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For Maxim, my little brother




 






O Memory, where is now my youth,
Who used to say that life was truth?


Thomas Hardy, ‘Memory and I’


The history of mankind is the instant
between two strides taken by a traveller.


Franz Kafka


Kolik jazyků umíš, tolikrát jsi člověkem.
You have as many lives as the number
of languages you speak.


Czech proverb










Prologue


In July 2015 my father and I set out for a rare walk near my parents’ apartment in Prague. They have lived in Germany since 1970, but for the last ten years or so they have been returning to this second home. My mother is content in either place, but my father is visibly happier in this city he has loved since he was a teenager.


Walking is very difficult for him now. He has a chronic pain in his back which is so severe he can only do a few steps at a time, leaning on his cane. Without it he still looks youthful, elegant and full of life. But when the pain gets the better of him he shows his real age – eighty-four – while he catches his breath and waits for his energy to return. It always does.


In Hamburg, he spends most of his time at home, sleeping in front of the TV. But in Prague he finds daily excuses for small errands he can run, places he can see, people he can visit. In Prague he is many years younger in spirit.


On this day – the eve of my return to London – my father announced: ‘Let’s go and buy those teaspoons you wanted. I know a shop.’ A long time ago I had said I needed more teaspoons; he remembered.


We made our way there very slowly, down cobbled streets, across busy roads. We took a bus, then a tram. Then, not far from our destination, my father said he needed a break, so we stopped off at an outdoor café.


‘Look,’ he said, pointing upwards. ‘This is the house.’


‘Which house?’


‘The one I lived in with my older brother and his wife when I first came here from Moscow.’


I knew, of course, that he had moved to Prague as a teenager in 1947 – his Czech still has a slight tinge of a Russian accent – but in all the years we lived there, when I was growing up, and later, when we came back for frequent visits, my father never mentioned his first Prague address. He always talked about those early times as if his history here had begun when he married my mother. But now he suddenly opened up.


‘Look,’ he said, pointing at a building across the street. ‘That’s where we bought our meat. And see that corner? We had a great tailor there. The day after I got here Grisha took me to buy two suits, because I had arrived with nothing.’


He looked around – at the traffic, the trams, the people … Taking it all in, he said: ‘It hasn’t really changed that much, you know. The day I saw this street for the first time was the moment I fell in love with Prague. I saw civilisation for the first time in my life. At home we didn’t even have an indoor toilet.’


Suddenly, he summoned the waiter and said he wanted to pay, right now. ‘Let’s go. I want to show you the apartment we lived in. It’s actually on this corner.’


And so we went there, slowly. It was a very nice art deco apartment building, in good condition. A young woman walked out of the front door just as we arrived; my father squeezed past her as if he had every right to enter. Then he stood in front of the lift, hesitating.


‘I’m not sure which floor it was,’ he said, clearly annoyed with himself. ‘I think … fourth. No, fifth. Yes, fifth.’ Stepping out of the lift on the fifth floor, he smiled, very happily: ‘There, that last door. That’s it. That was ours.’


‘What do you want to do now?’ I said.


‘I’ll ring the bell and tell them I used to live here, of course. What else?’


‘OK.’


The old man, my father, gathered up all his strength, and with a real twinkle in his eye walked up to a stranger’s door and pressed their bell button. I took a photo of him standing there, slightly bent but still full of his strong character. He looked dignified, excited, but also a little sad. Or maybe the sadness was all mine.


No one answered. He rang again. Nothing.


He was disappointed. ‘I really wanted to show you a slice of my youth,’ he said. ‘But never mind. Let’s go and get those teaspoons.’


The lift door was still open. On the way down I asked a question about the apartment, what it was like. And what was Prague like, in 1947?


‘Stop it,’ he said brusquely. ‘You know I don’t want to talk about these things.’




The Phone Call


The phone rang in the middle of a noisy Sunday family dinner in the kitchen of my London home, one evening in February 2002. I had just finished serving the second course. My husband and three children were loudly debating several issues at once and laughing as they argued. My daughter and my middle son were in their teens, my oldest son in his early twenties. I was forty-seven.


I closed the door to the kitchen and went to pick up the phone in the dining room.


‘Is this Lena?’ said a very Russian-sounding man, in English.


‘Yes. Who is this?’


‘I am calling from Moscow. Are you in good health? I have to tell you something very upsetting. Please, sit down.’


