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Daughter of Siberia in Belgrade
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“Mikhail Baryshnikov and Ana Laguna will be performing in Novi Sad. Many Belgraders are planning a ‘weekend in Novi Sad,’ all for the sake of the great dance — a feast for the eyes. On the stage of the Serbian National Theatre, Baryshnikov and Laguna will perform their ‘Three Solos and a Duet.’ Two great dancers who, despite their age — and it is considerable — have set off on a major European tour. The media, of course, are focused on Misha, the Russian from Broadway.”

Nataša sat in her small, tastefully furnished apartment, reading the news.

From the tiny kitchen, the teapot screamed, warning her that it was time to take it off the fire.

Her cat, Pljuša, turned in irritation, hoping her foolish mistress would finally silence that awful noise.

Nataša turned to her and said softly:

“If only I could see him again.

We used to leap and dance — oh, how we danced!

If only you could have seen us.

We were in the same class at the Vaganova Ballet Academy in Leningrad.

Misha, you know, grew up in Riga, the son of Russian parents.

That’s where he took his first ballet lessons.

At just fifteen, he was admitted to the Vaganova Academy...

and your Nataša at seventeen!

I was born in Tyumen — do you know where Tyumen is, Pljuša?

You don’t, do you?”

Pljuša stared at her curiously, her eyes glinting.

“Misha... just three years later, he became a soloist in the famous Kirov Ballet.

During their tour in Canada, in 1974, he sought political asylum in the United States.

There he danced with many ballet companies.

Between 1979 and 1980, he was the principal dancer of the New York Ballet.

Since the Academy, I hadn’t seen or heard from him — and now he’s here, coming, so close to us!”

Pljuša yawned and rested her beautiful head on her front paws.

“And your Nataška? You want to know what happened to me?

Ah, then let me tell you everything,” she said with a faint smile.

I was born in the city of Tyumen, in Siberia.

Just a few months later, my parents took me to Petrovka — a small village near the Siberian city of Omsk.

My father worked there in an agricultural cooperative, as did my mother.

He left us early — I was only seven years old.

After that, I saw him only once more, when I turned seventeen.

That was our last meeting. After that, he was gone from my life forever.

Mother remarried — to a kind man named Vadim — and they had three more children.

I was the eldest, and always alone.

I often felt not just like a sister, but like another mother.

My stepfather loved me dearly.

During my teenage years, he would watch me constantly — sometimes take me in his arms, stroke my shoulder tenderly.

I remember feeling a bone pulsing faintly near my lower back, not understanding what it meant.

It didn’t stir anything in me; I was too young to know.

I loved him deeply — purely, like a child.

Even now, I still feel that warmth somewhere inside me.

He’s gone to God now. May the cold Siberian earth rest lightly upon him — cold, but our own.

I began to dance very young — at the age of seven.

The school was close to our house, so I would walk there.

It was my idea to enroll in ballet classes — I begged my mother to let me.

Apart from dance, I did nothing else.

Ah, my dear Pljuša, you know — when children come to their first lesson, you can immediately tell who was born to dance and who was not.

There were thirty of us in the class, and I was the star.

I danced as if nature itself had written it into my blood.

That must have come from my mother — she was truly gifted, musical, alive.

She played the guitar, self-taught.

I remember her fingers moving shyly across the strings; even when she played quietly, chords would shimmer in the air.

Her voice wasn’t loud, but it was pure, and so sincere that it felt as if her soul itself was singing.

I would sit beside her, mesmerized.

How could she do that? Where did it come from?

Maybe she simply wanted it — and it came.

Soft chords would fill our small house, warmed by birch logs in the stove.

And with that scent and sound, I would drift into sleep —

quiet, happy, as if a small light was dancing inside my chest.

Oh, how I loved to dance! How I loved it!

I couldn’t wait for classes to begin.

Those mornings, I would rise with the first ray of sun, restless with anticipation.

I could hardly sit still — waiting for the school bell to ring, to run off to class.

Always ready before everyone else, always glowing inside.

Three times a week, our teacher came from Omsk to give us ballet lessons.

We lived in Petrovka, twenty-four kilometers from Omsk, deep in Siberia.

There was a great agricultural complex there — a sovkhoz, also called Petrovka.

The land was flat as a tray, and the wheat fields stretched endlessly to the horizon.

Mother and Vadim both worked there, like everyone else in the village.

The road was straight and smooth, the air light and dry.

Winter began in September and ended only in May.

But in Siberia, you can feel the spring — the trees smell alive, the grass whispers, everything rejoices at the sun.

