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​ 1.
A Piece of the Kremlin

Leningrad, July 12, 1974

The evening rushed past Jennifer—dreamy,
hazy, fuelled by the brandy and vodka that they had sipped at
Volodya’s apartment. When they arrived on foot at the busiest,
fanciest restaurant in Leningrad they had to wait in line for
entry.

“You must wait. It’s all part of the Russian
experience,” Volodya told Jennifer dryly.

From the carpeted hallway they peeked around
the corner and saw empty tables and a buffet that stretched the
width of the huge, vaulted banquet room, effectively inhibiting the
dancers who squeezed around it to continue their foxtrot. On the
table was an elaborate centrepiece of fruit topped by a
pineapple.

“Aaah, pineapple,” she murmured, salivating
as a sombre waiter waved them back. No one had taken fruit from the
table centrepiece. It was not pineapple to eat, it was only for
show. All part of the experience.

They
entered the steamy room. She felt Volodya’s hot breath tickling the
nape of her neck as they were led into the throng. They sat at a
long table, covered in white linen with greasy spots, amid the
warring smells of smoked fish, sour grain, ripe plums. Vodka
quickly appeared in front of them. They listened to a desperate
band, rigid with the supposed cool of western jazzmen, stiffly
strumming, unblinking, ugly, dressed in matching lime green suits
of cheap fabric. The band played a jerky, almost
unrecognizable Satin Doll, a tune
arranged with military precision. Volodya winced, his fingers
tapping out a better rhythm.

A short, balding man with shirt open at the
collar loomed at their table. Volodya introduced Jennifer as a
visitor from Canada. She did not catch the man’s name. There was
some connection, some voltage, between Volodya and this man. They
sneered like rival dogs and bared their teeth. She could not catch
their mumbled conversation. Abruptly the current was broken.
Volodya leaned back in his chair, innocent, fresh-faced. The
newcomer looked over his shoulder repeatedly as if someone might
see him in this den of decadence.

“Dance with him,” Volodya ordered her.

Surprised, she stared. The stranger’s fingers were already
on her wrist. He opened his mouth in a grin, revealing several
black teeth and a large gap in his smile. His breath smelled like
sour milk. Dance. Just a two step. One-two, one-two, and back
again. Twirl. He pulled her around the dance floor, breathing
heavily, then closer, tighter, until his belt buckle pressed
uncomfortably in her abdomen. She pretended not to understand his
language when he spoke to her. “Krasavitsa, beautiful woman,” he said.

Just smile and twirl, she thought.

When the music ended, he returned her to the
table. Volodya’s eyes were on her. Thank you, they told her. The
man sat with them, uninvited. There was more vodka, toasts to
Soviet-Canadian friendship—this from Black-Teeth. A toast to
Jennifer, the beautiful, amazing woman from Canada! This wish was
from Volodya and a slobbering drunk from the next table who smiled
an elastic grin. More dancing. This time with Volodya. Black-Teeth
left without saying goodbye.

Then someone was suggesting a toast to the
cosmonauts, another was toasting his mother, another cheered a
black-eyed seductress called Masha, who was not present to hear her
toast.

Someone passed a bottle of vodka up to the
band. The musicians handed it around, took swigs, became more
animated. The ugly bass player took four steps to the front of the
stage, four steps back and the piano player flashed spasmodic
smiles in between frowns of concentration. The band broke loose on
a popular modern song; the crowd roared approval. Only the waiters
were unsmiling, weary.

In a brief, lucid moment between drinks,
Jennifer looked around her in surprise. She had been in the Soviet
Union what?—eight, nine days? “It’s all part of the Russian
experience,” she murmured. Then there were more stomach-turning
toasts, the pungent sweat of bodies that shared bathrooms, the
rigid motions of the jazz band. Volodya and Jennifer laughed,
danced. By the time they left, bursting into the street, it was
empty of people. His arm rested lightly on the back of her waist.
She knew they would make love that night.

Moscow, July 3, 1974

The Aeroflot plane thumped ominously as it
cut through an angry dark sky then levelled out into a bank of
ragged grey mist. From her window seat Jennifer White felt a thrill
as she watched a distant lightning bolt crackle between two high,
purple storm clouds. She glanced at the tour group around her,
squirming uneasily in their seats. Fifteen Russian language
students from Canada—17 counting herself and Professor
Chopyk—sandwiched in rows seven through ten. She smiled when she
observed that Chopyk was wedged in beside a garlic-breathing
Armenian tourist. Anything that caused discomfort to her fussy,
aging professor gave her a moment of pleasure. On his other side
sat a student, Lona Rabinovitch, who remained unruffled by the
turbulence and continued to page through a glossy magazine, using
one elegantly manicured fingernail.

The seatbelt lights flashed on and the
stewardesses became grim.

“Now there’s a pair
of healthy-looking women,” David Joiner, another student, had
remarked when the group had changed planes in Montreal. Two stocky
women with ample chests and wide hips, plumped up by years of
perogies and sour cream, they were dressed in utilitarian navy blue
serge uniforms.

