubted. He
was indeed, as he wrote to Véra, “working seventeen hours a day” (more or less) on what Boyd
calls “the most significant work Nabokov had yet written in any medium”: The Tragedy of Mr.
Morn. Five acts, three thousand lines of blank verse, and a complex plot reminiscent of
Shakespeare, featuring a benevolent monarch forced to flee his kingdom as a consequence of an
adulterous love affair. It was a brilliant work of language and psychology, as the later novels
would be, but not really suited for the stage; and it was never produced, not even published until
the waning days of the century. Its completion, however, must have provided a satisfying closure
to an otherwise uncomfortable month in Bohemia. He declared to his mother, sounding like a
new mother himself more than a playwright, that he felt like a house from which a grand piano
had been removed. The very next day, he returned to Berlin.

He and Véra were immediately reunited, and, among other joyous homecoming activities,
she began typing a manuscript copy of his latest opus. Spicehandler was chagrined to hear from
neither of them, other than a terse if whimsical note from Nabokov, in response to one of his
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own, lampooning German cuisine and waxing ironic-romantic about the eventual return of spring
and the clay courts of Rot Weiss.
Nabokov moved into a third-floor room in a new pension, the Andersen, on MartinLutherstrasse⎯not as snugly close to the Slonims’ as before, but still just a short mile up
Motzstrasse. (Not that he and Véra spent much time together in their flats.) The atmosphere in
this new lodging, with a Spanish landlady and an international cadre of tenants who tended to
stay up late and sleep in, suited him well. He wasn’t scheduling any new lessons on his return to
Berlin, either, such was his new confidence in his ability to earn a living with his literary labors.
He and Lukash were planning to meet Yakobson in a few days, he wrote his mother, to “demand
in an absolutely firm fashion $1,000” for their pantomime. He was expecting a regular income
translating the dispatches of the Russian correspondent of the Times of London, as well as
continued liberating checks from the Blue Bird and other theatrical ventures. None of these
would pan out, however, and before long he would be back to his tutoring. Even The Tragedy of
Mr. Morn, his most mature work to date, would fail to bring in any income. Its public life
consisted of two readings in private homes, the first of which, at the home of one Mme. Lakshin
on March 8, was the only time Spicehandler saw Volodya and Véra the rest of the winter. They
were friendly enough to him, in fact the three of them had a nice long chat before Nabokov was
pulled away by some admirer, but Véra was “withholding something in her expression and in her
conversation,” Spicehandler wrote, “some inner candle of intimacy that from now on, I knew,
would only light for him.” Vel stayed on until the bitter end, but as the last guests filtered out and
Spicehandler extracted himself from an extended question-and-answer session with his hostess
regarding the prospects an exiled Russian aristocrat might have in the New World, he found that
the wolf and the butterfly had once again successfully executed their vanishing act.
Spicehandler’s second Berlin spring arrived incognito. Whereas the previous one, that

326
auspicious Spring of ’23, had brought warm sunshine and Vel’s first steps on the soft Rot-Weiss
clay, this new season looked just like winter. He noted an April blizzard⎯some eight inches of
heavy wet snow⎯one Sunday, and then a few days later the slightest of snowfalls, light diffuse
flakes drifting down onto Nestorstrasse, achingly beautiful sunset irradiation in the western sky
over the Ku’damm, breaking through after a cold cloudy day. It was election season⎯it seemed
always to be election season in Berlin. Communists and Nationalists took a break from beating
each other up to stand instead on street corners handing out propaganda printed cheaply on thin
grey paper, a flood of mostly specious information in small italic type, each faction calling the
other “un-German.” The pages for the most part ended up in curbside trash cans or blowing into
the streets before being crushed under tram wheels. There seemed to be remarkably little interest
in the election among the populace. Another Weimar government dissolved, another coalition
elected. As Joseph Roth observed, politics couldn’t compete with Berlin’s business as usual:
The announcements of music halls, movies, the promotion of cigarettes, the fervor
of business advertising⎯their nightly blaze above the roofs of Potsdamer
Platz⎯drown, suffocate, and obliterate any of the political battle cries in an
inferno of light and noise and color. The machinery of this half-Americanized city
remains clinical and performs its myriad sober functions without passion, without
being brushed by even a whiff of political conflict.
Late at night, teenage boys earned pocket money by dashing about the major thoroughfares,
tearing down old political posters from walls and advertising columns and gluing up new ones.
But even they, according to Roth, were absorbed into the city’s pulse: “it takes a trained eye to
spot [them] among the crowds of sneaking pimps, gussied-up whores, love-hungry pedestrians,
and reeling drunks. The business of pleasure, the tireless, well-oiled machinery of thrills,
‘Amüsemangs,’ gambling clubs, and naked dancers, leaves the voter with precious few

327
resources.” And for the majority of the native population, life was simply too arduous to bother
with politics. As Ehrenberg put it, “I saw leaflets with a call to revolution; people read these and
trudged silently to work.”
More noticeable were the increasing numbers of “political scout troops,” the uniformed,
rosy-cheeked blonde boys and girls (both with short mannish haircuts), marching through the
Grunewald and up and down the Ku’damm⎯the precursors of the Hitler Youth. They seemed so
wholesome, until they stopped on street corners, stiffened out their right arms, and screeched
“Heil!” And indeed, their party, the newly formed National Socialist Freedom Movement,
basically a front for the Nazi party, which had been banned after Hitler’s Beer-Hall Putsch in
October, won thirty-two seats in the Reichstag. Overall, the election could be seen as a victory
for the extremes: the Communist Party grew from four seats to sixty-two, and the right-wing
German National People’s Party gained twenty-four seats for a total of ninety-five. The Social
Democrats just barely hung on to their majority with a hundred seats.
Still, no one seemed alarmed. If ominous political change was in the air, it was but a bit
of smoke that quickly drifted away after the May 4 election, and Berlin got back to its Golden
Twenties. For the Russian community, however, Berlin’s golden age had passed. Those that
hadn’t left yet were thinking of leaving, and the nascent political atmosphere was of little
concern.
Nabokov, of course, had never paid much attention to German politics or society, and as
the weather finally turned in May he went blithely about his business of art and love. He still
hadn’t seen a pfennig from Yakobson, but there was the occasional forty marks from that Times
correspondent, and his stories in Rul brought thirty marks apiece. Thousands more from his stage
and screen scenarios were sure to arrive any day. He continued to turn out poems and stories for
Rul, and his celebrity within the emigration was blossoming. He wrote to his family in Prague
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that when he walked down the streets of Russian Berlin, at least once a day he would notice a
head turning as he passed and the sound “Vladimir Sirin” fluttering (flattering?) past his ears.
After his readings, there was no shortage of nubile Russian girls flocking around him, he
implied. But he was immune to their attentions now, he reported. He was thinking of settling
down.
We know very little of the daily lives of Vladimir and Véra in the spring and summer of
1924. We do know that they were growing closer and closer; that her home life was gradually
falling apart; and that he continued to struggle to make a living with his writing. As for
Spicehandler, he seems to have reconciled himself with the hopelessness of his infatuation for
Véra. His notes for these months ramble a bit, as he goes on at length wondering if he will ever
meet another woman who can “pierce him with those sweet poison arrows,” et cetera. He also
expresses a profound frustration at his friend Nabokov’s pulling away from him. The friendship,
which had seemed to Spicehandler mutually enjoyable, turns out to have meant to the poet
nothing remotely close to what it meant to Vel. And the loss of Volodya and Véra seems to
puncture Spicehandler’s entire project; one can feel the air hissing out of his manuscript as it
whooshes to its final pages. Just two more scenes for the year; intermission; and coda.

