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“Permaculture” (4,970 words) received 2nd place in the 20th annual Zoetrope All-

Story short fiction contest. You may read the opening below: 

 

PERMACULTURE 

 

When I first learned the story of Soviet literary scholar Grigorii Azadovsky 

I did not believe it. After all, my only source was my friend Vadim, the very same 

Vadim who – within minutes of meeting me and learning that I was also a writer 

– divulged how he had studied aerospace engineering and joined the Soviet space 

program simply because he wanted to smuggle a copy of his first novel on board a 

spacecraft and launch it into outer space, thus preserving it for future generations 

or alien races. 

"The truth is I never went through with it," he admitted that first night. 

"Not for fear of being sent to a Gulag, which would have been certain if I was 

caught, but because there were too many unaccountables. The scientific aspects 

were easy to solve because they were all technical – constructing the secret 

compartment for the book, building a pod so it will survive in space, the 

mechanism for launching it without anyone noticing, avoiding orbital decay – 

issues that are easy to define have clear solutions. The real problem was trying to 

account for my audience – should I print the book or send it in some digital 

format? Would extraterrestrials be able to decode it, or even understand what it 

is? Would Russian still be spoken in the far future? Should I include a translating 
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dictionary? Into English? Chinese? Pictograms? In the end I missed the slim 

window of opportunity and I regret it to this day. Having something out there is 

always better than having nothing.” 

I did not challenge his story then; after so many drinks I did not have 

sufficient equanimity to probe and refute. The fact is I never even learned the 

name of Vadim’s debut novel, or what it was about. He didn’t like to dwell on a 

topic once his point had been made, and I usually accommodated this breezy 

approach. It was one of those friendships that began in a bar and never ventured 

very far from it, a relationship that despite our vast differences remained 

frictionless, thanks to the lubricating properties of alcohol. 

We were both living in Sheepshead Bay at the time, making a meager 

living by writing for local newspapers (him for The Russian Voice, me for Bay 

Currents), and hanging out at Joe’s Bar on Avenue U. I was struggling with my 

first novel, a modern retelling of Flaubert’s Sentimental Education, while Vadim, 

according to his account, was working on at least half a dozen different writing 

projects, including a science fiction novel involving robots who had taken over 

the creation of all artforms, an erotic thriller which takes place in a gulag, and a 

memoir of his childhood (“Before that bastard Shteyngart uses any more of it for 

his ridiculous novels”). 

During one of our late night talks, as we discussed the tiresome 

phenomenon of literary critics and scholars who attempt to write novels, Vadim 

asked me if I had ever heard of Azadovsky. When I admitted that I hadn’t Vadim 

said, “He is really the ultimate, but I’ll say no more, you must read it yourself. 

Tomorrow I will give you a copy. Don’t worry, it is short.” 
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The next evening when I entered the bar he was already there, waiting by 

the door. He handed me five or six pages, hastily stapled together, and headed 

out, rattling off some excuse about an event he had to cover for the paper. Having 

nothing better to do, and as was clearly Vadim’s intention, I ordered myself a 

drink and sat down to read the story, which by now I was all but certain Vadim 

had written himself. 

Ж 

 Late one evening, Grigorii Ivanovich Azadovsky returned to his little book-

crowded room to find that he was not alone. He had just attended a lavish 

ceremony where he was awarded the title of “People’s Artist of the Russian 

Republic” for his masterful study of agricultural themes in the works of Ostrovsky 

and Sholokhov, making him both jubilant and pleasantly sloshed. But upon 

entering his room he immediately noticed something was amiss – his books were 

all out of order, as if his library had been searched, and all the papers on his desk 

had been cleared away. He noticed a presence in the corner, in the armchair 

where he read and took his nightly cup of tea, sitting and smoking a cigarette. 


