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            1. OVER MY HEAD IN HISTORY

         

         THE KAPITAL, 1954

         My class teacher, Comrade Professor Mikhail Mikhailov, says in Amerika they have one hundred and seventy-three flavours of ice-cream and three hundred and seventy-six different models of motor car. While, here, in the Union of Socialist Republics we have five types of motor car. All black. And ice-cream is ice-cream flavoured, or chocolate.

         All the same, in Kapitalist USA they despise other peoples, especially the black man, and their movies are always about being richer than your neighbours, kissing showgirls and killing foreigners. Even the comedies. While here in the Motherland, we have Comradeship, Justice-For-All, Freedom-in-One-Country, and the other fine thing. The one that begins with an ‘s’ and ends with an ‘ism’. Besides the whatsit that ends with an ‘ology’. Even for the Chechens and Azerbaijanis. And sometimes Gypsies. For Jews too. So I know which is the place for money to prosper, and which is the better place for people.

         
            *

         

         Call me Yuri. Though I get called lots of names, such as Yuri nine-fingers, Yuri the Confessor, or Yuri the Deathless. But my full, formal title is Yuri Romanovich Zipit. 

         I am twelve-and-a-half years old and I live in the staff apartments, in The Kapital Zoo, facing the sea-lions’ pool, behind the bisons’ paddock, next to the elephant enclosure, and I like to play the piano but I am no Sergei Rachmaninov because my right arm is crooked and stiff, so I mostly play one-handed pieces, such as are written for the army of one-armed veterans, who sacrificed a limb for the Motherland, fighting in the Great Patriotic War.

         I am in the Junior Pioneers Under-Thirteens Football Team, but I am no Lev Yashin. Mostly, I play fourth reserve, because of my limping legs, which stop me running, so I get to carry the water bottles. I am good at biology but I am no Ivan Pavlov.

         I am damaged. But only in my body. And mind. Not in my spirit, which is strong and unbroken.

         When I was six-and-one-quarter years old I cross paths with worst luck. A milk truck smacks me from behind while I am crossing Yermilova Street. It sends me tumbling somersaults through the air before bringing me down to earth, head first on the cobbles. Then a tram comes along, and runs me over, behind my back.

         Things like this leave a lasting impression.

         But Papa always encourages me to make the most of my misfortunities. He says ‘Every wall has a door’ and ‘What doesn’t kill you makes you stronger.’

         And whenever you complain to him, about anything – like injustice, weevils in porridge, getting punched on the nose at school, a broken leg, or losing fifty kopecks – he says, ‘Well, count yourself lucky. There are worse things in life.’

         As it turns out, he’s three-quarters right. In time, all the bits of my head joined back together. Open wounds healed. Bones set. My legs mended, most parts. But there are some breaks in my brain, mostly in my thinking-departments, and without any clear memories of whatever came before.

         I have some holes in my memory still. Sometimes I choose the wrong words. Or I can’t find the right one, and lay my hands on the real meanings. Facts fly out of my windows. My feelings can curdle like sour milk. Sense gets knotted. Then it’s hard to untangle my knowledge. I don’t concentrate easily.

         Other times I cry for no good reason. Except I am throbbing with sadness. Sometimes, I go dizzy and fall over. Then there are flashes of brilliant light – orange, gold and purple – and odd, nasty smells – like singed hair, pickled herring, carbolic, armpits and rotting lemons. Then I lose consciousness. They tell me I thrash about on the ground. And dribble frothy saliva. And ooze yellow snot through my nose. This is when I am having a fit. Afterwards I can’t remember any of it. But I have new bruises, which is a good thing, because it is my body’s way to remember for me what my brain has forgotten. Maybe I need to change my trousers, as a matter of urgency.

         So I am sometimes slow and forgetful. Except in recreations and games – like battleships, hang-the-Fascist, chess and draughts – where I excel, because then every thing I need to know lies seen, and open, there in front of me. So I can just play the game, without having to remember what happened on Thursday morning, how many sides on a dodecahedron, how to spell coccyx, or the Kapital of Uzbekistan.

         So, overall, Papa tells me, the fool in me is finely balanced by my cleverness. And he calls me a pochemuchka. A child who asks too many questions. Without a brake on his mouth.