When Maria Shevchenko had asked for a pillow,
one of the Amazons had snapped in reply, “If there are no pillows
above you, then there are no more pillows. Where do you think I
would find more pillows?”

Maria had
apologized in her quiet voice, while the others snickered.
Poor Maria, she’s
such a gentle soul,
thought Jennifer. Maria was an
English major with a family interest in Slavic languages. She had
spent her last few hours before leaving Vancouver visiting her
Ukrainian grandmother in hospital. This loving ritual had no doubt
scored her points at home but had not endeared her to Professor
Chopyk or to Jennifer, who had waited at the gate anxiously for the
young woman’s last minute arrival. Two more minutes and they would have left without
her.

Another lightning bolt flashed, closer this
time. With a slight shudder, Jennifer turned her head away from the
storm clouds. Paul Mercier, in the next seat, touched her arm
reassuringly and smiled his slow, lazy smile. “We’ll make it, Jen.
We’d better. I’ve waited 15 years to see this country.”

She nodded.

“Just close your eyes and think of something
else,” he told her.

Paul’s a good buddy, she thought, and he stuck with me through all of the Michael
years. She realized she
was already thinking of Michael in the past tense and wondered if
that was a sign of healing. The last time she had been on a plane
she and Michael had flown to California for their first wedding
anniversary. That had been just one year ago.

As instructed, she shut out the sight of the
storm clouds and retreated into her thoughts. She wondered for
about the fifth time why Paul had not been selected to assist
Chopyk in leading this Soviet Union trip. It meant prestige and
academic advancement. Paul was at least as well educated as she was
with all the same qualifications: experience as a teaching
assistant and going for his Ph.D. Besides, he was a man and the
department favoured men in positions of authority. The graduate
women often got no farther up the tenure track than lecturer.
Jennifer was a loose cannon; she knew that was her reputation
around the department. She was not one to toe the party line—or to
sleep with the chairman to improve her grades.

Could it
be, as her women’s lib friend had told her, it was because she
would accept less money for the job? Just the cost of the trip and
a small daily stipend—that was all she was receiving.
Paul would have held
out for a real salary,
she thought uncomfortably. But she had to take this trip. It was
ridiculous to think she could continue as a University of Vancouver
graduate student in Russian Literature without actual exposure to
the Russia of today—the Soviet Union. The department had been
trying to organize this language immersion tour, a first for any
Canadian university, for years. It was time to damn the expense and
go.

This plan had seemed pretty clear until a
warm day in May when the departmental chairman, Dr. Hoefert,
summoned her to a meeting at Professor Chopyk’s office, and he had
hinted to her on the phone that he might have some good news
regarding the language tour. It turned out that she had been
summoned not so much to Chopyk’s office as to his adjacent waiting
room. She spent three quarters of an hour glued to a sticky orange
vinyl chair, feeling her hair frizzing wildly in the humidity of
the overheated building, one foot bobbing in time to the tapping of
the secretary’s typewriter.

Occasionally, Chopyk and Hoefert had glanced
through the glass panel as if to determine that she was still
there. At first she mentally railed at professors who expected
papers to be turned in on time but couldn’t be bothered being
punctual for appointments, then she realized that a war was being
waged in the office. Finally, Hoefert shot out of the door and
flashed past her with a sly smile before signalling the secretary
to usher Jennifer in. Chopyk was fuming. He had obviously lost the
battle and she could guess the subject was her.

“You are to be my second-in-command for the
Soviet Union tour,” Chopyk spit out.

No pleasantries. No “Won’t you be seated.”
She brought a chair around and sat anyway.

“Hoefert’s decision. Not mine,” he went on,
his trim, pointed beard quivering.

She kept her voice neutral. There was no
sense in sharing his ill temper. “That’s great…I’m honoured. But
what does it involve?”

“We’ll divide the group according to ability.
You teach the beginners class. I’ll handle the advanced…and still
have time for my research, I hope.” He sniffed.

“Of course,” she said soothingly. Chopyk’s
research always took precedence over boring classroom time. He was
forever droning on about the linguistic roots of Russian as found
in Old Church Slavonic.

“You’ll have to check with Hoefert for the
honorarium details,” he went on. “You’ll be paid something, I
suppose. Now is that all?” He took a deep breath and turned back to
his books. Jennifer opened her mouth, closed it then decided to
toss the fat into the fire. “You tell me,” she replied. “I was
called here by the chairman. And if I can be frank, Professor
Chopyk, you don’t seem too happy with the prospect of us working
together.”

With an effort Chopyk dragged his attention
away from his books, pondered the statement, removed his glasses
and stared at her. “I don’t even know how to address you. Are you
still a Mrs. or do you now go by that appalling new epithet,
Ms.?

