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Am I my brother’s keeper?


THE BOOK OF GENESIS















‌‌Part One


‌


It was as if all his life he had known in advance that what had already happened in it would happen again, so the memory of the past was more acutely felt – but the most memorable thing of all was childhood, although all that roaming round the garrisons after his father, the dreary rootlessness of father and son, the muteness and lovelessness, like an eternal lump in his throat, could simply have devastated him.


The children – there were two brothers in their family – had never known their granddads or grandmas, so lived without even the affection of old folks. The boys were born in towns far away from each other, in different times and, as if severed by their separate decades, they grew up as strangers.


This spirit of bleakness dwelt in his father. Grigorii Ilich Matiushin was born into the world already an orphan. For some reason, she who gave birth to him chose a graveyard to be delivered of her burden. And she probably wished death for her little child, wrapping it in a rag and abandoning it among the graves like a little corpse, only because she was afraid to kill it with her own hands. But the bundle was found by people who had come to visit the small grave of their relatives. At the orphanage they registered foundlings with the names of those who found them. And so the anniversary of someone’s death, which was marked by that visit to the graveyard, became his date of birth. That was all he could find out about himself as he grew up. He thought of those who had given him life as dead. However, with the passing years, they ceased even to be dead people for him. As a child he lived through the war, with its hunger and cold. Once launched into life, this son of the people, dreaming of qualifying as a mining engineer, worked in the same place where he grew up, in the Urals town of Kopeisk, in the coal mines, until he was drafted into the army.


The taciturn, austere young soldier found himself serving in Borisoglebsk, where he was accepted into the home of his company commander, a man of the same taciturn kind, who loved strict order. He was from peasant stock, a simple man, and he saw the young soldier as a son for himself, especially knowing that he had taken in an orphan. The commander had plenty of children, but all in vain, for he only fathered girls. His wife, who perpetually walked about with a large stomach, took no interest in keeping the home in order. The eldest daughter, Sashenka, managed the household and ordered her sisters about. She and Grigorii Ilich hit it off with no words spoken: he helped around the house, like a workman of sorts, and it turned out that he was always helping Sashenka: he was her workman and she fed him. She was sixteen years old and hadn’t finished school yet. Grigorii Ilich had a year left to serve. The commander watched over his daughter carefully, and although he smiled, he used to tell the young soldier:


‘You watch out, Grigorii, don’t go staring, you haven’t got a stitch to your back. That’s not the kind of suitor Sashka needs, and anyway, she’ll come in handy round the house yet. Let her help her mother, set her sisters on their feet, then she can get herself a bridegroom.’


However, things turned out the way that his dear eldest daughter wanted. One evening they were drinking tea at the family table, all present and accounted for, there in the commander’s house, and Sashenka suddenly said:


‘I’m going to marry Grigorii, I’ve got a child on the way from him. Do what you like, I’m going to have the child.’


The commander almost did for Grigorii Ilich, who went around black and blue for a long time. But there was nothing to be done. The time for Sashenka to give birth was getting close and, in another month, having served his full term, Grigorii Ilich could disappear from Borisoglebsk, and so the commander resigned himself to things. A boy was born and named after him, Yakov. He fixed his son-in-law up as best he could with a post in the bread depot. So Sashka stayed close at hand after all, still in the house.


But then suddenly she said to her father:


‘Grigorii needs to study to be an officer, we’re going to leave.’


Grigorii Ilich completed his studies and, from the time when he was given an independent posting, the Matiushins never visited Borisoglebsk, not even passing through, and they never invited their relatives to visit them.


They had to go to the funeral. But having shown respect for his deceased commander, Grigorii Ilich didn’t want to let his wife go when the time came to bury her mother … Believing that he had achieved everything in life for himself, Grigorii Ilich was not so much proud of his own prosperity as afraid of letting his constantly moaning, bereaved relatives come anywhere near, even on a fleeting visit. Let them live their own life and we’ll live ours. I’m not going to ask them for help, so let them not ask me for any. They’ve always lived at their father and mother’s expense, so let them at least bury their mother, like decent people. I gave them money for their father, a hundred roubles to put up a gravestone – and all they do is make promises, the scoundrels, because they’ve eaten and drunk up all his money … He whinged on and on like that, refusing to let his wife go to the funeral, but he was surprised at how the anger, even fury, built up inside his Sashenka. She started shouting that she wasn’t going to work like a dog, washing his clothes and feeding him, any more. Matiushin’s first memory in life was his mother’s howl ringing out in the dark, echoing house, when his father raised his hand to strike her but didn’t dare to do it. At the time his father was cowed by the children, whom Matiushin’s mother used as a shield to fence herself off – the elder son, an adolescent, and him, a small bundle at her unassailable feet of stone, his shoulders squeezed as painfully in her hands as in a vice.


This howl of his mother’s tormented him afterwards, never settling anywhere in his mind. In their family the past was always subject to an unspoken ban, as if there had never been any other life apart from the one they were all living in the present.


Drinking alone after supper, Grigorii Ilich would sit on until late in the night, forbidding his wife to clear the dirty dishes from the table. Matiushin’s mother would leave everything and go off to sleep, making the brothers go to bed too. The darkness took such a long time to grow, it was devastating. The silence tore down the walls and Matiushin felt afraid.


Nobody slept. On the other side of the wall, where their father stayed alone at the table, it was quiet. But they waited, not sleeping, knowing that the end had to come, the end that he was furiously approaching, torturing himself with vodka – and it would all end in weeping or a dark, hopeless fight between him and their mother. They never heard him come in. He crept into the room, as if he didn’t want to wake anyone. But suddenly it would begin. Blinding, pitiless light. A wrecked room. Their father shouting his lungs out. Their mother yelping and screeching. Then something bursting out of the room, flinging the door shut. Silence would descend again, and the light would be obscured, then go out.


The boy recovered his wits in the arms of his mother, still breathing like an animal at bay and whimpering tearfully. But his older brother lay there blankly: he could endure the destruction and their mother’s whinging, and his little brother wailing his heart out just two steps away. Their father couldn’t endure it, but this son, their father’s heartless shadow, could. And there were times when, after he got drunk, Grigorii Ilich merely sobbed forlornly all alone in the middle of the night in the kitchen, and his wife lulled him like a little child and led him away to sleep.