Here, though... here it’s damp, heavy.

This cursed New Belgrade, this Serbia — why on earth did I come here?

The doorbell rang.

Nataša rose lightly from her chair and, despite her age, skipped toward the door.

On the threshold stood her smiling neighbor, Mica, come for morning coffee.

They kissed on both cheeks and hurried to the small kitchen.

Mica set her market basket down beside her and fixed her large round eyes on Nataša.

Once a young girl from the south of Serbia, from the lovely town of Leskovac,

Mica had long ago made her home in the north — in Belgrade.

She and her late husband Laza, a proud warrant officer of the old Yugoslav Army,

belonged to that world where you are somebody, where you are loved and remembered.

Born in 1944 in Lebane, she studied in Leskovac, where she met Laza — then serving in the local barracks.

They moved from town to town, until in the late eighties they finally settled in Belgrade —

in Block 64 of New Belgrade.

She began her career as a homemaker back in Leskovac,

but in 1990 devoted herself to trade — selling AMWAY products.

It went rather well: Belgrade was hungry for good things, and the income grew steadily.

Her sharp tongue was famous in the neighborhood, and many were wary of her company.

But Nataša adored Mica — her rich vocabulary and blunt speech never bothered her in the least.

“My dear Nataša...” — Mica began, her voice hoarse, cracked from endless scolding.

“I’ve torn my throat shouting, lost my voice, and it’s no use — like talking to a wall!

Dumb as stones, all of them.

Is there anyone in this damned building who can open their mouth and tell me why the elevator hasn’t worked for a whole month?

If my husband were alive, if there were a man in this house — someone who could at least raise his voice — it’d be easier for me, I swear!”

Nataša nodded in quiet agreement, lowered her gaze, and sank into her own faraway thoughts.

“The other day,” Mica went on, “I went to see our neighbor Mitre.

He wanted to order that Glister toothpaste — says it makes teeth white and shiny.

So I walk in, and there he is, that lazy pig, sprawled out in his armchair, legs up, scratching his balls with his left hand!

He knows very well I’m a widow — and still a decent-looking one at that.

But I said nothing, just told the bastard,

‘Put your legs down, you slob! Can’t you see I work myself to death while you rot there like a log?

You’ll get bedsores, may you never rise again, whoever made you so useless!

What sin did I commit, Lord, to be punished with your pathetic pride, as if it’s the last one left in the world?’”

“He shrank right away,” Mica continued, satisfied with the memory.

“Sat up like a little schoolboy.

I showed him the catalogs, told him the price, and when the goods would arrive.

All the while he kept sneaking glances at my knees — and higher.

So I, out of pure spite, cracked the door open just a bit — let the fool drool, I thought.”

Nataša laughed sweetly.

Pljuša, completely indifferent to the dramas of the neighborhood, wandered lazily to her bowl, sniffed, and began to eat slowly.

Mica wasn’t finished.

“You know Dragica, from the third floor? My first neighbor? Well, listen to this.

I went into my bathroom the other day, and through that vent hole in the wall, I could hear her screaming at her husband:

‘Other women have men — real men — who take care of them, who cherish them!

And me? I’ve been dragging a rock around my neck all my life!

You’d never have finished college if it wasn’t for me — I found you your job too!

Nothing was ever good enough for you, but I thought, maybe he’ll change, maybe he’ll grow into a man.

But no! A log stays a log!

Don’t look at me like that — you’re just raising my blood pressure!

Better raise that fat ass of yours and go find a better job!

People switch companies like socks, move from better to best — and you’ve been rotting in that hole for ten years, stinking up the place!

Of course, you like it there — you’ve got her!

Yes, yes, I heard you chirping on the phone, pretending it’s business!

She’s good, isn’t she? Oh, thank God she’s good — she’s got no kids, no husband, no useless fool like you to drag her down, so she’s all polished and perfect, the slut!

If I had that much time for myself, I’d look like a supermodel!

You think people don’t see that I’m a woman? You think I don’t get offers?

I do! Plenty!

But no — I’m the idiot, the well-mannered one, always saving face, protecting the marriage, so people won’t point fingers.

But you know what? That won’t last forever!

Dragica’s not stupid anymore — she’s had enough!

You think I’ll waste my youth and beauty watching you snore on the couch?

Not a chance! I have a right to live too — a right to be happy!

I could have two men for each finger if I wanted, and don’t think I won’t!

I gave up on you long ago.