“I’m Mrs. White until the divorce,” she
replied, feeling a sudden flash of shame, “but I hoped you’d call
me Jennifer.”

“I’m an old-fashioned man, Mrs. White. No,
just let me finish. I know you’re going to say something nauseating
about the role of career women in the twentieth century...that’s
not the issue…at least, not in this case.”

The last living dinosaur, she thought.

“I do believe that a man should earn an
honest living to support his family—I’ve made no bones about my
views—but if young ladies choose to teach or whatever that’s no
concern of mine.”

Jennifer swallowed her protest and asked
instead, “Is it my teaching ability that’s a problem?”

“Honestly speaking, Mrs. White, though you
lack the rigor necessary for academic research, your teaching
ability is sound. Hoefert said as much to me just today.”

Chopyk fiddled with his glasses for a few
seconds. He was a small man, not quite her lanky height and seemed
dwarfed behind the antique oak desk. She willed herself to wait
patiently.

“How shall I put it? I’m a bachelor, as I
think you know, but that doesn’t mean I don’t believe in marriage
vows.” Already she had an uneasy feeling where this monologue was
heading. “Since the advent of the pill,” he shot her a quick look,
“young women, even married women, have so much more freedom.”

“Well, we’re not kept chained in the
kitchen,” she responded pertly.

He appeared not to have heard her but went
on, eyes on the ceiling. “Just, please—if you’re going to share
leadership of this trip—remember you are a mature woman and a
professional academic.”

Mature woman? She was about to turn 30. She
wasn’t ready for the old folks’ home yet. “I would always act with
professionalism, if that’s what you mean…Has there been some
suggestion that I haven’t?”

“It pains me to mention this”—though he
didn’t look pained—“but word of your marriage break-up and
consequent separation has circulated within the department with
some vigour.”

“That’s my personal business,” she
murmured.

“Not if we’re travelling together with a
gaggle of adolescent students. Do you understand? You must be an
example to them.”

At least the interview had cleared the air on
that score. After that, while trip preparations got under way,
there had been an uneasy truce between them, and she found she was
looking forward to the opportunity to teach as much as she was
looking forward to the Soviet Union.

[image: tmp_3c7ba65e8d7d9283b94f88a50d2feaee_h4tM_2_html_7a945180.jpg]




As the plane bucked and rolled, Jennifer’s
ears popped, and she recalled reading how dangerous it was for a
plane to land during an electrical storm. Where were the emergency
exits? One passenger, a sombre man who had embarked at Paris,
appeared to be praying. Paul had closed his eyes though she was
comforted to see that he was still smiling. David Joiner stared out
of the window, having abandoned his study of a map of the Soviet
Union on which he had marked their route: Moscow, Leningrad, then
Rostov and by boat up the Volga River.

Jennifer glanced again at the glacially cool
Lona. “She’s so calm,” she commented to Paul. “I’ll bet her hobby
is skydiving.”

Paul laughed and opened his eyes. “I hear
she’s going to school in New York and living in a ghetto. That’s
got to make you brave.”

It had been hard to get a fix on Lona. Ever
since the woman had called the Russian department from New York
State University to register for the trip just two weeks before
departure, Jennifer had been both repelled and fascinated by her,
particularly the smirking glances from her vivid green eyes and an
irritating habit of always being under foot. The college had balked
at allowing her to participate at that late date because this study
tour to the Soviet Union had been in demand—the first of its kind
in Canada and somewhat of a diplomatic and academic coup aimed only
at serious language students. However, there had been a last-minute
cancellation and Lona had pleaded. She was Canadian by birth, she
explained, and could arrange her visa herself through the New York
consulate. Then she had volunteered a large sum of money—or so
Chopyk had told Jennifer.

“It was for a single room supplement at the
hotel,” he had said, “although I believe she overpaid.”

There had
been no time to check her academic qualifications. It seemed to
Jennifer that the other qualifying students had been rigorously
screened and had vastly more knowledge than Jennifer had at their
age. Like, for example, the kid they called Hank with his shock of
bright red hair who had to fold his lean six-foot frame into the
cramped airline seat. He was a bit too loud and adolescent for her
tastes but maybe he would shape up. He caught her glance and
winked. Cheeky, too. His
real name was Winston Henry Jones, Jennifer knew from reading his
application, but she suspected he didn’t want the others to know
that. He had already struck up a friendship with Marty Miller, an
equally adolescent 20-year-old who had reported his hobbies as
frisbee and pub crawls. Surprisingly, he had managed to field
straight A grades in the University of Vancouver’s Economics
Department. Russian language had been an elective for him yet he
had come very far, very fast.

Across the aisle sat the twins, Eve and Dawn.
Jennifer doubted she’d keep them straight—two University of
Winnipeg graduates encouraged to go on this trip by their huge
Polish family, which was odd because there was usually no love lost
between the Poles and the Russians.