‘I’m OK. What is it? Please, speak Russian if you prefer.’


He did. His voice trembled with emotion. Most Russian voices do; this did not surprise me.


‘Does the name Schneider mean anything to you?’


‘No.’


‘Really?’ He seemed genuinely shocked.


‘Schneider was the name of your real father. Your mother was with another partner before your father. His name is Joseph. You are his daughter. She knew him as Schneider but his real family name was Minster. They were Americans living in Moscow. Your grandfather was once an undercover agent for the Soviet Union. He—’


The man on the phone suddenly lost his confidence. He was stumbling from one topic to another as he tried to tell me so much, very quickly. The strange thing was that I believed him. Without understanding why or how or even what was actually happening to me, I felt the truth of this story. Something clicked, fell into place.


‘It took me so many years to find you, Lena. So many years.’


He was my uncle by marriage, the ex-husband of Joseph’s sister. The reason why he had undertaken this search was that he had an only daughter who was a little younger than me, and who was living in the States. He wanted his daughter to know her family. He felt that this was very important.


‘Your real father is living in New York. The entire family emigrated from the Soviet Union in 1973, as Jews. You have a half-brother by your father’s second wife … Also in New York.’


I felt the first pang of disappointment, and pain. Why wasn’t this father looking for me? And why had my parents never told me?


The man on the phone (who finally introduced himself as V) said I should speak to my parents to verify his story. And did he have my permission to give Joseph my number? I agreed to both, and we hung up.


I didn’t go straight back to the kitchen. I phoned my mother in Hamburg and told her about the phone call. She was silent. Silence – in conversation – is practically non-existent in our family. My parents are always talking, in expressive cadences, about everything under the sun. Except their secrets, apparently.


So I knew she was confirming the truth when she didn’t say anything at all, and then: ‘Let me speak to your father. I’ll call you right back.’


The phone rang again.


‘Lena? Eto tvoy otec govorit.’


A man with a much stronger voice than V’s, speaking in Russian with a slight stutter. ‘Lena? This is your father speaking.’


We had a surprisingly normal conversation, about where we both lived, what we do … As if I didn’t already have a father. In middle age, I was suddenly transported back into my infancy. What did I know? What did I not know?


A year earlier I had published my first novel, called The Nose. It was the story of a young American woman living in London, whose parents, especially her mother, had created an impenetrable wall of silence between themselves and their children. Only as an adult does my heroine almost accidentally stumble into uncovering and understanding the truth about her family. I thought I had invented and imagined it all. But perhaps I was writing about what I did not yet understand, but had lived with all my life.


Before we said goodbye I told Joseph that I was flying to New York in a week’s time, on a journalism assignment. We arranged to meet. He sounded very excited.


Then I called my brother Maxim in Berlin. My father was visiting him, and while Maxim and I spoke I could hear his voice in the background, talking to my mother on his mobile. I quickly told Maxim what had just happened.


‘Why are you so lucky?’ he said, laughing. But then he was serious: ‘Are you OK?’


‘I am,’ I said. ‘Or maybe not. I don’t know.’


My parents then both called, in quick succession. Each confirmed the truth of V’s story.


‘To be honest,’ said my mother, ‘I am relieved it’s out.’


‘I’m worried that I am going to lose you,’ said my father.


No one except my brother seemed to be concerned about how this bombshell was affecting me. My parents were the core, I was the periphery. Whose story was this, really? And what was the story?


I rejoined my own family in the kitchen, and gave no sign of what had just occurred, how my life – and in some way theirs – had just been turned on its head. I knew this: my father would always be my father, whoever Joseph might become to me.
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Chekhov’s Gun on my Father’s Wall


‘If in the first act you have hung a pistol on the wall, then in the following one it should be fired,’ Anton Chekhov famously wrote in 1889. The literary device known as Chekhov’s gun posits that writers must be as disciplined about introducing crucial elements into their narratives as criminals planning a perfect murder. Nothing can be left to chance. Every detail exists for a reason, which must be revealed at just the right moment.


I grew up with the kind of gun Chekhov may have had in mind: a nineteenth-century Smith & Wesson revolver, hanging on the wall in the study of the man I knew as my father in Prague. Hooked on a nail above a sofa, it attracted everyone’s attention as an unusual decoration. I loved to climb up and touch its heavy black metal grip, rusty brown barrel and casing. To me it always smelled as if it had just been fired, an aroma of dust and smoke – the latter imaginary, yet potent.