         Plus I have another problem. It’s the unfortunate look of my face.

         People keep staring at it. My face. And then start seeing things. That just aren’t there.

         They gaze at me. They stare like an animal caught in headlights. Then they break into a smile. Then I smile back. Before you know it we’re talking. And, by then, we’re lost. It’s too late.

         Papa says folk can’t help it. They see sympathy in my features. They find kindness in my eyes. They read friendliness in the split of my smiling mouth.

         Guess what? They think I care about them. Even though they’re total, absolute, hundred-per-cent strangers. They think they know me. From somewhere. But they can’t remember where.

         Papa says my appearance is a fraud and a bare-faced liar. He says that – although I am a good child in many ways, and kind enough – I am not half as good as my face pretends. 

         Papa says my face is one of those quirks of inheritance, when two ordinary parents can mix to produce something extreme and striking. You see it too with moths, orchids and axolotls.

         He says my face is my very best, prize-winning quality. He says my smile is easy and wide. My features are neat and regular. My gaze is direct but gentle. It lends me a sweet and tender face. The very kindest face you’d hope to find. A face that seems to love whoever it looks upon.

         Papa says it is a face that could have been painted by the Italian artist Sandro Botticelli, to show an angel on his best behaviour, sucking up to God.

         It gives me grief, my sympathetic, wide-open, smiling face. Papa says I have a true genius for needless and reckless involvement in the private affairs of other people.

         Also he observes I am foolhardy.

         Beyond idiocy.

         And that I talk without first thinking.

         ‘Shhh …’ he always says. ‘Idiot child.’

         He says that when my head hit the cobbles of Yermilova Street, every fragment of fear got shaken out. Now my Frontal Lobes are empty, he says. My common sense went next. Closely followed by my tact, and then my inhibitions.

         Of course, there’s a name for my condition. I suffer from impulsivity brought on by cerebral trauma. Which is a way of saying I talk a lot, and move a lot, and ask a lot of questions, and make up my mind quickly, and do things on the spur of the moment, and find new solutions to things, and say rude things without thinking, and interrupt people to tell them when they’ve got things wrong, and blurt things out, and change my mind, and make strange animal noises, and show lots of feelings, and get impatient, and act unexpectedly. All of which makes me like other people. But more so.

         Because I make friends easily. With people and with animals. I enjoy talking. To anyone, more or less. And meeting new animals. Especially new species who I have never had the fortune to converse with before.

         I like to help. Even strangers. After all, we are all chums and Comrades, put in this life to help each other, and rub along together.

         In particular, I provoke whatever you call it when people-tell-you-too-much-about-themselves, even-though-it-is-secret-and-shameful, concerning-things-that-you-never wanted-or-expected-to-hear, and-are-probably-best-kept-secret, unspoken, for-all-concerned.

         Like a confidence, but even worse.

         A magnet attracts iron-filings. I attract confessions. Strongly. From all directions.

         I only have to show my face in public and total strangers form an orderly line, like a kvass queue, to spill their secrets into my ears.

         Soon, their honesties turn ugly.

         ‘I am a useless drunk.’ One says.

         Or ‘I cheat on my wife, on Thursday afternoons, with Ludmilla, with the squint, from the paint depot, whose breasts smell of turpentine. By chance, she’s my brother’s wife …’

         Or ‘I killed Igor Villodin. I hacked off his head with a spade …’

         Or ‘It was me who stole the postage stamps from the safe in the bicycle-factory office …’

         Often they flush with shame. Sometimes they start sobbing. They pull terrible gurning faces or gesture wildly with their hands.

         Then I have to say, ‘I am sorry … but you are confusing me with my face. It’s much kinder than me, but it’s not to be trusted … Of course, I like you … But I cannot take on everyone’s problems. Not all the time. I have a young life of my own to live.’

         ‘Anyway,’ I say, ‘don’t worry. Things are never so bad as you imagine. Everything considered … What is done is done. What doesn’t kill you makes you stronger. Every wall has a door. Make the most of your misfortunities. They make you what you are in life, and different from all other people. This is the only life you get. You must pick yourself up and move on.’

         Aunt Natascha says everyone wants to confess in life, like Raskolnikov in Crime and Punishment, because they need to be understood and find forgiveness somewhere.