Finally the plane broke through the cloud
banks, the turbulence vanished and the sight below pushed all
thoughts of adolescent students out of Jennifer’s head. She was
flying over the birch forests and ragged patchwork fields of the
mighty Soviet Union. She gazed eagerly. An image formed easily in
her imagination: two young women—her mother and her aunt—thin and
desperate, still grieving the loss of their parents, tramping
across this very landscape in 1945 following the path of the
victorious troop convoys. How far had they walked to the Polish
border? It must have been a wearying journey for the two
refugees…

Suddenly a wedge of apartment blocks appeared
on the horizon signalling the suburbs of modern Moscow. The plane
circled once, the wing dipping to reveal wide straight highways,
clusters of huts amid evergreen trees, and finally, the runways of
Moscow’s Sheremetyev Airport.

“Hallelujah, we’re really here!” Paul
exclaimed. Eve and Dawn giggled. David opened his eyes. A wave of
relief flooded the passengers as the plane bumped to a halt.
Applause broke out. One stewardess allowed herself a thin-lipped
smile while the other busied herself in the galley.

The thunderstorm’s humidity hit them the
moment the cabin door opened. The summer air was moist and the
black clouds still rolled overhead, but for the group from Canada,
now shuffling down the steps to the tarmac, no amount of bad
weather could destroy this imperial moment. For some, such as
Maria, it was a return to the land her parents spoke of, though not
always fondly. For others, Jennifer included, it was their first
glimpse of a powerful myth. She had never understood Winston
Churchill’s quote about Russia—”a riddle wrapped in a mystery
inside an enigma”—and suspected it was hyperbole, but as she
stepped from the plane onto Soviet soil, she shivered. Churchill
had met Stalin. He should know.

What was this country all about? She had
first come to know it through the literature of long dead authors,
Pushkin and Dostoevsky, considered dissidents in their time. Lately
she had come to understand its dark underside through the secret
writings of Alexander Solzhenitsyn, banned in the USSR, published
in the west. Yet she had also studied its most glorious moments in
the ecstatic language of its revolutionaries. Despite the ordeal of
the landing, she felt eager, charged, ready to go everywhere, to
see it all.

The first hurdle was the customs inspection.
It was not perfunctory as they had been told it would be. It was
rigorous and methodical with attention centred around Carlos
Warren, one of her students, who had fifteen Bibles taken away from
him, leaving him just one for his own use.

“Hmmpph,” snorted Chopyk. “I warned them
during orientation what not to pack—no pornography, no seditious
literature, no religious articles.” He threw up his hands as the
strains of “Hey Jude” filtered through the waiting room. Ted
Rather, an exceptionally bright physics student who was taking
Scientific Russian as a credit course, had brought Beatles records
as gifts for distant relatives. A customs officer was making a
laborious business of opening the records and removing them to the
back room where he and a group of assistants were playing each
one.

“This is
nothing,” said David, the only one of their group, apart from
Chopyk, who had previously visited the country. “They
really
examine you when you
leave.”

Jennifer thought he was joking although he
seemed in earnest.

“Mrs. White,” Chopyk said suddenly. “If
you’re through Customs before me, look out for our guide. Her name
is Natasha and she’ll be holding a sign. Looks like we’ll be here
some time.”

Jennifer
extracted her passport from the money belt she wore around her
waist and examined her photo. Why do passport photos always make you look as if
you have a hangover? Her
long, wavy chestnut brown hair was her best feature, she thought
critically, and it did not show to advantage in a black-and-white
picture. Forget the nose, a little on the large side, and the hazel
eyes, which were okay but bloodshot behind her contact lenses after
the long flight… At that point the line shuffled forward, the
customs officer snatched the passport from her hand and began his
own examination. Then with a stern expression, he handed it back
and waved her away. She grabbed her bag, which had received only a
cursory glance, and walked through the swinging door. For a major
airport, it was quiet but she knew that only the international
flights landed here, not the busy domestic ones or the military
aircraft. A diminutive middle-aged woman wearing a neat brown suit
and carrying an umbrella stood at attention at the waiting room
door.

“Group from Canada,” she called.

“Dobry dyen, good
afternoon,” Jennifer said politely, stepping forward.

“Doroga, doroga, doroga, make way.” A porter with a handcart suddenly wheeled across
her path, almost knocking her off her feet.

Natasha’s face broke into a smile as she
followed the unruly man’s path. Her eyes pierced Jennifer. “Welcome
to Moscow. Here is one of our efficient Soviet comrades at your
service.”

Irony or not? Jennifer wasn’t quite sure.
This woman would be the group’s constant companion for the whole
three weeks. Jennifer suddenly found herself a little shy. What
should she say to her?

“Did you have a pleasant flight?” Natasha
asked in faintly accented English, one eyebrow rising and falling
in interrogation.

“No, actually the last stretch was rough! We
flew through a storm.”

The eyebrow went up again and Natasha
frowned. “Statistically, you were safe,” she said. “Only safe
landings have been recorded at this airport for the past 15
years.”