My father’s home office was a place of enchantment for me, furnished in the latest 1960s style (blond rounded shapes, pastel colours) but dotted with objects that exuded history: a large antique armchair, softly upholstered and extravagantly set in black wood; an enormous oil painting in a heavy gilded frame, a portrait of an old man that could have been from the Rembrandt school – dark yet mysteriously illuminated. But this was borrowed history, the kind you can buy when you purchase an antique: other people’s lives had been lived in their presence, in their own time. Only the gun on the wall was part of my father’s own history, a real witness.


The family story, told and endlessly repeated to anyone who was interested (and even if they weren’t), was that it was dug up, by accident, in the garden of my father’s parents’ home in Kuntsevo, a suburb of Moscow. No one knew how it had got there, or to whom it had originally belonged. The gun didn’t fire any more, of course (would Chekhov make literary provision for a damaged weapon?), but it looked impressive. It had a kind of solid beauty, designed and crafted with a sense of unembellished aesthetics. My father was very attached to it, and so was I.


And I still am. The gun moved with us from Prague to Hamburg (having made its earlier journey to Prague from Russia), when we emigrated there in 1970. Its home is still my father’s study, but for many years now it has no longer been a wall decoration. Instead, my father keeps it on a marble shelf above a radiator, in front of a framed photograph of his mother. She died when he was only five years old, in her early forties, and so looks forever young in this only portrait I have ever seen of her: strong dark eyes, centre-parted dark hair tied back in a no-nonsense manner. She has good, clear features, an open, unsmiling face, full lips; she looks stern and forbidding, perhaps a little hard, and even sad. She was the mother of six sons (two were from her first marriage), and had to be tough, practical, focused. Would she have mellowed, in the manner of all Jewish grandmothers? If she had lived and accompanied her sons into their adulthood would my father – her youngest – have become a different man?


I emailed him a photo of a similar gun I had found on the internet and asked if he thought they were the same make and period. He shot back in Czech, without missing a beat: ‘I wish I had your problems!’ My father has no interest in teasing out the poetic relevance of this or any other object. It wouldn’t occur to him to wonder why he keeps the gun next to his mother’s portrait, and surrounds it with antique menorahs. Confronted with the Chekhovian claim that the continued presence of this revolver in his life is, or ought to be, no accident, my father would reply, ‘Of course it is. It’s just an old gun. That’s all.’


It was him, in fact, who found it. It had been buried in the garden for many years, but not too deep for a child digging for treasures. With the family mutt Tobik for company, he spent hours on his own when his much older brothers were too busy or too uninterested to pay attention to him. One day in the late 1930s his play yielded a real result. He couldn’t believe his luck: this pistol was so old it could have witnessed the big revolution, several wars, and maybe even a romantic duel or two … My father was allowed to keep it. When he left Russia while still a teenager (against his father’s wishes) to join his brothers, who were already living in Prague, he didn’t take much with him; but he took this gun. It must remind him of the things he never talks about: the home he grew up in, his early childhood.


My father’s parents were both Jews, from different backgrounds. His father was from the Czech part of Carpathian Ruthenia, and ended up in Russia as a soldier of the Austro-Hungarian Army during the First World War. There, after being kept as a prisoner of war, he met his future wife, who was from the Ukraine. Their first years were spent in Kiev, where my father’s older brothers were born. Later the family moved to Kuntsevo and I would not have any idea what their family life was like if I hadn’t had several long telephone conversations with one of my father’s brothers a few years before he died. This uncle told me things I could never have imagined: the family kept all Jewish holidays, with special dishes used during Passover. But, most significantly, their home served as a house of prayer for local Jews during High Holidays, presumably in secret. My father is a deeply secular Jew, and never studied Hebrew nor had a bar mitzvah. But his Jewishness is an intrinsic part of his personality, and whenever he hears Jewish songs and prayers (in which he cannot participate) he always wells up and often cries. They touch and connect him with what he no longer consciously remembers: his home. When I told him what I learned from his brother he was actually surprised: he himself was not aware of all the traditions kept in his parents’ house.