To Matiushin, his brother and his father were identical creatures. They even had the same smell: tobacco and eau de cologne. Yashka stole their father’s cigarettes and eau de cologne, for which the father beat his elder son mercilessly, until he drew blood, punishing him for his thieving and again when he complained to his mother. And Yashka tormented his younger brother: he would grab his hand and squeeze it, crush it with all his strength, exulting because he knew that his brother would complain to their mother, and she would complain to their father. And their father would get him up in the middle of the night again, when he came back from duty, because there wasn’t any other time. Leading him out into the kitchen, in order not to wake the others, he beat him as hard as he could, but Yashka gritted his teeth and endured his father’s batterings. And that, it was fancied, made him grow up a bit.


Matiushin remembered his mother saying with relief that Yashka would soon be taken into the army … Afterwards Yakov only wrote rarely from his posting. He served on the border, in some warm place somewhere: their mother retold his letters – and they immediately forgot about him. But Matiushin remembered how he dreamed that Yashka would be killed in the army in some war or other and never come back. Sometimes he fancied that his older brother really wasn’t alive any longer – and because of that the walls of their home were papered with peace again, and a strict, neat order suddenly appeared in it … Alexandra Yakovlevna boasted to her women friends: I tell Vasenka to sit on the stool so he won’t get in the way, and he keeps on sitting there, the little sparrow, and I get all the jobs done and I forget about him. And he only felt good with her, the way it sometimes feels good not to think about anything and submit to everything thankfully, like a puppy.


With his service record, Matiushin’s father earned rank after rank, post after post … An abrupt, strong-willed, tenacious man who got everything done, he knew how to achieve his goal without stumbling and falling. Grigorii Ilich didn’t fight to cling to his own perch: after a certain time he wanted only to win victories in life, and he could do it. This struggle required not only strength of will but the exertion of that entire will, which he achieved, transforming himself into a single, tense nerve in the form of a man. When father was sleeping, no one could make any noise, and at the table no one dared to speak; apart from him, no one had the right to leave even a spoonful, even a little bit uneaten. ‘Who’s this disdaining his bread? Who’s got too finicky?’ And what had been left uneaten was chewed up and swallowed as he watched – only then was Grigorii Ilich at peace.


Matiushin had eaten up since he was a child – choking as he did it, but eating up. There was fear in it, but a thrilling fear, contaminated with love, exactly like his jealousy of his older brother’s closeness with their father – and the love, not the dread, made them subject to their father’s will. This love could not be eradicated from their hearts. Just as their father failed to grasp that he was driving his children away and taking revenge on this alien life through his antipathy for them, so his children failed to grasp that the stronger it became – this antipathy of their father’s, this sacred, bloody revenge that he was wreaking on life through sacrificing them – the more selfless and insuperable the impulse of their love for him would become, as if it were the very impulse to live, and they couldn’t manage without each other.


When Yakov came back from the army, it seemed as if a new man had been born: courageous, resolute, bright and cheerful. Unexpectedly for everyone, his return to the family was a joyful occasion.


Grigorii Ilich’s position could not have been more secure: a brand-new colonel, commander of a strategic division, he even looked solid and stately. At that time, during those bright days, Yakov’s fate was decided. Grigorii Ilich had no respect for the labouring or even the creative professions, regarding one set as spongers and the other as blatherskites. And Yakov, like his father, despised weaklings – even at school, the only thing he enjoyed was the physical training: he lorded it over his bright and diligent classmates, who fearfully obeyed all his commands.


His years in the army had made Yakov physically stronger, and in addition the discipline had been strict, which had made him humbler, but clearly also because of that he had no interests in life, no desires, as if he were fettered somehow. The colonel was not averse to taking pride in his son now, but he was not so much thinking about Yakov as relishing the thought that the line of officers originated by him would be continued. The idea of Moscow immediately occurred to him – Yakov had served his tour of duty in the border forces, and the capital had the best border-forces training college in the country. In just one hour the colonel told his son how he saw his future life. Yakov seemed to be ready for this decision and gave his consent without a second thought, although it meant that he would leave the home, having barely had time to get used to it.


They left together but only the father came back, looking well rested and somehow without enough luggage. Yakov stayed in Moscow. He took the examinations – they gave him a place in the college hostel – and when he was enrolled, he could have left and come home to rest until autumn, but he chose not to: he set off immediately to the trainees’ barracks.


To be on the safe side, Grigorii Ilich went to see the commanding officer of the college, so that they would know who he was. He spent the rest of the time looking round the capital, indulging himself in every possible way. He dined in restaurants. He stayed in the Rossiya hotel. He spent all of the large sum of money he had brought to Moscow with him. He came back, not in uniform, as he had left, but dressed completely in provocative new clothes, even with a beautiful yellow suitcase – he left the one he had taken with him for Yakov.


The moment the mother saw him at the door she went for him like a dog. Instead of joy, there was baying and howling. The child, who had been forgotten, first huddled in a corner, then darted out of the apartment. When it got dark outside and he started to feel afraid, he came back to a devastated home. Everything was smashed, slashed, ripped open. In the middle of the night his father showed up, totally drunk, out of his mind. He walked round the apartment, pleased with himself, thinking he had sent his wife packing. He prodded his son, but didn’t wake him. Then he calmed down and plodded off to his room to sleep. In the morning the mother came back, not alone but with support – a strange, unfamiliar woman who wept in pity for possessions that weren’t hers. She helped with cleaning up the apartment, which was cluttered with displaced furniture and strewn with debris. When he woke up, the father left the women alone. He sat apart, tormented by his hangover and smoking in silence. The mother only shed tears over the Uzbek carpet, which had been bought recently: it was still as colourful as if it was brand new, but now it had a hideous slash right in the middle. Looking at her, the father started sobbing helplessly. He wanted to be pitied, but Alexandra Yakovlevna went back to her tidying with a fatalistic lethargy.