Jennifer stifled the urge to ask about the
unrecorded flights, and she and Natasha stood in silence until the
others began to trickle through the gate.
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The highway into Moscow was wide with very
few cars, some antiquated buses that belched black soot and many
putty-coloured military vehicles, each displaying a stencilled
number. Massive concrete bus shelters lined the curb, their panels
dwarfing the few pedestrians. There were no houses. On the
outskirts of town a sea of apartment buildings loomed, blocks of
boxy housing, surrounded by paving stones between which weeds
sprouted. Above, clotheslines were strung across the many
balconies. At street level, the store windows displayed no
colourful signs, no advertising, and not many goods behind the
glass panels. Over each storefront was written a single word
describing the store’s contents: Footwear, Produce, Dairy. As their
bus left the suburbs and entered the city, they saw their first
statue on a street corner. Almost two storeys high, it could easily
be identified as Vladimir Ilyich Lenin by the pointed beard and
round, smooth head.

“King Fred,” giggled Len Whalen, one of the
undergrads. Natasha’s gaze soon silenced him.

Several of the group brought out their
cameras, but Natasha called out, “No photos yet, please. Save your
film for Red Square, coming up on your right.” The famous square
flashed past in a blur—the Kremlin walls, the mausoleum, the
striped onion domes of St. Basil’s Cathedral. The bus drew up in
front of the Hotel Rossiya, which had space for 6,000 guests,
Natasha informed them. As they unloaded, she called out, “There are
so many rooms you must memorize which door we are entering by—the
East Door—or you’ll get lost.”

“Holy cow, look at this lobby,” David said.
“You could set the entire town of Plainville, Saskatchewan, in the
centre and you’d still have room for a square dance.”

Jennifer
noticed Maria, her white dress now wrinkled from travelling,
leaning back, hands on her hips, her mouth hanging open as she took
in the enormity of the crystal chandelier that loomed over
them. She
looks how I feel.

At the
desk they were handed their room keys in return for giving up their
passports and having their names recorded on a folded card. “Take
the card up to your dezhurnaya—there’s one on every floor—and she’ll help you,” Natasha
called out.

“To
our what?” asked
Maria.

David was
heaving his giant suitcase toward the elevator despite admonitions
from Natasha that the baggage would be taken care of. “Your
dezhurnaya,” he
replied. “She’s a kind of floor clerk, a concierge or pit bull,
depending on how you look at it.” He enjoyed Maria’s look of
horror.

Just
outside the elevator on Jennifer’s floor an elderly woman, the
dreaded dezhurnaya, sat
knitting. She demanded to see the card issued moments earlier,
grunted her satisfaction and resumed her task. After Jennifer found
her room with its adequate single bed and adjoining bathroom, she
pulled out her notebook. She had considered recording her first
impressions of the Soviet Union in an article for the university’s
newspaper. Now, with pencil poised, all she could think of to write
was: “Nice room, stale smell. Maybe cabbage. Radio permanently
on.”

She
paused to fiddle with the knob but she could effect no change in
volume. Judging by the announcer’s monotone, he appeared to be
reading from the telephone directory. Perhaps he’s there to put us to
sleep. “Buildings huge,
sidewalks huge, hotel huge.” Hmmm, she would have to find another word for
huge. “People grim.” She
hadn’t met many yet, but the porter who had nearly run over her,
their officious tour guide, and the cheerless dezhurnaya had certainly been grim. Hemingway could
rest easy; the article did not show promise. She decided to search
for Professor Chopyk’s room instead so they could finish drafting
their schedule of lessons and sightseeing for the next five
days.

She took
the elevator down one floor, intending to ask the
dezhurnaya
the location of Chopyk’s room
but for some reason, that floor was unguarded. It took another 20
minutes of getting lost in a maze of hallways, returning to the
lobby, inquiring and returning to Chopyk’s floor, only to find that
he was not in his room. She rode the elevator back to her own
floor, and the doors opened on a pleasant domestic
scene.

The dezhurnaya no
longer sat alone. On two straight-backed chairs sat a young man and
a woman with her arms around a gangly child of about ten who
pointed her toes, first right, then left, pressing her sandals into
the worn carpet. The man looked up eagerly when the elevator doors
opened. She caught his eye for a second, took in the freckle-faced
child and petite mother who sat in the shadows, then sped on up the
hall. But she could feel the young eyes boring into the back of her
head.

“Attention! devushka,
woman,” shouted the dezhurnaya. “You
have guests.”

Even before Jennifer turned to face the
family, it was a moment of knowing, a sense that already on this
first night in Moscow profound changes would take place, and this
was only the first of them. She stared. Yes, the man did look
familiar in a comfortable way. The woman—his wife?—was a stranger.
The child was awkward and cute at the same time. The man walked
toward her, smiling, his arms outstretched in greeting. He
struggled with her name in thickly accented speech.

“Do I know …?” she began and stopped.