He was a child during the Second World War, and, like many people from areas near the front lines, spent those years in evacuation in Asiatic Russia. But his brothers joined the Czechoslovak corps of the Red Army, under General Svoboda. The war reconnected them with their father’s Czech roots, and when it was over they all moved to Prague (still a Western democracy, until the communist putsch of 1948). My father learned Czech, but always retained Russian as his ‘best’ language. The high school he attended was a Russian gymnasium, originally created for the children of White Russian ex-pats, but after the war it was increasingly filled with young people who loved communism. As a teenager, my father was an ardent young communist. A relative who owned a tiny grocery shop in Prague, and later immigrated to Israel, remembered his passionate outrage in the 1940s: ‘Your business will be expropriated when the revolution comes.’ My father’s love affair with communism turned out to be short-lived and ended badly (or perhaps rather well, depending on one’s point of view) when he was denounced by a friend.


The gun has always been an essential item among the few familiar objects he surrounds himself with when he works at his desk or spends time in his study. Even now, in his eighties, when work as a translator and interpreter is rare, this room is still his personal domain, aesthetically very distinct from the spaces occupied by my mother. Hers are over-cluttered with items of dubious provenance and quality (she collects everything and is unable to throw anything away), whereas his minimalist office is sparsely arranged. On his oversized oak desk, which we found in one of the first apartments we moved into in Hamburg, is a sepia photograph of his father in a glass frame set in a heavy marble base. On its reverse side – he turns the frame around from time to time – is a cheerful colour snapshot of me, very suntanned and summery, aged about twenty, cuddling a fluffy teddy bear. On the walls, next to his floor-to-ceiling bookcases filled with dictionaries, are large portraits of my very beautiful mother when she was in her forties.


In her room, at the other end of their long-corridored Hamburg apartment, my mother displays photos of her own, much more numerous family: Armenian on her father’s side, Russian Jewish on her mother’s. There are many group photos of handsome, dark-haired relatives with deep gazes and smiling faces, women holding babies, mementoes of lives lived in a very different climate. My mother was born in Baku, Azerbaijan, where her parents met and shared some happy years. Their move from Baku to Moscow in 1938 was sudden, an escape from Stalin’s purges among my grandfather’s colleagues. Eventually Moscow became my mother’s permanent base – until she met my father, and married and followed him to Prague.


My father is a translator by profession, from Czech into Russian. In later years, when we emigrated from Prague to Hamburg (after the Soviet invasion of Czechoslovakia in 1968), he also added German, which could not have been easy. The clatter of his typewriter was always a permanent acoustic backdrop, loud and pervasive. It was the sound of my father’s authority in the house, not to be disturbed. I always did. I hated the invisible barrier between his work and our family life. I resented his absolute dedication. Today, I admire it, and envy it. My father was the quintessential freelancer, working from home – not an easy feat with two noisy kids constantly running around, often with many of their friends visiting and playing loud games. My mother was usually absent – she had a full-time job as a geographer–economist, a two-hour commute each way. She would leave the house early in the morning and return in the evening, every single day. She would braid my long hair while I was still asleep, saying softly, ‘The other side!’ when she needed me to turn over. When I got up, two hours later, my braids were perfect, ready for school with pretty silky bows firmly tied at each end.


My father took on any translations he could get. Having started with small technical ones, he eventually became a prominent literary translator and interpreter, earning a very good living. We had two cars, a Simca and a small Fiat, and a large, beautiful apartment. When we emigrated to Germany I watched my parents start all over again, at the age of forty, without knowing a word of their new language. I saw the same talents and absolute commitment to hard work take them from a rough beginning in a foreign country to, ultimately, another large apartment filled with paintings and some antiques. And two cars. The smoothness of this transition was what they expected of their children too.


Today, the ancient Smith & Wesson is the only object that has been physically present in all of my father’s incarnations, and in some of mine. It has lived with him since his childhood in Russia, accompanied him through his high-school years and adulthood in Prague, and made the journey to Hamburg, where it remains. In mocking admiration of my obsession with the gun and its history, my father announced that I will inherit it, and that he is prepared to put it in writing. When that happens the gun will move to my home (my children love it too) and continue to be a tangible link in the chain of our family wanderings. I don’t want to think about it, but I know that one day I will place it close to a portrait of my father. He believes in leaving the ghosts of the past alone, undisturbed, forgotten. He says forgetting is his peace of mind.


