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A Casual Chat About
Nothing


Months had passed since I was liberated from
the Strict-Regime Colony in Northern Russia. Behind me were dozens
of blood transfusions, restorative dental tortures, and scary talks
with cardiologists. I had gotten my so-so bill of health and was
waiting patiently for the Soviet Immigration Department to approve
my visa. One day, as I was sipping coffee at a small table outside
a restaurant in downtown Chisinau, someone light hand touched my
shoulder.

“What are you up to these days, Lazarus? What
are you up to?”

The voice sounded unfamiliar, as well as the
short laugh.

I turned around to see the man.

I really hadn’t recognized Professor Oliescu
when he suddenly stood there in front of me. It wasn’t just his
voice, but his face, pale and utterly different. And yet I still
felt that I knew him. Something in his aspect could never be
changed.

“Yes, yes,” he said, noticing my confusion,
“they can do this to you—they and their newly invented millstones!
But your colony wasn’t a vacation either, I’ve heard.”

I kept looking at his face, in silence. In
reality, it was no longer a face but two cheekbones with thin skin
over them sticking out like miniature mountain peaks, and the
muscles that formed an expression, an expression that reminded me
of Professor Oliescu, were so weak that they couldn’t hold his
laugh for a long time. That’s why his laugh was short and much too
large; it distorted his face, and it seemed huge in relation to his
eyes, which were set far back in his skull.

“Professor!” I exclaimed and had to stop
short not to add: I was told that you were dead! Instead,
“Well, how the hell are you?”

“I’m great, Lazarus, I’m great!” He put up
another short laugh. “It’s spring in Chisinau. Nature’s gorgeous
awakening!”

I tried to make out why he kept on laughing.
I knew him as a serious man, as Professor of Electromagnetics at
Chisinau State University, but every time he opened his mouth, his
face formed that uncanny expression of mirth. To ask seemed
impossible.

“I’m better now,” he said. “Those millstones
roughed me up quite a bit, but I got lucky.”

He paused, and I had a chance to take another
close look at him. Actually, he wasn’t laughing at all, any more
than two cheekbones with thin skin over them are laughing. It just
looked like it, and I apologized for not recognizing him at
first.

“You’re not alone, my friend,” he assured,
“but I’ve gotten used to that.”

“I’m sorry,” I apologized again. I felt an
impulse to leave, but before I could speak, he began coughing
suddenly and couldn’t stop, and when he finally did I saw two
bloody spots percolating through his handkerchief.

“Scary, isn’t it?” he said. “But not as scary
as a few other things I’m hiding under my clothes.”

“We all have our scars to show,” I said.
“Some deeper than others.”

“Don’t we, buddy? Scars of the century,
aren’t they?”

His skin looked as if it could crack at any
moment, like old leather or clay, and he had a belly that looked
like a small party balloon suspended under his thin ribs. His eyes
were the only thing unchanged since I last saw him, lovely, but
sunken. I glanced at my wristwatch.

“Why are you suddenly in such a hurry,
Lazarus?” he asked with his short deceiving laugh. “How about a
drink for the occasion? I’m buying.”

He was a colleague of mine back in the old
days at the university. I looked up to him and respected him more
than any other professor in the country, but I really had no time
for a drink.

“My dear professor,” I said because he was
holding me by the arm, “I do have to go. A few important things
urgently require my attention.”

“Then some other time, right?” he said, and I
knew for sure that this man was really already dead.

“Yes, I’d like that,” I said, finishing my
coffee. Whenever I’m in Chisinau again.”

Maybe it was a laugh, I thought suddenly
while checking the street for a taxi. Maybe he kept laughing all
the time because he was still alive, standing in front of me in
downtown Chisinau, despite the rumors that he had been tortured
badly and died in the camp.

As luck would have it, a taxi stopped next to
us, and a young couple paid and got out. I slipped into the back
seat, lowered the window and said, “It was really nice to see you
alive and laughing...”

“We shall meet again, Lazarus!” he
interrupted. “I have a lot to tell you, enough for a thick book,
and I hope you’re still a good listener.”

“I’m always up for a good story, professor,”
I said. “Always up for a good story.”

“I hope you still remember my old apartment:
they gave it back to me, those imbeciles, so I can die under a
boring ceiling—instead of a starry sky.”

I tried to distinguish the color of his eyes
and couldn’t.

“In the meantime, call me,” he said, stepping
back from the taxi. “It is allowed now.”

I promised and gave the driver a sign to
go.

We’re damaged goods, I thought, cranking up
the window and closing my eyes, but he was right. We survived, and
it’s rubbish that we are dying. We’re just getting awfully tired
and more often than not need bypasses, transplants and blood
transfusions. And when none of those helps, when we run out of the
last ounce of strength, we move aside. In silence.

“You may take a nap,” the driver said, moving
into the traffic. “It’s quite a ride.”

“Can you make it in twenty minutes?”

“I can certainly try.”

“You’ll be rewarded,” I promised. I closed my
eyes and went back to the very beginning.