If you were any good in bed, maybe I’d forgive you for being a fool, but no — even there, you’re useless!

You snore like a walrus the second you lie down — could make money off it if you tried!

Meanwhile, I lie awake all night staring at the ceiling like a lunatic!

What was I thinking when my mother warned me: “Why this weakling, daughter? Can’t you see he’s spineless?”

And I, the fool, said: “He’s just shy, mama...”

Shy, my foot — a mute idiot, that’s what you are!

Only comes alive when he’s out drinking beer with his lowlife friends — then the tongue works, doesn’t it?

Oh, how stupid I was when Zoran, your classmate, courted me...

I was such a fool not to marry him!

He’s in Toronto now, rich as a king!’”

Mica threw her hands up dramatically.

“And just then, my phone rang, dear Nataša! I had to leave the bathroom!

Such a pity — I so wanted to hear how that poor woman was going to finish him off once and for all!”

Nataša stayed quiet, listening to these neighborhood confessions with a faint, absent smile.

“And then, my dear Nataša, the phone rang! I had to leave the bathroom — just when I wanted to hear how she’d finish that scoundrel off!”

Nataša said nothing.

She listened silently, letting Mica’s gossipy confessions fade into the background.

On the small television beside her, the image of Mikhail Baryshnikov flickered — dancing soundlessly across the screen.

She closed her eyes for a moment, and suddenly the years fell away.

She was back inside the warm train car — October, 1968.

Endless white plains stretched beyond the window, snow dissolving into infinity.

A dim yellow light trembled from the ceiling, and the roasted chicken her mother had packed for the long journey filled the compartment with its scent.

A faint smile crossed her face.

“I’m beautiful... truly beautiful,” she thought, gazing at her reflection in the dark glass of the train window.

After ten years of relentless ballet training, her body had become supple and strong — like a snake’s, a dream for every man who ever looked her way.

She was one of the most radiant daughters of Siberia.

Men followed her like a pack of hungry wolves chasing a scent — wild, desperate, powerless before her.

She could hardly fend off the confessions, the hungry glances, the whispered pleas:

“I want you.”

Someone had told the directors of the Vaganova Ballet Academy in Leningrad that there was an angel of dance living in Omsk — a natural-born talent, an uncut diamond.

They invited her to come.

Her mother saw it as salvation — a chance sent from heaven — and without hesitation, packed her daughter’s suitcase and sent her to Leningrad.
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At the Vaganova Academy in Leningrad
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My first destination after leaving Omsk — after that endless journey across the Siberian plains — was the imperial city of Leningrad.

I arrived there at the end of September 1968 and began my two and a half years of study as a ballerina.

Leningrad in 1968 was the second-largest city in the Soviet Union.

After Moscow, it was the only one with the status of a federal city.

It was founded in 1703 by Peter the Great, who envisioned it as the northern port of the Empire on the Baltic Sea.

The city was named after Peter’s patron saint, the Apostle Simon Peter.

It was — and still is — the northernmost city in the world with a population of over a million, home to about 4.5 million people.

Today, it has regained its old name, Saint Petersburg, but in my time, we called it Leningrad.

That’s how I remember it — the city of canals and bridges, built on the delta of the Neva River, scattered across countless islands, where the air itself seemed to carry music.

The city had been built on what was once marshland — at the mouth of the Neva River where it flows into the Gulf of Finland.

Its territory was vast, stretching across 606 square kilometers, about ten percent of which was water.

There were forty-two islands within the city — once even more, before some of the old canals that separated them were filled in over time.

Leningrad stood only two to four meters above sea level.

Since the mouth of the Neva lies almost level with the sea, its banks were reinforced with granite embankments.

These stones not only protected the city from the water but gave it its singular, solemn beauty.

Alexander Pushkin once called it “the city dressed in granite.”

I was mesmerized by its cobblestone streets and the rows of street lamps that seemed to float above the night mist.

The city’s people came from every corner of Russia — students, sailors, officers, dreamers.

Because of the naval bases scattered around, the population was largely young, but many retired military men had also chosen to stay, unable to part with the disciplined rhythm of the place.

Leningrad was, above all, a cradle of ballet.

It was here that the art form took root and grew into something sacred.

Sergei Diaghilev, Marius Petipa, Vaslav Nijinsky, Mathilde Kschessinska, and Anna Pavlova — their spirits still moved through its rehearsal halls and mirrored studios.

And here stood, perhaps, the most renowned ballet school in the world — the Vaganova Ballet Academy, founded in 1738.