         And since Lenin did away with God, Praise the Lord, may he rest in peace, they must look elsewhere, and closer to home.

         So, they pick on me. 

         And I encourage confidences, she says, because I am friendly, and my face tells them I possess a gentle kindness that can forgive them anything.

         It’s then that she tells me that she despises Uncle Ivan, because he is a pervert, of the sickest sort, always trying to kiss her, and putting his hand up her skirt, to touch her thingammy, demanding rumpty-tumpty, day and night, any room in the house, and so she wishes he were dead.

         But if you ask me to choose my favourite meal, I would say Polish pork sausage with buttered cabbage and potatoes fried in goose fat. I admit it. Topped with braised onions on the side. I should be so lucky. With wild mushrooms in sour cream dressing. And for dessert I would have blueberries with ice-cream. In my dreams.

         By choice, I would drink birch juice or cherry nectar each and every mealtime. My favourite colour is scarlet. Because it is the colour of excitement, Saturday, Revolution, our flag, and Dynamo Kapital football shirts. My favourite player is The Black Spider, goalkeeper Lev Ivanovich Yashin. My name day is November 18th. My special hobby is studying wild animals. I am a member of the Young Biologist Club of The Kapital Zoo. My favourite zoo animal is the Brown Bear (Ursus arctos) and my favourite rodent is Severtzov’s Birch Mouse (Sicista severtzovi).

         
            *

         

         My Papa is Doctor Roman Alexandrovich Zipit – Professor of Veterinary Science – who specialises in Cordate Neurology, which is the study of whatever goes wrong inside the brains of animals, so long as they have a backbone, especially in The Kapital Zoo.

         You’ve maybe heard of him. Most likely you’ll have seen his photograph in The Progressive Journal of Socialist Neurology. He is well regarded around The Kapital, in the mental community and sick-animal circles. His writings are well known to almost everyone who closely attends the brains of elephants.

         And because he is a world famous, respected veterinarian he gets to treat world famous animals including Count Igor, the Juggling Tiger in the State Circus, Golden Glinka the racehorse and Comrade Composer Shostakovich’s Fox Terrier Tomka.

         But I never brag about being the son of a famous man, because bragging comes before a fall. And Papa’s nothing special. Not to look at. Not from the outside. Not so you’d notice. So you would have to unscrew his head and shine a torch into the depths of his fantastic, huge brain to see what is peculiar about him. And if you met him on the street you wouldn’t think twice, except to admire his overcoat with the astrakhan collar. Besides he’s bald with a limp and a stoop, and carries a musty scent along with a tarry taint of pipe tobacco.

         
            *

         

         The things I am going to tell you are all true. Absolutely, completely, totally true.

         Almost.

         Except for the small things I change. Because I have to.

         But only events, times, names and places.

         Because these are very complicated and most confidential affairs, and shady events, leading to dark happenings.

         These are secrets hiding away in history.

         I am trusting to your silence. Also, I have to protect you.

         For your own safety.

         So, shhh.

         It would harm you to speak of any of this. Because you shouldn’t know it. Not any of it. So best keep quiet as a mouse. And blind as a mole.

         Even now, I don’t understand everything. To grasp it all you would need to speak Georgian like a native, tell dirty jokes like a Mingrelian secret policeman, have a reindeerhorn pocket knife, with one of those special can-opener attachments, be able to drink two bottles of pepper vodka and still stay sober, be a consultant in Neurology, and a senior member of the Politburo, with a doctorate in assassinations.

         Things are hidden within other things, like a nest of wooden dolls. There’s murder, medicine, theatre, cookery, juggling, skulduggery, impersonation, elephants, fate, within a whodunit, inside a mystery, wrapped in a tissue of lies, stuffed in a cardboard box, locked up in the under-stairs cupboard.

         
            *

         

         The events I write about began in 1953, one year ago, in Karasovo, near The Kapital, when Papa and I get dragged off in the middle of the night to visit some very important people.

         More than important, I’d say.

         No lie.

         Particularly Scarface Joe, Felix the Juggler, Alexei the Actor, Lev, Georgy, Nikita, Nicolai, Matryona the Maid, and shit-face-Erik.

         But don’t be fooled too easily. These are not their actual, factual names. It is dangerous to speak their full, real names. Ditto, real places. And other stuff.