Calm settled in their home again. And from that time it seemed his mother and father’s souls knitted together into one, as solid as rock. His mother bought another carpet and some new tall-stem glasses: she saved up what his father earned. Matiushin could sense this and he felt afraid of being alone, of being unnecessary to them. That was when he started missing his older brother and yearning for him. Grigorii Ilich had brought a colour photograph from Moscow, showing himself and Yasha, smart and spruce, standing in front of the Kremlin wall – the snapshot had been taken at the tomb of the unknown soldier. They put the photo in the best spot, in the china cabinet with the tall glasses and the father’s gleaming army dagger – not for themselves, but for visitors, so that people would see it. Little Vasya used to steal the photograph for a while and secretly hide away with it in his room, dreaming of growing up soon and going off into a bright, new distance, like Yashka.


Yakov used to come visiting in summer, during his leave, but at that time Vasenka’s parents sent him to summer camp, and they didn’t visit him there – that was the order of things in their family. During those years his father gave up drinking and smoking and started taking care of his health, although he was still a long way from being old – which was why he was genuinely afraid of dying. Matiushin’s father had put down roots in Yelsk: he commanded this little place that was almost an army town, and his authority there had long been undisputed. Ten years of living in the same place and with such great respect mellowed Grigorii Ilich. The peace of this little provincial corner, where he was the boss, inspired the idea of hiding away from life, surrounding himself with the little town that he controlled as protective cover.


The father’s passion was hunting and then, after that, fishing – when he no longer wanted anything but peace – and he even came to love relaxing all on his own. But his two rifles, trophies from the Germans, remained in the home with him, even though he had got out of the habit of hunting. For as long as Matiushin could remember, the guns had been kept in the apartment, in their father’s room, which no one dared to enter without his permission, let alone in his absence. There was a bureau in there that looked like a safe, made in times long past by a forgotten soldier craftsman. Every summer his father used to take out the guns and warm them in the sun, for some reason, and then they were cleaned and lubricated. Since he didn’t like getting smeared with dirt himself, he trusted his son to clean the barrels with ram-rods. Matiushin performed this work with zeal, knowing that his father would call for him to bring the cleaned guns, then put them back in their covers and lock them in the walnut bureau with its only little key. The bureau, which he deliberately concealed from his son with his back, gave out the smells of leather, gun oil and something else. The bureau also contained numerous little shelves, drawers and boxes, and Matiushin only had time to glimpse their dark outlines before his father slammed the door shut and locked his property away, then turned round and drove his son out.


Matiushin fell in love with mystery, and he also fell in love with rummaging among things – his mother’s buttons, for instance – and with hiding some things himself.


He grew up left to his own devices. Studying came easily to him, without any effort, but because of that he was tormented by boredom. The only thing that could rouse his interest in something was praise, but if he wasn’t praised, he got bored again.


Very early on, Grigorii Ilich decided that he wanted his younger son to be a doctor, and not just a medic, but a specialist in military medicine. He needed a personal doctor, but someone close, and only a military man – as if a civilian couldn’t have made sense of his health – and he wouldn’t trust a stranger. If anyone in the family fell ill, they were treated in the infirmary: even the children were taken to an army doctor, otherwise Grigorii Ilich refused to believe in their illness.


In his early childhood, Matiushin had an earache and the army doctor, accustomed to simplicity, performed an irrigation and an inflation, probably damaging Matiushin’s eardrum. At the time no one attached any importance to the fact that he became hard of hearing in one ear. However, many years later, at his first army medical exam, Matiushin was unexpectedly rejected because of his hearing. His loss of hearing was declared incurable, although he had grown accustomed to it in everyday life long ago, it didn’t cause him any problems, and he was healthier and stronger for his age than his peers.


When he learned that his son had been declared unfit for military service, Grigorii Ilich didn’t say anything for days, not even wishing to notice his son’s presence in his house. He broke his silence with the words:


‘He can’t serve! Then what can he do, the little invalid? I thought there was going to be an army doctor in the house, but we’ve got a sponger instead …’


When his father gave up thinking about him and stopped believing in him, for some reason Matiushin felt better. He was prepared simply to work, without being afraid of getting dirty, and not come first in everything – which his father had been afraid of all his life. For Matiushin, study and the path into the future were replaced by his job, but he chose the first trade that came to hand, a dirty and unattractive one – as a machine fitter. His father let him drop out of school without saying a word but despised him, jeering even when Matiushin gave his honestly earned wages to his mother.


‘Look here, our breadwinner’s home! To feed the lice.’


As for Yakov, their parents sent him thirty roubles a month and no reproaches were heard. Grigorii now recognised his own likeness only in his elder son – and in his heart he started growing attached to this thought, feeling an unexpected weakness for Yakov. In his final year Yakov didn’t visit Yelsk. He informed his father in a letter that during his leave he was going to join a construction brigade in order to earn some money. They were sending him money every month from home and he had a stipend at the college as well, and how much did anyone really need in a barracks? And so Grigorii Ilich grew dejected. In autumn another letter arrived: Yakov informed his parents that he had married. He sent a photo of the wedding and a letter in which he explained drily that he hadn’t wanted to involve his parents in the expense or to bother them, and that was why it had turned out this way.


In his heart, the father was glad that Yakov had reasoned like that. At that time Grigorii Ilich had developed a passion for saving money, amassing it in his Savings Bank book so that even Alexandra Yakovlevna didn’t really know how much of it had piled up. Everything was turned into savings which he was too greedy to spend unless it was on himself: on his beloved Japanese spinners and fishing line, and once a Finnish sheepskin coat was bought, because he was afraid of taking sick in the winter in his ordinary coat. By that time the family was living off the state: Grigorii Ilich received a special food allowance as a member of the Municipal Party Committee and an army ration too. Alexandra Yakovlevna took care of the household. She already had to do everything at home herself or with her son’s help – Grigorii Ilich strictly forbade her to use his soldiers, and if the question came up he would say:


‘You’ve got that deaf one, rope him in.’


A rather stingy money order was sent off in response to the newly-weds’ letter. No matter how closely they studied the photo that had been sent, the only person they could make out clearly was their son Yasha. They stood it in the china cabinet – yet another little icon that they could be proud of – and the young couple came to Yelsk and paid their respects to the father a year later.


‘Everyone, this is my Liudmila!’ Yakov thundered from the doorstep, and pushed his wife, who was displeased with something, into the parental home.