*

*

*

On the second weekend in May, my second Berlin May (for
that was how time seemed to me to accrete in those days), I was
given another glimpse of V2, the denomination to which they had
reverted. V3 (as I had come to think of us) had been divided, in
the algebraic sense only, by one poor canceled-out
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Philadelphian.
Winter had finally lost its battle, though, in a fifth set
well past deuce2, and the warm blanket of air and bright sunshine
could have cheered up Hamlet. With a good excuse, I rang up
Volodya for some tennis; he evaded the invitation, pleading work
(he didn’t specify whether his employer was the Muse or Mammon),
but he did suggest I attend a reading he was giving that night
on the Schöneberger Ufer. Of course I already knew about it, I
told him, and was planning to be there. A new émigré group, the
Friends of Russian Culture, which was trying desperately to
organize the remaining, mostly younger and less known, émigré
artists and intelligentsia, had planned a night of music and
poetry at the Flugverband, just across the street from the Spree
river, very close to the wolf and butterfly’s bridge. “I do hope
I remember to go myself,” he said and rang off.
I arrived just before 8:30, the time of the opening event,
a concert of Russian music. A few boxy green taxies idled near
the entrance, but most of the crowd, the privileged class of a
lost world, arrived by foot. I knew Nabokoff wouldn’t show for
music of any sort, but I hoped that I might see Véra. And of
course I was curious to see the Flugverband-Haus, the Aviators’
Association building. I hadn’t flown since the first snows of

2

Before the tiebreaker was invented by Jimmy van Allen in 1965
and adopted in pro tennis in the 1970s, a set was called deuce
at five games each and could then only be won by a margin of two
games.
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the past fall, and I thought I might even run into Rudi or
someone there. But I was disappointed; the building was a
handsome stucco cube of six stories or so, romantically lit in
the spring evening by tall electric streetlamps which hung over
the street corner like sentries, but the large hall we were led
into betrayed no link to aviation, and the rest of the building
was closed.
No matter: when I saw Véra on the edge of the third row,
always her favorite spot, already seated and waiting for the
music to begin, and an empty seat beside her, I forgot about
airplanes. The thrill of seeing her pale face returned to me as
in the weeks when I had first met her, before Nabokoff had
fluttered into the picture. And when she caught my eye as I
approached, I saw genuine pleasure in her countenance, though it
could only have been a faint reflection of mine.
“You seem surprised to see me,” I said after she had
indicated that the seat next to her was free.
“I don’t know why. Russian music and poetry; of course
you’re here.”
“And the same for you. But where is Volodya?” I needled
her.
“As far away from the instruments as possible,” she took
the cue. “To be fair, he is home revising the story he will read
tonight.”
“And how are you, Véra?”
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“Me? I don’t know. Ecstatic and miserable, depressed and
full of hope all at once. I feel as though I’m riding three
horses, each pulling in a separate direction. When we rang in
the new year, Vel, we rang in a very strange new year.”
“How are your parents? And Anna?”
“You’ve picked out the sad horse. Or no, even there there
is more than one. My parents are finally splitting apart.”
“Oh Véra, I’m so sorry.”
“No, don’t be. It had to happen. One cannot continue to
live, breathing such acrimony morning and night. It’s difficult,
of course, but then there is the other horse, the happy one. The
one carrying my father and Anna. They will finally set up house
together, after my mother moves out.”
“Well, that is news! You don’t just give the weather and
your health, do you. And what kind of scandal will this cause?”
“Who knows. I assure you I don’t give a damn. No, I believe
this is a very salutary change for my father⎯and for Aniuta, of
course. My mother is very bitter about it, but then she was
already bitter. Staying with my father certainly would have done
her no good.”
“It puts you in a difficult position, though, doesn’t it?
Your cousin and best friend being the ‘other woman’ and all?”
“My ‘position,’ as you put it, is of no importance. My
father and Aniuta have my full support, needless to say. And I
will still do what I can for my mother. In fact, next month I

