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Between Nikolsky and Denezhny streets (today they are called Plotnikov and Vesnin) stood the biggest apartment block in the Arbat — three eight-story buildings, one close behind the other, the front one glazed with a facade of white tiles. Signs attached to the walls announced “Fine Embroidery,” “Stammering Cured,” “Venereal and Urinogenital Diseases.” Low, arched, iron-clad passageways linked two deep, dark courtyards.

Sasha Pankratov came out onto the street and turned left toward Smolensk Square. Girls were already strolling up and down arm-in-arm, whiling away the time in front of the Arbat Art Cinema, Arbat and Dorogomilov girls, and from Plyushchikha Street. Carelessly turned-up coat collars, lipsticked mouths, long curling eyelashes, a colored neck-scarf. Autumn chic of the Arbat. The movie was over and the audience was pushing its way out onto the street through the narrow doors, where a gang of boisterous teenagers was jostling, long-standing claimants to the territory.

The Arbat had finished for the day. Early Soviet Gaz and Amo automobiles rolled along the asphalted center of the road and tried to avoid the potholes. The area between the tramlines was still cobbled. Trams were coming out of the depot towing two, even three cars in a vain attempt to satisfy the transport needs of the great city. The first line of the Metro was being laid underground, and a steel derrick poked up into the air above the shaft being sunk in Smolensk Square.

Katya was waiting for Sasha at Devichy Field Boulevard at the Rubber Works Club. High cheek-boned and gray-eyed, she had the look of a girl from the steppes. She was wearing a sweater made of thick country wool, and she smelled of wine.

“I had some red wine with the girls. Did you celebrate the holiday, too?”

“What holiday?” he asked.

“You mean you don’t know?”

“No.”

“It’s . . . the Protection of the Virgin.”

“Ah.”

“That’s it, ‘Ah’?”

“Where are we going?”

“Where? To my friend.”

“Should we bring something?”

“There’ll be snacks there. Let’s buy some vodka.”

They walked along Great Savinsky Street past the old workers’ barracks, where they could hear drunken voices and tuneless singing, and the sound of an accordion and a phonograph. Then down the long, narrow passage between the wooden factory fences, and finally down to the embankment. To the left were the big windows of the Sverdlov and Lever factories, to the right the Moscow River, in front, the high walls of the Novodevichy Monastery and the metal transoms of the circle-line railroad bridge, behind them the marshes and water meadows of Kochki and Luzhniki.

“Where are you taking me?” Sasha asked.

“ ‘Where, where?’ Just come. Nothing’s out of the way for a beggar.”

He put his arm around her shoulders and she tried to throw it off. “Be patient,” she protested.

He squeezed her more tightly. “Calm down,” she urged.

The four-story, unplastered cement building stood somewhat apart. They walked down the long, ill-lit corridor past numerous doors. As they reached the last one, Katya said, “Marusya’s living with a friend. Don’t ask any questions.”

A man was asleep on the divan, his face to the wall. A boy and girl, aged around ten or eleven, were sitting at the window and turned to greet Katya. Marusya, a small woman, was busy at the kitchen table, next to the sink. She had a pleasant, kind face and was a lot older than Katya.

“We got tired of waiting; we thought you weren’t coming,” she said, wiping her hands and taking off her apron. “We thought you must have gone off somewhere else. Get up, Ivan Petrovich, the guests are here.”

Thin and sullen, the man rose, smoothing back his skimpy hair and rubbing his hand over his face to wipe away the sleep. His collar was creased and his tie was undone.

“The pies have dried out.” Marusya took the dishcloth off a plate of pies. “This has a soybean filling, this one’s with potatoes, and that one’s got cabbage. Toma, bring the plates.”

The little girl put plates on the table.

Katya took off her jacket and began laying the table with knives and forks from the sideboard. She knew where everything was. She’d been here before.

“The room needs tidying,” Katya observed. It was an order.

Marusya cleared clothes off the chairs. “We had a nap after dinner,” she said, justifying herself, “and the kids have been cutting up paper. Pick up the paper, Vitya.”

The boy crawled about the floor, picking up bits of paper.

Ivan Petrovich washed at the sink and straightened his tie.

Marusya cut the children a piece from each of the pies and set them down by the window. “Eat!”

Ivan Petrovich poured out the vodka.

“Here’s to the holiday!”

“See you under the table!” Katya responded, looking around at everyone except Sasha.

It was the first time she had brought him to meet her friends. Here she drank vodka. With him it was always red wine.

“You’ve got yourself a nice dark-eyed one!” Marusya nodded toward Sasha with a grin.

“Dark-eyed and curly haired,” Katya laughed.

Ivan Petrovich reached for the bottle. “Curly when you’re young, bald when you’re old.” He talked as if he wanted to get acquainted, and Sasha no longer thought him sullen. Marusya gazed at them both with a look of gentle understanding.

Sasha enjoyed Marusya’s solicitude. He liked the house on the outskirts, and the sound of the songs and the accordion coming from the next apartment.

“You’re not eating?” Marusya asked.

“Thank you, I am eating. It’s delicious.”

“They’re not what I would have given you, if I could have got anything to make them with. You can’t get proper yeast, and what you can get . . . Ivan Petrovich brought it.”

Ivan Petrovich said something serious on the subject of yeast. The children asked for more pie.

Marusya cut them each another piece. “You think I made them just for you! You’ve had your feast, now go and get washed!”

She gathered up their bed linen and carried it out of the room to the neighbor’s.

The children went to sleep next door. Then Ivan Petrovich got ready to leave and Marusya went to see him out, saying to Katya as she left, “There are clean sheets in the cupboard.”

“What does she need him for?” Sasha asked, when Marusya had shut the door.

“Her husband won’t support her. It’s hopeless to chase him. She still has a life to live.”

“But with the children here?”

“Would they be better off starving?”

“He’s an old man.”

“She’s no youngster.”

“Why doesn’t he marry her?”

She gave him a look of distrust. “And why don’t you marry me?”

“Do you want to get married?”

“Yes. Okay! Let’s go to bed.”

Another surprise. Usually, he had to win her as if they were meeting for the first time. But now, she made the bed herself and then undressed. All she said was, “Put out the light.”

Afterward, she ran her fingers through his hair. “You’re strong. I bet the girls all love you. But you’re not careful.” She leaned over him and looked into his eyes. “Aren’t you afraid I’ll produce a little dark-eyed Sasha?”

It had to happen sooner or later. Well, she would have an abortion. Neither of them wanted a child.

“Are you pregnant?”

She buried her head in his shoulder and pressed against him, as if to find shelter from the miseries and misfortunes of her life.

What did he know about her? Where did she live? With an aunt? In a hostel? Did she rent the corner of a room? An abortion! What would she tell them at home, what would she tell them at work? All of a sudden she’s missing her periods? Where would she be able to go with the baby?

“If you are, have the baby and we’ll get married.”

Without raising her head, she asked, “But what shall we call it?”

“We’ll think of something. There’s plenty of time.”

She laughed and moved away from him.

“You won’t get married, and anyway I don’t want to marry you. How old are you? Twenty-two? I’m older than you. You’re educated, but look at me — only six years of school. I’m getting married, but not to you.”

“Who to, I’d like to know?”

“You’d like to know? He’s a boy from my village.”

“Where is he now?”

‘“Who, where . . . He’s in the Urals. He’s coming for me.”

“What is he?”

“What? A mechanic.”

“Have you known him long?”

“I’ve told you, we’re from the same village.”

“Why didn’t he marry you before now?”

“He wanted to sow his wild oats first, that’s why.”

“And now he has?”

“He’s thirty and he’s had a few girls, I can tell you.”

“Do you love him?”

“Yes. I do.”

“So why do you go with me?”

“Why, why, why. I also want to live. What is this, the third degree? So many questions!”

“When is he coming?”

“Tomorrow.

“So we won’t be seeing each other again?”

“Do you want me to invite you to the wedding? He’s strong, you know. One swipe and that’d be the end of you.”

“We’ll see.”

“Ho, ho.”

“But you’re pregnant.”

“Who said so?”

“You did.”

“I didn’t say anything. That was your idea.”

There was a quiet tapping at the door. Katya got up to open the door to Marusya and then got back into bed.

“Did you see him off?”

“Yes.” Marusya switched on the light. “Would you like tea?”

Sasha reached for his trousers.

“You can stay as you are,” Marusya said.

“He’s bashful.” Katya grinned. “He’s ashamed to be seen with me, but he wants to get married.”

“It doesn’t take long to get married, or to get divorced,” Marusya said.

Sasha poured what was left of the vodka into a glass and ate a piece of pie.

He felt all in all he should be grateful to Katya that things had ended as well as they had. What she had said about the mechanic was probably true, but that wasn’t the point. The point was, she’d been teasing him and like a fool he had been taken in.

He got up.

“Where are you off to?” she asked.

“Home.”

“What are you talking about?” Marusya protested. “Sleep here. You can leave in the morning. I’ll sleep at my neighbor’s. Nobody will disturb you.”

“I have to go.”

Katya looked at him sullenly.

“Can you find your way home?”

“I won’t get lost.”

She pulled him toward her. “Stay.”

“I’m going. Be happy.”

Still, she was a good girl! It would be a pity if she didn’t telephone him and they didn’t see each other again. He didn’t know where she lived, she wouldn’t give him her address: “My aunt would be angry.” She hadn’t even told him which factory she worked at. “Be under the lamppost at the entrance.”

At first, she would call him from a phone booth. They would go to the movies or the park; later, they started going into the depths of Neskuchny Park. The wicker benches appeared white in the moonlight. Katya pulled back. “What are you doing? . . . Leave me alone! . . . You think you can touch me any way you like?” Then she pressed against him, a girl from the steppes, her lips dry and chapped, and ran her rough hands through his hair.

“You know, I thought you were a Gypsy when I first saw you. We had Gypsies next to our village, and they were dark, just like you. Except that you’ve got smooth skin.”

She came to see him in the summer, when his mother was away at her sister’s dacha. Her eyes were angry and she was embarrassed by the women sitting at the entrance.

“All eyes! I’ll never come here again in my life.”

When she telephoned, she usually said nothing, then she would hang up and call again.

“Is that you, Katya?”

“Yes, it s me.”

“Why didn’t you answer when you called before?”

“That wasn’t me.”

“Are we going to meet?”

“Where do you want to meet?”

“Next to the park?”

“You’ve already made up your mind. Come to Devichy.”

“At six, seven?”

“I’ll arrive there at six,” she said.

Sasha recalled all this now, as he waited for her to phone, and the next day he wanted to get home from the institute as soon as he could, just in case she did. But he had to stay late to get the student newspapers ready for the October holiday. And then he was summoned to a meeting of the Party committee.
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There were no empty seats near the door and Sasha had to edge his way between the crammed rows of chairs, pushing through the closely packed audience and attracting an irritated look from Baulin, the Party committee secretary. Baulin was red-haired and brawny, with a round, simple, open face, and his broad chest bulged under a blue satin peasant shirt that was fastened at the neck with two white buttons. He waited until Sasha had found a seat and then turned to Krivoruchko.

“So, Krivoruchko, you have sabotaged the construction of the hostels. Nobody’s interested in your alibis. You say the funds were diverted to crash programs? You’re not responsible for building a steel plant like the Magnitka — it’s only a hostel for the institute. Why didn’t you warn us that the timetable was unrealistic? . . . Ah, the timetable was realistic. So why wasn’t it kept to? . . . You’ve been in the Party for twenty years? Your past services have earned our deepest respect, but we still have to punish you for your mistakes.”

Sasha was astounded by Baulin’s tone of voice. Krivoruchko was the deputy director of the institute and the students were afraid of him. People often talked about his brilliant war record, and he wore his military tunic, breeches, and boots as a constant reminder of it. He was stooped and had a long, miserable nose with bags under his eyes. He never stopped to chat, and even when greeted, he would reply with no more than a nod of the head.

Krivoruchko was leaning on the back of a chair, and Sasha could see his fingers were trembling. It was pitiful to see weakness in a man who was usually so formidable. But the building materials had in fact not been delivered, although now nobody cared.

Janson, the dean of Sasha’s faculty and a Latvian who was not easily ruffled, turned for support to the director of the institute, Glinskaya, and asked in a conciliatory tone, “Maybe they’ll give us another completion date?”

“What date?” Baulin asked with sinister benevolence.

Glinskaya was silent. Her aggrieved look showed how she felt about having such a worthless deputy forced on her.

Lozgachev, a postgraduate student, got up. Tall, smooth, and impressive, he raised his arms in a theatrical gesture.

“They surely didn’t send the shovels to Magnitka as well? Did the students dig the frozen ground with their hands? The Komsomol* organizer is right here — let him tell us how the students managed without shovels.” 

Translator's note: The League of Communist Youth.

Baulin watched Sasha with interest as he got up.

“We didn’t have to work without shovels. The storeroom was closed on one occasion, but the manager came back and issued the shovels.”

“Did you have to wait long?” Krivoruchko asked, without raising his head.

“Maybe ten minutes.”

Having been let down by Sasha as a witness, Lozgachev shook his head reproachfully, as if the blunder was not his but Sasha’s.

“So you managed?” Baulin grinned.

“We tried,” Sasha replied.

“How long did you work and how long were you idle?”

“We had no materials.”

“Why not?”

“Everyone knows.”

“Don’t play lawyer with me, Pankratov,” Baulin warned, his words strung out for effect. “It’s out of place.”

Averting their eyes from Krivoruchko, the committee members voted to expel him from the Party. Only Janson abstained.

Krivoruchko left the room, even more stooped.

“A complaint has been received from senior lecturer Azizyan,” Baulin announced, looking at Sasha as if to say, 

And now it’s your turn, Pankratov

.

Azizyan had given Sasha’s group a short course on the fundamentals of socialist accounting principles. He had not dealt with the subject at all, he had taught them nothing about accounting or even about its basic principles. Instead, he had lectured about people who distorted those principles, and Sasha had complained that the group should be learning something about bookkeeping as such. Cunning and unctuous, a dark, balding little man, Azizyan had laughed. 