Contrary to Chekhov’s maxim, this is a gun that will never be fired, no matter how many acts follow its original appearance. Regardless of its history prior to being unearthed in the Russian garden, its current power is in its silence and continued presence. To me, it seems to be saying, Be careful what you hide.




Cherries


There was a moment in my early childhood when I stood in a garden, by a wooden gate and fence, and stared with amazement at masses of enormous, almost-black cherries hanging from the branches of the trees. An older woman wearing a pale yellow dress handed me a few and said with pride, ‘Our cherries.’ I reached for them and can still taste their mellow sweetness, buried in firm, juicy red flesh which bled on my hands and trickled pinkly down my naked knee.


This happened in the same garden where my father unearthed the gun, on my only visit to his family home in Kuntsevo. The woman’s name was Tyotya Sonia – Auntie Sonia; she was my father’s stepmother. I never returned there and never saw her again. I don’t remember anyone or anything else from this visit, although I had come with my mother and both her parents, and my father’s father was also present. This detailed memory of the cherry garden has remained alive, effortlessly, as if I had been a much older child. It wasn’t until I began to reconstruct my life with systematic attention to dates that it struck me: I was only two and a half at the time. It was August 1957. My mother had already decided to follow her future husband to Prague, so this was my last summer as a Russian child, on a visit to her future in-laws. I was being presented to them.


English has only one word for cherry, but in Russian there are two different words for this fruit, or rather its two main varieties: chereshnya and vishnya. Chekhov’s famous play The Cherry Orchard is Vishniovyi Sad in Russian. ‘Vishnya’ is the heavier, darker kind of cherry, and it was this word Auntie Sonia used in my memory of our encounter. ‘Nasha vishnya,’ she had said; my mother would later contemptuously describe her Russian to me as having a ‘Yiddish-inflected, provincial accent’. There was a soft pride in Tyotya Sonia’s voice; perhaps she was eager to impress this new family. I always crave cherries. Whenever I buy them – and they have to be the dark kind, the ones I think of as vishnya – I hope to relive that first rich taste. I hog them, and devour them all in one go.


Why has this memory stayed with me in such a pure form, unchanged, forever fresh? Perhaps because this was the only long outing I had been taken on at that age. We travelled to Kuntsevo by tram; the entire experience had the sheen and excitement of novelty for me. Whatever the reason, I am grateful for this first childhood memory: my very own cherry orchard is the only real link I have to my father’s history, a sense of being there, in the place where he was born and where he grew up.


It is difficult to inherit the histories of those who raise us when they choose to hide them. Unlike my mother, my father hates being asked about what he remembers. He often says, ‘I don’t remember anything, and I don’t try.’ Maybe his past is a minefield he is afraid to step into. Only very occasionally, when not asked, will he begin to uncoil a film reel of vivid memories, which, surprisingly, don’t seem to be buried under too many layers of enforced forgetting. I had always known that his mother died of a lung infection when he was five years old and that he doesn’t remember her at all, except for seeing her corpse in the house before the funeral. But one day he suddenly told me how his mother pulled him on a sleigh in deep white snow, rushing to a doctor or hospital after he cut his hand on a rusty nail from a wooden container. He remembered the box and the nail, and his bleeding hand, and his mother, decisive and quick, facing the freezing wind. The sleigh tracks in the hard snow.


Kuntsevo had no meaning for me other than the name of my father’s birthplace. The fenced garden I remember made me think of it as a rural place. But a house with a garden and cherry trees in 1950s Russia? At a time when my mother’s parents lived in shared, communal apartments like most Muscovites? I needed to know more about this home, and what it was really like.


My father is a short, agile, dark-haired (now silver-haired) man, cinematically good-looking and a powerful presence. His expressive face has always been dominated by large spectacles in strong, elegant frames. He has penetrating, heavy-lidded brown eyes and a loud voice that he is unable – and unwilling – to modulate, whether he is speaking or clearing his throat. He alternates between being overbearing, and very funny and gentle. Growing up, I thought of him as a large man (in fact, he is only a little taller than my mother, who is tiny), and did not realise he was short until, as a teenager, I stormed out of the house after one of our frequent arguments and kept walking away, having just declared that I was leaving home. A few minutes into my dramatic march down the street I turned around and saw him in hot pursuit on the other side of the road, following me like a badly trained operative. He looked very upset and worried, and endearingly vulnerable. My father, I now saw, was a small man who was larger than life. I felt very secure and rooted in his love, and loved him, always, with a tinge of tender sadness, as if he needed my emotional protection more than I needed his. Of course I turned around and went back home on that grey Hamburg afternoon – until our next fight.