Liudmila seemed to be there entirely independently, on her own account. She was a tough woman, confident in her beauty, and her radiant body was curvaceously desirable, although she wasn’t twenty yet: not even Alexandra Yakovlevna could bring herself to call her ‘daughter’. The power of love that she held over Yakov was obvious immediately. He was lovesick and never left her side, but acted as if he was in charge. In the home Liudmila respectfully kept away from Grigorii Ilich. She listened indifferently when Alexandra Yakovlevna gave them her matronly instructions about the best way for them to arrange their room and how to do the bed.


In Liudmila’s presence Grigorii Ilich spoke only to his son, letting her know that Yakov was more important in their family, and pretending to look at the young woman in a quite ordinary way, although he felt uneasy as his glances scraped involuntarily over her breasts and thighs.


The summer field exercises were beginning, and the father was glad to take a break and set off for somewhere well away from home.


Everything had been arranged for the young couple – Yelsk was a deadly boring place, but every morning a little army jeep from the garrison drove up to the building and took them out of town to the river. Yakov and Liudmila started taking Vasenka with them for Alexandra Yakovlevna’s sake. For the first few days she had set out, with a childish kind of joy, to relax with her family, as she thought of them. She had her fill of joy and then grew rather weary of it, but for some reason she wanted the young couple to keep going to the river with the younger son, if not with her.


Matiushin felt drawn to Yakov: he felt proud of having a brother like that but he also felt timid in the face of Yakov’s happiness. Yakov, who was a bit on the pudgy side, lounged on the river bank just as if he was at home and kept an eye on Liudmila, but all he wanted to do was sleep, and she wanted to swim and sunbathe. The languorous trips that the three of them made together illuminated Matiushin’s life with such joy: new openness, the faith he was regaining in himself, in his life, in the immense world that had swung wide open. Without even realising it, this unfamiliar, grown-up woman suddenly became close and dear to him, undeniably unique. He could only turn his clammy, froggy skin inside out in his eagerness to submit to her. It seemed to him that now Liudmila was going to live with them for ever – and this summer suddenly rose up so bright and clear, so earthly and unearthly at the same time, as if it had sprung from under the ground.


Lounging on the bank, tired after swimming – and she liked to swim alone for a long time in the smooth water – Liudmila allowed him to knead and stroke her back and shoulders, which was pleasant for her and probably made her sleepy, although it set her young admirer trembling. But sometimes Yakov and Liudmila disappeared – Yakov took the little blanket and led his wife a long way away, to the tall field of maize, without saying anything to his brother, without even thinking of explaining anything. Sensing his little brother’s perplexed glances, Yakov grew more irritated by his presence, and once his irritation erupted and he reproached his wife loudly when Vasenka was giving her a massage on the river bank after her swim.


‘Don’t you understand, you stupid fool, he’s groping you!’


When they got home, Liudmila went dashing to pack her things. Yakov mocked her and flung everything out of the suitcase, and then, infuriated by her wilfulness, he suddenly lashed her across the face, as if he thought that would bring her to her senses. Little Liudmila stood there and burst into tears. Hearing her crying, Alexandra Yakovlevna ran into the room. Without a word, she flung herself at Yakov before he could gather his wits and clawed him as if she wanted to tear his throat out. Yakov froze to the spot in fear … Coming to her senses and recovering her strength, Liudmila put her arms round the mother from behind and, acting fearlessly and pitilessly, dragged the mother away from her husband as hard as she could. Her strength, seemingly passionate yet also somehow cold, free of any strife, immobilised the mother, who was thrashing about in floods of tears. With the same cold passion Liudmila nestled her lips against the back of the mother’s head, repeating that everything was all right between Yakov and herself, and that she, Liudmila, was to blame for everything. Alexandra Yakovlevna quietened down. Small and dry, like a spider, she went back to the kitchen, into her web, where she felt glad that the peace of the home had not been destroyed. Liudmila took Yakov off for a walk and they disappeared until night-time.


The next day Grigorii Ilich got back from the exercises. No one in the house said anything. Oppressed by a feeling that the place had suddenly grown cramped, he laughed, as if in jolly mood, and bundled the young couple off to the dacha to finish off their honeymoon there, well away from home. A week later, Yakov and Liudmila returned. By that time, tickets for the return journey had already been acquired, to let them know their hosts were tired of having guests.


There were a few days left until their departure for Moscow. They didn’t go to the river any more. Out of basic indifference, Yakov ignored his brother’s presence in the home – during those days he had many conversations with his father. Large and lusty, chortling toothily as they discussed the future, they sat through the evenings, and the father instructed the son as to how he should conduct himself and what he should seek to obtain from the army, generously and willingly recalling incidents from his own life, when he himself was just getting started in the service. He couldn’t put a word in for his son; the border forces were under a different department, and Yakov would have to fight to be sent to the border he chose. Grigorii Ilich’s advice was that he should start with remote and distant places, where it was easier to fight your way up, where the men got weary of serving; if that was a risk, it meant there was also a chance to show what you were made of. The Far East or the North. If he started with the West, in the Baltic or in Belorussia, where things were cushier, they’d gobble him up, walk all over him – the kind of men serving there were only safeguarding their own cushy spot.


On the day of the young couple’s departure, no one saw them off – no one could violate the family custom. In their family people were only seen off as far as the doorway. But a long time was spent solemnly packing things for them to take with them.


All day long the mother piled up the hallway with boxes of jam, compote and pickles. With a soldier’s help, they just about managed to load them into the car sent by the father to round everything off. The same soldier – the father’s driver – had already been ordered to help them load up at the station, but Yakov suddenly announced that his brother would help them. It didn’t make any sense to the mother that they all had to squeeze into one car and bump along, squashed up by boxes, if there was a soldier. Without even arguing with her, Yakov nodded to his brother, and Matiushin clambered into the dark bowels of the familiar car, feeling as if he was falling somewhere. They reached the little station at breakneck speed and unloaded everything onto the empty, deserted platform. The station in Yelsk consisted of two asphalt platforms steamrolled straight into the ground. Liudmila went off to one side and started waiting for the train on her own. Yakov searched the little station with his eyes, strode off and walked into some place without saying a word. Setting off after his brother, Matiushin found himself in a dimly lit station bar with a hollow echo. Yakov asked at the counter for cigarettes and vodka, taking a glass of it, so colourless that it seemed empty, and stopping at the first table he came to.