_____

 


My wife always thought that someday I’d be a
big success. I taught Russian literature and Linguistics at Alecu
Russo State University of Balti, a mid-size city located
in the northern part of Moldavia, within the
historical region of Bessarabia with which the city's own history
is closely intertwined. Then came the Seventies, deadly like
a marsh, Brezhnev’s time, when everybody had to make a choice, and
mine wasn’t the wisest one. Despite my reputation as a recluse, I
still held regular gatherings in my apartment to entertain close
friends and colleagues. The guests enjoyed slow dancing and drinks
and always seemed to have a good time. Not my wife though. “You
used to be witty and cheerful, my love,” she said once. “Now you
don’t say a word, as though you’re afraid of your plain language.”
I didn’t deny it. Of course, I could make an effort to be smart and
funny; it’s just I had the feeling I had said it all before and the
things I really wanted to discuss were dangerous and forbidden. I
was in my late twenties then, healthy and still ambitious.

Every day I met plenty of people, killers and
those who ordered the killings. You couldn’t tell by looking at
them! All sorts of things happened around me, colleagues taken away
in the middle of a lecture, neighbors disappearing, friends no
longer answering their phones, but as soon as I stepped onto the
porch of my apartment. I didn’t feel like talking about it.

More than once I thanked God for
television.

In 1980 I began conducting underground
readings of forbidden poetry and prose and attending gatherings
organized by two Jewish professors, where we discussed the latest
news channeled to them from Great Britain, America and Israel. In
the fall of 1981 I flew to Moscow and met with a few of my
colleagues from the state university. The meeting took place in a
dacha near Russia’s capital. We talked about dead friends and those
who would die in the nearest future, a new distribution strategy,
as well as the need of a printing shop somewhere in Moldavia or
Ukraine, preferably in Moldavia. That was dangerous, could’ve cost
me more than a professorship or advancement opportunities, but
everything went fine. Not for long though.

When a month after my return home I was
invited by the local KGB office for a chat. It was a shock: KGB? I
didn’t know what to think, but this wasn’t an institution I could
ignore. In the lobby I was met by a young lieutenant, who escorted
me to a Spartan room—a desk and two chairs—and left, wishing me a
nice chat. The wait wasn’t long. The operative who soon walked in
greeted me with a smile and introduced himself as Major Anatoly
Orlov. He turned out to be a well-spoken, educated man in his early
thirties, polite and a good listener. His smile disarmed me. He
knew a lot about my work, personal life, hobbies, but talked about
it casually. Everything seemed normal, somewhat uneventful.
Checking something in a tiny notepad, Anatoly assured me that I’d
done nothing wrong, and the reason for the invitation was rather
prosaic. His department had been informed recently that some
students from the university I worked for had been distributing
printouts of BBC’s radio transmissions. He would love to know the
names of those students.

“This is like a mountain off my shoulders,
Comrade Major,” I said. “Really.”

“So, you don’t know anyone?”

“None of my own students is capable of such a
thing,” I said. “They’re just not brave enough!”

“Great!” he said and glanced at his watch.
“Look at that. Almost noon!”

Then he suggested lunch at the nearby café,
and I told myself that to break bread with a KGB major in a public
eatery didn’t look like a wise idea, but I couldn’t refuse. After
all, lunch is lunch, a harmless thing. I ordered a beef stroganoff
and for the next forty minutes there was just a casual chat about
nothing. Then we shook hands.

Sunny day, everybody in white shirts.

Anatoly called again a week later to request
another meeting, this time outside of his Spartan room.

“A park perhaps?” I suggested. “There’s one
close to the university.”

“I have a better idea,” he said. “The
residential complex on Garden Street, apartment 603, at ten o’clock
next Tuesday.”

“Next Tuesday?” I asked. “I need to check my
schedule.”

“I’ve taken the liberty. Your first class
doesn’t start until 11:45 a.m.”

“This is not about those careless students, I
gather?”

“Not anymore, my friend. It’ll be more to the
point, I promise.”

We chatted for another few minutes, then the
line went dead. I stood motionless in the hallway, with the phone
still attached to my ear, unsure suddenly of how to live my life,
how to go back into the living room and entertain my wife and
daughters as if nothing had happened.

_____

 


It was a nine-story apartment complex behind
the downtown bookstore. It had two elevators but I took the stairs,
as though afraid of meeting a familiar face. My hands were sweaty;
I wiped them with a handkerchief. I reached the sixth floor and
stopped. I suddenly remembered Anatoly’s quick remark before he
disconnected the line.

“The millstones of history never stop,” he
had said. “That’s why it is very important not to get between them.
In your case though, it’s a bit too late, my friend. Your hands
were already caught when I got you.” And I understood: that’s all
they needed, a hand, even a finger, then it was only a matter of
time to squeeze my body and mind between the rusty millstones and
grind me into a flat, blind, obedient human being. Just one fucking
finger!

I pushed the red button.

The door was unlocked by a tall woman of
satanic calm and indistinguishable age.

“Lazarus, isn’t it?” she said, holding the
door open. “Major Orlov is waiting for you.”
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