332
will be accompanying her to a sanitarium in the countryside.
Though God knows how I will pass the time.”
“Perhaps there'll be a tennis court. Or an airfield.”
“After you and Volodya, I’m spoiled with tennis. Only a
crack partner will do. And I never did learn to fly.”
“A firing range? Bring your chum Browning.”
She smiled. “I always bring my Browning.”
The crowd hushed. A speech ensued by some lone remaining
high official of the emigration, and finally the chamber
orchestra that had assembled onstage while we chatted struck up
their chords, and we were submerged in an ocean of gorgeous
Russian music. Even now, apparently, one could cull a quorum of
first-rate talent from the streets of Russian Berlin. What
sublime skill there was in the hands of the local cab drivers,
doormen, and janitors. Not to mention the language tutors and
tennis instructors.
After the concert, I bought Véra a lemonade and we stood
amidst the crowd awkwardly waiting for the next phase of the
evening, the poetry reading. It was getting late, but no one
seemed to be making a move toward organizing the poets. Which
was a good thing, since our friend Sirin had yet to show.
“It’s going to be midnight before we hear a line of verse,”
I said.
“I feared as much,” said Véra. “I get up too early for
these people. Or rather, they don’t get up.”
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“How’s business at Orbis?”
“There is no business at Orbis. It’s about to fall apart,
Vel. So many Russians have left, and the economy just won’t
support us. My father’s first great business failure, I’m
afraid. We never even brought out a single title. All of our
work, and all we have to show is a pile of manuscripts covered
with brilliant pencil marks.”
“I can’t believe it.”
“Yes, you’re lucky Father didn’t take on your own book.”
“Well, I don’t know how lucky I am, seeing as I still have
no publisher.”
“You’ll publish in America after you’re back home. You’ll
tell your countrymen all about our little ghost universe here.
Oh, look, there’s Ivan.”
Lukash sighted us at the same moment and came striding
over, his familiar bow tie and pipe bobbing purposefully through
the hubbub. “What a night, my friends!” He bellowed. “Russian
Berlin lives⎯for another weekend, at least.”
“I think your skinny friend has forgotten,” said Véra.
“Perhaps he has decamped for Prague again.”
“Or shipped on a fishing boat out of Marseilles,” I chipped
in. “He did seem partial to the southern clime.”
“Or finally embarked on that butterfly survey of Asia?”
said Lukash. “No, no, Monsieur Sirin is still among us. We were
working on our latest pantomime for the Blue Bird just this
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afternoon.”
“So that’s where he is,” said Véra.
“What do you mean?”
“He’s recovering, trying to empty his head of that nonsense
and fill it back up with poetry.”
“I say, that’s a bit hard, Véra. A man does have to pay the
bills, doesn’t he? Actually, Volodya doesn’t really have to. He
could live on bread and verse alone, I think. But I have a wife
and a baby to support. And Juschny pays quite well.
Theoretically, at least. We haven’t seen any dollars,
Rentenmarks, or rubles for January’s piece yet.”
“You should see these two, Vel, concocting their
theoretically lucrative hogwash. Ivan paces up and down the
length of his sitting room, puffing on his pipe, with his baby
in the crook of his arm like a rugby ball. Sometimes he will
place the baby on the windowsill to free his arms for creative
gesticulation. All the time V. Sirin sits on a chair, legs
crossed thoughtfully, sucking inspiration out of his cigarette.
You might as well give the little child a cigar, for all the
smoke he’s inhaling anyway. Oh, Vanya, don’t look so forlorn.
I’m only joking.”
“Verochka, what can I do? My wife should be the one with
the rugby ball, but every evening she says enough is enough and
passes to me. If I’m going to work day and night, she says,
she’s going out with her girlfriends. Does she think it’s easy
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turning out a short story a week, plus these pantomimes, film
scenarios, and the like? A writer’s not supposed to work like a
shoe peddler. Maybe I should go back to Russia.”
“Don’t be ridiculous. There is no Russia anymore.”
“You should be a professor,” I said. “Come to America, and
bring your pipe. I’ll get you a job. In fact, that’s the perfect
job for Volodya, with his love of holding forth to a rapt
audience. You should all come to America, and we’ll climb the
ivory tower of academia together.”
“Hmm. I’m not sure it’s safe to put Nabokoff in front of
all those young girls. ‘Co-eds,’ you call them? No no, it would
be like dropping an addict into a poppy field.”
Véra maintained an assassin’s silence while Ivan surveyed
the crackling crowd, pleased with his humorous jab. I suddenly
realized that he had no idea of the extent of Volodya and Véra’s
relationship. Was that possible? It was true that as I wended my
way through the pond of Russian Berlin, a body small but thick
with the scum of gossip, I had heard not a word regarding V2.
Once, I had even tried to prompt someone⎯I think it was my
gossip-mongering housemate Moshe Zaslavsky, whose dreams of a
Russian wireless station had died with the exodus⎯by dropping
some plodding innuendo about the two V’s, but my probe brought
out no response, other than, “That girl’s going to end a
spinster, reading Dostoevsky alone in her room. She’s made of
hard steel.” At times, I had even been unable to resist the
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almost inescapable conclusion that their liaison had dissolved,
and my hand had found its way to the cold metal of a telephone,
but I could not bring myself to dial. Only once had I ventured,
and the ringing tones on the other end had gone on, knelling
without end.
No, no one in Berlin, or out of it, had an inkling of V2. I
seriously wondered whether anyone in Prague, or over on
Landhausstrasse, aside from Anna and Evsei, knew. Certainly none
of the young ladies in the Flugverband who had suddenly
abandoned their conversations and were standing just a bit
straighter while following the progress through the assemblage
of Sirin himself, floating in a shell of absent-minded artistic
obliviousness even as he absorbed the radiation of adulation
into his poet’s pale skin.
“Vladimir Vladimirovich!” boomed Lukash and pumped his
friend’s hand like a roofer nailing shingles. Nabokoff turned to
me⎯”Spicehandler, I hope you enjoyed all the blowing and
scraping...I mean, the concert”⎯and gave Véra a warm but
perfunctory nod: “Mademoiselle.” She barely acknowledged him.
No, they refused to betray an iota of intimacy, even in front of
me. Véra had told me about them herself, and she must have told
Volodya that I knew. Maybe it was Ivan’s presence⎯but how could
Volodya not have told his closest friend and collaborator?
“So, Volodya,” said Lukash, “which nubile young émigré lass
was keeping you so long? Or was it really just the Muse, as Véra
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here insists?” No, he had no clue. Remarkable.
“Sorry to disappoint, Vanya. My lust this evening indeed
was for a sensuous line, not a lady.”
“You’d be better off finding a lady, my friend⎯perhaps a
Deutsche one with a rich Vater. Your poems and stories will
never make you rich.”
“Perhaps not. But maybe our Ruka will at least provide a
living.”
“Ruka? Who is this?” Véra showed her first sign of interest
in the conversation.
“Who?” Nabokoff seemed amused. “Ruka was our nickname for
my uncle Vasily Rukavishnikov, an amateur composer and
professional seducer of louche young gentlemen. My poor brother
idolized him, of course, and of course received nothing but
indifference from him. I received a million-ruble dacha from
Uncle Ruka, which the Bolsheviks promptly relieved me of in my
absence. I sometimes fantasize that the first provisional
government survived, my father is currently the Minister of the
Interior or something, and that I am observing the arrival of
this fine spring at my mansion, sipping coffee on the veranda as
a lone lark ascends and the maple seeds fall, later walking over
to dine with my parents at Vyra. But no, different Ruka. Our
Ruka, ‘The Hand’ in English as you know, Spicehandler, is a
literary journal that Ivan and I are founding. Isn’t that right,
Vanya?”