Then

he had laughed; now he was accusing Sasha of attacking the Marxist basis of the science of accounting.

“Is that how it was?” Baulin’s cold, pale blue eyes were on Sasha.

“I did not say that theory was unnecessary. I simply said we weren’t getting instruction in bookkeeping.”

“The Party’s concern with theory doesn’t interest you?”

“Of course it does, but so does concrete knowledge.”

“Is there a difference between the Party’s concern with theory and concrete knowledge?”

Lozgachev was on his feet again.

“Comrades! When people openly preach that a science is politically neutral . . . And, also, Pankratov tried to foist his own personal opinion about Krivoruchko onto the Party committee, acting as a spokesman for the student masses. Tell us Pankratov, honestly, just who do you represent here?”

Janson gloomily drummed his fingers on his tightly packed briefcase. It wasn’t right to argue with a lecturer, but still — to say that science was “politically neutral”. . .

In a voice weary from the burden of high office, and implying that this was a trivial matter, involving only a paltry student, Glinskaya addressed Baulin. “Perhaps this should be handed over to the Komsomol. . .”

Lozgachev looked at Baulin; it was clear that Glinskaya’s idea did not appeal to him.

“The Party committee should not evade —”

His casual use of that one word settled the issue.

Baulin scowled. “Nobody’s going to evade anything. But there is a procedure. Let the Komsomol discuss the question. We shall see how politically mature they are.”

Sasha saw the brown leather coat as he came in — Uncle Mark!

His uncle greeted him. “Been having a good time?”

Sasha kissed his uncle’s smooth-shaven cheek. Mark gave off the scent of good pipe tobacco and fragrant eau de cologne — “the cozy smell of a bachelor,” in his mother’s words. Portly, jolly, balding, and avuncular, he looked older than his thirty-five years. The sharp eyes behind the yellow-tinted spectacles revealed the iron will of a man who was known throughout the whole country as one of its industrial chiefs, almost as much a legend as his gigantic construction in the east, the new metallurgical base of the Soviet Union. Out of range of enemy aircraft, it would be the strategic rear of the proletarian power.

“I almost decided not to wait for you, I thought you might be out for the night. . .”

“Sasha comes home every night,” his mother said.

There was a bottle of port on the table, choice pink sausage, sprats, and some cakes — the kind of delicacies that Mark always brought when he visited. There was also the traditional pie that his mother always baked for Mark. He must have let her know he was coming to Moscow.

“Are you here for long?” Sasha asked.

“I got here today and I leave tomorrow.”

“Stalin summoned him,” his mother said.

She was proud of her brother and proud of her son. She had nothing much else to be proud of—abandoned by her husband, a woman on her own, small, plump, though her white face was still pretty and her gray hair was thick and wavy.

Mark pointed to a parcel on the divan. “Undo it.”

Sofya Alexandrovna tried to untie the knot.

“Give it here!” Sasha said, cutting the string with a knife.

Mark had brought his sister a length of cloth for a coat and a downy shawl and for Sasha a suit of dark blue wool. The slightly creased jacket fitted him perfectly.

“Like a glove,” Sofya Alexandrovna observed with approval. “Thank you, Mark, he has absolutely nothing to go out in.”

Sasha looked at himself in the mirror with satisfaction. Mark’s gifts were always just what one needed. When he was a child, his uncle had taken him to the shoemaker to have a pair of tall, soft leather boots made for him. Nobody, neither in the apartment building nor at school, had boots like those. He had been very proud of those boots and could still recall their smell and the sharp scent of hides and tar in the shoemaker’s tiny shop.

Several times that evening Mark was called to the phone. In a low, firm voice he gave instructions about the allocation of resources, budgets, special trains, and he warned that he would be spending the night in the Arbat and that his car should be there at eight the next morning.

He came back into the room and cast a sidelong look at the bottle.

“Hmm!”

“ 

‘Drink, comrade, wherever you can, to drown life’s sorrows.’

” Sasha sang Mark’s favorite song. When he was still a child he used to hear Mark singing it.

“ 

‘Softer, softer, all our worries will go tonight.’

” Mark picked it up. “Is that it?”

“That’s it!” And Sasha piped up again.

––––––––
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Maybe this time tomorrow

The Cheka* will get here,

And maybe this time tomorrow

We’ll execute Kolchak . . .

––––––––
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* Translator’s note: Cheka, from the initials for the Extraordinary Commission for Combatting Terrorism, founded in December 1917, was the security police organization of the Soviet State.

––––––––
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He got his voice and his ear from his mother. She had once been asked to sing on the radio, but his father wouldn’t have it.

––––––––
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Maybe this time tomorrow

Our comrades will arrive,

But maybe this time tomorrow

They’ll take us to be shot.

––––––––
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“It’s a good song,” Mark said.

“And you can’t sing it properly,” Sofya Alexandrovna said. “Like a choir of blind men.”

“A duet of blind men,” Mark said, laughing.

A bed was made up for Mark on the divan and Sasha slept on a canvas camp bed.

Mark took off his jacket and shirt, and, in his undershirt, which was trimmed around the neck and the sleeves in pale blue, went to the bathroom.

Lying with one arm under his head, Sasha waited for him.

When he had gone downstairs after the Party meeting, Janson had run past and given him a pat on the back as he did so. It was the only good, encouraging gesture shown to Sasha, and it emphasized the sense of emptiness he now felt. Everyone else suddenly seemed to be in a great hurry, either to get home or to the canteen. He walked to the tram stop along the dirty road of the straggling suburb and was passed by a large black car. Sitting in front was Glinskaya, who was turning around to say something to the other passengers. The way they were talking and laughing and driving right past him, without the slightest awareness of him, again aroused the feeling of emptiness and of sudden, unjustified rejection.

Sasha had known Glinskaya since his schooldays. He had noticed her at meetings of the parents’ committee, and he had been in the same class as her son, Jan, a gloomy, taciturn youth who was interested only in mountaineering. She was married to a Comintern official, and her Polish accent gave her categorical pronouncements a note of falseness. Even so, he had not expected her to keep quiet at the committee meeting. After all, she was just as responsible as Krivoruchko for the construction of the hostels. Yet she had remained silent.

Mark returned, washed and fresh, took a bottle of eau de cologne out of his toilet kit, and patted some on his face. Then he lay down on the divan, twisted around to make himself more comfortable, took off his spectacles, and sought myopically for somewhere to put them.

“Shall I turn out the light?” Sasha asked.

“Yes.”

They lay in silence for a while, and then Sasha asked, “Why has Stalin summoned you?”

“It wasn’t Stalin. I’ve been called here to pick up his new instructions.”

“They say he’s not very tall.”

“He’s about the same height as you and I.”

“And yet he looks tall on the rostrum.”

“Yes, he does.”

“When it was his fiftieth birthday,” Sasha said, “I didn’t like the way he replied to the speeches praising him — things like ‘the Party created me in its own image’ and so on.”

“His point was that the praise belonged to the Party and not to him personally.”

“Is it true that Lenin wrote that Stalin was rude and disloyal?”

“How do you know about that?”

“It doesn’t matter. The point is I’ve heard it. But did he really say it?”

“They are exclusively personal characteristics. The important thing is the political line.”

“But can you separate them?” Sasha objected, and at that moment Baulin and Lozgachev came into his mind.

“Do you have any doubts?”

“I didn’t think so, somehow. I mean, I’m for Stalin, but I just wish there was a bit less glorification. It grates on me.”

“Something not understood is not the same as something wrong,” Mark replied. “You must believe in the Party and its wisdom. Things are going to get tough.”

Sasha laughed. “Yes, I learned what that’s like today.”

He told Mark what had happened at the Party committee session. “Bookkeeping? But was that a question of principle for which —” Mark was incredulous.

“Well, you can wait your whole life for a question of principle to turn up.”

“It’s tactless to argue in the lecture room,” Mark said.

“They’re not accusing me of being tactless, but of being nonpolitical. And they’re demanding that I admit it.”

“If you were wrong, admit it.”

“Oh, no, that’s not what they want. Anyway, what is there to admit? The whole thing’s fake, phony.”

“Is Glinskaya still the director?”

“She is.”

“And she was there, at the committee meeting?”

“She was.”
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Mark Alexandrovich told his driver to go on ahead, while he walked.

It was a brilliantly clear autumn morning, with a steady, bracing chill in the air. Office workers were hurrying to their jobs, a noisy line of women waited at the bakery, a silent column of men waited at the tobacco stand.

He had always singled Sofya out from among his sisters. He loved her and pitied her. She was weak and not adaptable, and now, having been left by her husband, she was especially helpless. He loved Sasha, too. Why were they getting at the boy? After all, he had said the right thing, spoken honestly, and yet they were now trying to destroy his spirit, demanding repentance for an act he hadn’t committed. But he, too, had urged Sasha to repent.

Mark crossed Arbat Square and walked along Vozdvizhenka Street, which seemed suddenly quiet and empty after the lively Arbat. There was only one large crowd, and it was waiting for the Voentorg store to open. A smaller group huddled at Kalinin’s doorway. Mark Alexandrovich got into his waiting car and traveled along Mokhovaya Street, Okhotny Row, across Theater and Lubyanskaya squares and onto Nogin Square, where, in the former Business Court, in a vast five-story building with long corridors and myriad rooms, the People’s Commissariat of Heavy Industry was housed.

Thousands of people came to this building from every corner of the country. It was here that everything was decided, coordinated, elaborated, planned, ratified. As was his custom, Commissar Ryazanov began his tour of the commissariat not with the management, but in the clerical departments and sections. And because, although chief of the greatest construction project in the world and Ordzhonikidze’s favorite, he went first to them, the rank-and-file workers were delighted. He took notice of them, he recognized their strength, the strength of the organization. And so they eagerly responded to his problems and dealt with them as befitted the interests of the factory that was the pride and joy of the Five-Year Plan; in other words, they dealt with them the way Mark Alexandrovich wanted.

Having made his tour of the departments, Mark Alexandrovich went up to the third floor, passed through several corridors, ascended one staircase, descended another, and arrived in a quiet, unfrequented wing of the building. The offices of the people’s commissar and his assistants were located here. The secretaries at their desks in the carpeted anteroom knew Mark Alexandrovich, and he went through unannounced to Budyagin’s office.

A member of the Central Committee and a friend of Stalin’s from their days in Siberian exile, Budyagin had been recalled a few months earlier as ambassador to the most powerful European state and was now deputy people’s commissar. It was rumored that his recall had not been accidental, and that he was somewhat out of favor. His lean face, however, with its black mustache and gray eyes under thick brows, gave nothing away. Worker-intellectuals, like Budyagin, who had traded their army commander’s cloak for a diplomat’s morning coat, or their local Cheka chairman’s leather coat for the manager’s two-piece suit, had always embodied for Mark Alexandrovich the formidable, implacable spirit of the Revolution, the all-shattering power of the dictatorship.

They discussed the fourth blast furnace. It was now supposed to start up by the time of the Seventeenth Party Congress, in five months, not in eight, which had been called for in the original plan. Both Mark Alexandrovich and Budyagin knew that economic wisdom was being sacrificed to political necessity, but that was what Stalin wanted.

After they had been over the whole question, Mark Alexandrovich said, “You know my nephew, Sasha Pankratov. He was in the same class as your daughter at school.”

“Yes, I know him.” Again, Budyagin’s face was inscrutable. “It’s nonsense, really. . . .” He told Budyagin what had happened. “Sasha’s an honest young man,” Budyagin said.

“The political neutrality of bookkeeping! Can you imagine! The director of the institute is Glinskaya. I don’t know her, but you do. Please talk to her, if it’s not too difficult. It’s a shame for the boy, they’re persecuting him. I could go to Chernyak, but I don’t feel like taking it to district level.”

“Chernyak isn’t the district secretary any longer.”

“What?”

“He isn’t.”

“What are we coming to?”

Budyagin shrugged his shoulders.

“The congress is in January,” Budyagin said, and without pausing, went on, “Sasha’s a good boy. He comes here from time to time. He hasn’t said anything to me.”

“He wouldn’t, and anyway this just happened yesterday.”

“Is Glinskaya capable of doing something?” Budyagin sounded dubious.

“I don’t know,” Mark Alexandrovich replied. “But I will not let him be torn to pieces. We mustn’t allow our children to be crippled; they’re just beginning their lives.”

“It isn’t only your nephew it’s happening to now,” Budyagin said.

Mark Alexandrovich went down to the barbershop for a haircut and, something he never did, a shave. He wished he hadn’t, for the barber sprayed him with a powerful eau de cologne.

The alien, persistent perfume annoyed him as he entered the restaurant reserved for members of the directorate.

The barmaid turned to him. “Comrade Ryazanov, they asked for you to call on Comrade Semushkin.”

He went upstairs. Anatoli Semushkin, Ordzhonikidze’s secretary, greeted him coldly and expressed his irritation that Mark Alexandrovich never seemed to be available when he was needed. Semushkin addressed everyone in the familiar form, he acknowledged nobody but his boss — Sergo — and he was feared scarcely less than Sergo himself. He had been his adjutant during the Civil War, then from 1921 he served as his secretary, in the Transcaucasus and the Central Control Commission, and now in the Commissariat of Heavy Industry.

With an especially significant look on his face, and the same expression of annoyance, he dialed a number. “Comrade Ryazanov is here.” He handed the receiver to Mark Alexandrovich.

He was expected at the Kremlin at four o’clock.

He suspected that this was the reason for summoning him to Moscow. He had already bought his return ticket, thinking the meeting was off. And now, in forty minutes, he would be with Stalin.

On another phone Semushkin called the Bobrinsk Chemical Works, where they replied that Ordzhonikidze was out on the site. Semushkin hung on, delaying Mark Alexandrovich but calculating that it was better to be late for Stalin than turn up there without Ordzhonikidze’s instructions.