         Trust me.

         There are several titles and personages I cannot even mention – like the Gardener of Human Happiness, Engineer of Human Souls, First Secretary, Deputy Prime Minister, Duty Officer, Marshal of the Slavic Union, Pavel the Gatekeeper, and whatsisname.

         But spending time with the un-nameable, top-rank people you quickly get sucked deep into shit, in the sewer of politics. Forgive my Bulgarian. Before you know it, you are sunk up to your neck in trouble. Then you are over your head in history.

         So let me share the advice Papa gives me –

         
             

         

         Don’t slouch. Don’t smile at strangers. People misunderstand. These are grave times. Be warned. Blow your nose, you’re dribbling. Pay close attention. Stop gibbering like a demented gibbon. Mind your manners. Stay on your guard. Try not to scuff your shoes when you walk. Brush your teeth, morning and evening. Get an early night when you can. Keep your head down. Change your underpants. Don’t confide in strangers. Shut the door, for pity’s sake. Keep your lips sealed. If people ask you awkward questions, act simple-minded. Go to the lavatory when you can. You don’t know when the chance will come again. Don’t prattle on like a total idiot. Above all, don’t mention politics, or voice opinions off the top of your head.

         
             

         

         Papa says the song of our time is silence, and the moral is ‘Shhh.’

         It’s best not even to state the obvious, or hint at what everyone knows.

         We are living in an age that hugs silence and befriends the mute.

         Our National Anthem has become a breathless hush.

         He says, if you have to open your mouth, you should make sure that whatever you say is as bald and plain as a boiled noodle, and has been first approved by a Central Committee, published in The Daily Truth, or incorporated into a Five Year Plan. All praise to Comrade Iron-Man, Man of Steel, Kind Uncle, and Father of Our Nation.

         Above all, you mustn’t make jokes.

         Especially not this one –

         
            Question: What has a thousand legs and eats potatoes? 

            Answer: A Kapital meat queue.

         

         Because that was the very pleasantry that gets Gennady Sharikov sent to the work camps for eleven years. So it’s not worth telling it. Not in the long run. Just to pass the time with a stranger on a tram, who then smirks, then arrests you. Because you never know who you’re talking to. It may be a plain-clothes Colonel in the People’s Commissariat for Internal Affairs. And even walls have ears. Besides hunger is never funny. And it is malicious to laugh at other people’s misfortunes and you-know-whats.

         All that happened was very dialectical, which is not a foreigner’s way of talking but actually a meeting of opposing forces, like two stags butting heads for one doe. So something has to give. And things can never be the same again. Papa says that is how history works, particularly Slav history, where things can just go from bad to worse, and from worse to awful, in the blink of an eye, and it’s hard to get a good night’s sleep, and enough to eat, and snow-proof felt boots, although the excitement, cold feet and hunger can provoke great Socialist music and heroic literature, and Social Realist painting, by way of compensations. All praise to the Party. All homage to Comrade Iron-Man.

         
            *

         

          As it happens, I love finding new words like dialectical, epicentral, duodenum, catawampus, egregious, skulduggery, infinitesimal, and then working them like crazy, maybe for a whole week or so, until they’ve lost all their shine and gone all lackadaisical and lacklustre.

         But, trust me, everything that follows is as true, in edible and indelible as the scarlet birthmark on my right buttock, which Papa says looks the spit of a young Comrade Lenin in profile, facing leftwards.

      

   


   
      
         

            2. HERMAN THE GERMAN

         

         I am born in 1940, with dark clouds gathering, nine months before Herman the German invades the Motherland. Even so, Papa says we mustn’t hate all Fritzies, but only the Nazi scum, the Brigand Interventionist you-know-whos, the Kapitalist Hegemonist thingammies, the War-Mongers, Fascists and Imperialists, and not the decent Common Cabbage, Rubber-Neck and Potato-Head, our proletarian Hun brothers.

         He says we mustn’t forget there have been many good Germans, and even some great ones, who have sprinkled themselves throughout history – poets, scientists and artists, and ordinary people too – who never, not once, invaded the Socialist Union, scorched our crops, bombed our cities, plundered our homes, raped our women, slaughtered our people.