338
“Indeed, indeed. In fact, Volodya, I meant to tell you,
I’ve found a nice cozy office for us to rent, complete with a
desk and typewriter, on the Fasanenstrasse.”
“You two certainly have a good head for business,” said
Véra. “Notice I say ‘head,’ singular, for the both of you. I’m
being generous.”
“Quite right,” conceded Volodya. “And the one good head is
bald.”
“Do you really think this is a propitious economic climate
for beginning a new publication? The ones we already have are
disappearing like German governments.”
Nabokoff turned a deadpan look to Lukash, who stammered,
“Well, of course, it won’t be easy. But we feel that even among
the ruins of the Berlin Russian intelligentsia, a new literary
society is about to rise, comprising the younger set. I even
have another plan⎯I don’t think I’ve mentioned this one to you
yet, Volodya⎯to open a café of our own in the Nollendorfplatz
that would exist primarily as a venue for literary readings and
salons. Instead of always having to rent space at Leon or
elsewhere.”
“You just keep coming up with the ideas, Vanya!” Nabokoff
smirked. “A café, eh? With a corner table just for me, to sit
with my chin in my hand, thinking up rhymes? No, I can’t write
in a restaurant like Ehrenburg. How can I find my children, my
words, when they’re running around playing with those of the
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conversations all around me?”
“Speaking of your ‘children’,” I said, “it looks like you
‘papas’ are wanted over there.” The orchestra’s seats had been
replaced on the stage with a line of chairs, which were now
filling with some of Berlin’s remaining Russian literati.
Nabokoff and Lukash bowed to us ceremoniously and meandered
stageward. Véra and I took our seats in the third row. I knew it
was late for her⎯past midnight, and remember she had barely made
it through New Year’s⎯and even noticed her stifle a yawn, a rare
display of weakness at a literary event.
Perhaps I was flagging myself. The only thing I recall
about the ensuing reading was Sirin’s contribution⎯and that
because of the rather odd nature of his offering. He suffused a
full half of one of the audience’s early-morning hours with a
long story about a circus dwarf who loses his virginity to a
magician’s wife and is then tossed aside like a rag doll and
left to a life of heartbreak and self-cloistered retirement. And
yet even through this rather silly plotline Sirin’s lexical
genius seeped like the paint of an ancient masterpiece coming up
through a tacky modern seascape. As when the wife decides to
seduce the dwarf as revenge against her solipsistic husband, and
the victim’s eyes “could not detach their gaze from the green
pompon on Mrs. Shock’s slipper. And all at once, in some absurd
and intoxicating way, everything came into motion.”
Still, it seemed to me that the enthusiastic and somewhat
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feminine outburst of applause was more for the man than for the
story⎯or perhaps it was for the performance, the way one might
applaud a string quartet for struggling through some very minor
Strauss with aplomb. Certainly Nabokoff’s haughty presence, his
delectation in enunciating each precious syllable that he had
summoned from his fountain pen back in his cold rented room,
betrayed no dissatisfaction with his effort on the page.
Afterwards, it appeared we would not be getting close to
Nabokoff for a while. More accessible was poor Lukash, who came
and stood with Véra and me as before. We chatted a bit, I
imagine I congratulated him on his reading and that we all had
some amusing remarks on Volodya’s dwarf. Within ten minutes,
though, Nabokoff had extracted himself from the web of female
admirers and joined us, with a knowing glance at Véra.
“Well, Volodya,” said Ivan, “you’ve showed me up again,
haven’t you. Dwarves and magicians. Really.”
“Friends and acquaintances have an odd psychological need
to find themselves in my stories. I seem to spend most of my
time the day after each publication reassuring people that they
were not the model for various fictional characters⎯and I’m most
successful at that, oddly enough, when they in fact were. But I
want to tell you, Vanya, that no matter what anyone says, you
are not the dwarf!”
Ivan almost spit out his wine. “Ha! Very good, you bounder!
That’s it: my next famous story will be about an ectomorphic
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tennis-playing pederast!”
“With my luck,” I said, “I’ll be the one they run out of
Berlin. But I have to say, Volodya, I was much impressed, as
usual, with your inimitable diction and dramatic flair. I have
to ask you, though: I can believe that you’re familiar⎯or made
yourself familiar⎯with the ‘thick sandwiches and candied nuts on
sticks’ in the German variety theaters where your magician
performs, but how did you come up with the ‘sugared violets’ in
Spanish theaters? You never mentioned having traveled to Spain.”
“Ah, Spicehandler. The artist is also a sort of magician,
is he not? One inhabits another persona when one writes
fiction⎯creates an illusion. And never gives away one’s
secrets.” And then in a mock aside: “Read about the violets in
the Cambridge Daily News a few years ago, I believe.”
When I returned from procuring myself another cup of wine,
I felt a sharp pang⎯yes, even then⎯to find Véra gone. I looked
around; she was nowhere to be seen.
“She’s disappeared again, Vel,” said Ivan. “What do you
expect? Past midnight, time to turn into a pumpkin, or however
it goes.”
“I have to say, that girl has the best disappearing act in
Berlin. She belongs in a magic show, like in your story,
Volodya.”
“Indeed,” said Nabokoff distractedly, looking around as if
for fresh admirers. “But of course, the disappearing girl
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vanishes only from the audience’s sight. The magician always
knows her whereabouts.”
“Hmm,” said Ivan. “Perhaps she’s with the dwarf.”
“Very good, old friend, but I’m afraid the power of
positive thinking will get you nowhere. Now listen, how long do
you think we’re required to hang about here in order to maintain
appearances?”
A new musical combo was forming on the stage, and I could
see the disquiet in Nabokoff’s eyes. Sure enough, as soon as the
beating of the treshchodkas began, and Russian folk dance music
filled the hall, my friend performed the final trick of his act
and vanished himself, without so much as a puff of smoke. I
found myself dancing with Lukash, or rather we were both part of
a mass of slightly inebriated dancing Russian exiles. “Isn’t it
mad?” he shouted at me. “These people wouldn’t have been caught
dead dancing to this peasant music back home. But now they’re
drunk with nostalgia for the traditional music of their old
servants!”
Indeed it felt like a madness, a hysterical ritual for a
lost race, and the pandemonium didn’t let up until four in the
morning, when Ivan and I stumbled out onto the cold sidewalk,
shook hands rather formally, and went our separate ways, he to
his disappointed wife and child and a gratefully accepted day
off from writing, and I to my empty room and my nightly
rendezvous with Véra in my dreams.
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*

*

*

Though the nights stayed cool, the days grew warmer until
one had to admit that summer, so long anticipated, had arrived.
Instead of sweltering at my writing table, I found myself
spending more and more of my days walking the streets and parks,
and burning off most of the afternoons at the Rot-Weiss Club.
Danny Prenn and I would tear up the clay for a couple of hours,
or we might play some doubles with a couple of the pros.