I grew up thinking that my birth was a moment of joy for my parents. For almost fifty years of my life I knew this, and my birth certificate confirms it: I was born in Moscow in 1954. My father is listed as Czech, my mother Armenian. In the Soviet Union, so-called nationality was legally determined by the father. So, according to this document, I am Czech. My father’s Jewishness and my mother’s half-Jewishness, on her mother’s side, is completely (though unintentionally) concealed. If my father hadn’t inherited his father’s Czechoslovak citizenship his nationality would have been listed as Jew. Soviet identity papers appeared to be respectful of a person’s national allegiance; in actual fact, they represented institutionalised racism, enabling the authorities to categorise everyone’s nationality with ease, and for their own purposes. When Stalin conducted purges of Jewish doctors these were not abstract selections of people who were doctors by profession and Jewish by name or appearance or overt religion: it actually said so in their papers. There was a hierarchy of nationalities; to be listed as Russian was far preferable to being listed as Jew. Armenian was better than Jew but worse than Russian. Czech was sheer luxury, symbolising foreignness beyond the reach of the Soviet caste system but still within Russia’s orbit of so-called friendly states – if only barely. It was explained to me that at the time of my birth my father was living in Prague, and my parents were waiting for official permission to marry, as he was a foreign national. When this finally came through my mother and I were allowed to travel to Prague and join him. Thus began my Czech childhood. My brother Maxim would soon become a part of it – he was born in Prague in 1960.


When I arrived in Prague with my mother, in 1958, I had a Soviet passport. In Czechoslovakia a Soviet passport – the kind issued to Soviet citizens living abroad – was a handy one to have: it allowed almost unrestricted travel to the West. At the same time, paradoxically, travelling back to Moscow on this Soviet passport was impossible without a special visa and permit. This twisted logic of a communist state is hard to comprehend, yet at the time it made perfect sense: a Soviet citizen living in Prague was considered almost a Westerner, and a subversive influence on those at home. For this reason, even – or especially – family visits were inhumanely difficult, in either direction. When my mother left my baby brother with her parents in Moscow while she was recuperating in Prague from a gall-bladder operation, it turned out to be almost impossible to get him back. Tearful visits to the Soviet Embassy proved useless; visas were granted with random wilfulness, with the aim of humiliating the citizen. After nearly a year my grandfather was allowed to visit us in Prague and bring the toddler back. I still remember the day Maxim came home: everyone gathered around his cot and rejoiced about this gift, finally returned to us. I was excited to have my brother back, and found it hilarious that he had forgotten his Czech and now spoke only Russian. To this day, my brother owes his perfect Russian accent to his enforced extended stay in Moscow at the age of almost two. My grandparents were overjoyed to have him there to spoil and cherish, my parents in agony about his open-ended absence, and I somehow did not question it.


My brother is convinced that he was traumatised, and it is interesting to me that he judges this incident from a modern perspective, as if he had been ‘abandoned’. Being six years older, I have a much stronger awareness of the implications the Iron Curtain imposed not just on the East European bloc but on every single individual life of its citizens. It made everyone feel like a pawn in the hands of an invisible evil giant. When my mother decided to marry my father and move to Prague in the 1950s, she was in fact severing herself from her roots and family, embarking on a lifetime of painful separations – not only for herself, but for her children too. Borders were not mere demarcations on the map: they were the fault lines of dormant personal tragedies, ready to erupt like earthquakes at any moment and destroy people’s lives. Visits with our Moscow family, on either side of the border, were so rare and difficult to arrange that I could count the number of times I saw my grandparents since leaving Moscow on the fingers of one hand.


V’s phone call in 2002 shocked me into thinking again about those years of my first separation from my Moscow roots. While my mother seemed quite relieved that the burden of lying to me about my biological father had been lifted, and understood my need to know and even write about it, my father’s reaction was a different story. During a very brief period of family détente after V’s phone call, he relented and opened up about some previously untold memories of becoming my father, his voice infused with love and a sudden shadow of uncertainty. He became deeply concerned about losing me. He listened to what I had to tell him about my new family – which, at the time, wasn’t very much – and then said, ‘I am afraid that you will be completely absorbed by them. You will leave us. I will lose you.’ I felt less like a daughter than like a woman caught between two men. It was a very odd feeling. Suddenly I was loved by two fathers, with what appeared to be the same degree of tenderness. Yet despite my curiosity about the new father I knew that the only real father I could ever have was the man who had actually raised me.