“Mikhail Alexandrovich Abram,” he said,
grasping her hand. The woman tossed a mane of glossy black hair and
approached smiling. “And this is my wife, Marta, and my daughter
Nadya.” The child stood knock-kneed, bowed slightly and touched the
red Young Pioneer scarf tied around her neck.

“We are your family.”

Jennifer was thunderstruck. “But I have no
family here…” she finally responded. She didn’t want to appear rude
but she was quite sure that her mother…but then there was a lot she
didn’t know about her mother’s background.

“Yes, you do. You are shocked,” Mikhail
continued. “I beg your forgiveness for our sudden arrival. May we
enter?” He indicated the hotel room.

“Certainly. Go in.”

They were seated, Jennifer on the bed,
Mikhail sitting on her suitcase, Marta on the only decent chair.
She had accommodated young Nadya on the floor where she was
fascinated by a fashion magazine that Jennifer had bought in the
Montreal airport.

Mikhail explained. “We are your cousins. My
father is Alexander, your mother’s older brother. Your mother,
Lila, is my aunt, though I never met her because as you know she
left Russia right after the war.”

That rang true for Jennifer—she had heard of
Alexander and this man had the Roman nose and brown eyes of her
mother. “But I thought he was missing in action during the war? At
least, that’s what mom said. And how did you know I was here?”

“Your mother told us, of course.”

“My mother…,” Jennifer struggled to
understand this concept. “But my mother doesn’t talk very much. How
could she tell you…?”

Marta answered, “She wrote us letters. See?”
Marta pulled a blue airmail letter from her bag and Jennifer could
read the familiar spidery handwriting of her parent.

“May I?” She held the crinkly sheet and saw
that her mother had addressed Mikhail fondly as “my dearest Misha.”
The thought that her mother would address another so tenderly in
the way she had once addressed her daughter gave her a niggling
jealous feeling. The letter contained much talk about the weather,
and then Jennifer’s date of departure including a bit of her
itinerary.

“Yes, I gave her my itinerary, but she never
said… she never told me…and I didn’t even know she was writing to
you.” She looked up at the man again, then to the young girl on the
floor. “So you are all my cousins.” They were silent while she
digested this information. “I’m still in shock. Excuse me for
staring.”

“We have surprised you,” Misha said. “I
thought that Lila had told her family about us.”

“No, I don’t even know how she found you. I
thought that when she left Russia she was alone except for Aunt
Eva. The two walked out of the Soviet Union, you know, before
ending up in one of those displaced persons camps in Austria. She
doesn’t talk about it much.” The story of her mother’s arrival in
England, a penniless refugee, and her marriage to the stern
Englishman, Jacob Huggins, was part of family lore.

“Oh, it
was the GDUE agency…we found her,”
Marta said, then seeing that Jennifer looked blank, she spelled out
a lengthy name for the acronym—an Israeli agency that Jennifer had
never heard of. “They reunite families, if they can. It helps for
those who want to leave the Soviet Union—like we do.”

Jennifer suddenly realized she was the
hostess. “Listen, let me order some drinks or coffee. Tell me about
yourselves. Do you live here in Moscow?” She moved to the phone
then realized that room service might be a foreign concept in the
Soviet Union.

“No need,” said Misha, pulling two tall
bottles of fizzy water from his satchel. “We cannot stay very long
and we have brought some drinks. May I pour?”

“Yes, please.” She picked up the two cups
that sat beside a metal teapot on a corner table, and Misha poured
and passed the drinks to his wife and Jennifer. He took a swig from
the bottle.

“We live
in Tula,” Marta said. “It’s about 60 miles south of Moscow. You
know about it?” Jennifer shook her head. “The traditional samovar
town—we make the finest samovars for all of the Soviet Union there.
It’s also close to Tolstoy’s estate, Yasnaya Polyana. You are a language student, correct? Surely you will be
visiting the home of such a great author?”

Misha cut in, “You must come to visit us.
Tula is 100 kilometers east of the village where my father and your
mother were born.”

“Yes, I’d like that,” Jennifer replied. She
had so many questions. “When my mother got to England and met my
father it was the start of a whole new life. She wouldn’t have
known that her brother was still alive. Did he go back to the
village after the war?”

“Only to find everyone gone: father and
mother dead, sisters missing,” Misha replied. He fell quiet for a
few seconds. “He said it was the saddest moment of his life.”

Misha continued to describe their family
background, Marta chipping in occasionally and smiling fondly at
Jennifer. Even little Nadya left her magazine and put her arms
around Jennifer’s neck, calling her “auntie.”

I could grow quite fond of these people, Jennifer thought.

“We have
applied to leave the country,” Misha told her. “As you know, Jews
are allowed to leave—some of them. We will go to Israel.” He looked
about uncomfortably. “But perhaps it’s best not to speak of these
things here.” He nodded at the wall indicating a grating with a
tilt of his head. Of course, microphones. They had been told that the hidden spying devices were in
all the hotels that catered to foreign tourists.