But I

never saw Nabokoff there anymore, and he continued to evade my
invitations, until finally, when I caught him on the telephone
one bright late-July afternoon⎯when he actually answered I
stammered my words as if I were the one caught off-guard by an
unexpected call⎯he surprised me: “Why not, old chap? I’ve been
patting the white ball here and there with ladies and the papas
of pupils, but it might be nice to really knock it about for a
change.”
He said we should meet at the Cicerostrasse courts near my
place, instead of Rot-Weiss. I was disappointed but figured he
had lessons there beforehand. At three o’clock sharp I walked
over and slipped into the leafy passageway from the sidewalk. I
could tell through the trees that Nabokoff was indeed rallying
with a young female partner, but I was stunned when I recognized
the face under the wide-brimmed hat as Véra’s. I saw her so
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infrequently now, was becoming numb to her absence from my life,
but still each time she bobbed to the surface and reflected the
sun onto my retinas, I felt a bittersweet vertigo. I watched for
a minute or so and noted that they both still eschewed the
forecourt as if it were a briar patch. Oddly, they didn’t seem
to notice me there.
“Give him a heavy chop,” I called out finally, trying to
sound casual. “He hates the junk!”
“Ah, Spicehandler,” Nabokoff ignored the jibe. “I’m sure
you don’t mind my warming up with a sparring partner. I’m afraid
I’m a bit out of practice.”
“I’m sure I only made him worse,” said Véra as they joined
me at a sturdy old wooden table and chairs in the shade near the
court.
“On the contrary, my dear. You’ve prepared me for
anything.” And he winked at me. “I declare myself ready now for
the great Philadelphian.”
“I hope you mean me and not Tilden. Oh, no thanks.” Véra
was offering me a glass of lemonade from an enamel pitcher.
There was a tiny café next to the courts which sold
Kartoffelsalat and various refreshments. She handed the glass to
Volodya and poured one for herself.
“You have it good out here in the suburbs,” said Nabokov.
“Nice and quiet, away from the cacophony and temptations of the
Teutonic capital. I just may move out here myself someday.”
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“It’s barely a mile from your flat,” I said. “And a nearly
identical neighborhood.”
“Ah,” he said, feigning surprise. “So it is.”
“You’ve been away.”
“Bohemia again,” he sighed. “Still trying to play the role
of eldest son, making sure my mother and siblings are settling
into Exile Number Three.”
“And filling them in on the latest news from Berlin,” Véra
smiled at him.
“Yes,” he smirked back. “Currency valuations and so forth.
Émigré gossip, what’s left of it.”
“I thought you were planning to bring them all back to
Berlin,” I said.
“I was, when I still had boyish gullible faith in Monsieurs
Juschny and Yakobson’s ability to sign checks. But they appear
to have run out of their favorite ink, and I am back to helping
Teutonic butchers hack away at the King’s English.”
“I’m sorry to hear that. And poor Lukash.”
“Yes, poor Ivan. Odd fellow, determined to feed his family
with fiction. Murdering his talent by turning out ‘salable’
stories by the dozen. Frankly, I’d rather sell my body and stay
true to my Muse.”
“You might need to put on a few pounds first. Which would
require enough marks for more pastries, and there’s the rub.”
“A fascinating paradox. I’m not worried, though. I’ll stay
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thin, respectable, and impecunious. I’ll abuse the English
language to protect my Russian.”
“Hear, hear. As long as you’re able to pay the rent.”
“Ah, the rent. A continuous challenge. Like a monthly chess
problem to solve, with life-sized pieces. I must admit my
Spanish landlady seems to have gotten over her initial
infatuation with my ‘Russian artist’ ways. I’m a bit behind with
my payments. Véra, perhaps you should be looking for a new room
for me as well.”
“As well?” I asked.
“I am looking for a place for myself,” she said. “At last,
my father and Anna have found themselves a flat, on
Luitpoldstrasse, and are moving. And I feel I need to be on my
own as well. It’s very awkward at home right now, as you can
imagine. Awkward,” she snorted. “It’s like living in a play by
Ibsen.”
“How sadistic Fate can be,” said Volodya. “Here my family
was the happiest of congregations, even here in exile, and She
goes and has my father destroyed; and your parents, who can no
longer stand the sight of each other, were forced for so long to
remain in close cohabitation in that little apartment. Still, I
suppose it will prove good literary material.”
“You know I have no more such ambitions,” she said, a bit
sharply I thought.
“I meant for me, my dear.” And the playful glow in his
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expression, the slight dip forward of the shoulders, dispelled
any thought of taking offense. She let out a half-amused little
sibilation and said, “Play tennis, you two. I’m going to watch.”
“Play with us, Véra,” I said. “You and I will run him
around the court until he’s too tired to versify.”
“Try it,” he taunted. “I could suck on a lolly while
placing a volley.”
“No thank you,” she said. “I’ve had quite enough. I prefer
lemonade at rest in the shade.”
“Ah, very good,” he nodded his head in mock admiration.
“Very good.”
She dropped a dusty white ball into my hand. It was
warm⎯from the sun, the friction of the strings, or her nearly
pellucid fingers? My pulse quickened. I walked out onto the
dodgy clay while she took her seat.
We began to hit, and it had been so long since I’d played
with him, I was struck anew at his effortless grace. The terracotta earth might have been glistening ice and his tennis shoes
skates. After twenty minutes or so I had worked up a bit of a
sweat, but Nabokoff, although he had already been playing with
Véra before me on that hot court, looked like he’d been sipping
lemonade in the shade with her. I suggested we play a set or
two.
“Why not,” he surprised me. “I haven’t served in a while.”
I knocked the ball in my hand over to him, and he tried out a
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few practice serves. The form was as statuesque as ever,
perfectly groomed, though the balls flew somewhat wildly. “Take
as many as you like,” I shouted and hit them back.
I hit a few practice serves as well, and finally we began
to play. Our match commenced calmly enough: a couple of finely
struck serves, my steady returns, a winner or two from Volodya,
several errors, Véra calling out, “I’ve ruined you!” with a
laugh. I knew she meant only that her tennis game had put him
off of his, but I couldn’t help thinking, “Ruin me, Véra! Ruin
my game, my life, my darling. You’ve already ruined me for
anyone else.” The pain I felt in having her there, knowing that
she was seeing only him, watching only him, reminded me of how
little I had gotten over.
There had been times in the past, particularly when playing
matches for the college, and especially when one or another
certain co-ed was watching, when the struggle on court had
transformed in my mind into something far more important than a
tennis match. I became in those instances a gladiator, a knight
battling an infidel invader, or yes, in those postwar days when
my survival of the great inferno was a fact, a lone air fighter
in my battered scout machine, fighting off Richthofen or Udet or
Löwenhardt. The lumps in the dilapidated clay court and the
uneven bounces now punctuated such a drama in my mind, as I
battled, in front of her very eyes, not only the man who had
stolen my love but the conditions, the elements, every bit of
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bad luck that had ever hampered my way in life; I fought for my
relatives who had not made it out of the shtetl, for my family
back home, for my comrades who had spiraled down to unspeakable
deaths in ruined French pastures.
The dirty orange clay, with renegade sprouts of grass
threatening invasion from the fence line, was the crushed red
brick surface of Saint-Cloud, the fence around us became the
grand Stade Français, home of the hard-court championships of
the world.3 I played for myself, for my family, for my country as
the representative of our Davis Cup squad. And facing me in the
final: the mysterious, deceivingly skillful Russian, competing
in Paris for the first time, delighting the press with his deep,
aristocratic strokes as well as with his poetical observations
on life, love, and the “white sport.” Delighting the press but
infuriating his opponents, as he countered their hardscrabble
efforts with seemingly effortless, insouciant precision. One had
the impression that, even while directing the ball with fluid
groundstrokes to one corner and then the other, his mind was
occupied with forming the clever verses that had been appearing
almost daily in the Parisian feuilletons.
But now, in the championship match, the charismatic
Peterbergian was going to find some stiffer resistance from the
3