That wasn’t the way Mark Alexandrovich saw it. Semushkin only moved and functioned in higher circles, but Mark Alexandrovich couldn’t allow the other man’s bureaucratic zeal to stand in his own way.

He remained calm and unruffled. The only thing troubling him was the awful barber’s scent. It was ridiculous to show up at the Kremlin smelling like this, and to see Stalin, no less. He went back to the barbershop and washed his face and hair, while the barber stood by with a towel. This wasn’t the good-natured Comrade Ryazanov who had been joking with him about balding men half an hour earlier. The commanding face, especially without the spectacles, now looked ruthless.

He poked his Party card through the hatch at the Troitsky Gate. The hatch slammed shut, then opened again, showing a soldier’s silhouette behind the glass. It was only when he leaned forward that Ryazanov could see him.

“Do you have any weapons?”

“No.”

“What’s in the briefcase?”

Ryazanov lifted it up and opened it.

The sentry gave him back his Party card with a permit tucked inside.

Two soldiers with rifles stood at the door of the special entrance. They asked for his permit and checked his papers. After examining the photograph on his Party card, the sentry cast a formal but attentive glance over his face.

Ryazanov left his topcoat in a small cloakroom and went up to the third floor. Outside the office, a man in civilian clothes checked his papers once more.

Inside sat Poskrebyshev behind a desk. It was the first time Mark Alexandrovich had seen him and he thought his face coarse and unattractive.

Ryazanov announced himself.

Poskrebyshev led him into a small anteroom, indicated the sofa, and went through to the inner office, firmly closing the door behind him. He came back.

“Comrade Stalin will see you now.”

The left wall of Stalin’s elongated office was hung with an enormous map of the Soviet Union. Bookcases lined the wall on the right. A large globe stood in one corner, and in the other a writing desk and chair. The middle of the room was occupied by a long green baize-covered table and chairs.

Stalin stopped pacing the room when the door opened. He was wearing a handsome dark khaki jacket with matching breeches tucked into his boots. He was less than average height, solidly built, somewhat pockmarked, and his eyes were slightly Mongol. Above a low brow his thick hair was streaked with gray. He took a few light steps toward Mark Alexandrovich and shook his hand. It was a simple, formal action, yet the importance of the gesture was clearly conveyed. He then pulled out two chairs at the table. They sat down. Mark Alexandrovich could see that his eyes were light brown and lively, and even seemed rather jolly.

Ryazanov began his report with a description of the project.

Stalin immediately interrupted him. “Comrade Ryazanov, don’t waste time. The Central Committee, and its secretary, know perfectly well where the site is and what it’s for.”

He spoke with a strong Georgian accent, and, as Mark Alexandrovich discovered, was well informed about progress at the site.

“The Komsomols are running away?”

“Yes.”

“So, we mobilize them and they run away. How many have gone?”

“Eighty-two.”

Stalin gave him a penetrating, searching look.

“Show me your report.”

From his briefcase Mark Alexandrovich took out tables indicating the deployment of the labor force and pointed to a graph.

“Don’t be so hard on yourself, Comrade Ryazanov! If as few as eighty-two workers ran away from a factory in Moscow, the manager would regard himself as a hero.”

He smiled, causing a deeply etched network of wrinkles to appear around his eyes.

When Ryazanov complained about the factory that supplied his equipment, Stalin asked for the manager’s name.

“The man’s a fool. He makes a mess of everything.” Suddenly his eyes looked yellow and wary, like a tiger’s, and Mark Alexandrovich saw in them a flash of anger toward a man he knew to be an efficient manager but who found himself in a difficult situation.

Ryazanov changed the subject to a more delicate one, the building of the second open-hearth furnace.

“Can you build it in a year?” Stalin asked.

“No, Comrade Stalin.”

“Why not?”

“I don’t gamble with engineering.”

Immediately he was afraid of what he’d said. Stalin looked at him intently. Again his eyes looked yellow and wary, and one of his eyebrows was raised almost vertically.

“So, the Central Committee gambles with engineering?” He spoke slowly, stretching out his words.

“Forgive me, that wasn’t what I meant. What I want to say is . . .” He then proceeded to give a detailed, precise, and convincing explanation of why the second open-hearth furnace could not be completed within a year.

Stalin was listening carefully. Clutching his pipe to his chest, his left hand appeared cramped and stiff.

“You’ve spoken plainly. We don’t need Communists who promise anything you like. What we need are those who tell the truth.” He said this without smiling and with great emphasis. His words seemed to be addressed to the whole country.

Ryazanov was about to go on, but Stalin touched his elbow.

“I listened to you, now it’s your turn to hear what I have to say.”

Stalin spoke about the metal industry, the east, the second Five-Year Plan, the defense of the country. In a quiet, thick voice, slowly and precisely, as if dictating to a secretary, he spoke about things that everyone knew, but which now, said by him, acquired new and special importance.

He made no mention of the fourth blast furnace, as if he wanted to save Mark Alexandrovich from harming his own position by raising objections that Stalin would not have accepted.

“When are you leaving?” Stalin got up.

“Today.”

“If you can, put it off a couple of days. I think my comrades in the Politburo would be interested to hear what you have to say.”

The awkwardness and anxiety that Mark Alexandrovich had felt during the meeting with Stalin receded, and what remained was a sense of the greatness with which he was involved. The vast project he was in charge of demanded an iron will. If it were not for the iron will of Stalin above him, he would be unable to exercise his own. And his was tough, too. What choice was there? Great historical revolutions weren’t achieved by being soft.

The staff in the commissariat knew about his talk with Stalin and were already drafting a decree for the Politburo. All the required personnel, from the Central Directorate to typists and even the manageress of the buffet, stayed at their jobs all evening and all night. Members of the board whose official stamps were needed for the draft decree would arrive at the commissariat by dawn, and the documents would be delivered to the Central Committee by special messenger in the morning.

Nobody asked Ryazanov what Stalin had said. The tale would only be garbled in the retelling. Stalin himself dictated what he thought necessary. The dates and sites that Mark Alexandrovich had indicated were what Stalin wanted.

The main thrust was that the completion date for the second open-hearth furnace had been postponed for a year, and this augured a new and more realistic approach to the composition of the second Five-Year Plan. After all, metal was the basis of everything.

Budyagin also occupied himself with the draft decree, then left, returned at eight in the morning, and stamped it without a word.

Their friendship gave Budyagin the right to inquire about “the conversation,” but he didn’t. Mark Alexandrovich sensed some opposition to Stalin in Budyagin, but banished the thought that it might be political. It was most likely something personal, as often happens between former friends. Maybe he was offended at being recalled from abroad and given a job that, however senior, was lower in rank, and that might be a step farther down the ladder.

Ordzhonikidze arrived. Mark Alexandrovich always felt relaxed with him. He might explode in appalling anger, but he never bore a grudge and was good-natured. It was to him that Mark Alexandrovich owed his present high position. Sergo had spotted him when he was manager of a small factory in the south and had promoted him to become the top metallurgist in the country. Sergo had a gift for finding people and then giving them the protection they needed to do their work.

He was sitting at an enormous desk, a tired man with a fleshy, aquiline nose and puffy face, graying hair, and a thick, uneven, drooping mustache; the top button of his tunic was undone and the collar of his lilac-colored shirt hugged his thick neck.

The windows of the office gave onto a narrow side street that led to an ancient little church, the kind that had abounded in this old quarter of Moscow between the Yauza, Solyanka, and Moscow rivers. This one must have been very special to have survived and not been wiped off the face of the earth.

“Well done!”

The praise was aimed as much at the draft decree as the fact that Ryazanov had not lost his head in front of Stalin and had pleased him. It also applied to himself for having picked the right man, the sort of man who could be relied on in complicated and critical situations.

“Tell me all about it!”

As Ryazanov recounted the conversation, Ordzhonikidze listened tensely, trying to capture the very essence of Stalin’s every word.

The farther the meeting with Stalin receded, the more significant it seemed to Mark Alexandrovich. Such meetings occur only once in a lifetime. Above all, he had a radiant sense of the great man’s understanding and the genius that cast its light over the times.

“ ‘I don’t gamble,’ you said that?”

“That’s what I said.”

“So, the Central Committee gambles?” Ordzhonikidze repeated the question and laughed.

“Yes, that’s exactly what he said.”

There was great meaning in Ordzhonikidze’s bulging brown eyes as he looked at Ryazanov.

“Be at the Central Committee by ten. You’ll have five minutes to present your report — don’t count on more than that. Don’t give them any pep talks about Soviet power, just stick to the facts that support your position. Answer questions, ignore critical comments. And don’t get nervous, you’ll have me behind you.”

In the waiting room outside the auditorium where he was to give his report was a table laden with a large permanently boiling samovar, a supply of sliced lemon, sandwiches, and mineral water, but no barman or waiter. Along the walls and at the windows were desks where one could arrange one’s papers.

Provincial Party secretaries, people’s commissars and their deputies and heads of directorates, a number of military, and a large group from the Caucasus were all waiting to be called.

A middle-aged female secretary would call out, “Comrade So-and-so, to the session, please.”

If she had to call several people together, she would say, “The comrades from such-and-such province” or “the comrades from this or that commissariat.”

She called on Mark Alexandrovich by his name.

He went through the secretaries’ room and on entering the auditorium saw rows of people sitting in armchairs. Standing behind the chairman’s table was Molotov. To his right was a rostrum, to his left and slightly to the rear sat the person giving the report, the stenographers sitting still farther to the left.

“Comrade speaker, please come here.” Molotov indicated the rostrum.

A notice on the inside edge of the rostrum read: “Readers have five minutes.” On the wall opposite the rostrum was a black clock with gilded hands, like those on the Kremlin.

Stalin was sitting in the third row. The rest of the row to his left was empty, so that he could get up and leave easily. Mark Alexandrovich had heard about his habit of pacing up and down his study. Now, however, he remained in his seat, just as he had two days earlier.

Mark Alexandrovich ran quickly through the draft decree. He spoke in terse, mostly technical terms, but in a clear and simple way that was convincing to people used to political verbiage. He underlined the early start-up of the fourth blast furnace and did not linger over the delay of the second open-hearth furnace, which was actually the more important. The main thing here at this moment was to highlight precisely what needed emphasis.

“Any questions?” Molotov asked.

Someone pointed out that the draft decree called for the supply of wood and that approval had not yet been given by the Wood Industry Commissariat.

Mark Alexandrovich was about to reply when a sudden silence fell. He heard the voice of Stalin.

“Let Comrade Ryazanov go back to his plant and start making metal. It would be wrong to detain him for the sake of a few papers.”

He spoke not only very quietly, but had also turned away, so that one had to strain to hear what he was saying.

“I think we ought to be able to get the necessary approvals without Comrade Ryazanov. The decree has been considered; there are no outstanding questions. In helping Comrade Ryazanov, we will be carrying out the Party’s orders.”

He stopped as suddenly as he had started.

Nobody asked any more questions.
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Comfortable before the Revolution, the first apartment block on the Arbat had now become the most overcrowded. The apartments had been subdivided and crammed with tenants, though one or two people had somehow managed to protect themselves and gain a small victory over the new order. Such a one was the tailor Sharok.

He had started as a boy in the workshop, become a cutter, then a master tailor, and finally had married the boss’s only daughter. Such was Sharok’s career. Then the Revolution had cut off his expectations. The workshop he expected to inherit was nationalized. He went to work in a clothing factory, supplementing his income by working at home. Exercising the caution of a man determined never to confront a finance inspector, he accepted clients only on reliable recommendation.

Aging handsomely, the portly tailor still had the dignified and deferential manner of the owner of a lady’s dress shop.

Six evenings a week he was at his tailor’s table with a tape measure around his neck, marking fine lines with chalk, cutting cloth, sewing, and pressing seams with his heavy iron. He was earning money. Sundays he indulged his passion for pari-mutuel betting at the racetrack. Sharok might have reconciled himself with life, were he not in constant fear of the house management committee, his neighbors, and, quite simply, of the unexpected. One such surprise was the eight-year camp sentence imposed on his elder son, Vladimir, for robbing a jewelry store.

He had never trusted the fidgety little freak. The boy had his mother’s simian looks. But Sharok took consolation from the fact that Vladimir had completed a chef’s course at the Prague restaurant and had brought home a pay envelope.

Of course, restaurants were not what they used to be — not the restaurants nowadays! But it was a well-chosen profession for the physically weak boy who was no good at schoolwork. Since he enjoyed himself betting at the races, Sharok thought nothing of the fact that Vladimir gambled at cards. But robbery! That meant prison by any country’s laws, not only Soviet.

Sharok’s younger son, Yuri, was a reserved, fastidious youth. Cunning and cautious, he had grown up on the back streets of the Arbat close to the Smolensk Market and Protochny Street, the breeding ground of Moscow’s crooks and down-and-outs. He knew what his brother was doing, but said nothing at home. The laws of the street meant more to him than those of the society they lived in.

From childhood, he grew up in the belief that somehow the Revolution was thwarting him. He did not know precisely how, only that it did. He had no idea how life might be under a different system, only that it would be better. Of that he had not the slightest doubt. He referred sarcastically to the Komsomols at school as “the comrades,” the way the new bosses were referred to every day at home. Those arrogant activists imagined the world belonged to them. When Sasha Pankratov, the secretary of the school Komsomol cell, got up on the platform and started speaking, gesturing vigorously, Yuri felt defenseless.

He detested politics and regarded the career of engineer as the only one worth considering, as it might give him some independence. But his brother’s arrest led him to change his plans.

The old man had been looking for a defense lawyer, and after consulting his clients he had at last found one who agreed to take the case for a fee of five hundred rubles. It was a colossal amount and Sharok was afraid to hand it over without a witness, so he took Yuri along with him.

The lawyer didn’t waste time counting the money, but carelessly threw it into a drawer, and with that the visit was at an end. Yuri, however, had taken a good look around and saw the pictures in their gold frames, the gold bindings on books in glass cases. He had never seen such a luxurious set-up.

When they were out on the street again, the old man sighed enviously, “The way some people live!”