“Sorry if I seem a bit dazed by all this. I
guess—I just didn’t know that my mother–that is, we just don’t talk
much. She rarely talks at all any more, as you might know?” They
looked confused, so she went on, “Ever since my brother’s accident,
she hasn’t been herself, but still…” She wasn’t sure she wanted to
elaborate on the painful story, and she wondered why they had not
heard of it. Putting these thoughts aside, she added, “Well, how
wonderful. I have family in Russia and I never knew!”

Misha smiled and raised his bottle high. “I
propose a toast to family.” Solemnly they toasted this thought with
gassy water as if drinking fine champagne.
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“It’s like being told that you own a piece of
the Kremlin,” she said later that evening to Paul over dinner. They
were the last two in the dining room.

“Wow, that’s incredible. I would have liked
to meet them,” he said. “Will you see them again?”

“They returned to Tula last night, and Misha
suggested that I phone or send them a telegram towards the end of
our Volga cruise. We’ll be flying out of Moscow so I think we can
get together when the group returns here.”

Paul looked thoughtful. “How did you know
they were really your cousins?”

“What do you mean? Of course they are. They
had a letter from my mother to show me.”

“Well, here I am being the cynic again…it’s
just that lots of people would like to leave the country but
they’re not allowed. Or did you know that? Even some Jews are not
allowed. But if they got the name of a possible sponsor in Canada,
someone who has Russian background and might be convinced that
they’re legitimate family…”

“What a thought! I’m ashamed of you, Paul.”
But Jennifer frowned. “It’s true there were some gaps in their
knowledge…but Misha said how sad his father was when he arrived
back in the village to find his family gone…”

“But Misha wouldn’t have been born then.
Anyone could invent that.”

“Really, Paul! Why are you doing this?”

“Yeah, you’re right. It’s pretty
far-fetched,” he said hastily. “It’s great having family here in
the Soviet Union. You are so lucky, Jennifer.”

“Yes, I am. Do you think I should phone my
mom? Tell her that I’ve met with Misha—Can you believe it? She
calls him Misha—like she’s known him for years.”

“Well, you’ll be phoning your folks anyway to
tell them you’ve arrived safely, won’t you?”

“No, they aren’t like that. It’s not that
they don’t care. They just…”

“Yeah, I remember meeting your dad when I was
studying in Toronto. He didn’t have much to say. I get the sense
your mom is really running the show?”

“No, she’s browbeaten by my father.”

“Is this to do with the accident, Jen?”

“Everything about my family is to do with the
accident.”

“You have Jewish background, don’t you?”

“Yes, but I don’t talk about it because I
wasn’t raised a Jew. My father was Church of England. Listen, I
think I’ll try a telegram. It’s easier than the phone.”

But when Jennifer enquired at the Rossiya’s
front desk, they directed her to the telegraph and telephone bureau
next door to the hotel. This seemed like a lot of effort and she
decided to wait. If her mother couldn’t be bothered telling her
that she had family in the Soviet Union, then she couldn’t be
bothered describing her joy to her mother. Withholding, it was
called. It ran in the family.



​ 2.
Natasha Explodes

Moscow, July 4, 1974

On her first morning in Moscow Jennifer
awakened at 6 a.m. with the wide-eyed, restless energy of the jet
traveller whose body clock has been disrupted. Vague dreams still
filled her head and the hotel room seemed too small to contain her.
She dressed, brushed her hair vigorously and examined her tired
face in the mirror. A few days on Jericho Beach in Vancouver just
before the trip had given her a tan that highlighted her gleaming
white teeth so that she was quite a contrast to the pasty
complexions and poor dentistry of many Soviet people.

She had
finally caught up with Chopyk the night before and she recalled the
icy formality of their meeting as they divided the students into
two groups. Between excursions, she would lead the junior students
in two-hour classes in the hotel’s 10th floor lounge while Chopyk would lead the experienced ones.
She had suggested candidates for her junior class. He had countered
immediately with his own list. She wondered if either one had been
satisfied with the outcome.

In the soft morning light, she examined her
list of students. She had Maria, whose command of Russian was very
shaky considering she had some knowledge of Ukrainian; the twins,
who didn’t seem too bright; Carlos Warren of the many bibles; and
the post graduate chemistry student, Linda Appleton. The only thing
she knew about Linda was that she had ruddy, red cheeks like the
apple in her name. She also presented an ample bosom—already a
target of snickers from Hank and Marty. Unfortunately, those two
buffoons would be in Jennifer’s junior class, too, even though
their ability to pick up languages should have put them into the
senior class. Two other junior students, Len Whalen and Christine
Staples, rounded out her list.

