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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 1926-1976. 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. It was 

known that Nabokov was a fine tennis player, but not how elegantly, if stubbornly, he toed the 

baseline. 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 2014 
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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, 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 
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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 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 
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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." 

 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." 



 6 

 I realized I had taken a blundering step in the wrong 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 see, I would like to immerse myself in the Russian 

community." 
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 "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 

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. 
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 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 

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, 
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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 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." 

 "Let's speak English," she said. "Unless you'd prefer Yiddish or French." 
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 "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 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?" 
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 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 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." 
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 "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 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." 
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 "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 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 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 
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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.” 

 “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 
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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 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 
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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." 

 "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.” 
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 “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. 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.” 

 “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 
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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 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 
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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 black-tipped 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 with the translucent skin, the blazing 

eyes of Véra! How could I possibly have had such a thing for Gracie Rosenbaum, that flat-footed 

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 
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about.” 

 “Ah.” Mr. Slonim turned to me with a friendly smile. An intelligent-looking man in his 

fifties, with glittering light-gray 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. 

 “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.” 
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 “It’s fine. After only a few years, you’re really an 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. 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 
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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 early-morning 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. 

 

* * * 

 

 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 

for any 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 seventy-
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five between 1914 and 1921, shot to forty-eight thousand in February 1923 and hit a hundred 

thousand 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 reports 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 

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. 

 

* * * 
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 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 for which she hadn’t enough 

sugar 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, 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 
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year. He already had an idea to open a station for the Russian émigré community, and he 

described these plans ad nauseum to anyone he could corner. 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, 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 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, just as I was nearing the precipice of 
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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 warm 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 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 
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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, 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 
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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 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 
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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 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 
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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 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 beautiful creatures. But someone 

turned them against us. So I simply drink as much as possible and take care of them.” He 
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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 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!" 
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 "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 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 
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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 dropped away 

beneath me like a fake stage, 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 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 
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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. 

  

* * * 

 

 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. 

 “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 
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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.” 

 “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 Amfiteatrov-Kadashev; 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.” 
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 “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 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 
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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; 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 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 



 38 

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 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.1 

 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-

                                                
1 This story, “Russian Spoken Here,” remained unpublished in Nabokov’s (and Spicehandler’s) 
lifetime. It was included in The Stories of Vladimir Nabokov (New York: Knopf, 1995), pp. 6-13. 
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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 pegasus 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.  

 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 
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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 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. Remember, Russia was no haven for the Jews even before the 

Bolshevik takeover.” 

 "But I take it Sirin is not Jewish himself?" 
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 "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 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 
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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 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 
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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 

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.” 

 “Now here’s a fresh development! Who is this Svetlana?” 
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 “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 

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 
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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 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 
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defused 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 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 
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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 

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 pristine book off the small shelf nearest her desk, browsed through the 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 poems, carefully scissored out 

of Rul'. At the bottom of each one, right-justified, as proper and succinct as a bow-tie: "Vl. 
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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. 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, 
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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. 

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 



 50 

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 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 mid-April 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 in their shirtsleeves, I alighted from the 
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Stadtbahn train four short stops from the Zoo station at Grunewald, 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 suburban streets, and suddenly I passed right by a 

vision: my first European red-clay 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, also in white, hired by the club, dashed about collecting the balls between points. 

The men wore braces and starched collars, I noticed, 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 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 
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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." 

 "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 
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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. 

 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, 
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merely the slightest of nods, he 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 Russian-style 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 coarse 

pleasantry. "Yes," he said. "Well, if 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. 
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 "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 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!" 
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 "!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." 

 "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 desultory 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. 
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 “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 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-second-rate here in Purgatory, who would proceed to anesthetize the 

assemblage with a long, a very long, sample from his novel-in-progress, 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 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? 
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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...." 

 It occurred to me to change the subject. “I must say, you’re the last person I expected to 

run into at Rot-Weiss. Do you play?” 

 “I led a rather privileged childhood back in the land of the living: St. Petersburg. 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, 

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, 
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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 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 
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of a boardinghouse room is most likely. Railroad compartments aren’t bad. My favorite locale, 

though, is a wildflower-saturated alpine hillside, while giving 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 slide 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 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 
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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 

swoosh 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 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 
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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 learned to win by winning. It was only on the Penn team that I finally received some 

real instruction and fashioned expert gilding onto my dependable but rough-hewn 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 
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and fuzzed up by our textured 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!'" 

 "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 
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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 winning 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 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 follow-throughs, 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 
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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 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."  

 