The lawyer impressed Yuri even more, however, in court. The little man with a flabby face and sleek beard could twist the awesome proletarian court around his little finger. That, at any rate, was how it looked to the young Sharok. The lawyer showered the court with laws and statutes, paragraphs and points, he resorted to tricks and stratagems, called new witnesses, appointed supplementary experts, and wrangled sarcastically with the judge and the prosecutor. The gloomy judge and the remorseless prosecutor had the law in their hands, but it seemed to frighten them, and this discovery determined the plans Yuri Sharok now made for his own future. Engineering was forgotten. The path to a career as a lawyer lay via a higher education, and the path to higher education lay via the Komsomol and the factory.

Thus it was that in his ninth year at school, Yuri Sharok joined the Komsomol. As the son of a worker, a preferred status at a school attended by the  intelligentsia, he kept himself aloof. The girls thought him enigmatic. It was the clever, serious, active ones who liked him. They thought they were educating him politically, shaping and developing him. Being honest and trusting, they found him attractive, handsome, simple, and reserved.

Later, working in the factory, he acquired the confidence he had always lacked. Now he was a worker! The blue overalls, which were always clean, suited his good physique. He cultivated a degree of rudeness, which he passed off as working-class directness and contempt for intellectuals. Once a shy, silent schoolboy, now he would often speak at meetings, sensibly assuming an ability to speak in public to be an asset for a future advocate.

Once he was at the institute, however, he spoke much less, nor did he distinguish himself there in any other way. He presented himself as a future efficient and dependable public servant. Not that he tried to distinguish himself. The newspapers were full of attacks on wreckers and saboteurs and deviationists. 

Show them up! Punish them mercilessly! The scoundrels! Human carrion! Destroy them! Finish them off! Root them out! Exterminate them! Wipe them off the face of the earth!

These short, implacable words and phrases, like shots from a pistol, reawoke his fear. He understood everything perfectly and weighed his future in a calculating manner. When he finished at the institute, he would be sent to a province or district, either to a people’s court or the prosecution service. He didn’t give the slightest hint that he wanted to be a private defense lawyer. “Don’t try to wriggle out of your duty, Sharok!” they would say. Surely he wouldn’t have to relinquish the goal he had worked so hard and so stubbornly to attain?

Sharok made Yuri a suit. It was in the latest “Charleston” style, wide-cut trousers and a short, fitted jacket with high square shoulders. With his blue eyes and pale skin, Yuri looked very good in it. They had bought the cloth at Torgsin, the imported goods store on Tverskaya Street.

“The neighbors are nosy,” the old man said. “Their tongues would hang out. ‘The Sharoks have got gold hidden away and more money than they know what to do with.’ ”

He had regretted having to sell the gold bracelet and gold studs, but the old man was well aware that, to land a good position in Moscow, one had to be well dressed. The days of the leather coat and peasant shirt were gone, thank God. For all his selfish indifference toward his family, Sharok did have something akin to fatherly feeling for his younger son, in whom he saw himself as a young man. There was also the matter of the second room in the apartment, which worried him. The house management committee had their eye on it even now, and if Yuri were to leave, they would grab it.

“Contacts, contacts, you must make contacts,” he urged Yuri.

But Yuri didn’t make friends, either in the factory or at the institute. Friends were not permitted in the Sharok household. Their relatives were poor and Sharok saw them only as an additional burden, so they were neither visited nor invited. The father spent his free time at the races, the mother spent hers in church. At Easter the children got a slice of Easter cake, at Shrovetide they got pancakes, and that was the extent of their festivities. Although Sharok claimed he didn’t believe in God, he couldn’t forgive Him for his ruin. Still less could he forgive the Soviet system. On May Day and the Seventh of November, he worked just as he did on other days.

Yuri’s links with his schoolmates turned out to be the firmest. Three of them lived in his apartment block. Sasha Pankratov, the Komsomol secretary, Maxim — Max — Kostin, the son of the woman who worked the elevator, and Nina Ivanova, one of the soft-hearted Komsomols who had wanted to improve Yuri. Together with Lena Budyagina, whose father was the famous diplomat, they formed a tight group of activists.

They used to meet at Lena’s, in the block of apartments known as the Fifth House of Soviets. Budyagin then lived abroad and the children had the run of the apartment. Yuri would show up, vaguely feeling that these might turn out to be useful friends. One day, this vague sensation turned into a concrete hope. The one man who might help him, Budyagin, had been recalled from abroad and put in charge of heavy industry.

From Vozdvizhenka, Yuri turned into Granovsky Street. This was where 

they

lived, in the Fifth House of Soviets, a building of gray granite. 

Their

children were playing in the small garden fenced around with spiked railings. Yuri waited in the lobby with an impenetrable look on his face while the ancient doorman phoned the Budyagins. He then went up to the third floor and rang the bell.

The door was opened by Lena, smiling her usual shy smile. She wore her black hair in a heavy bun and, being tall, kept her head slightly bowed. Her bright red mouth and pouting lips were slightly too large for her beautiful, long, milky-white face. Nina said Lena had a Levantine profile. Yuri had no idea what that meant. All he knew was that Lena Budyagina was the most beautiful girl in the school.

He pulled her toward him with the rough familiarity of an old friend and she did not pull away.

“Have the others come?”

“Not yet.”

“Is Ivan Grigoryevich at home?”

She led him along a hallway smelling of freshly waxed floor to her father’s study.

“Papa, Yuri wants to see you.”

She gave Yuri a happy and devoted smile and let him slip past her into the room.

The narrow room was darkened by a neighboring wall that projected half across the window. Books, magazines and journals, newspapers, and Russian and foreign pamphlets lay strewn over a table, piled on bookshelves, heaped on chairs, and scattered across the floor. Above a battered couch hung a map of the world with steamship routes marked in dotted lines. Yuri noticed a three-digit number before Budyagin closed the file he had been reading and pushed it to one side. It contained secret documents circulated only to members of the Central Committee and Central Control Commission. Yuri also noticed a Parker pen, Troika cigarettes, rubber boots, and a jacket of the particular cut that the celebrated tailor Entin made only for diplomats of the highest rank.

“Yes?” Quietly businesslike, Budyagin’s tone was that of a man who was accustomed to being asked for favors.

“I’m just finishing in Soviet law at the institute, Ivan Grigoryevich,” Yuri said, “and my brother’s in jail. . .”

The ring of the doorbell and the sound of the door being opened came from the hallway.

“They’ll never let me join the court or the public prosecutor service,” Sharok went on. “That leaves economic legal work. I’d like to work in a factory. Before the institute I worked in a factory in Frunze. I understand people and I know about production.

Budyagin cast a detached glance over Sharok. He was confident of his right to supervise others. What could Yuri and his ilk mean to him? He was used to commanding the masses, to deciding the fate of the masses.

“Go and see Egert. I’ll tell him.”

“Thank you, Ivan Grigoryevich.”

“What did your brother do?”

“It was a criminal offense. He’s young, he got into bad company. . . .”

“We got rid of the old system of justice and the new one is only half-literate. We need educated people.”

“I understand, Ivan Grigoryevich,” Sharok eagerly agreed. “But it doesn’t depend on me. Work for the court or the prosecutor’s office, and my brother’s a convict.”

“Egert, go and see Egert,” Budyagin repeated. “I’ll phone him. So, you’d like to be a legal counsel?”

The deliberately ironic way he said “legal counsel” wounded Yuri.

But he had attained his goal. Only the result mattered. That’s the way it’s done! Some find it hard; for others everything’s easy. It used to be that you had to have money. Now you had to have power.

He was finished with the institute and its canteen that always smelled of sour cabbage, finished with the hated “voluntary” Saturday work, the boring meetings, the endless homework, and finished with being afraid of saying the wrong thing. He hadn’t even worn his new suit to the institute, not wanting to stand out among the students who for years had been trying to get an order for a pair of cheap woolen pants out of the trade union.

Of course, they would hold meetings, utter their phrases. He could imagine their hostile faces, their spiteful looks, and the sullen impenetrability of their leaders. “You’re trying to get out of doing your duty, you’re deserting, Sharok. . . .” He would just smile, calm and derisive. What was all this about? Why the complaints? He was just going back to the factory he’d come from, going to rejoin the collective he’d grown up in. There used to be seven hundred workers there, now there were five thousand. It was the firstborn of the Five-Year Plan! It was an honor for a young specialist to work there. Had he asked for the post himself? No, why should he? He’d never lost touch with the factory, and when they had asked him if he wanted to come back after he’d finished at the institute, he’d said yes. What else should he have said? He was proud of the concern being shown for his future. And him a simple Soviet man.

That would shut them up! They’d change their tune. They’d be slapping him on the back, “Okay, Sharok, that’s fine, you do what you have to do!”

He felt his power and his triumph over the people at the institute, and also over these people at the Fifth House of Soviets. These imperious intellectuals, they had always merely tolerated him. But let Sasha Pankratov try asking Budyagin for the same thing, and Budyagin would refuse, he’d tell him to work where the Party sent him. Yet Sharok could be thrown a crust. They don’t respect Sharok, so they could throw him a crust. And these kids, his schoolfriends, all sitting together in the vast school refectory, they had never respected him, either. And now they’d despise him for running to Budyagin for help.

Let them think what they liked. After all, he might have gone to Budyagin for advice. Like an old comrade. Yes, exactly, just like going to an old comrade! Of course, being polite, they just might not ask at all why he’d gone.

“Hi!” Sharok said.

“Greetings!” Max Kostin answered for the rest.

In his well-pressed tunic and highly polished boots, his red hair carefully combed, broad-shouldered, fresh-faced, and smiling, Max was radiant, as a young student should be when he has been given the day off.

Next to him on the sofa sat Nina Ivanova, her heels treading down the backs of her crumpled shoes.

Should have bought them a size bigger, you silly fool, Sharok thought to himself. Nina hadn’t a clue about clothes. She wore the same old jacket wherever she went. She had no idea how to do her hair, either, combing it back instead of covering up her high horsey forehead.

He clapped Vadim Marasevich on the shoulder. Yuri behaved affably toward this harmless windbag, the son of a famous Moscow doctor. Vadim was lolling in an armchair discussing H. G. Wells. He was fat, his lips were thick, and he had short, tufted eyebrows, like a rat’s, above his small, dull eyes.

Little Vladlen Budyagin was doing his homework, sitting with his legs, in long brown stockings, folded under him. Lena distractedly followed the movements of his pen as it formed sloping letters. She smiled at Yuri and nodded to him to sit.

This was the entire group except for Sasha Pankratov.

“Wells predicts wars, epidemics, the disintegration of the United States,” Vadim said, “and then the scientists and aviators will take power.”

Nina objected. “The history of mankind isn’t science-fiction. It’s classes that take power.”

“Undoubtedly,” Vadim agreed condescendingly. “But it’s the line of thought that’s so interesting. Scientists and aviators, the levers of future power, the technocrats who will conquer space.”

“My friends, if Germany rearms, everyone will rearm,” Max said.

“Hitler won’t last long,” Nina protested. “The Social Democrats got eight million votes and the Communists got five million.”

“Yet they couldn’t protect Thalmann.” Yuri entered the conversation, thinking that if five million people couldn’t protect one man, they weren’t worth much.

Nobody present even thought to look for a hidden meaning in his words. Their beliefs were too strong to doubt the faith of a fellow comrade. They could argue and debate and even quarrel, but they were unshakable in their belief that it was Marxism, the ideology of their class, world revolution, the final aim of their struggle, and the Soviet state, the indestructible bastion of the international proletariat, that together gave their lives meaning.

“They have forgotten how to act conspiratorially,” Max said.

“Dimitrov will shake that regime,” Vadim Marasevich said. “Like shaking a pear off a tree. It’ll be a magical sight, the trial of the century!”

He aired his views on the forthcoming trial of Dimitrov, and on the possibility of war, or rather on the symptoms of its outbreak, which only he could discern.

But Vadim Marasevich’s theories were well known here, and they wouldn’t let him prattle on. A new slaughter? Mankind had hardly forgotten the last war, which had cost ten million lives. An attack on the Soviet Union? The world’s working classes wouldn’t allow it. And Russia was not the country she once was. They were already turning out cast-iron at Magnitogorsk and Kuznetsk, the tractor factories of Stalingrad, Chelyabinsk, and Kharkov, and the automobile plants in Gorky and Moscow were under way, and the first Soviet rolling-mills had been built.

Their hearts swelled with pride. This was their country, the shock brigade of the world proletariat, the embodiment of the advancing world revolution, an island of hope in a world torn by crises, unemployment, moral decline, spiritual poverty. True, they had ration cards and denied themselves everything, but they were building a new world. The well-stocked windows of the Torgsin store were an obscene spectacle as long as the people went hungry, but the gold the store earned helped build factories. It was a pledge of future abundance.

They always spoke this way. Everything here was as it always was. The polished floors, the long table under the low lampshade, the marmalade on the table, the tranquillity of a high state official’s orderly home. Pouring the tea, Lena’s mother asked, “Maxim, lemon for you?” And, as always, coming from this Armenian woman, the Russian name sounded strange and artificial to Sharok.

And yet, what had they achieved, after all? With all the possibilities open to them, Nina was a schoolteacher, Lena did English translations in a technical library, Max was finishing infantry school and would sweat it out in the army. They were openhearted, and that was their fatal weakness.

Such were the thoughts of Yuri Sharok. But he then asked, “What’s happened to Sasha?”

“He’s not coming,” Max replied.

Sharok detected in Max’s brief reply the irritating restraint of the Komsomol leader who always knew something others weren’t to know.

“Has anything happened?”

Lena replied that Sasha was having some problems and her father had telephoned Glinskaya.

So, the unbending Sasha! Well, what do you know? It put Yuri in a good mood. When he had applied to join the Komsomol, Sasha had made a little “no confidence” speech and abstained in the voting. At the factory, Sharok had been made a trainee milling-machine operator, while Sasha had unloaded trucks and had spent a whole year stuck with stevedores — the country, of course, needed stevedores, too. Sasha had wanted to study history, but got into engineering instead, and the country, of course, needed engineers. Coming from the same background, it wasn’t surprising that Budyagin liked him. But what had happened? Budyagin would never have intervened if it had been only a minor matter.