‘How about you, don’t smoke yet?’ he said drearily.


‘Yes, I do,’ Matiushin confessed rather than answered.


‘Let’s have a smoke … Come on, it’s all right with me … Maybe I can get you a beer, or you’d like something stronger, maybe vodka?’


‘Yes!’ Matiushin blurted out. ‘Vodka.’


‘Mind now, you decide for yourself, I’m not your father.’


Matiushin didn’t say anything, and Yakov went for the vodka. He took a bit of salad on a little plate. And a bottle.


‘If we don’t finish it, there’ll be some left, I’m not greedy. Right then, here’s to the parting. Good health!’


Stunned by the ironic sneer he could sense in his older brother’s words, by the fact that Yakov seemed to be saying: you and I are strangers to each other and you’ll never be family to me, you little kid, Matiushin began pouring his heart out to his older brother in syrupy phrases, feeling as if he had divided up in the air of that bar and could see himself, like a reflection in a whole series of mirrors.


Yakov didn’t say anything, just poured himself another glass. He cringed when his brother recalled their childhood, but Matiushin had to recall it, so that Yakov would know how Matiushin remembered him and himself to this day – as if he loved and cherished him. Yakov didn’t want to understand that, or perhaps he couldn’t: he didn’t believe in that kind of retentive memory.


‘You fool, don’t you dare talk about all that, you’re not old enough yet,’ Yakov said intolerantly. ‘It’s all their fault! People like that shouldn’t be allowed to have children, they maimed my life. And I can’t make out who you think you are either. You say you remember me and you love me, but how can you love me, if I’ve hated you all my life? I started hating you as soon as you were born. I even remember the night when our mother and father fucked so they could have you. You don’t know what I know, what I’ve seen … Our mother made our father the way he is. And what about the way he beat her? Stood her against the wall and beat her, because he didn’t love her, because they’ve hated each other all their lives!’


‘Yasha, they love you!’ Matiushin whined drunkenly.


‘They love themselves. Maybe they loved you too, you’re a little mummy’s boy, the way she raised you for herself.’


‘I … I was never … It’s you who’s their pride and joy!’


Matiushin overcame his loathing for vodka and emptied his glass in gulps, right to the bottom, not knowing how to simply swallow it, flinging himself after his brother into the bleak, colourless abyss. At some unknown time he had convinced himself that his brother was unhappy, but maybe that was what he, Matiushin, had needed – not to see his brother as a strong being, but to see his pain and unhappiness through the strength and to pity him as he pitied himself. He even understood, now he suddenly understood, that he couldn’t love his brother, but he forced himself to love him and to listen.


Without any kind of pain, only growing angrier and angrier, Yakov had his say …


‘Our mother’s just plain ugly, as if she wasn’t a woman at all. She’s like a grey mouse – not good enough for our father. All his life he’s had women as easy as shit, any kind you like. But he never loved them. She knew that, so she wasn’t concerned, she wasn’t afraid, she let him stray. He beat her, he wanted to drive her to divorce him. He knocked her teeth out for that. But it was like they had a pact! When they had you, it wasn’t children, it was ten-ton weights they needed to go on living with each other … And is that a life anyway, the way we lived, the way they live now? What have they got in their life? The kids? Why, I hate them, you, myself, everybody … The things I’ve seen! What can I think about them? What am I? A son, or maybe a son of a bitch, some kind of foundling? I know if I’m dying none of you will come: that’s our custom – snuff it on your own. So I won’t come to you either, you can all snuff it here! I’ll live my life without them, without you: I don’t need anyone. And that’s the truth. There’s no other truth, there isn’t any truth.’


At that moment the earth staggered and a fine-splintered, jingling sound set the bar spinning. The glasses trembled and so did the huge-seeming, appallingly empty bottle. An inanimate rumbling was approaching out of nowhere, blow by blow. The air was already booming. Yakov grabbed his brother and dragged him out.


The Moscow train was trickling thickly into the little station. The ponderous carriages rolled along the sharp line of the rails, windows flickered, a greenish, dusty ground floated by. The train stretched itself out and stopped. Yakov swore and drove his brother and Liudmila over to the boxes that had been left on the platform. They all grabbed boxes, suddenly becoming misshapenly similar, and ran – only Yakov got away from them, running forward, on and on, along the sheer wall of carriages. But there were no conductors to be seen at any of the blindly battened doors.


His brother shouted and hammered. It was as if they were all dying, as if they wouldn’t let them in to breathe, to live! Suddenly a door opened in one carriage and the step was lowered with a clatter … A tipsy, condescending conductor looked down on them. Yakov tossed a box into the vestibule and jumped into its black opening, crowding the conductor. He yelled for them to hand up the rest of the stuff. Only his arms stuck out of the opening, as if they’d been cut off. Trying to keep up, not to fall behind, Matiushin jostled at the foot of the carriage, burned out from the vodka, breathing into Liudmila’s snow-white linen back – she was grabbing the boxes out of his hands and handing them up to her husband. But the train shuddered and slowly set off on its way as if it was plodding along. Liudmila dashed in fright to a travelling bag that was still on the platform. The carriage was rolling away faster and faster. Yakov sprang out of the darkness, shouting, hung out from the step, grabbed the bag, then grabbed up his wife who was running after the carriage and hoisted her off the ground.


For a few moments Matiushin’s eyes still clung to their carriage and he could see his brother, but Yakov vanished blankly into the opening, and the carriage disappeared in the smooth, even movement of others like it. He was still trying to run forward with the last box left in his hands, tramping loudly along the suddenly quiet platform, but he stumbled, went flying and collapsed three metres further on. When he came to himself, he could barely make out the train’s little semi-circular, cast-iron icon in the distance. Reddish-brown compote was pouring out of the box underneath him. He guiltily unglued himself from the asphalt and dragged himself away, not knowing where to, thinking only of getting home as soon as possible. The dangling belly of his shirt had turned reddish brown from the compote’s clammy wetness. Where the platform and the little world of the deserted station ended, all the paths and pointed-topped thickets of fences flickered in his eyes and the warm beehives of buildings glowed brightly – that was the suburbs of Yelsk, squat and broad, like the whole of the district. Two sober men who were striding along the street suddenly roared and started heroically chasing after him. Matiushin shied away from the men, alarming people walking towards him, and darted off into the courtyards and side streets, running until he got lost and then came to his senses in the middle of nowhere, in the twilight, on an empty lot overgrown with burdock.