         Papa can rattle off the names of heaps of good Germans, off the top of his head, just like that, exhausting the fingers of both hands – with folk like Mozart, Martin Luther, Karl Marx, Goethe, Engels, Beethoven, Kant, and you-know-who – except you can’t help noticing that they’re mostly dead.

         We live in the staff block of The Kapital Zoo. It is a two-floor building with carved shutters, a fancy gable, and a long balcony, backing onto the entrance gates, overlooking the lake. There are six apartments. Three on each whatsisname.

         This way there are always the keepers, attendants and guards to take care of the animals, day and night. Because during the Great Patriotic War, we all made our contribution, animals included, and the zoo stayed open, even during the heaviest bombing. And animals often got hurt, from falling masonry or shrapnel, so Papa was on call at all times, as Chief Vet.

         But sometimes there was nothing to be done but take a pistol to put an injured beast out of its misery. And then there was just a bleeding carcass, on its back with its still, splayed legs in the air. But it’s a crime to waste good food in a time of famine. So we would share the meat out. The staff got some. So did the large carnivores, like the big cats. So we enjoyed some rare delicacies denied to the rest of The Kapital like Salamander Suvlaki, cabbage-stuffed Lemur, Roast Peccary with wild horseradish, and Loin of Lion, which were not traditional, Slavic dishes, but completely new to Socialist Cookery, though the meat often turned out stringy and chewy, and rarely tasted as delicious as they sounded, although most often better than stale rye bread and cold millet stew.

         Papa says that the bravest, boldest beasts, like the lions and bears, never minded much about the bombing, but the ostriches, racoons, bison and deer were scared close to death. And the monkeys could never abide the blackouts, and would howl and shriek pitifully, being terrified of the gloom, because they were clever enough to fill the dark with their own imaginings.

         And in 1944 the Germans bombed the power-house and blew up the generator, so the staff, and members of the Young Biologist Club, had to take the most delicate and warmth-loving animals home with them, and sometimes sleep with them in bed, which was why I came to share a cot with Petra the tiger cub and Fyodor the orphan otter, several tropical reptiles and a baby goat who was so agile he could leap from the mantelpiece to perch on the picture rail.

         And I can truly say that none of them were clean or house-trained. So I often woke feeling damp in the dark. And it wasn’t me that wet the bed. And, underfoot, the floorboards were often squidgy and slidy.

         Once, when Fritzi drops incendiaries, a bomb lands in the enclosure of Shango the elephant. He starts pacing up and down hooting, in a strop, because he hates the horrible hissing sound it makes, and the smoke pumping out of it. Then he promptly decides to put it out by stamping it deep into the boggy ground.

         And they printed an account in The Daily Truth under the headline Comrade Elephant Fights Fires for The Motherland as a lesson to everyone, to show that even the animals in The Kapital Zoo were helping out with the war effort, which was why Shango gets awarded the Order of Alexander Nevsky, for Extraordinary Contributions to the Fire Services, which is a bronze medal on a crimson ribbon with a yellow stripe, worn on the right breast, which ranks above the Order of Military Merit, even though he was a grumpy and uncomradely elephant who used his trunk to spray the visitors with shit, or hurl stones at their heads.

         Now, there is just Papa and I living in our apartment. We have two bedrooms, a living room and kitchen all to ourselves because Papa is a Professor and Chief Medical Officer and because the authorities did not reassign the spare bedroom when the assistant veterinary officer Gregor Malenkov spoke out of turn at a bus-stop and was called away to a camp in Kolyma.

         Mama was a doctor. But she left home suddenly when I was five. This was before my accident so I have no clear pictures-in-my-mind of her. Although there are seven photos with us together. She has wavy blonde hair, fat lips and a large handsome nose. Usually she is smiling. Often she is touching me. Holding me in her arms, clutching my hand when I’m older, or hugging me. Papa is often missing, or looking grumpy at the edges. I often think how life would be different if she were still with us now.

         Papa said she had gone North to do help with important medical research and would not be back for several years. And that she would not be able to write to us often. Although she still loved us both dearly.

         But Andrei Maximov in my class at school told me my Mama was arrested by the People’s Commissariat for Internal Affairs for being a Socially Dangerous something-or-other and sentenced to eight years in a work camp near Kolyma. He knows this because his uncle Modest was arrested on the same day and held in nearby cells in The Freedom and Peace Prison, although he got twelve years for doing precisely absolutely nothing at all. Zilch. Zero.