We called the clay “hard courts” back then, for some reason.
(Harder than grass, I suppose.) Not until 1928 was the new
stadium, named after my comrade (as I thought of him) Roland
Garros, the French flying ace, built.
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American, I swore. I dug in to the dirt court like the
infantrymen I used to patrol from above, and refused to cede
ground. Every dazzling stroke of his came right back at him:
butterflies reflected as bullets. And any time I had the chance
I took the offensive, parlaying short balls into deep, forcing
approach shots, if not outright winners. The points and games
piled up in my favor, as the boys in the press box no doubt were
already composing their encomiums to my first major
championship. And yet the Russian betrayed no concern
whatsoever; for God’s sake, he betrayed no interest!
Sweat encumbered my white flannel slacks and ran down my
arm onto the bare wooden handle of my racket where it collected
in the grooves and slickened my grip; even my short-sleeve white
cotton shirt became a burden. But the awareness, the presence in
my peripheral vision, of Véra watching our battle kept me
invigorated. Absurd as it seems now, I felt I had this one last
chance to impress her, to win her. I fought for each point as
though the worthiness of my existence depended on it, and each
time I looked across the net I was sucker-punched with the sight
of amused indifference. I hit a drop shot to force him to net,
and he came sliding into it like a figure skater, attempting an
impossibly acute angle shot that would’ve worked if it hadn’t
flown a few inches wide. I approached net myself on a powerful
forehand to the right corner, and he danced over there in a
flash and unfurled a gorgeous backhand passing shot, with a
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perfect deep twang from the very center of his slack strings
that must have pleased him so, and the ball soared harmlessly
wide and long. Von Richthofen was toying with me, spraying a few
bullets at my wingtips just for fun, perhaps trying to draw a
lovely Edelweiss on my upper wing.
But the Baron didn’t let you beat him. Even when the end
came, near Amiens, he was never conquered by another pilot, but
was shot through the chest by ground fire, and he made sure to
land his machine skillfully, without damage, before dying. My
enemy on this field, however, fell clearly and fairly before my
onslaught. It was over quickly, six-three and six-love, and as
we each approached the net to shake hands, the Baron was again
the Russian Davis-Cupper and I the American team’s redeemer. At
last, for the first time, I looked directly over at our audience
in the stadium gallery.
Véra was reading. Holding the book open with her left hand,
a glass, quite empty, in the right, she was leaning back in her
chair, relaxed, without the slightest idea that our match had
finished.
“I say, Spicehandler, you’ve quite ruined my nice new
tennis balls.” He was on my side of the court, shaking my hand.
I had the impression, accurate I believe, that he had jumped
over the net⎯ironically, of course. “Véra and I were being so
nice and gentle with them. Look at them now.”
“You’re done already?” Véra looked up from her book as we
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approached.
“We played two sets!” Volodya said. “Quite enough in this
heat. What is this you’re reading? Hotel Savoy? Who is Joseph
Roth?”
“A Galician Jew who lives here and writes frequently for
the Berlin newspapers. This is his new novel. Not bad⎯it’s about
the hopeless inhabitants of a rundown hotel in Lodz. They remind
me somewhat of our Russian community here.”
“Alas, as it is in German, I shall have to rely on your
description. I hope there’s a good love story embedded in this
sad setup.”
“’Alas,’ no. It’s no Anna Karenin. Still, a sharply
observed little novel. I think you would like him. But, speaking
of good love stories, Vel, we have something to tell you.” She
looked meaningfully over at Nabokoff.
“We do? Oh. But we haven’t told anyone in Berlin. What
happened to our little secret?”
The sweat froze on my neck. I felt sick and could not even
sit down.
“As we agreed, darling, I want to tell Vel. One person.
Whom we can trust to keep it to himself.” She looked at me
seriously. I knew what was coming. Found my way to a chair.
“You’re too late for Lenin, so you want me to fly you to
Leningrad so you can assassinate Rykov. Or Stalin or someone.”
My paltry joke elicited no response from Véra, but Nabokoff did
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let out a nervous cackle.
“It’s worse than that, my boy, worse than that!”
“Vel,” said Véra, looking at me like a kindly lawyer
delivering bad news, “Volodya and I are engaged to be married.”
And then she couldn’t help but smile.
Are there medicines more bitter than that of having to
receive the news from a friend that he has acquired, or
achieved, that which you wanted more than anything on earth, and
then having to swallow it down and congratulate him? “How
wonderful,” I said, as anyone would. “So, Volodya, you’re really
settling down?” I couldn’t look at Véra.
He chose the more comfortable path of levity. “Well,
Spicehandler, you can’t remain free and happy forever. And you
know there are only so many Russian girls in Berlin. Oh, I’m
only joking, darling.”
“We haven’t told anyone, Vel. Not even my parents. I’m sure
I’ll tell Anna. I have to. But not right away, and no one else.
But,” and another smile strained through, “I wanted someone to
know.”
I knew she had chosen me not only for my separateness from
the Russian community but also as a favor to me, so that I could
give up and move on. I tried to reward her for her concern, I
really did. But the words came out squeezed dry. I’m very happy
for you, congratulations, the ready-made phrases everyone uses.
I asked when the big day would be.

354
“God knows,” Véra laughed nervously. “Not this year,
certainly. Not with my family falling apart. And the economic
uncertainty. Orbis falling out of orbit, plummeting to earth.
Not that we would depend on anyone else to support us. Volodya
has his lessons until his publications render them
superfluous⎯which won’t be long⎯and I am going to begin taking
English pupils as well. Don’t laugh!”
“I’m not laughing. Your English is beautiful.”
“She’s going to steal all my students,” said Volodya, “and
we’ll be right where we started! But no, until we can see both
our parents settled on sturdier ground, how can we begin our own
life together? So you see, Spicehandler, it wasn’t so difficult
a commitment to make after all. With civilization on the brink
of collapse, we’ll probably never make it to our wedding day.
Joking again, darling. Now listen, I hate to break up this
important moment, but I am quite late now for my first afternoon
lesson⎯speaking of gainful employment⎯and need to find a
telephone on the corner to make a call. Will you guard my
fiancée while I’m gone?” And he mooched a pfennig off his
intended and bounded off towards the street, as lithely as he
had chased my lobs.
"Look at him." I struggled to sound calm. Hell, I struggled
to sound like an adult. "He acts like he just won three and
love." My humor was as flat as a tennis ball from last summer. I
held in my hand one of the orbs we'd just played with. Volodya
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was right, it looked like it'd been run into the mud by a truck:
the clay was packed deep into the fuzz, which itself was beaten
down and patchy in spots. But the ball was still hard and fresh,
resistant to my squeeze. I studied the ink on the felt:
“Dunlop,” in violet cursive. Solid British rubber. Stiff upper
lip, old boy.
"I'm sorry, Vel. However, you knew already, of course."
"Yes, I knew. Still, until you say you're engaged..."
"No, you knew. But tell me, have you met no one else yet?"
"No, not really. Just old princesses and hairy fat Russian
men."
"No more lady bears, I hope."
"No, no. I sold my bear head to the zoo." Finally she
laughed.
"Well," I sighed. "His excuses for being late can tend to
go on a bit. We might as well hit some tennis balls."
"You know, I wouldn't mind." She put her book down, stood
up, and took her Spalding bat, which Volodya must have rustled
up for her somewhere, on to the court. I flipped a second ball
from the grass up onto my strings and took the opposite side of
the court. Suddenly I was constitutionally unable to feel
miserable. The summer afternoon was too perfect: the heat had
subsided just enough to become a comfortable breeze, it felt
delicious after the cold lemonade and the shady rest. The bitter
physical struggle against Nabokoff which I had fabricated had
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dissipated with the end of our match and the conclusive news.
The game was over, and there was nothing but to shake hands,
congratulate your opponent on a match well played, and move on.
I felt a weight lift off of me and evaporate into the warm air.
I dropped a ball from my hand and sent it on a gentle
parabolic trajectory over the net. Hitting a tennis ball with a
racket had always been palliative. On the far side of the court,
in her long white skirt and unseasonably dark blouse, like a
black-and-white film set against a colored background of orange
clay and thick greenery behind the fence, Véra Slonim moved
toward the ball. She seemed suddenly ambitious in her approach
to the stroke. Her expression transformed into one of eagerness,
optimism, and hard-chiseled determination as she caught the
unkempt prey, with a rather decent forehand stroke, smack in the
center of her amber sun-washed strings.