Her
friend Paul would, of course, be in Chopyk’s senior group since his
language ability was excellent. Ted and David would be with Chopyk,
along with Otto, the German student, on an exchange program from
Mannheim University. To her surprise, Chopyk had put Lona on his
list. The two appeared to be getting along famously. He had also
taken the exchange student from Carleton University, Ingrid
Schneider. She seems interesting and is the only one besides me who’s
studying Soviet literature. She felt resentful that Chopyk had only six students to
manage while she had nine but chided herself—Come on, Jen, work with him.
Don’t let him spoil it for you.

After
loading film into her camera, she walked the hotel halls to the
sixth floor snack counter. But this morning, no listless attendant
stood behind the counter as she had done the previous evening,
ready to mete out the bottles of yogurt-like kefir, sticky cakes and tea. Perhaps she would open up
soon. Jennifer took a seat at one of the metal tables and gazed out
the window. If she had been on the opposite side of the building,
she would have seen the Kremlin walls, but this view gave onto some
obscure side streets. At the far end of one street she could see
the outline of a small church, four onion domes surrounding a fifth
larger one.
Practically in the shadow of the Kremlin, she thought, and probably unused. Tomorrow the group would visit
Novodevichy, one of the few “working” churches in Moscow. Suddenly
she decided not to wait for that experience.

Within
minutes Jennifer was on the street to get a closer look, camera in
hand, calling out a good morning to the elderly women who were
sweeping the sidewalks. The little church was unpainted. The walls
were crumbling, the windows bricked up. Quietly and with reverence
she entered the courtyard. If there was ever a graveyard here, it was paved
over long ago. In one
corner was the exposed edge of a heap of rubble, food containers
and broken bottles. She caught a glimpse of someone—just a wisp of
apron and full skirt—vanishing behind the church. She darted ahead
and saw an old woman, bag in hand, who looked back like a startled
deer. The woman took in the western clothing and camera in a glance
then turned and ran. Jennifer snapped a photo. She’s been picking in the
garbage heap, she
thought. And
they tell us there are no poor people here.

By the
time she returned to the hotel, Natasha was already holding forth
at the breakfast table about the capacity for unlimited food
production in the glorious Soviet Union. What would she have said about the
old woman? The thought
continued to bother Jennifer.

The day’s itinerary included lessons, a visit
to the Kremlin and Lenin’s tomb, followed by a trip to the Lenin
Museum. Evening was reserved for the ballet.

“I’m thrilled about the Kremlin,” whispered
Paul, “but frankly I don’t want to see the Lenin Museum.”

“It’s early days yet,” Jennifer whispered
back. “Don’t start an international incident.” She speared a wedge
of sausage that sat in a grease slick beside a rubbery poached egg.
“The bus is leaving at 9. Let’s eat this delightful repast and get
going.”
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Yawning and groaning, the group boarded the
bus under Natasha’s watchful eye, then waited while Paul was
dispatched to round up the twins who had already found the hotel’s
souvenir shop. “Just ask if they’ve seen two copies of Liza
Minnelli wandering about,” Hank called after him. The twins
certainly resembled the movie star although with an extra twenty
pounds of weight per twin.

They
waited again while Professor Chopyk delivered a brief but pompous
speech of welcome. Aaargh! Why does he do things like that? Jennifer thought. It’s so irritating.

The bus took them across Red Square and
parked two minutes later at one of the Kremlin gates.

“That was hardly worth the ride,” grumbled
Marty.

“Arriving by bus marks us as foreign
visitors,” said David, who was laden with camera equipment, “and we
get privileged treatment on the tours.” It was true. Natasha
marched them behind the Kremlin walls, past the many line-ups,
ignoring the passive stares of the crowds, and ushered them into
each historic location. They visited the quiet, simple Church of
the Assumption, examined the Tsar’s Bell that had never been rung
and the Tsar’s Cannon that had never been fired, and they gazed
across a closely guarded, cobblestoned courtyard at the imposing
edifice of the Supreme Soviet.

The Kremlin’s armoury museum was not a house
of weapons as Jennifer had expected. Instead, it was a dazzling
display of fine crafts, jewellery, ornate costumes, royal regalia
and richly decorated carriages.

Hank stopped before a hammered gold ladle
outlined in pearls, which had been owned by Tsar Volodya
Feodorovich and was dated 1618. “Wow, dig this jewelled pooper
scooper.”

Marty laughed. “Hey, take a look at Lona.
She’s practically salivating over that medallion.” The two darted
over to join her in front of a glass case.

“What is it?” Hank asked her.

“An
encolpion,” Lona said, without tearing her eyes away from the
outsized milky-blue sardonyx. “It was made in the
17th
century.” Carved on its surface
was a depiction of a haloed St. John set within an oval gold
filigree border studded with jewels.

“Bet it’s worth a bundle,” Hank said.

Natasha scurried over, too, just in time to
catch Hank’s last words. “Treasures of the Armoury are closely
guarded,” she announced.

“By whom? Is that your security?” Lona asked
innocently. An elderly woman, face lined, kerchief on her head, sat
slumped, hands in lap, in a plain wooden chair near the
doorway.
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