He was carried home from the outskirts by a bus that laboured away until it was dark, wandering around for a long time, already half-empty, a bright spot in the hazy little town, as if it was meandering over the vault of heaven. Matiushin’s soul was just as bright and as empty. He didn’t sit, but stood in the corner by the doors, as if he’d been punished. People in the bus kept looking at him, some angrily, some pityingly, seeing a worthless, drunk young man with his clothes soaked in vomit.


The door was opened by his mother – in her nightshirt, with her hair dangling. She looked like a little kid like that, and her loose hair covered her head sparsely, as if it wasn’t growing but lying on her.


‘Have you lost your mind, gadding about until midnight!’ she asked, her voice soaring to a wail. ‘Did you get there? Did you see them off? Did they get on the train?’ With her weak sight she hadn’t got a good look at him yet.


Not knowing what to answer, he hovered outside the door.


‘What d’you think you’re doing?’ She dragged him into the house and then gave a shriek, immediately frantic. ‘Son, son, what’s wrong with you? Oh, Vasenka … What … What … Ah, you villain … been drinking, haven’t you? You’ve been drinking! And your shirt, your trousers, what’s that, what have you gone and done?’


Matiushin couldn’t utter a single word, but he didn’t want to stay silent any longer – he cringed as if he had been struck and started breathing hoarsely.


‘Yashka, the villain, Yashka, it was him! He poured the drink, come on now, tell me!’


‘Ya–a … sh-ka … ’ Matiushin forced out, groaning feebly.


‘Did he hit you? Answer me, what did he do to you?’


‘Nn-o-o … No …’


‘And the blood, where’s the blood from?’


‘It’s from the box … It got broke … Compote …’


‘Did they get on the train? And you? Have you been lying around drunk?’


But he didn’t answer any more questions, he just gazed at her stupidly. His mother fell silent too, she’d run out of steam. Already thinking of something else, she shepherded him out.


‘Go and wash, take everything off there. Quick now, or your father will come. It’s just your luck, you villain, that your father’s not in. Have a sleep, and then I’ll give you a good talking-to, I’ll give you what for, knock this nonsense out of you. You’ll remember Yashka, oh you will.’ And in her anger she lashed the shirt across his bare back. ‘You’ll remember him all your life!’


His father showed up: he clattered about in the hallway while he gave the mother instructions, then walked through into the kitchen, where she set the table. Matiushin was afraid to make a single sound as he lay there because his head was spinning as if he was being tortured on the wheel, and the bleary vodka haze was stifling him. But he endured this torture, managing to breathe and make himself fall asleep, he managed to do everything, even though he was poisoned with vodka. In the morning, when his mother interrogated him about Yashka, he lied to her, answering in fabrications, saying that he’d only asked Yashka for a sip in the bar, and kept mum about everything else. And so his mother cursed that train, and cursed his father for getting them tickets without places for a third-class sleeper, when he should have taken them to Gradov in the car and put them in a compartment carriage: there was another train that went to Moscow from there. And she kept mournfully recalling the particular box that had got broken – she’d only set aside one like that for them, with the jars of cherry compote.


Six months later the couple got in touch. They wrote to say that Liudmila was expecting a baby … Matiushin’s father wasn’t exactly delighted, but he trembled over that letter and made the mother read it out again, exulting that the line had been continued and joking that his little dacha had come in useful. Yakov was serving in a little town on the Polish border. He had set himself up, ignoring his father’s advice, and he hadn’t asked for any help. But as soon as the time drew close, the father seconded the mother to them with money, so that she could make sure they had all they needed for the baby and also stand guard over Liudmila and maintain order. The mother lived with the couple a long time. She stayed until the birth of a little girl, the granddaughter about whom Grigorii Ilich, strangely enough, had been dreaming. Knowing that this little Alyona was in this world, he loved her, not rationally, and not in an emotional sort of way, but with his blood. He went to see his granddaughter that very year, in person, after his wife. He considered this his duty also because Yakov hadn’t obtained any accommodation in the little town and the young family was stuck in a dreary hostel. He used his visit to do everything for them: he got friendly with some people, bent over backwards where he needed to, gave some people a fright and some people presents – and managed to arrange a separate apartment for Yakov.


For a year, and then another, contact was maintained with postcards and letters, which Yakov wrote stingily, less and less often. But, having once made the effort to travel to such distant foreign parts, the father couldn’t manage that kind of exertion again. His concern for himself, his desire for habitual comforts and – most importantly – for peace, were stronger. Looking out at him from the china cabinet, Alyonushka’s photograph, with Grigorii Ilich in his dress uniform and medals, holding his granddaughter in his arms while Liudmila and Yakov stood at the sides like sentries, lulled him and put him off his guard. Many times he felt the impulse to go, but he didn’t, and he wouldn’t let the mother go either. They kept expecting Yakov and his family to visit them in the summer. Grigorii Ilich dreamed of how he would take leave and they would live at the dacha, how his granddaughter would eat raspberries and strawberries and he would take her fishing. The mother sometimes used to buy a toy, if she liked the look of it, or a beautiful child’s blouse, or little woolly leggings or, if the price was good, a skirt or little shoes, storing them away to be grown into. But no one came. Then the postcards and letters suspiciously dried up. They thought: if there’s no bad news, then at least they’re alive and well.


Yashka showed up in Yelsk in April, 1982. On that day Matiushin was late, he’d had a couple of drinks, and he arrived in time to feel the air of invisible devastation in the home, the desolation, as if someone had just died. His father was in a bad way and his mother was fluttering around him, giving him something to drink to make him feel better. Grigorii Ilich was lying in an armchair with his head thrown back, looking up at the ceiling. And the first thing he said, in a pitiless, even boastful voice, was this:


‘That’s it. You don’t have any brother. If he shows his face here, don’t open the door, let me know immediately and I’ll come – I’ll fling that lousy dog out so hard, he’ll forget the way back here and never show his face again!’ The mother shed a few tears, and the father flew into a fury and shouted: ‘Shut up, I’ve spoken! Who are you weeping for? Who’s thrown away everything that was ever done for him in this life? A drunkard, a degenerate, a deserter, a bastard … Let him rot, the lousy dog, he’ll never set foot in my house again!’