Coda

After that I saw very little of Véra and Volodya. They were
a social circle unto themselves, with little room for friends
and acquaintances. Although to be honest, I learned this only
decades later, in books. At the time they simply disappeared. I
never heard anyone mention them in the same breath, and the few
times I casually asked someone about them, I only would hear
something like, “Nabokoff and that Slonim girl? Are they
acquainted?” I met you, my dear, at that exhibition of young
Russian artists, and although we didn't fall in love until much
later, after we ran into one another back in Philadelphia (an
unlikely destination for a Russian miniaturist), we did exhaust
many an evening together. You helped me get over her, or if not
get over, at least get accustomed to the gradually diminishing
ache.
I hope that doesn’t sound insulting, or belittling of our
fifty years of life together. (And how conclusively, in the end,
you painted over her enthralling pale image!) It’s just that I’m
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trying to recreate Berlin in my mind: Berlin in the mid
twenties, that epoch that defined my life at that time and has
continued to define my life in many ways. And in recreating that
time, I must relive the feelings that tortured me so, that
knocked me around for all those months like a boxer outclassed
in the ring, pummeled against the ropes only to be bounced back
for more punishment.
Must recapture the torment of opening Rul in January of
1925 and reading, between the newsstand and my flat, walking
like a drunk, lightly pinballing off shoppers and businessmen,
the latest short story by Vl. Sirin. “A Letter to Russia,” it
was called, and was in the form of an epistle by an émigré
writer to his beloved back in the Soviet Union. But I knew to
whom it was really addressed, suffused as it was with romantic
details of the Berlin night, sprinkled like cinnamon over a faux
loneliness, a bittersweet romantic melancholy that he himself
had known only fleetingly.
His lovesick correspondent wanders the streets, mining
nuggets of joy out of the Berlin night. A unseen man enters his
apartment building, and a door “pauses, retained by the
counterweight, slams shut...a soft radiance will linger for one
marvelous minute.” When a girl “passes under the garnet bulb [of
a streetlight], a single taut, black segment of her umbrella
reddens damply.” He calls it his “faithful, lonely night with
its moist reflections....” How ironic, from the pen of a lover
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whose own nights were so permeated with the presence of his
beloved. All those details of the Berlin night are, supposedly,
what “God so generously surrounds human loneliness” with. But I
could not see it that way. My loneliness had got the best of my
environment, and I was blind to the flickers of beauty that so
enamored my friend. But then I suppose that is the difference
between greatness and mediocrity.
How effortlessly he wrote, “The centuries will roll by, and
schoolboys will yawn over the history of our upheavals;
everything will pass....” Damn his genius! (I ricocheted off an
annoyed Berliner). And yet even he could not foresee how
completely his evanescent universe, the aristocratic Russian
diaspora, would disappear from history. What student today is
assigned a night’s reading of Shklovsky, of Ehrenburg,
Mayakovsky, or Khodasevich...or that romantic dog Sirin?
But that was then, when Russian Berlin was his entire
world, and mine for a while. The part of that world we had
briefly shared, though, now seemed a foreign land I had left
forever. V2 cleanly dropped out of the equation of my Berlin
life: it turned out they were the canceled denominator, and I
was left alone. I knew nothing of their lives for months.

*

*

*

Spicehandler was not alone in that. As he points out, no one, not even Vladimir and
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Véra’s friends, knew of their relationship. They met at night, in darkness, avoiding public places.
Why? The same reasons that Véra used an alias when calling the Nabokov home. For various
reasons they feared that their union would not be considered appropriate in Russian émigré
circles. The son of Nabokoff running around with a Jewish girl? And not at least the sort who
might, despite her compromising heritage, be a suitable companion for an exiled patrician,
someone inclined toward organizing charity balls and hosting soirees. No, this was a cold,
introverted girl, uninterested in Russian society, desperately fleeing a broken family and without
a pfennig to her name. It was said she carried a pistol and knew how to use it! “But let's leave
Berlin, my love,” Nabokov wrote to Véra from Prague in 1924. "It's a city of misfortunes and
mishaps. That I met you precisely there is an incredible blunder on the part of a fate so badly
disposed towards me. And I think with dread that once again we'll have to hide from the people I
know—and the thought irritates me that the unavoidable will happen—and my dear friends will
raise a predatory chatter about the most marvelous, divine, inexpressible thing I have in life.”
Even we today, with the benefit of Boyd and Schiff’s biographies of Vladimir and Véra,
and the later publication of Nabokov’s letters to her, are in almost as complete darkness as
Spicehandler was regarding those months. Nabokov lived at a pension that Véra had found for
him at Trautenaustrasse 9; she probably moved in with her father and Anna Feigin. He wrote
short stories, including the one (an excerpt from a novel that was never finished) that
Spicehandler read in Rul in January, 1925. He continued, and she began, to give English lessons.
A ballet pantomime for which he and Lukash wrote the scenario had a successful but brief run in
Könisberg; another pantomime, directed by the wife of a friend, was performed in March. And
that is all we have from Boyd for the Fall of ’24 and ensuing winter and early spring. From
Schiff, not a word on Véra. All we know of her is that her father’s publishing house, Orbis,
closed by the end of 1924, without ever having published a book. Evsei was ruined financially
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and would never recover. Presumably Véra by this time was working hard to earn her own
living, giving English lessons and perhaps doing other work too, in addition to typing up the new
Sirin stories⎯the sort of labor that would become lucrative only decades later. We can assume
that she attended the ballet and pantomime performances; Spicehandler apparently did not,
perhaps out of a self-disciplinary determination finally to let go of his obsession with Véra, now
a betrothed woman. As he glides down his denouement, bounding towards his story’s ineluctable
conclusion, he is as unaware in the writing as he was in the living of what transpired in Vladimir
and Véra’s lives in late 1924 and early 1925.

*

*

*

And then, at the beginning of April, 1925, just as the
abandoned snow piles on the sides of the avenues were finally
disappearing into the drains, a few weeks after the somber
public funeral of the beloved Reich president, Friedrich Ebert,
I received a scribbled note in my morning mail.
My Dear Spicehandler,
Your expert assistance is required most urgently
on the 15th. Town Hall, Brandenburgische Strasse
2, Wilmersdorf, 10 o'clock in the morning.
(Uncivilised hour, I know.)
Nabokoff
I knew immediately why Volodya and Véra were going to be at
the Town Hall on that April morning. But I could not imagine why

