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be bothered to do now was to nod, just to show the woman that he’d heard
what she’d said, reassure her that he wasn’t going to cause trouble; becayse
there they would have to sit for fifty hours or more, side by side with thejr
separate aches and dreams, like a married couple. They would hear each
other’s snores and sighs, smell the food and drink each had brought with ther
note the degree to which each was fearful or unafraid, make short forays
into conversation. And then later, when they finally arrived in London, they
would probably separate with barely a word or a look, walk out into a rainy
morning, each alone and beginning a new life. And Lev thought how all of th
was odd but necessary and already told him things about the world he was
travelling to, a world in which he would break his back working — if only tha
work could be found. He would hold himself apart from other people, find
corners and shadows in which to sit and smoke, demonstrate that he didn’t
need to belong, that his heart remained in his own country.

There were two coach-drivers. These men would take turns to drive and to
sleep. There was an on-board lavatory, so the only stops the bus would make
would be for gas. At gas stations, the passengers would be able to clamber
off, walk a few paces, see wild flowers on a verge, soiled paper among
bushes, sun or rain on the road. They might stretch up their arms, put on
dark glasses against the onrush of nature’s light, look for a clover leaf, smoke
and stare at the cars rushing by. Then they would be herded back onto the
coach, resume their old attitudes, arm themselves for the next hundred miles,
for the stink of another industrial zone, or the sudden gleam of a lake, for
rain and sunset and the approach of darkness on silent marshes, There would
be times when the journey would seem to have no end.

Sleeping upright was not something Lev was practised in. The old seemed to
be able to do it, but forty-two was not yet old. Lev’s father, Stefan, sometimes
used to sleep upright, in summer, on a hard wooden chair in his lunch break
at the Baryn sawmill, with the hot sun falling onto the slices of sausage |
wrapped in paper on his knee and onto his flask of tea. Both Stefan and Lev
could sleep lying down on a mound of hay or on the mossy carpet of a forest.
Often, Lev had slept on a rag rug beside his daughter’s bed, when she was

ill or afraid. And when his wife, Marina, was dying, he’d lain for five nights
on an area of linoleum flooring no wider than his outstretched arm, between
Marina’s hospital bed and a curtain patterned with pink and purple daisies,
and sleep had come and gone in a mystifying kind of way, painting strange
pictures in Lev’s brain that had never completely vanished.

Towards evening, after two stops for gas, the mole-flecked woman unwrapped |
a hard-boiled egg. She peeled it silently. The smell of the egg reminded Lev

of the sulphur springs at Jor, where he’d taken Marina, just in case nature

could cure what man had given up for lost. Marina had immersed her body
obediently in the scammy water, lain there looking at a female stork returning

to its high nest, and said to Lev: ‘If only we were storks.’

‘Why d’you say that?’ Lev had asked.
‘Because you never see a stork dying. It’s as though they didn’t die.
If only we were storks.

On the woman’s knee a clean cotton napkin was spread and her white hands
smoothed it and she unwrapped rye bread and a twist of salt.

‘My name is Lev,’ said Lev.