Yuri said, “One of the kids at the institute made the following crack: ‘What is a wife? A thumb tack on a chair.’ ”

“He read it in Mendel Marants,” Vadim Marasevich said.

“He said it at a meeting about International Women’s Day. He was expelled from the institute, the Komsomol, the trade union.”

“The joke was out of place,” Nina Ivanova said.

“If they expel everyone, who’ll be left?” Max frowned.
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Chapter  ​5
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Lena Budyagina was born abroad in a family of political émigrés, and when she had first come to Russia after the Revolution with her father, who was by then a diplomat, even her knowledge of her native language was uncertain. But she had not wanted to appear different from her friends, and the special nature and exclusiveness of her situation was a burden to her. She was acutely sensitive to everything she saw as genuinely national and Russian.

She was immediately attracted by Yuri Sharok, a simple working-class boy, independent, touchy, and enigmatic, and she joined with Nina Ivanova in trying to educate him, though she knew well enough that her interest was not entirely educational. Yuri knew it, too. But at that time, love affairs were regarded in school as unworthy of real Komsomols. As children of the Revolution, they genuinely believed that any personal distraction was a betrayal of society.

After they had left school, and without making any effort to get closer to her, Yuri had consciously maintained the relationship at the exact level of intimacy it had reached in school. Sometimes he would telephone and suggest a movie or café, other times he would drop by when the whole group was there. The embrace in the hallway had been a step across the artificial threshold Yuri had previously set. He had acted unexpectedly and crudely, but with the sort of decisiveness that would conquer such a nature as hers.

For a few days, she waited for him to telephone, and then, unable to wait any longer, she casually called him, the way they used to phone each other. She spoke in an even, quiet voice, trying to make sure her word endings were correct and that the stress on each word fell in the right place, and she spoke slowly and calmly, so that even on the phone her shy smile was detectable.

Yuri had been waiting for her call.

“I was just going to phone you. I’ve got two tickets for the dance at the Business Club on the sixth. Want to come?”

“Yes, of course I do,” she replied.

He came for her on the evening of the sixth of November. In her long blue-green evening dress, a string of pearls glimmering in her black hair, and wearing an exotic perfume, she was strikingly beautiful — a woman from another world. Only her shy smile was familiar, and seemed to be asking if he liked what he saw and whether he realized that she had dressed for him.

She opened the door to the dining room.

“Be in bed by ten o’clock, Vladik.”

“Okay.” Vladlen was building something on the windowsill.

“Where are your folks?” Yuri helped her on with her coat.

“Papa’s in Kramatorsk and Mama’s in Ryazan.”

“For the holiday?”

“Papa always makes the rounds of the factories during the holidays, and Mama’s a lecturer.”

She gathered up the long dress beneath her coat and laughed. “Long dresses are rather awkward.”

They were in luck. A car was just coming out of the driveway and as it happened Lena recognized the driver, who gave them a lift. A middle-aged man, he worked as a chauffeur for senior officials and had the self-important manner that went with the job. He was attentive to Lena but took no notice of Yuri, who did not let it bother him but instead concentrated on the fact that Lena was alone and that he would be taking her home after the dance. Her nearness on the soft seat in the back of the car aroused him, but it was the thought that tonight was the night anything might happen that excited and alarmed him even more.

He had known other women, but not like this. The neighbor’s cleaning woman, a pickup in the courtyard, girls in the village he visited with his father. With them things were much simpler: they knew how to look after themselves. Now he was the one who was responsible for whatever happened, and it was dangerous to toy with a Budyagin. Anyone else in Yuri’s position would eventually ask her to marry him, but he was afraid it would be too big a jump. Anyway, could he be sure that Lena would make him the sort of wife he needed? He couldn’t imagine her strange, hostile family next to his own. He should wait. He hadn’t given up hope of becoming a lawyer and achieving independence. If he married Lena, he would be hitching himself to her wagon.

They pulled up outside the Business Club, and Yuri had no idea how to open the car door, turning first one handle and then another to no avail. Lena leaned across, opened the door, gave him a smile and said, “The handles in this car are very uncooperative!”

Her attempt to smooth over his clumsiness only irritated him further, underlining the fact that he had never been in such a car before. But he controlled himself. Giving the chauffeur a cold look, he followed Lena into the club. He would do as he liked and live as he liked, and at this moment he liked Lena. Sitting next to her, he felt the looks they were getting. He was used to women looking at him, but their glances now were different, special. They were curious about the man who had the attention of the most striking woman there that evening.

Ruslanova sang and Khenkin read stories by Zoshchenko, and then the dancing started. Lena was an obedient dancer, maybe not as light on her feet as the girls he met at the dance halls, but she laughed at her own awkwardness and pressed trustingly closer to him.

When Lena went to the powder room, Yuri leaned against a column and looked around at the assembled crowd. Here were the leaders of industry, top executives, scientists, the cream of Moscow’s technical intelligentsia who worked in commissariats and trembled before their bosses, but earned good salaries and bonuses, bought their goods in restricted stores, and got sent on profitable missions. Yuri knew all too well that the lucky ones who got into the best institutions after graduating moved up fast, and what a sweat it was for those who were sent to work in industry.

What would he achieve in a factory? He’d be running from one people’s court to another, doing petty cases of firings and absenteeism, lawsuits about trivial shortages or the poor quality of protective gloves. To work in the legal department of a commissariat or a directorate or even an enterprise group, that would be something else. Big cases, handled in the high courts, the Supreme Court of the Soviet Union and the Republics. That would be useful for a future career as a lawyer. But all that was for later. First, he had to avoid being allocated to the regional courts by the institute along with the rest, and then everything would be much simpler.

It was eleven o’clock. Yuri wanted to get Lena home before the doorman locked the entrance.

“Tired?” he asked.

“Let’s stay a bit longer.” She smiled.

It was one o’clock before they left. After the stuffiness of the club, the light rain outside was pleasantly refreshing. There was not a soul about and, apart from the rain-streaked streetlamps, the only sign of life was the light inside the security police building on Lubyanskaya Square.

They arrived at Lena’s.

“Come upstairs for a while.”

Yuri was surprised by her straightforward, trusting tone of voice. He followed her in silence.

The old doorman opened up for them. He didn’t ask what a guest was doing going up to the Budyagins’ at this hour — he was well trained and showed no surprise at anything.

She switched on the light in the entrance hall and peered into the dining room.

“He’s asleep.”

She was evidently relieved that the child was sleeping, not because she didn’t want him to see that Yuri was there.

“Go and sit in Papa’s room while I change.”

She switched on the overhead light in the study and left Yuri alone.

He browsed through a pile of books. There was a volume of Lenin with slips of paper serving as bookmarks, there were books on metallurgy, and Alexei Tolstoy’s 

Peter the First

. He couldn’t find any official papers or secret files or banned books such as only 

they

could get hold of, and there was no sign of the revolver 

they

all had (it would have to be a Browning, Yuri was sure, as that was the easiest to slip into the back pocket). He had a powerful desire to see something forbidden, inaccessible; he longed to be able to touch the secret of their power.

She would be back any minute, so he had to hurry. He pulled at the middle drawer of the table and, finding it locked, tugged at the rest with the same result. He just managed to lean back in the chair as she entered, dressed as he was used to seeing her, in a white blouse and dark blue skirt.

“Shall I make some coffee?”

They made chance physical contact as they moved together around the small room. She smiled at him. And when she leaned forward to pour the coffee, he saw her breasts. He had never been alone with her at night, he had never drunk such coffee, such liqueur.

“More?”

“I’ve had enough.”

He moved over to the sofa.

“Let’s sit here.”

She joined him, still carrying her cup of coffee. He took the cup from her hand and set it down on the table. She smiled in surprise and gazed at him. He looked straight into her anxious eyes and, with crude familiarity, pulled her close to him.
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On November 7, Sasha waited for the institute’s column at the corner of Tverskaya and Bolshaya Gruzinskaya streets.

The procession was making slow progress. Above the marchers, banners, pennants, and portraits uniformly fluttered their celebration of Stalin. Middle-aged men blew their trumpets with grim determination, discordant singing came from the ranks, and people were dancing in the middle of the street. Loudspeakers carried the sounds of Red Square, voices of radio commentators, greetings from the Mausoleum, the triumphant roar of the demonstrators as they marched across the square.

The institute’s column arrived a couple of hours later and came to a halt. The ranks broke up and the marchers mingled. Sasha pushed through the crowd to join his own group. At once, he was aware that everyone was looking at him the way people do with someone who’s in trouble and doesn’t yet know it. This had nothing to do with the committee. This was something different.

Nobody said anything and he didn’t ask. Only his friend Runochkin apparently wanted to say something but couldn’t let go of the banner he was holding.

“Get in line, get in line!” the marshals ordered.

The ranks had all been prearranged, and Sasha was at the end of the column among students from other courses. He could see his faculty’s flag and the banner that Runochkin and another student were carrying on two poles. Whipped by the wind, the banner unfurled, streamed to the rear, then twisted and finally straightened out. The column moved off.

It stopped again before reaching Triumphal Square. The ranks mingled once more. Sasha went over and was met by Runochkin. “Our wall newspaper’s been taken down.”

Runochkin was small and crooked, and one of his eyes was crossed, so he would stand somewhat sideways and twist his head as he spoke. Why had they taken down the wall newspaper? It had never happened before.

“Who did it?”

“Baulin. Because of the rhymes. He claims they debase the shock-work campaign.”

Runochkin was the editor of the newspaper, but it had been Sasha’s idea to write the rhymes about the pace-setting student workers, and he had even composed one himself, poking fun at Kovalyov, the group’s leader. “

Since it now is the fashion/To work with a passion,

” his limerick ended, “

Kovalyov thinks he’s haute couture.

” The other three were written by Rosa Poluzhan. Boris Nesterov she teased for his insatiable appetite (“

When he reaches heaven’s gate/He’ll trade his wings for a full plate.

”); Peter Puzanov for his constant napping; and Prikhodko because he liked to do a bit of hunting during work trips, so he made more trips than anyone else. The rhymes were hardly works of genius, they weren’t even funny, but they were innocent.

“Debase the shock-work campaign! What’s so debasing?”

Runochkin tilted his head. “It was the rhymes. ‘Why 

only

about shock-workers?’ I explained that we had only included photographs of shock-workers, so the rhymes went together with them. They wanted to know why there was no editorial, as well.”

It had also been Sasha’s idea not to include an editorial. Why repeat what every other paper would be writing about? The paper must be bright and cheerful, a holiday number that people would actually read and that wouldn’t just hang miserably in the corridor. The others had agreed with him then. Only the cautious Rosa Poluzhan had given him a meaningful look and said, “It would be better if you wrote an editorial and signed it.”

“Are you afraid of Azizyan?” he had asked her.

Good God, how things had turned out. There was still the other business with Azizyan dragging on, and now this had to happen. Okay, we’ll just have to defend ourselves!

The columns halted again at Strastnaya Square. From here on there would be no more stops. The marshals checked carefully to see that no outsiders had slipped in among the ranks. They got the columns into line and drew the ranks closer together, so that they could be made to run the last lap of the march onto Red Square without stopping.

Baulin and Lozgachev came up to the group. Lozgachev was wearing a red armband, as leader of the institute column.

Baulin looked at Sasha severely. “Don’t you think you have to turn out for the demonstration, Pankratov?”

This was unfair. It was usual for those who lived in town to join the procession as it passed along. And, anyway, Baulin could have no idea which of the thousand students had showed up at the institute and which had joined the column later. Yet he had known Sasha’s movements, which meant he had kept an eye open specially for him and now he had come over precisely to make his remark and put Sasha’s “misdemeanor” on public record. The injustice was all the more humiliating because Baulin knew that Sasha wouldn’t dare to contradict him in front of everyone. Or would he?

“I 

am

at the demonstration. You can see me, apparently. I am not a hallucination.” Sasha spoke with the deliberate politeness the intellectual youth of the Arbat used when faced with a brawl.

“Mind you don’t go too far.” Baulin said no more and moved on without waiting for Sasha to reply.

Flowing in two streams around the Historical Museum, the columns poured into Red Square, moving closer together as they increased their pace, and practically ran across the square, where they were separated from each other by compact ranks of Red Army soldiers.

Sasha’s column passed close to the Mausoleum. Among the people standing on the tribunes were military attaches in their operetta uniforms, but nobody took any notice of them. All eyes were focused on the Mausoleum; everyone was excited by a single thought: Was Stalin there and would they be able to see him?

They could see him. The face with the black mustache, looking as if it had just been taken from the countless pictures and sculptures. He stood motionless, his cap pulled well down. The roar grew. “Stalin! Stalin!” Like the rest, Sasha marched with his eyes fixed on him, shouting “Stalin! Stalin!” The marchers tried to look back after they had passed the Mausoleum, but the soldiers hurried them on. “Move it! Move it!”

At St. Basil’s Cathedral, the columns broke up and the disorderly crowds moved down to the river, onto the bridge and the packed embankment. Drums, trumpets, banners, placards, and pennants were all loaded onto trucks. Tired and hungry, everyone was rushing to get home, hurrying to Kamenny Bridge, the Prechistensky Gates, the tramcars.

At that moment the roar on the square reached a crescendo and echoed down to the embankment like a roll of thunder. Stalin had raised his arm in salute to the marchers.

An urgent meeting of the Party committee and Party activists of the institute was convened after the holiday in a small assembly hall. At the podium, Lozgachev was sifting papers.

He spoke. “Two anti-Party actions have taken place in the institute. The first was Pankratov’s assault on the application of Marxism to accounting, and the second was the publication of a wall newspaper, also by Pankratov. His accomplices turned out to be Komsomol members Runochkin, Poluzhan, Kovalyov, and Pozdnyakova. They met no rebuff from the Communist or Komsomol members of the group. This is proof that political diligence has become blunted.”