362
they wanted me there or what possible assistance I could
provide. Nevertheless, I quickly posted my concise, reflexively
ironic reply⎯"I will be there⎯after a full morning’s work.
Spicehandler."⎯and waited impatiently for evening, when I could
get blindingly drunk. Of course I had known for many months that
she was gone, that she had been removed from the checkered board
of my fantasies as surely as a captured queen. But still, until
the final move one doesn't want to concede. So I told you I was
feeling ill, and I went to the Romanisches, of all places, and
drank Patzenhofer⎯the cheapest beer in town⎯until I felt like
any other failing artist.
And on the morning of April 15, 1925, I made my way through
the cold misty drizzle⎯it would have been a miserable mile-long
walk in any weather⎯to the business area of Wilmersdorf, a
neighborhood so close yet one I had rarely visited. The regal
government building I arrived at (which had stood there for
thirty years but would disappear after only twenty more, reduced
to gravel and firewood by merciless Allied firebombs) reminded
me of my recent visit to the Reichstag and the State Opera House
for the funeral of President Ebert. Throngs of silent mourners
had clogged Wilhelmstrasse, a crowd witnessed a solemn ceremony
outside the Reichstag, and a memorial service was held in the
Opera House for a packed house of schoolchildren. I couldn’t
help but be moved, though Ebert was no hero of mine. His illadvised pact with the Freikorps in 1919 had enabled the brutal
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murders of Rosenberg and Liebknecht and doomed the republic from
the start. Still, he had labored to tread a moderate, democratic
line since then, and his passing seemed a bad omen. His
replacement was that old anti-intellectual war-horse Hindenburg,
and we all know what Hindenburg led to.
It was just a hair before ten, as I could see by the
imposing Roman-numeralled clock gazing down with Teutonic
admonishment from the face of a high square turret. I entered
through the main entrance, and, remarkably, Nabokoff was already
there⎯quite on time. He hadn’t bought a new suit. He wore the
same grey number from Cambridge that I’d seen so often. Véra,
too, wore a simple dark dress I recognized from many casual
lunches. The two of them greeted me casually, if a bit
nervously, as if our meeting last summer, by the tennis court,
had been only a couple of weeks ago.
“So good of you to come, Vel,” she said and shook my hand
warmly. Oh, Véra’s hand...I remember that touch. No, there’s
nothing wrong with my shiver of frisson at the memory. It was
before I met you, and in any case we all have room for multiple
loves in our souls, even if we are faithful to but one for the
sake of harmony and society. What had Véra said: a small, or
even large, pool of candidates who might make one quite happy?
(Still, I may run a pencil through these lines before
publication, or before I even show you, my dear.)
“Of course I’m here,” I said. “But why am I here? Are you
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two in some sort of trouble with the law?”
“You could say that!” Volodya flashed his ironic grin for
the first time, like a mating insect. “We are attempting to bend
the most private subskeleton of our lives into society’s
template. To do so, we are required, by German law, to pay an
entire tennis lesson’s worth of marks, fill out an astounding
number of intricate forms, and, for some reason known only,
probably, to Herr Bismarck in his grave, to produce two
respirating homo sapiens as ‘witnesses,’ as though, as you
implied, we were about to commit some crime and were being to
asked by the authorities to provide the clues necessary for our
own apprehension!”
“In other words,” said Véra, “welcome to our wedding. As
you know, Vel, we have tried to keep our relationship private.
We have not even told our families that today is the day. And
we’ve asked you and Herr Schmidt to be here partly because you
are not in contact with our families.” She gestured to a very
German-looking fellow in a drab gray suit standing off to the
side, who I had assumed was a clerk in the offices here.
“Spicehandler,” I said and offered my hand.
“Schmidt.” He gripped and shook it like a heavy stuck door.
No attempt was made by groom or bride to introduce us. I learned
only after they were gone that he was a new English pupil of
Véra’s.
The four of us stood in awkward silence for a couple
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minutes. I could think of absolutely nothing to say and
pretended to admire the interior architecture of the waiting
room. Nabokoff paced about a bit, looking as though he were
trying to remember something. Véra stood perfectly still, hands
clasped in front of her, waiting patiently.
“Nah-bah-kofe und Schlo-neem?” An actual clerk, dressed
exactly like Herr Schmidt, called from an interior doorway. The
four of us passed through as he held the door. He then led us
into a much larger room with a long table, where he gestured for
us to have a seat. He walked to a closet in the far corner,
pulled out a well-used old frock coat, exchanged his office
jacket for it, and came back. Apparently he was no clerk but the
magistrate himself who would perform the ceremony.
We all stood. I do not recall a word that the magistrate
said, but he did impart some official pronouncements, after
looking over some paperwork to make sure everything was in
order. I was frozen as if in a historian’s tableau, could
imagine I was watching the scene from without, even as I was a
part of it. I felt as if I had been swept in off the street by
abductors and forced to take part in some mysterious cabalistic
ceremony. I really did not want to be there; I had accepted the
loss of Véra months ago and wished to nurse my wounds in
solitude, not have them ripped back open by the sight of her
promising her lifelong devotion to another man. If I had known
what they would become, how they truly were each other’s

366
destiny, and the literary world’s as well, it might have been
easier for me.
I never saw either of them again. I avoided his readings in
my remaining months in Berlin. And I never contacted them: even
years later when he and I were Ivy-League colleagues⎯he at
Cornell, I at Penn⎯either my pride or my humility prevented me
from writing to them. Of course I knew of my famously
idiosyncratic (but not yet famous) Russian-studies colleague up
north. But I even turned down an invitation to give a lecture at
Cornell. I didn’t want to see them⎯especially her⎯in middle
age, in middle-class America. And then, when the Lolita bomb
exploded, and he became an international celebrity, and the
world finally discovered the genius of his earlier books, then
of course it was too late. I would be just another old
acquaintance trying to latch onto their fame.
Did I know in 1925 how great he was? No. Only she did. Only
she could see in this thin pallid young man the glory, the gift,
the pale fire, and Lolita. I knew only that he was a talented
poet and short-story writer. I knew only that I had lost and he
had won and I was being forced to watch the vision of my future
happiness drift off away from me like an iceberg, leaving me on
a chunk of ice in the cold sea.
It was over. Schmidt was performing his vise-grip on the
slender hand of Nabokoff, who looked pleased but embarrassed,
like a wealthy man who’d just won the raffle at a charity ball.
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Schmidt was congratulating him in clichéd German phrases, and
the groom was pretending not to understand.
And then Véra was shaking my hand again, the last touch
ever. “Thank you, Vel. I knew you wouldn’t mind. And that I
could trust you to be circumspect.”
“They won’t hear it from me, Véra.”
“Oh, it doesn’t matter now. I suppose we’ll even have to
send out announcements or something. I think we were just
superstitious, maybe, that if we paraded our happiness around in
the street Fate would throw some stumbling block in our way.”
I stammered out some clichés of my own, but I could tell
she wasn’t really hearing me. Her ears were occluded, her face
was lit and her body made weightless, with joy.
I shook Nabokoff’s hand, but this too felt awkward, overly
formal. “Well, old chap,” he said, “I suppose it’s game, set,
and match for me.” I stiffened momentarily, but no, there was no
gloating in his voice, just a joke. She had never told him. This
was simply a very happy poet.
With no alternative, we moved out into the anteroom and
towards the exit. As we approached the door, an orotund old man
in a cheap suit rose from a little stool, opened the door for
us, and held out his other hand. Nabokoff shook it and gave an
awkward little bow of gratitude.
Herr Schmidt stepped forward. “No, Mr. Nabokoff,” he
explained in his aspiring English, “he iss expecting a drink
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money, a bit uff pfennigs.”
“Ah,” said Nabokoff. “But I gave all I had for the
license!” And, with a big smile and looking like an amateur
magician, he pulled out the linings of his pockets to show the
man.
“It’s all right,” I said and dropped a coin into the poor
fellow’s hand.
“Saved us at the bell, Spicehandler,” said Volodya.
We stood for a moment watching the minuscule raindrops
sifting down outside the open door.
“Walking through that will be like flying through a cloud
at ten thousand feet,” I said.
“Not too bad, my Icarian friend. Not bad. But no, it’s a
shower of countless tiny diamonds, the diamonds I couldn’t
afford for my bride. Well, my darling?” He turned to Véra, who
had linked her arm in his, as they stood in front of Schmidt and
me, backs to us. “No tip money and no umbrella. Shall we?” And I
couldn’t help but be cheered by the fleeting profile of her
rapturous smile before they passed through the doorway, down the
steps through the Berlin mist, and off into the twentieth
century.
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