‘But how can you, Grigorii… ’ the mother sobbed quietly. ‘Have pi-ity, forgi-i-ive him … Our little son …’


‘It’s over. He’s finished. I’ll give the order to the commandant’s office, to the militia, let them catch him and put him in jail, the deserter. He’s no son of mine.’


However, he couldn’t bring such shame on himself. He waited, realising that Yakov might come back, preparing himself for the meeting. Matiushin also waited, in torment, although he couldn’t understand what was happening. But Yakov didn’t come. The father stayed at home and wouldn’t let anyone leave, as if he were afraid. Yakov didn’t come the next day either, or the day after that, when the father stayed to stand guard over the home again.


‘Yashenka’s run away from the army … His Liudka left him for someone else. She took Alyonushka away from us, took away my only granddaughter … Yashenka took to drinking … And your father drove Yashenka away … ’ the mother wailed. But she kept silent when the father was there.


In a flash the two photographs on display in the china cabinet disappeared. Matiushin kept looking at his father, amazed at how calm he was. The only thing that mattered to the father now was to banish Yakov from his sight, to erase Yakov from his memory. And Matiushin had to forget everything too. On the third day, the father recovered. He felt even better than before, had a good sleep and ate his fill. He was so certain that Yashka was no longer in his life, or in Yelsk, that there was no more talk about him.


The doorbell rang, the mother went to answer it and there was Yakov. Maybe catching the smell of food from the kitchen, he lumbered in as if he owned the place and sat down at the table, dressed just as he was. Matiushin fell silent with his plate in front of him. His brother reeked of drink and the stubble on his face made it look dirty, even repulsive, as if Yakov had sprouted fur. He was wearing civilian clothes. But the hat, coat and shoes aged him and made him look pitiful. He didn’t take the coat off, just sat there like that. His shirt collar stuck out like a dislocated wing. His tie dangled from his neck like a boa constrictor, orange and thick – a style that had been out of fashion for years.


‘I see you’re still stuffing your face … ’ Yakov said tersely to his brother, and stared dismally into Matiushin’s half-emptied plate.


Then the mother recovered her wits and said timidly:


‘Why don’t I give you some, Yashenka? Will you have some borshch?’


‘Serve it up, mother! I love your borshch: no one in the world makes borshch like our borshch, the real article! Where’s father, why isn’t he at home?’


‘Why, he hasn’t come back yet.’


‘Well, well, the old man’s still serving, he just can’t settle down. Give me the thick stuff now, good and thick. Don’t be mean: there’ll be enough for everyone. It’s three days since I ate last!’


The mother didn’t say anything, and he went into a daze – and then he attacked the soup, gulping it down like a navvy digging, and after he’d dug a great hole in the plateful, he said:


‘Come on, mother, serve me some more! Seconds!’


She answered him without moving from her seat.


‘I haven’t got any seconds, Yashenka. There’s only enough left for your father. Go away, or he’ll be here any minute now. Don’t get him roused. You know your father: he doesn’t want to see you.’


‘What does that mean, he doesn’t want to? Aren’t I at home then? Am I sitting in some strangers’ house, eating strangers’ borshch?’


‘You go back to your home, that’s all. You’ve eaten for the journey, so go on. Afterwards, who knows: your father might forgive you and calm down.’


‘So that’s it then. You’re telling me to fuck off, your own son?’ he screeched, and started weeping shrilly, then suddenly hammering on the empty table, trying to crush it and smash it with his fist. ‘Take that! Take that! Get out! Get out! Go and rot! Go and rot!’


Blood spurted. He held his hand up, stretching it out, showing it the way a child shows a little cut, and intoning in a meek, quiet voice:


‘What have I done? Who have I killed, to be condemned like this, to have everything taken away from me? I love them, I love my father, I love them all! So why are they all killing me? She wanted to study, but I wouldn’t let her, but this other one will let her, he’s smarter, the child’s not his, he doesn’t mind … He’s got fine manners and I haven’t. He’s got the right approach, he read her poems, the snake, but I didn’t! Why, ma, why? Why did you have me? Why didn’t you and father get divorced – then I’d have a different life, I’d be different, everything would be different!’


‘Yashka, listen, don’t you get started, do you hear me? You’ve done enough shouting. Stop it, or I’ll forget you’re my son,’ the mother said harshly. ‘Your wife left and now look at you, sitting there bellowing, drunk. You’ve done what you’ve done, you’ve got to understand that. And there’s no point bellowing, you can’t undo it. You have to live as things are, the way they’ve turned out. And why, why do you want to go chasing after her – have you lost your mind? You got your fingers burned once: do you want to get burned up completely? Live, there’s no one stopping you. Just live. If you want to croak, then you will. You know you don’t need a father or mother to do that. Get out of my sight, stop tormenting me.’


Yakov wept, quiet now, almost radiant. The mother found a bandage and silently bound up his swollen hand. He asked her pitifully:


‘Ma. What should I do? They’ll court-martial me, now. I had no right to abandon my post …’


‘Well, now, we’re all equal before the law, and you left your unit voluntarily, you have to understand that,’ the mother reasoned seriously. ‘You go back, confess everything, tell them it was like this and that, admit your guilt, say it won’t happen again. Only don’t disgrace your father: don’t let the whole town know about it. And if you don’t go away, he’ll hand you in himself. But if it’s voluntary, with a confession, they’ll forgive you, and no one will even notice. You’re not some private after all: you’re an officer, they won’t want to disgrace themselves. You haven’t spent all your money on drink, have you? Have you enough left for a ticket? Well, look here, I’ll give you some for the train, but if you spend it on drink, don’t you come back, I won’t open the door …’


The sight of this hunted man who was called his brother roused a scornful disbelief in Matiushin, as if he knew this man was only pretending and wasn’t in pain at all. He couldn’t forgive his brother for the words he had blurted out so thoughtlessly – and he sat there waiting for this unwelcome, drooling man to be gone from the table and the house.