He went on. “The holiday issue of the newspaper carried no editorial on the sixteenth anniversary of October, the name of Comrade Stalin was not mentioned once, portraits of shock-workers were accompanied by malicious, slanderous so-called verses. Here is a bit of one of them, composed as it happens by Pankratov himself. Just listen to this: ‘Since it now is the fashion to work with a passion’ — what does ‘it now is the fashion’ mean?”

Lozgachev swept the audience with a severe look.

“Do we really regard work as a 

fashion?

It is the work our people are doing that is creating the foundations of socialism; we regard work as an honor. For Pankratov, however, it’s just another ‘fashion.’ Only a malicious critic could have written in this way, someone who is prepared to slander our people. And it was at the last meeting of the Party committee that some people tried to whitewash Pankratov by reassuring us that his attack during Azizyan’s lecture and his defense of Krivoruchko were mere coincidence.”

“Who were these ‘some people’?” Baulin knew as well as everyone else whom Lozgachev meant.

“I have Janson in mind — the dean of the faculty. I don’t think he should walk away from his responsibility.”

'Tie won’t walk away,” Baulin promised.

“The easygoing, carefree atmosphere, created in the faculty by Comrade Janson, permitted Pankratov to carry out his political sabotage.”

“Disgraceful!” The cry came from Karev, a pleasant-looking fourth-year student whom everyone in the institute knew to be a demagogue and a scrounger.

“The Party committee of the institute responded decisively to Pankratov’s assault and removed the newspaper. This shows that all in all our Party organization is in a healthy condition. Our firm and merciless decision confirms that this is so.”

Lozgachev gathered up his papers and left the podium.

“Is the editor here?” Baulin inquired.

Everyone started shifting around to locate Runochkin. The small cross-eyed man climbed up to the podium.

Baulin adopted his customary tone of malicious geniality. “Tell us, Runochkin, how you arrived at this situation.”

“We didn’t think it was worth repeating the editorials that were going to appear in the main paper.”

“What has the main paper got to do with it?” Baulin frowned. “It hadn’t come out when you issued yours.”

“Yes, but it did come out later.”

“And did you know what its editorial would be about?”

“Of course we knew.”

There was laughter in the hall.

“Don’t act the fool! Who decided it shouldn’t be written? Pankratov?” Baulin was angry.

“I don’t remember.”

“You don’t remember. Weren’t you surprised?”

Runochkin shrugged.

“And weren’t you surprised by Pankratov’s suggestion to include the verses?”

“We’d done it before.”

“Do you understand your error?”

“Put the way Comrade Lozgachev put it, yes, I understand my error.”

“And how would you put it?”

Runochkin was silent.

“Made an idiot of himself!” It was Karev again.

Baulin looked at his papers. “Is Pozdnyakova here?”

Smiling, Nadya Pozdnyakova went to the podium. She was a good-looking girl.

“What can I say? Sasha Pankratov decided not to write an editorial — he’s the Komsomol organizer, so we had to do as he said.”

“So, if he told you to jump from the fifth floor, you’d do it?”

“I don’t know . . .,” she replied in confusion. “And I thought —”

“You didn’t think,” Baulin interrupted. “And do you like to see training for shock-work being mocked in this way?”

“No.”

“Why didn’t you object?”

“They wouldn’t have taken any notice of me.”

“But you could have come to the Party committee.”

“I ...” She put her handkerchief to her eyes. “I ...”

“All right, sit down.” Baulin looked at his papers again. “Poluzhan!”

There were shouts from the audience. “We don’t need to hear any more of them. Let Pankratov answer for himself!”

“Pankratov will get his turn. Poluzhan, tell us what happened,” Baulin said.

“I regard the whole affair as a big mistake,” Rosa Poluzhan began.

“Mistakes can be of all sorts,” Baulin reminded her.

“I regard this one as a political mistake.”

“You should have said so straightaway; we shouldn’t have to drag it out of you.”

“I regard it as a gross political error,” Rosa went on. “I would only ask you to take into account the fact that I had suggested that we include an editorial.”

“You think that exonerates you?” Baulin retorted. “You washed your hands of it, made sure you were covered, made things safe for yourself. But the fact that such a vulgarity was hanging on the wall didn’t bother you? You wrote some of the verses yourself, didn’t you?”

“Yes.”

“Which ones?”

“On Nesterov, Puzanov, and Prikhodko.”

“Oh, yes — the glutton, the sleepyhead, and the cheat! And you think that’s the way to glorify shock-work?” Baulin asked mockingly.

“That was my mistake,” Rosa whispered.

“Sit down! Kovalyov!”

White-faced, Kovalyov took his place on the podium.

“I must confess in all honesty that on my way here I hadn’t realized the full political essence of this affair. It seemed more like a joke, stupid and inappropriate, but just a joke. I now see that we were all tools in Pankratov’s hands. True, I did try to insist on including an editorial. But I said nothing when the verses were being discussed. One was written about me, and I thought that if I protested the others would think I was trying to evade being criticized.”

“You were embarrassed?” Baulin smirked.

“Yes.”

“Kovalyov came to the committee and told us honestly what had happened,” Lozgachev intervened.

“It would have been better still if he’d come before the paper was put up,” Baulin retorted.

Siversky, the topography lecturer, got up. Sasha had never imagined that he was a Party member. A silent man with military bearing, in high boots, dark blue cavalry tunic, and long white Caucasian shirt, he looked more like a tsarist army officer.

“Kovalyov, you say you were too embarrassed to protest against the verses about yourself.”

“Yes, that’s right.”

“Then why didn’t you object to the verses about the others?”

“That’s a provocative question!” It was Karev again.

“You’re confusing the issue,” another voice called out.

Baulin raised his hand to silence the audience.

“You can hear what the meeting thinks of your question, Comrade Siversky.”

“I wanted to tell that young man, Kovalyov, that this is not the way to start out in life,” Siversky said calmly and sat down.

“You’ll have your chance to speak during the debate,” Baulin replied. “For the moment, let us hear what the chief organizer has to say. Pankratov, please!”

Sasha was in the back row among students from other departments, listening and thinking over what he ought to say. They expected him to admit his mistakes. They wanted to hear him repent and they wanted to hear what he would say to justify himself.

Did he regret what had happened? He did. He didn’t have to argue with Azizyan; he could have published the paper the way they always had. If he’d acted differently this whole business, which had suddenly erupted into his life and into his comrades’ lives so unpleasantly, would never have happened.

He must stand his ground and defend the others. He must make them hear him out. Baulin, Lozgachev, and Karev weren’t the only ones here. There were also Janson and Siversky, and his comrades, too. They sympathized with him.

The hall fell silent. Those who had gone out for a smoke now came back. Some people left their seats to get a better view.

“Heavy charges have been laid against me,” Sasha began. “Comrade Lozgachev used such terms as political sabotage, anti-Party assault, malevolence—”

“And quite right, too.” The cry was probably from Karev, but Sasha had decided not to take any notice of hecklers.

Baulin tapped his pencil on the table.

Sasha went on. “Lecturer Azizyan was unable to combine the theoretical and the practical aspects of the subject in his lectures and was therefore depriving us of familiarization with important parts of the course.”

Azizyan leaped up, but Baulin stopped him with a gesture.

“As for the newspaper, as Komsomol organizer I take full responsibility for that issue.”

There were cries of “That’s noble of you!” “Show-off!”

“I was the one who said we didn’t need an editorial and I also suggested putting in the verses, and I wrote one of them myself. The others might have thought there was a directive.”

“A directive? Who would have given you a directive?” Baulin glared at Sasha.

For a moment Sasha did not understand the question, but when it finally sank in, he replied, “You have the right to ask me any question you like, except those calculated to insult me. I’m not expelled yet.”

“You will be, don’t worry!” It was Karev again.

“Also, we didn’t print an editorial because we didn’t want to repeat what our main paper and the faculty bulletin would be saying. They have more experienced journalists . . .”

“Judging by the verses, you’re a poet, too,” Baulin declared sarcastically.

“Scribbler!”

“I have already agreed that it was a mistake to omit the editorial. Now, about the verses. They contain nothing reprehensible. The mistake was to print them underneath portraits of the shock-workers. It distorted their meaning.”

“Why put them in?”

“Just to give people a laugh for the holiday.”

“Things have certainly turned out cheerful, no arguing about that!” Baulin remarked.

Everyone laughed.

“But I categorically reject the accusation of political sabotage,” Sasha went on.

“Tell me, Pankratov, did you ask anyone for help?”

“No.”

Baulin looked across at Glinskaya and then again at Sasha. “Not Deputy Commissar Budyagin?”

“No.”

“Then why did he intercede for you with the director of the institute?”

Sasha hadn’t wanted to mention Mark, but now he had no choice.

“I told my uncle, Ryazanov, about it and evidently he spoke to Budyagin.”

“Evidently,” Baulin mocked. “But surely Ryazanov is in the east?”

“He came to Moscow.”

“Ryazanov is by chance in Moscow, you by chance tell him the story, he by chance mentions it to Budyagin, and Budyagin by chance telephones Glinskaya. Aren’t there just a few ‘chances’ too many here, Pankratov? Wouldn’t it be much more honest just to say straight out: ‘Yes, I tried to find ways out’?”

“I have explained the circumstances as they were.”

“He’s wriggling!” “He’s not telling the truth!” “He’s dishonest!” Karev had been joined by some of the other shouters of the institute. “Have you anything more to say?”

“I told you everything.”

“Sit down.”

Sasha left the podium.

“Who wishes to speak?” Baulin asked.

“Janson! Janson! Let Janson speak!”

Janson stepped to the podium with an angry face.

“Comrades, the question we are discussing here today is a very important one.”

“We don’t need you to tell us that!” came from the hall.

“But the objective results must be distinguished from the subjective motivation —”

“They’re one and the same! Don’t start philosophizing!”

“No, they’re not one and the same. But let me make my point —”

“No, we won’t let you. You’ve said enough!”

Siversky got up to speak again. “Comrade Baulin, bring these rowdies to order. It’s impossible to achieve anything under these circumstances.”

Baulin gave the impression of not having heard the request. Janson stubbornly persisted. “Pankratov took up an apolitical position and hence a philistine one—”

“Not enough, not enough!” Karev shouted.

Janson winced. “Wait a moment, comrades, hear me out—”

“There’s nothing to hear!”

“In order to call these acts anti-Party, or to call them political sabotage, we first have to show premeditation. Only if there is evidence of intent —”

“You’re evading the issue!”

“What about yourself, tell us about your own role!”

“So, the question is, did Pankratov mean to cause damage to the Party? I believe he had no such intention.”

“Compromiser! Appeaser!”

“Papering over the cracks!”

“Comrade Janson, you are being asked to tell us about your own part in what happened,” Baulin pointed out.

“I had no part in it at all. I had no hand in preparing the paper, nor the right to allow or not allow its publication. Lecturer Azizyan didn’t complain to me, but to you.”

“But why didn’t you remove it from the wall?” Baulin asked. “You must have seen it before I did.”

“But why didn’t you see it? It was nearer to your office, wasn’t it?”

Janson shrugged his shoulders. “If you think that’s of any importance —”

“Enough!” “He’s had his say!”

Janson stood for a moment longer, shrugged again, and then went back to his seat.

With his jacket hanging over the back of his chair, Baulin spoke from his seat at the chairman’s table. He wasn’t smiling or grinning anymore, and he spoke in chopped categorical phrases.

“Pankratov was counting on his impunity. He was counting on protection in high places. He was sure that, faced with such names, the Party organization would not act. But the Party organization regards Party business, and the purity of the Party line, above any name or any authority.”

He paused to allow applause, but as only two or three claps were forthcoming, he made it appear he didn’t want any applause and continued.

“One is ashamed to look at the Komsomols Runochkin, Pozdnyakova, Poluzhan, and Kovalyov. These are people who are only a step away from becoming engineers, Soviet specialists. Such are the toothless, politically helpless people trained by Comrade Janson! That’s why they so easily became toys in the hands of the class enemy. And that’s what we are accusing Janson of. Janson, you created the right soil for Pankratov. Even here you tried to shield him. And that makes one suspicious.”
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Chapter  ​7
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Yuri told Lena to keep quiet about their affair. He loved her, she loved him, and that was all he wanted of her. He avoided her family, her home, and her friends. Afraid of injuring his self-esteem, she went along with his wishes. His father had never let him bring girls home before, but a commissar’s daughter was serious business! Yuri had never gone with such a girl before. Sharok and his wife were reserved with Lena. So a girl was visiting Yuri, fine, it was the young people’s own affair. If they suit each other, they’ll marry, if they don’t, they’ll part. They were only in step with the times. But if they did get married, she’d have to show respect to her in-laws, even if she was the daughter of a commissar. And she should be grateful to the girls who’d gone to bed with him before and hadn’t been crazy about getting married afterward.

Lena, however, took their reserve as a sign of their dignity. In her eyes, Yuri’s parents were also special and something out of the ordinary. His father was a handsome and imposing master craftsman and his mother was a devout old lady. Theirs was a patriarchal way of life, a completely different world, a world of the people, simple and genuine.

Sometimes they discussed the letters Vladimir sent from the White Sea Canal, letters from a convicted criminal, which began with “Dearest Papa, Dearest Mama,” “My own dear brother Yuri.” There were poems, tearful prison poems about the young man’s ruined life, and his dream of “flying, light as a bird.” Yuri would wince, visibly embarrassed in front of Lena, but she was moved by his father’s gloomy attentiveness and his mother’s sad and worried look, and by the resilience with which Yuri bore this complication in his life.

Everything about them pleased her: their simple food, the way the father would wipe the chalk from his fingers, pick threads off his jacket, sit down at the table in the measured way of a working man for whom a meal in the bosom of his family was the reward for his hard toil. She liked the way Yuri’s mother would always serve his father, as the breadwinner, the first helping, then the second to Yuri, also a working man, and the third to Lena as the guest, and finally help herself to what was left — as the mother who worked in the kitchen, she would always be satisfied. This was a real family, bound together and totally unlike her own, where each member lived his or her own life and they didn’t see each other for weeks on end.