It was there that I arrived, one cold, white night.
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The Academy
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The Vaganova Ballet Academy in Leningrad was then under the direction of V. I. Shelkov, who had been in that position since 1951 and would remain there for many years after I had graduated.

The artistic director — and the woman with whom I would work most closely — was F. I. Balabina.

She had been at the Academy for decades and seemed to know every shadow in its corridors.

The building itself was old and magnificent, occupying a large complex where 250 young dancers were trained for their future profession.

These 250 students were the elite — the best among the best — carefully selected from all over the Soviet Union.

Life at the Academy was divided into two equal parts:

the study of ballet and the duties of the Communist Party.

Ballet studies included classical dance, choreography, music theory, and ballet history.

But in the Soviet Union, everything had its political dimension.

The Party watched over every aspect of life, and the upbringing of future artists was no exception.

It was understood — and expected — that the Party would keep a special eye on those who moved in rhythm and light.

A few days after my arrival, I was summoned by Artistic Director Balabina to her office.

Inside were several professors — and one man in civilian clothes.

He was introduced as the secretary of the Communist Party of the city.

“Savchenko,” said Balabina, glancing at the papers in her hand. “We have reviewed your record as a Party activist, just as we have done for all our cadets.

Here at the Academy, we must appoint a leader of the Communist Youth League.

There are two hundred and fifty young students under our roof, and we have decided unanimously that you are the most suitable for the post.

Every report about you is impeccable.

You have been an active member of the Komsomol since your first year of study.

Your group even won a regional competition in Novosibirsk.

You were made for this.

You are our person.”

I sat there in a magnificent sixteenth-century armchair, crossed my long legs, rested my chin lightly on my finger, and, for a fleeting moment, felt like a queen.

The recognition dazzled me.

I was now responsible for the moral and ideological upbringing of two hundred and fifty future communist dancers — what a strange kind of glory!

Then, as if on command, the room emptied.

Only Balabina and I remained.

She sat at her desk, turning the pages of a thick folder.

With her left hand, she removed her glasses, placed the tip of one arm between her lips, and slowly began to chew on it — a gesture of concentration.

“So, princess,” she said at last, “you’ve arrived?”

“Yes, Comrade,” I answered.

“And?” Balabina tilted her head. “What are your impressions?”

“It’s... beautiful here,” I said carefully.

She leaned back. “Do you know who Agrippina Yakovlevna Vaganova was?”

“Not very well, to be honest,” I admitted.

Balabina cleared her throat and began her story.

“Agrippina Yakovlevna Vaganova was the greatest Russian ballet pedagogue.

She devoted her entire life and career to Petrograd.

Born on July 6, 1879 — died on November 5, 1951.

A terribly sad day for the world of ballet.

I cried and cried,” she whispered — and as she spoke, tears welled up in her eyes.

“Shortly after graduating, she joined the Imperial Ballet.

Her performances captivated audiences, and critics called her the queen of variations.

Yet Marius Petipa, the Imperial Ballet’s grand master, never favored her for premieres or leading roles.

What a brute!

She was awarded the title of prima ballerina only a year before her career ended.

Can you imagine such injustice?

It was we — comrades and colleagues — who decided that our Academy would forever bear her name in her honor.

Since 1957, the Vaganova Academy has stood among the greatest ballet schools in the world.”

Balabina’s voice softened as she went on:

“After retiring from the stage, Vaganova devoted herself to teaching.

She developed her own system of training — a synthesis of what she had learned at the Imperial Ballet School and the methods of the French and Italian schools, enriched by her own discoveries from a lifetime of performance.

This is what we now call the Vaganova Method.

Our Academy works alongside the Mariinsky Theatre, continuing the unbroken tradition of the Imperial Ballet School.

Vaganova herself served as both professor and director here for many years.

You, too, will learn to dance according to her principles.

And I hope,” she added with a faint smile, “that one day you will become a prima ballerina.”

I was only seventeen.

As I walked back through the courtyard of the Academy toward my little room, I heard myself whisper:

“Natasha, this is a once-in-a-lifetime chance — an opportunity that will never come again. You’ll go far, you will...”

For the first two weeks, I stayed in a boarding room at the Hotel Renaissance, and then I was moved to a small apartment on Nevsky Prospect,

where two students — Masha and Lida — had already been living for some time.

There was constant tension between them, even open fights — slaps, shouts, hair pulled in handfuls.

The air in that apartment was charged, as if every corner remembered an unfinished quarrel.

Leningrad was — and still is — most beautiful in summer.
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