         But that’s Life. You don’t know what to believe for the best. Because, everyone knows, for nothing you only get nine.

         Andrei said that the police came to arrest a neighbour. But because this particular person was out, they knocked on the next door, and arrested his uncle Modest instead. Just to meet their quota.

         Sometimes I wish that Papa would invite one of his three lady friends to live with us, because everyone would be happier then. And, although he knows too much about most things, his cookery lacks skill, warmth, seasoning and flavour. And his laundry lacks smoothness, dryness and whiteness. And although he is a good father, he struggles to show any feelings, and goes gruff, stiff, arm’s-length and moist-eyed at the very times I need him to take some proper care of me.

         Anna, Comrade Curator of Elephants, visits most, usually Tuesday and Friday evenings. She cooks a hot meal and asks me about my school-work, and who are my friends, and sews up tears in my clothes, and darns any holes in my socks. When I go to bed, she and Papa stay up and discuss Big Mammal Policy.

         Then, sprawled on the sofa, they pair-off. With each other. There is mouthing, stroking, grunting, gasping and a rhythmic sound like muffled hammering. Sometimes, towards the end, Comrade Anna makes a long drawn-out sound, like a honking sea-lion, pleasured by an unexpected herring, which startles the nearby animals into silence for a moment. And the night pauses to listen, still and silent.

         
            *

         

         As long as I can remember, Papa has left two packed suitcases parked in the corridor. One for him and one for me. But they stand splayed at right angles, some metres apart. And from this, I understood, when they were needed, we would not be travelling together.

         And he told me if he ever had to leave suddenly for any reason, I was to take my suitcase and leave immediately and separately for Aunt Natascha’s apartment on Galinko Street. And talk only to her and no one else.

         He said there were clothes, soap, toothbrush, bits and pieces and money. And some other family and personal things besides. He said I would understand what everything was for when the time came. But I should never open the case before then.

         Papa says there are five new commandments to remember when dealing with strangers, to fit our modern times –

         
            
               Don’t think. 

               If you must think, then don’t speak.

               If you must think and speak, then don’t write.

               If you must think, speak and write, then don’t sign.

               If you must think, speak, write and sign, then don’t be surprised.

            

         

         It is half past seven in the evening. It is dark. The wolves are howling their evening chorus, calling for the waiters to bring their supper. The gibbons are screeching the latest monkey-gossip.

         Papa and I are sitting at the pine table in the kitchen eating boiled macaroni, sprinkled with raw, grated onion.

         If only all onions could be so scrumptious – purple veined, sweet, sharp and sour. Your eyes water just gazing down on them.

         There is banging at the door of our apartment, hard enough to splinter the timber from its hinges. I scamper to open the door to our impatient visitors.

         There are two men in the doorway, lit brightly by the bare yellow bulb on the landing. One is pale, lean and ugly. The other is pink, fat, sweaty and ugly, in a leather trench-coat, panting from climbing the stairs.

         ‘We are here for Comrade Doctor Professor Roman Alexandrovich Zipit,’ says the lean one.

         ‘Who is it?’ Papa demands.

         ‘It’s two secret policemen,’ I call back, over my shoulder. ‘For you. A fat one who’s out-of-breath, and a skinny one with yellow teeth.’

         Although, if they were truly secret, and in disguise, say, to look like drunken road-sweepers, or smelly garbage-collectors, or dusty millers, we wouldn’t know. But as it is, they are show-off dressers, and favour foreign clothes, which they confiscate from visitors or steal from black-marketers, so you can always see them coming. 

         I hear Papa scrape his bowl away from him and rise from the table. He is slow and purposeful, treading his way to us at the door, as if he has been expecting this exact interruption.

         ‘Yes?’ Father asks reluctantly. He swallows twice on air.

         ‘We are from the Ministry of State Security, Comrade. You are to come with us immediately.’

         ‘I have done nothing,’ Father protests. ‘Nothing …’ he trails off. A note of doubt has entered his voice, as if he’s just remembered doing something, after all, maybe, a while ago.