She and Yuri sometimes went to the Metropole to hear Skomorovsky or to the Grand Hotel to hear Tsfasman. She always insisted on paying her own way — after all, she worked and earned a salary and not to pay her share would be uncomradely. Yuri accepted her argument about comradeliness and tolerantly agreed. He was flattered that such a beautiful girl would waste herself on him, just as he was flattered by the attentiveness of the waiters. There were beautiful women and well-dressed men at the neighboring tables, the lights would be turned low, multicolored projectors would illuminate the fountain in the middle of the hall, and they would dance to the Metropole dance band. He would smile at Lena and squeeze her hand, delighted by the attention they attracted.

She would leave him late at night, but occasionally, if he let her, she would stay until almost dawn. The gates would be locked and she would have to ring the bell. The sleepy doorman would stumble out and eye her suspiciously every time, and she would slip him a ruble and run outside into the street, her high heels clicking loudly on the dark streets of the Arbat. At home, they noticed her coming in late and guessed what was going on, but they asked her nothing. Her father didn’t like Yuri; he spoke about him derisively, even with contempt. Well, that was his business. She had ties to her family, but if need be, she would leave home, and without hesitation.

*  *  *
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At the beginning of December, Yuri was summoned to the Commissariat of Justice. In the personnel department, in a large room with many unoccupied desks, he was received by a flat-chested, middle-aged woman named Maikova, with reddish hair and small, mobile features. She gestured to him to take a seat on the opposite side of her desk.

“Comrade Sharok, you’re about to finish at the institute and we’ll have to start thinking about a job for you, so I thought it was time I got to know you a bit better. Tell me about yourself.”

To avoid being recruited into the security or prosecution services, Yuri knew he should present himself in an unfavorable light. But the habit of self-protection had over the years built up an automatic response in him, demanding that he make himself look irreproachable, absolutely spotless, and that he conceal anything that might compromise him. He spoke about himself in his customary way: he was the son of a clothing-factory worker, had himself been a lathe-worker, was a member of the Komsomol, and had a blemish-free record. There was one complication, however: his brother had been convicted of robbery. Mentioning this could only give his story an added note of sincerity, he thought.

Maikova smoked as she listened intently, then she stubbed out her cigarette in an ashtray and asked, “How was it that you, a Komsomol, didn’t keep an eye on your brother?”

“I was only sixteen when he was put inside.”

“Sixteen-year-olds commanded regiments in the Revolution.” She spoke as if she herself had commanded a regiment at sixteen. Maybe she had. She held herself like a soldier, lean as she was, in her leather jacket, with a cigarette between her teeth. No, perhaps not. After all, not everyone could have commanded a regiment; there wouldn’t have been enough to go around! But this red-haired spider’s opinion would decide whether they’d send him to work in a factory or somewhere in the back of the beyond. There was talk in the institute about the whole graduating class being sent to western and eastern Siberia.

Yuri smiled.

“My brother’s a lot older than me; I couldn’t have had any influence on him.”

Maikova searched among the papers on her desk and found what she was looking for.

“The Chemical and Pharmaceutical Board wants you for their legal department. How did that come about?”

“I worked in the Frunze Chemical Works before the institute,” he explained eagerly. “They need a lawyer. I’ve kept up my contact with them and so they asked for me.”

Maikova frowned. “Everyone wants to stay in Moscow. But who’s going to fill the jobs in the rest of the country? What about the courts and the prosecution service?”

Slowly, weighing each word, Yuri said, “To work in the courts and the prosecution service, one must be trusted absolutely. With a convict for a brother, what trust would I have?”

“To work in the courts and the prosecution service you have to be a true Soviet person, first and foremost,” Maikova said in an instructive tone of voice. “The business of your brother won’t prevent that.”

“But you yourself asked me why I hadn’t kept an eye on him. Apart from that, I think industry needs competent lawyers.”

Maikova got up. “I’ll take your request up with the head of the directorate. Then, it’s up to the assignment commission. They decide everything.”

Yuri also got up. “I’ll work wherever they want to send me.”

“You’re telling me you will!” She smirked. “You’ve been getting a grant — now you have to earn it.”

“I would obviously like to stay in Moscow,” he said with conviction. “My father and mother are here and they’re both elderly and not well, and in effect I’m the only son they’ve got left. But that” — he pointed to the file lying on the desk — “that wasn’t my idea, it was the factory’s. They don’t need just any lawyer, they’re looking for someone who knows their industry, the chemical industry.”

“Everyone who wants to stay in Moscow has very weighty arguments,” she said, “and they can all produce valid reasons, just like this one.”

She fell silent and then added suddenly, “On the other hand, the Party organization of the institute is recommending you for a different job, and as it happens it’s in Moscow, too.”

“I don’t know anything about that. But what is it exactly?”

Her reply was evasive. “Well, there are some vacancies. The prosecutor’s office, for example. But you would prefer the factory?”

“Yes, I prefer the factory. I worked there, I grew up there, they were the ones who sent me to study. I owe the factory a lot.”

The pride in his voice softened her.

“We will take note of your wishes and also of the request from the Chemical Board. In any event, the commission will make the decision.”

This hag held his fate in her hands! She’d probably just got out of some dump in the sticks herself, but she was ready to send him, a native Muscovite, to some godforsaken hole miles from anywhere. His father was right, the peasants had invaded Moscow and there was nowhere for the city folk to go. The old man was now starting to push him. “They’re recommending you for a job in the prosecution service in Moscow.” But he wasn’t being straightforward, or maybe he was. He was probably thinking about the apartment.

Even if they were recommending him, it didn’t mean he would get the job. They might ask him why his brother was a criminal. There shouldn’t be criminals in a real working-class, proletarian family. It means the family’s not what it seems. Surely there were others, people who could be trusted, their own people.

With time, the childish and romantic image of the glamorous and independent defense lawyer had faded. The institute practice course, where he had sat in, and observed the courts and the prosecution service, had shown him the other side of the coin. He had seen famous lawyers not only making brilliant speeches, but also in a fluster, squabbling with other lawyers, shamelessly chasing after fees, ingratiating themselves with secretaries and clerks in the court, trying to drum legal advice into the head of some uncomprehending old woman during a consultation that paid five rubles. He knew the price of the luxurious offices they installed in their homes and which were turned back into dining rooms and bedrooms after the last client had gone. Even so, this had been the only thing he wanted to do.

But it was odd. The thought that he might be turned down for an official job stung him. Once more, they would be showing their disregard of him. They kept the good jobs for their own people, but him — reliable, obedient, a potential executive — they would give donkeywork. At the very best, they would throw him a crust and let him go to the factory as a “legal adviser,” as Budyagin had put it contemptuously.

He told nobody about his interview at the commissariat, but he could not conceal his anxiety from Lena. They were sitting in the theater — at long last, they’d managed to get seats for O’Neill’s 

The Emperor Jones

.

“What’s bothering you?”

She looked at him searchingly, lovingly.

He smiled and gestured to her not to disturb the people sitting near them.

At home, as she lay in his arms, she asked him again. He said it was nothing in particular, just that there was some difficulty about the factory’s offer.

“I could talk to my father, if you want.”

“He’s already done what he could.”

She didn’t insist, knowing that her father wouldn’t do more than he already had.

“Sasha Pankratov came to see us yesterday. I feel sorry for him.”

“Why’s that?”

“Don’t you know? He’s been expelled from the Komsomol and the institute.”

Yuri propped himself up on his elbow.

“That’s the first I’ve heard about it.”

“Don’t you ever see him?”

“I haven’t run into him for ages.” This wasn’t true. He’d seen Sasha only recently, but Sasha had said nothing to him. Yuri couldn’t tell Lena this. “Was it because of the business with the accounting lecturer?”

“Yes, and the newspaper business.”

“What happened with the newspaper?”

“He wrote some verses.”

“Is he a poet?”

“He wrote some verses or put someone else’s in, I don’t know. He was in a rush and wasn’t making much sense and then he left. I feel so sorry for him.”

* * *
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So, Sasha Pankratov had been expelled, and him a true believer, such an activist, rock-hard, unbending! And now he’s been chucked out. Even Budyagin hadn’t helped. And with the famous Ryazanov for an uncle! It’s terrifying. If it can happen to Sasha . . .

If the same thing were to happen to him, who would help? His father, the tailor? His brother, the convict? He didn’t have Sasha’s resources, not that they had done Sasha much good. He shouldn’t have turned down the prosecution service: he would have been safe there, nobody could have got at him, and he would have been able to get at anyone he liked and they wouldn’t be able to get away.

He ran into Sasha the next day as he got home.

“Greetings!”

“Hello.”

“I heard you had problems at the institute.”

“Who told you?”

“I saw Lena.”

“It’s been fixed.” Sasha was frowning.

“Really? That’s good.” Sharok didn’t try to hide his grin. “I’m happy for you. It didn’t take you long to get back on your feet.”

“I managed it. See you around.”



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter  ​8
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“It’s been fixed.” Sasha said the same thing to everyone. He didn’t want any rumors to reach his mother.

Glinskaya’s decision had been posted the day after the bureau meeting. As the “organizer of anti-Party attacks,” Sasha was to be expelled from the institute, Runochkin, Poluzhan, and Pozdnyakova were to be admonished, and Kovalyov reprimanded.

The machine was in motion, documents were collected, reports compiled. Before he was even asked, Lozgachev, who replaced Janson as dean, had drawn up Sasha’s record. Smooth and pink-cheeked, he seemed to be saying, “Personally, I have nothing against you, it’s just the way things worked out, but I’ll be truly pleased if you are reinstated.”

Sasha said good-bye to everyone, but refused to shake hands with Kovalyov.

“I don’t associate with vermin.”

Runochkin agreed that Kovalyov was vermin, and thought the rest of them were, too. Little Runochkin wasn’t afraid of anyone.

The class bell rang and the corridor emptied. No one had any more time for Sasha. He had collected his papers and only needed to get them stamped and then leave.

Krivoruchko was still the deputy head of the provisions section. As he stamped the papers, he said under his breath, “The December applications have already been sent to the ration-card office.”

“Thanks,” Sasha replied. The applications were usually sent in later, but Krivoruchko was making sure Sasha got his rations. He didn’t have to do it.

Now Sasha’s mother wouldn’t suspect anything was wrong before the end of December, and by that time he’d be reinstated, anyway.

He went from one institution to another, waited interminably for interviews, gave tedious explanations in the face of mistrustful looks, and heard insincere promises to “look into the matter.” But nobody wanted to do anything. Why should they? Getting him reinstated would mean taking the responsibility on themselves.

His case was being handled at the district Party committee by a nice-looking young woman called Zaitseva. All Sasha knew about her was that she played basketball well, even though she was short. She listened to what he had to say, asked him a few questions, none of them very significant, in his view, concerning Krivoruchko, and then she advised him to get a character reference from the factory where he used to work. She told him that his case would be dealt with at a session of the district Party bureau and Komsomol.

Traveling to the factory brought back memories of getting up early, the freshness of the morning streets, the stream of people pouring through the factory gates, the cold emptiness of the workshop. He had wanted to work in a factory, even though he had not been particularly attracted by engineering. The very word 

proletarian

appealed to him, made him feel part of the great revolutionary class. It was a poetic and unforgettable beginning of life for him.

On the very first day, they had put him to work loading trucks. He could have refused, like Yuri Sharok, who had got himself a place on the engineering side, as a trainee milling-machine operator. But they put Sasha on the loading platform and forgot about him, and he didn’t remind them of his existence — someone had to load the trucks. Life then had seemed endless — everything was ahead, in the future, still to come. On the open platform of the goods depot, in rain or snow, in heat or freezing cold, he unloaded and loaded trucks in his denim jacket and thick gloves. He was doing something the country needed. And he despised Yuri, neat and clean, comfortably settled in the warm, light workshop.

The whole gang used to pile into the canteen as one. The other workers would scramble out of their way to avoid the dye, whitewash, alabaster or coal dust on their jackets. They were noisy and foulmouthed. Sasha recalled Morozov, who had once been a divisional commander, a quiet man who’d left the Party over the New Economic Policy and become a drunk. He remembered Averkyev, the foreman, another drunk whose wife had left him, and a few more names and faces came back to him.

They hadn’t cared about a bigger pay envelope; as long as they got enough for a bottle they were happy. They avoided piecework and wrangled with the foreman. They bargained for lighter work. They also preferred having a set time for a job or, better still, a set job, a precisely defined piece of work that they could finish and go home. Then they worked fast, really exerted themselves, but only so as to get off earlier. Sasha didn’t regard them as genuine workers, yet something touching and human about them appealed to him — they were people whose lives had gone wrong. They would finagle all they could when the work was being doled out, but they never cheated each other, never tried to shove more work onto one of the team. And though Sasha took no part in their boozing and didn’t exchange dirty jokes or compete in their invention of obscene limericks, they liked him well enough.

Usually this mixed and motley crew would be given miscellaneous unloading jobs, but sometimes they were put on the main loading dock to handle finished goods, which were drums of dye. Once, the trucks failed to arrive for a while and the drums of dye were piling up in high stacks in the goods depot. Then suddenly the trucks began pouring in, one lot after another, and every loading team was sent to help, including Sasha’s

A drum of dye weighed around a hundred and fifty pounds. They were rolled up wooden ramps into the trucks and stacked one row on top of another. The ramps were steep and you had to take them at a run to make it to the top. Once inside the truck you had to stand the drums tight up against each other to make sure the proper number were loaded. The work went on for eight hours at a stretch, without a break, rolling the drums up the steep ramps and stacking them upright. And you had to move, because running right behind you was your mate, and he wouldn’t be able to slow down on the steep ramp. And if you fumbled with your drum for a second too long, you held up the entire chain and broke the rhythm. At first, Sasha couldn’t stack the drums precisely. So, they showed him how, by taking a drum with hands at its base, lifting it with a swing, turning it on its edge, and stacking it. Once he’d been shown, he didn’t hold anyone up again.