Yakov vanished from their turbid period of hard times. Three years later, a zinc coffin arrived for burial in Yelsk from a foreign war too far away to be heard: that was how they found out that all that time Yakov had existed, lived and fought. Liudmila disappeared without trace: the family heard nothing more about her and Alyonushka after Yakov came to Yelsk and was cursed by his father. When they got the death notice, Grigorii Ilich was shocked to think that his son had turned out to be a hero. But the coffin arrived without any military decorations and the accompanying letter said he died in the course of performing his international duty.


The mother’s grief was breaking her heart, but she couldn’t sense the body of her son through the zinc: she didn’t know, and so she couldn’t believe that he was lying in that zinc container. It seemed as if at any moment Alexandra Yakovlevna would fall silent, stop crying, come to her senses and move away from the coffin. Matiushin understood that a terrible calamity had occurred, that his brother had been killed, but nothing stirred in his soul, and that made him fearful: his soul was living its own life, and it felt bleak and cold inside him. People kept doing things around him, as if Yakov had been dear to them. Matiushin stood there, feeling nothing but weariness – how hard and dreary it was for him to stand. His father kept a strict, stern face, standing near the coffin, but even now he couldn’t bear to be closer than two steps to his son.


He was buried in the ‘Soviet’ cemetery, as the people called it, where they buried Party people and those who had served in the armed forces. The military commissariat was supposed to pay for the funeral, but the father wouldn’t demean himself and refused.


From then on Grigorii Ilich cut himself off from his family. While previously they used at least to see him at the table, a new order was suddenly adopted in the house, under which the father ate alone. First the mother laid the table for him, then, when he went away, they finished up after him. And everything was like that. Matiushin had the feeling that he wasn’t living but had sunk down underwater, where everything was murky and green, as if he were seeing it through bottle glass. Now the despondency could stifle him for months at a time, making anything he did or any thoughts he had dreary and meaningless. And he lived without doing anything, not even knowing where the time went. From somewhere he remembered the ineffable light of life, its joy and the clarity, but when he tried to remember where the light came from, a bleary haze drifted up in front of his eyes, and what he knew wasn’t that, but something different, and in that life of theirs, battened tightly shut, there wasn’t even a chink through which to glimpse the light, and there was nowhere he could run away to from these four walls: he just lived inside them.


That spring, when Matiushin turned twenty-three, he suddenly received a notice summoning him to the military commissariat for a medical. When the two elderly medical-commission doctors rejected him again, all he understood was that he had been declared finally and completely useless. He walked out of the commissariat but he couldn’t go home. His wanderings led him to the station, and there he found himself in the same buffet where he had once said goodbye to his brother. He recognised the buffet and ordered a bottle of vodka, as his brother had done then, drank as much as he could, then set off back to the commissariat.


In the doorway he started yelling that he wanted to serve in the army – but they wouldn’t let him in, drunk as he was, so he rushed about, smashing and shattering everything in sight. Everyone on duty came running to grab him, even the commanding officer got involved. He calmed Matiushin down and led him into his office. The commander knew whose son he was, he knew his brother had been killed carrying out his international duty – but if only he could tell which decision would suit Grigorii Ilich and which wouldn’t … He would probably have to guess.


‘Is it really true a strapping hero like this can’t be any use? We’ll send him to the artillery: who needs keen hearing there?’ he said, trying to sound cheerful. ‘It’s a family of heroes, a guardsman’s dynasty, you might say, and we’re blocking the lad’s way. I’ll settle it, I’ll settle it … You stay at home and wait for the papers.’


Thinking that his father wouldn’t find out, Matiushin decided to keep quiet about everything at home. He lived those days lightheaded with impatience, even haste, waiting for the call-up papers, but hiding from his father. One day Grigorii Ilich came home, weary and taciturn, and without even taking his coat off, just removing his shoes, called for Matiushin.


‘I’ve heard that down at the commissariat you … You want to join the army? Get well away from here? Why, you fool.’


Matiushin’s heart sank.


‘Do you hear that, mother?’ the father asked in a gentle, sing-song voice filled with indifference. ‘It’s happened at last, they’re taking our boy into the army. They’ve declared him fit. His call-up papers have arrived!’ And he pulled the notification out of the pocket of his greatcoat and slapped it down on the table: ‘There, take it …’


Matiushin resigned from his odious job and in the week that remained to him, he did nothing. His mother didn’t know what to do with herself. Alexandra Yakovlevna understood whose word had decided everything, but Grigorii Ilich never changed his decisions. And he responded to her weeping and screaming with a deathly silence – and remained silent until the next day. It was only then that he summoned his son to his room and recalled his own youthful days with him, and how he himself joined the army, then grew emotional and gave him the watch off his own wrist as a keepsake – the one that he hadn’t parted with for ten years, the one he had bought for himself in Moscow, when he bought one for Yakov too, but that one had disappeared with his elder son. Only, left without the watch, Grigorii Ilich missed it, and in the morning Matiushin couldn’t find it, but he didn’t say anything: he felt sorry for his father.


In the morning Grigorii Ilich stayed at home to see his son off to the conscription centre. They didn’t drive, but walked. The father was dressed in civilian clothes: grey and flabby in his raincoat, he didn’t recognise himself and he felt timid. The recruits were being shipped out so early that they walked alone through the frozen, empty town into the gentle, twilit depths of the little streets. Alexandra Yakovlevna fussed over her own concerns, trying yet again to remember if she had put everything into the knapsack when she was packing for her son. She whispered:


‘Listen, Vasenka, your father’s going to give you twenty roubles from us. When you go to him, say goodbye nicely.’


Outside the military commissariat tipsy couples were jostling, music was roaring, everyone was saying goodbye. Grigorii Ilich strolled around off at one side, on his own, even striking up a conversation with one of the people seeing off a recruit, and waited. Alexandra Yakovlevna hugged her son, laid her head on his shoulder and wouldn’t let go. They stood there like that until a non-commissioned officer as genial as a hostess invited the recruits to start getting into the bus. At that everyone clumped together in groups, people banked up like small snowdrifts, and all the mothers started crying … At the last moment Matiushin’s father hugged him hastily, awkwardly allowed himself to be kissed, shamefaced, pushed the money into his son’s hand and said:


‘Serve well, son. Be worthy of your brother’s memory!’
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