         It goes without saying. Even children know. Everyone has done something, sometime. If only a bit of slight stealing, or talking out of turn, or light lying, or not owning up. Anyway, it doesn’t matter much. They say State Security does not make mean, personal distinctions, but treats everyone as a suspect, and every suspect as guilty.

         ‘We know all about you.’

         ‘You do?’ asks Papa.

         ‘Yes,’ says the lean one with steel glasses, with a thin smile of rat-yellow teeth. ‘We know who you married. We know your record as a student. We know what papers you have written. We know your height, your weight, your age.’

         ‘We know your blood-type,’ says the pink, sweaty one, ‘the smell of your farts, your dental records, your digestive disorder, your sexual history and your fumblings in the dark. We know what happened at the conference in Smolensk, in room 147, with the lady dermatologist …’ 

         ‘You do?’ Papa blushes crimson. He sounds defeated and deflated.

         ‘And now, you are needed,’ says Pink and Sweaty. ‘You are needed urgently. To treat a patient.’

         ‘What patient?’ asks Papa.

         ‘We are not permitted to say,’ says Wire Glasses.

         ‘You don’t need to know,’ says Leather Coat.

         ‘I’ll need equipment and medicine,’ says Father. ‘You’d better tell me the species, and give me some idea of the problem.’

         ‘Species?’ asks Thin Lips.

         ‘What kind of animal?’ asks Father. He spreads his hands helplessly. ‘What do you want me to treat? Is it a reptile, a bird, a mammal?’

         ‘This is a summons to do your duty, not a game of twenty questions.’ Steel Spectacles rustles his sheet of yellow paper. ‘You must leave everything and come now.’ He frowns down at me. He flicks his fingers to shoo me away, the way you’d dispatch a dog to its corner.

         The other one has been eyeing me up, scowling, and drawing some conclusions.

         I spy the bulge in his coat pocket. Anyone can tell it’s a revolver.

         ‘Do you shoot people?’ I ask. ‘Much?’

         He says, ‘Shhh.’

         ‘With your gun?’ I explain. ‘There in your pocket.’ I point it out.

         He scowls. 

         ‘Is it a Nagant?’ I guess. ‘An M1895?’

         This is an old, seven-shot, double-action pistol with a heavy trigger pull. They say it is popular with secret policemen.

         ‘Have you shortened the barrel?’ I ask. Because, often, they do.

         He tells me, ‘Shhh,’ then turns instead to Papa and says, ‘Is this unwanted noise, this smirking moron, your son?’

         ‘The boy doesn’t mean any harm. He doesn’t know any better.’

         ‘Why is he smiling at us? As if he likes us?’

         ‘Yes, what does he mean by it?’ demands the fat one.

         ‘Does he think we are his friends?’ asks the thin one.

         ‘He has traumatic brain damage,’ says Papa. ‘From an accident. He has fits. I cannot leave him. He can’t care for himself.’

         I blush at becoming an imbecile. So suddenly. And without warning. The two men look to each other, unsmiling.

         ‘Fits?’

         ‘He has epilepsy. But he carries my equipment,’ says Father. ‘He is trained to act as my aide. He may be an idiot, but he is a useful idiot. I cannot work without him.’

         So that’s how I get my ticket for the journey alongside Papa. And we slink out into the inky night in the spitting rain, stalked by two secret policemen, with me carrying Papa’s extra-large, best-quality, all eventualities, leather case of instruments, not knowing if we are called to treat a mouse, or rhinoceros, or a who-knows-what. 

         
            *

         

         Out through the turnstiles onto the pavement we are met by two uniformed policemen who walk us, their hands resting firm on our backs, to a large black car parked at the curb.

         Guess what.

         No lie.

         This car is only one of those. Yes. Truly. Only a ZIS-110, six litre, eight cylinder, over one hundred and forty horse-power. Top speed one-forty kilometres per hour. Three speed transmission, not counting reverse. Electrical windscreen wipers. Directional indicators. This car is so good that the Amerikans steal the whole design to build their Packard Super-Eight.

         We are in a convoy. In front is a ZIM GAZ-12 and behind a GAZ-M20 Victory. It is a parade of top class Socialist, Slavic cars.

         Soon we are motoring fast, westward through Probedy Park, headlights on full beam, full speed through any stop lights. Like we are super-important people on some secret late night assignation.
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