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For Jo
Cold Burn
It was a birthday present, the bottle of vodka. A Russian family tradition. At least for us. Father and Mother, they did not know. It was just us children: Me, Tatiana, and Feodor. But I get ahead of myself. The vodka was not the problem. I was. Though I thought it was my brother.
You would not understand well. You do not know us. Where we come from is a small place, about halfway between Petrozavodsk and Arkhangelsk. But even those names mean nothing. All you need to know is that it was cold. All the time. The wind would blow in from the sea, made harsher by the broken, frosty waters off the bay to the north and colder by the block of ice that is the lake to the south.
I used to like this cold. It would bring us together. The family. You know, to stay warm when walking to the store or to the post office, in the snow. Everyone, even those that lived in the town, would wear their weighty coats, wool hats, and heavy boots for most of the year. And yet, despite these precautions, it was always the people you were with that kept you warm.
But not for me. You see, after a time, the cold gets to you. It got to me; in my bones. It made them hard. It made them brittle. It made them cold.
I did not laugh as much after I turned twenty-two. I was the eldest. Then Tanya. Then Fedya. My little brother was always so happy. He could make anyone smile like it was their birthday. His grin was wide, and whiter than the purest of fallen snows.
Tanya would tease me, “Why can you not be happy, brother, like Fedushka?”
When she asked me questions like that, I would always light up a cigarette, and take my time in doing so.
She did not understand. She did not see. Fedya, always, would wear these pretty clothes, for he was the handsomest in the town, and had plenty of admirers. They would say things like, “Feodor, wear this!” or “This will look good on you, child, put it on for your Mama.” Fedya would prance about in these pretty things, and he did not care what others said about him, behind his back. He was too proud; the cold could never get to him.
But it embarrassed me. I could walk nowhere without hearing people whisper, “There he goes. That is the other one, the brother. Why is he not like Feodor?” I would walk away, pretend I did not hear. But the wind always carries such voices. They would talk more, back and forth to each other, until they would decide—yes, they would decide, “It is best for the brother that he is not like Feodor. Imagine, two of them like that! In one town!”
My ears got cold when I heard these things. I could not feel them sometimes; they would be so numb. Sometimes, I wished they would just fall off, so I would have no more ears. Then I would not have to hear the people talk.
But the week before Fedya turned eighteen, the two of us had to walk three miles into town to buy groceries from the store for Mother. Tanya was busy helping her around the house while Mother filled her baking orders, and Father had taken the car to St. Petersburg on business. Since Fedya was done with his studies, and my work on the neighbor’s fence could go no further that day, she sent us, Fedya and me, for the things.
I will never forget the shirt my brother wore that day. An aunt had bought it for him when she was in Amsterdam. It was pink. He wore his coat over this shirt—my brother was not so foolish—but I could still see it by his neck. I knew the others in town would, too.
I tried to tell him, “Fedya, that shirt is not for a man. You look like our sister. Give it to Tanya. The color is for a girl.”
Then, my brother said the strangest thing to me. “Why should I?” he laughed. “It is a good color. I will look so good in it, and all the old ladies will want to feel the fabric. All the girls will want to touch it, too, for it is very soft. And all the other men will want to talk to me, because it is so different, and because I am so handsome in it.”
I was confused by this. I pulled my own coat tighter about me as we walked. “Fedya,” I asked, “Why do you want the other men to think you handsome? Why should they care?”
His answer was typical Fedya: always bringing warmth to those in need of it. Though I sensed something different in his words this time. A longing. Not many would notice it. But I know of longings, and so I did. He said he wanted the men to talk to him, and to buy him drinks at the bar, next week, on his birthday. Then he could buy them drinks, and they would become close friends, and everyone would have a good time.
I did not know what to say back to this. My toes felt cold, even though I was wearing my good boots. My fingers, too, felt numb. I blamed it on the wind coming off the bay. And the lake.
When we came into town, of course, Fedya was right. In the store, all the old ladies wished to examine the stitches on his sleeves. Outside, all the girls wanted to feel the softness of his collar. And, as we passed the bar, the men outside for a smoke, especially the younger ones, came to talk to him about the shirt. One of these, Fedya even let rub his shoulder under his coat. And this one who Fedya let rub him, as old a man as I, is also one that dresses too well for the daytime, taking a long pull from his cigar while he felt at Fedya’s shoulder.
All the men laughed and patted my brother on the back; Fedya is everyone’s younger brother. The men then asked us to come to the bar, but Fedya, to my surprise, declined. Instead, he invited them all to come out for his birthday…and they accepted. So we left, promising to return in a week.
Yet, as I knew would happen, before we are gone, I heard the others of the town talking. My toes got colder at this. I did not feel them when I walked. These people talked of Fedya. And they talked of me. Soon, my ears began to tingle. The people said, “Yes, it is good for the brother that he is not like Feodor. Imagine, two of them like that! Brothers!”
I could not hear my brother talk to me as I followed him home. My ears were too cold. They did not work again until later, when Tanya warmed them by the fire. Fedya, I knew without hearing, talked to me of the old ladies, of the girls, of the men, and especially of the one man with the cigar who touched his shirt. He hoped this man would be at the bar next week. He hoped this man would buy him a drink for his birthday.
I itched for the wind to die down, so I might light a cigarette from my pocket. Even a little warmth would be worth the trouble. But the wind was too strong. It rattled the trees, and it fractured the newborn frost as it barreled down the street.
You could not help but consume the chill of such air when you breathed. The constant onrush shoved it inside you. Even in spring and in summer, there was a bite to it. The water might have thawed a bit, then, and the land might be a different color, but it was still the same old world—the ground as cold as it ever was. So, with a shudder, I clutched Mother’s groceries tighter to myself and stared at the hint of pink before me, under my brother’s coat.
That night, Tanya, as much of a giver as Fedya, warmed my ears by the fire. And my feet, as well. Her affectionate rubbing was wonderful—an angel’s touch. But I was cold in other places, too. Places she could not reach. My head. My chest. My stomach. From that day on, I knew that there would always be a draft inside of me. Something I had seen, or that I had heard, or that I had felt put that blizzard in my chest. And it became hard there, firmer than the lake. Colder than the bay.
After a time, my beautiful sister gently placed my foot on the floor, and took my hands in hers. My gaze soon drifted from the flames and onto her face; it was pale and gently flushed against her dark hair, and I could remember where the freckles had once been on her nose and on her cheeks, before she came of age. She asked me what was wrong. For a moment, I turned my face back toward the fire, silent, until I felt a chill coming into her fingers. I looked down at them, then, small in my own frozen hands, and I pulled away.
She rose to her feet, and I knew she did not understand when I said, “I am sorry, Tanya. Father is foolish to keep only a wood fire in the house. We are all so cold…”
The following week passed quickly, and Feodor’s birthday approached. He became excited. And happy. Tanya, however, seemed anxious for the day to come. The night before, at dinner, she complained to Mother that, with Father out of town again on business, there would be no one to make sure Feodor and I arrived home safely from the bar.
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