Generally, two main teams worked on the dye, one lot Tatars who’d come from Ulyanovsk province for the money, and the other lot Russians, professional stevedores who were also there just for the money. Loading the drums paid well.

One day, Malov, the chief foreman, told Averkyev to send one of his men to the first team, which was a worker short.

Averkyev turned to the Tatar Gainullin and told him to go.

"I’m not going,” Gainullin replied.

"Lifshits!”

Lifshits, a strapping Odessa Jew with a low brow, tried to joke his way out. “I can’t work with them, they eat pork.”

Malov gave up. “I’m not standing here any longer. Work it out among yourselves, but send a man over.”

He was a decisive man, a demobilized platoon commander who looked like a fighter; he was a former stevedore himself and he could keep even Averkyev’s bunch in line.

“You decide,” was Averkyev’s response.

Malov’s gaze fell on Sasha.

“Pankratov, get over to the first team!”

Malov wasn’t especially fond of Sasha. Having completed high school, Sasha was the most educated man there. Maybe Malov didn’t like the idea of educated stevedores. Malov now watched Sasha half-questioningly, half-mockingly, expecting him to refuse.

But Sasha said, “Sure, I’ll go.”

“Can’t keep you out of anything.” Averkyev was not pleased.

The Tatars didn’t roll the drums. At the double, they carried them on their backs across planked runways, up the steep ramps into the trucks, and swung them right into place. It was quicker to work this way, but it was a totally different, unendurable kind of work. You had to run with a hundred-and-fifty-pound drum on your back along shaky wooden planks, up steep ramps, and then drop it so it didn’t crush your foot or land on the wrong spot, and you did it all day long. It felt the whole time as if the drum was about to slide off your back and pull you down with it; but you couldn’t stop for a second, you could hear the heavy breathing and smell the sweat of the man behind you, and if you stopped he would fall on top of you. You pulled with all your might, taking the ramp at a run, you ran into the wagon, dropped your drum, and started running back, desperate not to fall behind these more experienced, tough stevedores who made no allowances, especially for you, an outsider.

The noon whistle! Sasha collapsed by a stack of drums. Red circles floated before his eyes and a dull roar echoed in his head.

As he lay there, drifting in and out of sleep, he thought only of the moment he would have to get up, get back in line behind the brawny Tatar he’d been behind in the morning, and start again, across the rickety planks with a drum on his back. He knew he wasn’t going to make it through the full shift; he knew he would collapse and fall sprawling on the runways.

He could have gone to the office and complained that he hadn’t been sent to hump hundred-and-fifty-pound drums of dye on his back. He’d been sent to do a stint of production work. What the hell did they think they were doing! He’d volunteered for the workshop and they were sticking him with the stevedores.

He could have done it, but he knew that, as soon as the whistle went, he’d get up and stand in line behind the brawny Tatar, bend his back and carry the next drum into the truck.

The other workers were starting to come out of the canteen, which meant the break would be over soon. He made an effort of will and stretched himself, sat up, moved his arms, his legs, and his head. Everything ached and felt alien.

They were shouting to him. He raised his head and saw his gang boss Averkyev and the loader Morozov. They’d obviously had a few at lunch. Averkyev’s puffy face was all red and Morozov’s pale blue eyes looked even bluer and more bemused than usual.

“Here, eat!” Averkyev tossed him a hunk of bread and a bit of boiled beef.

“Thanks.”

“You have to take the drum on your whole back, right down the spine, got it?” Averkyev explained to him. “Like this: okay, put it on me.”

He bent his back and stretched his hands out behind him. Morozov and Sasha put a drum on his back. It lay evenly along the length of his back.

“And try this!”

Averkyev bent farther forward and as the drum slid up onto his shoulders he carried it over his head and set it down in front of him.

“Don’t carry it on your shoulders, put it on your back. You try.”

Sasha stood up and bent over. Averkyev and Morozov laid a drum on his back.

“Don’t drop your shoulders!” Averkyev shouted.

Sasha straightened his shoulders; the drum touched his back right along the spine and felt balanced.

“That’s how you do it, get it straight and take it away.”

Sasha felt steadier after that; he didn’t wobble running up the ramps and the drums didn’t slide off his back. But their weight was just as crushing and his legs were failing. As he ran back to pick up another drum, his back wouldn’t straighten. He had no idea how he lasted the second half of the shift, and he couldn’t remember how he managed to get home, but when he did, he collapsed on his bed and slept until morning.

When he got to work the next day, Malov told him to do another couple of shifts in the first team and then he would move him.

In fact, he humped the drums for two weeks, by which time he had the hang of it. The Tatars got used to him and he got used to them, and he even wrote an appeal for them to their local soviet about some tax problem.

Nor did he go back to his old gang. Instead, he was sent to the transport section as a truck-loader.

“You’ll learn to be a driver,” Malov told him. Sasha couldn’t decide whether Malov was trying to make him happy or just getting rid of him.

Sasha worked in the transport section and learned to drive a truck but, returning to the works now, it was his days as a stevedore that came back to him. Those first months had been the most memorable time of his life at the factory.

He wondered if any of the old gang would still be around. It hadn’t been all that long ago, only four years.

The wooden loading docks were gone, and a large stone structure had been built on a different site. The old gates had also given way to wide-set stone pillars. A new office building now faced the main yard, and new buildings could be seen above the high stone wall. The yard itself had been paved and there were now shops, stalls, and sheds around it. The factory was a going concern; it had grown and developed. This was what gave the country its reality, and it’s what he ought to be doing, no matter what.

The secretary of the Party organization turned out to be Malov, not an altogether pleasant surprise.

He still had the look of an old fighter, but now he was balding, not as ruddy as he used to be when he was foreman in the goods depot. He was thinner, and he looked tired and sallow. He was behind a large desk, half-sitting on his chair, signing worksheets on the windowsill. He recognized Sasha at once. He acted as if four years hadn’t passed and Sasha were still working there.

“Well, Pankratov? What’s up?”

Sasha told him his story.

“Okay,” Malov said. “I’ll go to the committee and tell them.” So, even Malov was backing away. He didn’t want to give Sasha a reference.

“Zaitseva told me I should bring a written reference.”

“She wants it in writing? She’ll have it in writing. Remind me what section you were in, what you worked on.”

He jotted down what Sasha had done, then looked up and said, “So, put your foot in it at last?”

“Why ‘at last’?”

“It was bound to happen. Well, go take a stroll for an hour while I write up your reference.”

“I’d like to see some of the gang. . . .”

The new buildings had been erected along the boundary of the site and the old main part of the works had remained the same. He went through the first three workshops — the machine shop, boiler shop, and main stores — and came to transport. The manager’s black Ford was standing over the pit and Sergei Vasilyevich, the chauffeur, was at his bench. As always he was wearing his black leather outfit, his peaked cap, felt boots, and rubber overshoes. He was a solid man, pompous and independent; he’d been a chauffeur before the Revolution, and he was loyal to the manager. He, too, recognized Sasha at once.

“Come back to work?”

“I’m here on business.”

Sasha was amazed how much he had forgotten of the place, and how only now, coming back and seeing the workshops and passageways and hearing the sounds of the factory, he remembered. Everything had been so simple and straightforward back then — just work, the pay, and his Komsomol duties. He never heard of anyone here having a political case made against him. Here people were too busy with production and with building a plant. Maybe times had changed. Maybe things weren’t the same here, either. It’d be interesting to see what Malov had written about him.

The reference read:

––––––––
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This is to certify that Pankratov, A.P., worked at this plant from 1928 to 1930, first as a stevedore and later as a driver. He was diligent in his work and carried out the tasks assigned to him. He took part in social work as secretary of the Komsomol cell of the transport section. He committed no breach of conduct.

––––––––
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“I’ll say more when I’m at the committee,” Malov promised.

When he got home, he saw a blue envelope through the slit in the mailbox. It was from his father, he recognized from the handwriting. His father’s letters gave him no pleasure.

His father was asking him to send some technical handbooks. “They’re on the bottom shelf of the bookcase. You presumably know where the bottom shelf is. I wouldn’t dare to burden you with this request, except that I have no one else to ask. I could come to Moscow for them, but I don’t think my presence would please anyone.”

He could hear his father’s voice; it was his usual way of speaking. If his mother asked, “Are you going to have dinner?” he would reply, “I don’t have to.” “Are you going to the meeting?” “No, I’m going dancing.” As he was a bit hard of hearing, he often missed what they said, and would imagine they were talking about him. He swore if he didn’t get his apple in the morning, or his glass of yogurt at night. Sasha’s mother would be struck dumb with fear the moment she heard his footsteps in the corridor. He came home from work with his grievances ready — dissatisfaction with his home, his wife, and his son — and primed to start an argument that he would trigger with a remark or a rebuke.

Only when she became jealous was his mother unafraid. Then, Sasha’s soul would be drained by the screams and slammed doors, the rabbitlike look on his mother’s face as she cried and raved hysterically and flung her accusations.

It was six years since his father had left, yet she was still afraid of him, even at a distance. When she saw the letter now, the old, familiar, and depressing look of fear and alarm reappeared.

“From your father?”

“He wants me to send him some handbooks.”

The frightened look did not leave her face as she took the letter, nor did her expression change as she read it.

More than anything else, Sasha was worried about how she would react when she heard of his troubles, and he did his best to see she found out nothing. He left the house every morning as if he were still going to the institute. He earned his wages for December by unloading trucks at Kiev Station. When he ran out of places to go, he went to Nina Ivanova’s.

She’d given him a key to her apartment, and he spent the mornings there alone, reading or studying. One day, Nina’s younger sister, Varya, came home from school in her dark coat and dainty shoes. She took off her scarf, and her long dark hair fell to her shoulders. She sat on the bed, crossed her legs, pouted her lips slightly to blow a wisp of hair off her forehead, and looked at Sasha the way pretty teenaged schoolgirls do to embarrass the boys.

The room was divided by a table covered with a tattered oilcloth. In Nina’s half, books and papers were strewn over her desk and broken-down house slippers were stuffed under her bed, while Varya’s half had a bright cushion cover, a phonograph on the windowsill, and a lampstand made of a bronze athlete holding up a muscular arm.

“Why have they thrown you out of the institute?”

“They’ll reinstate me.”

“I’d throw 

them

out. We’ve got rats just like them at school, who’d ruin you as soon as look at you. Just yesterday, we had a test and Lyarkin says, ‘Ivanova’s got crib-notes on her knees.’ I stretched my legs out and said, ‘Show me.’ ”

She stretched her legs out as she had in class.

“Kuzya, the mathematics teacher, went as red as a beet and said, ‘Stop that, Ivanova!’ Why me? It was Lyarkin’s fault. Last year he behaved like an animal, pulling girls’ bookbags out of their hands, but now he’s on the classroom committee! He’s a cheat himself, but he snitches on others. I can’t stand people like him.”

“How do you crib?”

“It’s simple.” She tapped her knees, which were covered in cotton stockings. “I write with an indelible pencil and I’m all set!”

“Couldn’t you pass without cheating?”

“Oh, yes, but I don’t want to.”

She looked at him challengingly as she sat there with her legs apart, like a small insect. Sasha found the situation funny, but tried to look serious, knowing what a worry Varya was to her older sister.

The girls had grown up without a father and then their mother had died. Sasha remembered a committee meeting where they had discussed helping Nina to bring up her sister. An allowance had somehow been scraped together and she was given a paid job as a youth leader. Then they’d left high school and gone their separate ways, and it only came back to Sasha when he saw Varya with other teenagers hanging around in the yard.

“Are you a Komsomol?”

“What for?”

“It’s better than just hanging around.”

“I like it.”

“You don’t spend the night at home.”

“Ha, ha! One night I slept at a girlfriend’s dacha because she was too scared to go to the station on her own. Nina won’t go out alone at night, either. She’s a much bigger coward than me, a hundred times bigger. She ought to marry her Max — she can’t do anything and Max doesn’t need to, they could eat in the canteen.”

“Aren’t you a bit young to give advice?”

“She shouldn’t poke her nose into my business, she makes a fuss but she doesn’t understand a thing.”

“What do you want to be^”

Instead of replying, she sang in her high childish voice:

––––––––
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Life a flower of the fragrant prairie,

Your laughter is sweeter than the pipe,

Your eyes are bluer than the sky above,

Daring cowboy of the native steppe.

––––––––
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The bell rang in the hallway.

“Nina’s home,” she announced without getting up. “She’s forgotten her keys again.”

“How do you know it’s her?”

“I can tell everyone who lives here by their ring.”

Nina came in and saw Varya posing immodestly on the bed, with her legs spread. She started in on her.

“Boys on the brain, painted fingernails, lipstick the color of carrots, she knows it all. She spends hours trying to curl her eyelashes with a kitchen knife.”

“Kitchen knife?” Sasha said in amazement.

“And she’s always on the telephone, you should hear her — crepe georgette, velvet, red voile this, blue silk that . . . For five years, I’ve worn the same blouse, I’ve washed it every day but I can’t tell you what it’s made of. But she’ll spend three days running round the shops looking for special buttons for a dress. She won’t wear galoshes, hates felt boots, stole a pair of my shoes and ruined them at a dance, and then just threw them into the bathroom. Today it’s shoes, tomorrow she’ll be taking money and, if I haven’t got any, she’ll go and steal from someone else.”

“Don’t frighten her!” Sasha said. “Don’t frighten her and don’t frighten yourself!”

But Varya wasn’t a bit frightened. She pretended to yawn and rolled her eyes in utter boredom; she’d heard it all a hundred times before.

“What surprises me is her hardness. She laughs at Max. What business is it of hers? It’s despicable and tactless.”

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
GHILDREN

ol e qRBAT





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/image000.png
ILDRED
oeft‘geﬂkléﬂt





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/scene_break.png