I was aware that my parents’ tolerance for my digging deep into the suppressed facts of our lives would not last long. It was too painful for them, too difficult to deal with, like a broken limb they had managed to heal and didn’t want to test by exposing it to too much new strain. They didn’t seem concerned about the effect all this was having on me. With the same skill and resilience that had allowed them to execute and sustain this successful operation for over five decades, they now managed to direct their attention back to themselves. Their patience for my efforts to really understand what happened proved short-lived. My father couldn’t deal with it, and my mother gave in to his pressure, as she had always done.


One afternoon, not long after I had decided to write this memoir, I was sitting in my parents’ kitchen in Hamburg, recording a conversation with my mother about her memories of my early childhood. In her eightieth year, she still looked beautiful, and some fifteen years younger than her age. I hear her vibrant young voice on the tape, along with munching noises as she enjoyed her afternoon snack of cornflakes and yoghurt after her long dog walk. She is talking about my memory of the cherry trees at my father’s home when he enters the kitchen and realises what we are discussing. He explodes. It feels like getting caught in the planning of a doomed coup.


‘But you don’t even know what my book is really about,’ I hear myself say on the tape, surprisingly calmly. ‘It’s about the languages in my life, and how I discover that English was actually there from the very beginning.’


‘What English? What are you talking about?’ He sounds genuinely surprised, and confused.


‘My other grandparents spoke English at home, in Moscow. They—’


‘What kind of nonsense is that? Why would they speak English? They were just regular Moscow Jews—’


‘No they weren’t,’ I interrupt. ‘They were Americans living in Moscow. You didn’t know?’


It is obvious that he had no idea. I say to my mother (my turn to sound surprised), ‘You didn’t tell him?’


‘No,’ she admits. To my father, with some pain – or anger – in her voice: ‘You never wanted to know!’


At this point he exits the kitchen, overwhelmed by this new information he doesn’t know what to do with. The film he wants to watch on TV has just started. It has to be more interesting, or easier to digest, than my life story.


My mother and I are alone again. After a brief silence, she says, slowly, ‘I didn’t tell him because he never asked. But why didn’t he ask? I wonder …’ Her voice trails off, but quickly returns with new energy: ‘I know why. He didn’t want to know much about you because knowing more would make it harder for him to accept you as his own. He saw you as my daughter, and therefore his. It was easier for him to imagine you were just you, without any baggage.’


She said she understood my excitement about the peculiar narrative twist in my life – my hidden native connection with the English language, through this newly revealed American family: ‘You didn’t know you had it, but it drew you back to itself, like a charm.’


Obviously, my parents wouldn’t have been able to maintain this odd illusion that my birth resulted from a semi-immaculate conception, 1950s Soviet-style, had they lived in Moscow after they married. I would have grown up with my father as a stepfather and my biological father as someone I would see occasionally. But the move to Prague and my de facto adoption was the equivalent of moving to another world; hence it was possible for my mother to cut us both off from my real origins, apparently irrevocably. ‘We were a complete family,’ she once told me. She used the Russian word polnotsennaya, which means ‘whole’. Whole and wholesome.


My father’s resistance to my need to know the truth about who I was, and indirectly about who my parents were, and to write about it, was a serious obstacle for me initially. I had been conditioned, or had conditioned myself, to think of my parents as the people to whom I was not allowed to cause any pain. Their happiness was my responsibility. My happiness was more than my own feeling about my life: it was a way of making theirs easier.


My parents’ oldest friend, Slava, in his nineties and still living in Prague, unexpectedly informed me that as a child I may have been fully aware of what I thought I never knew. He revealed to me that when I was a little girl, I confided in him that I had a secret. ‘Really?’ ‘Yes. You told me, “Don’t tell anyone, but I have another father.”’ This was said during a phone conversation, with my parents, whom he was visiting, laughing in the background. My mother quickly came to the phone and whispered in conspiratorial tones that Slava was drunk and I shouldn’t listen to him: ‘There is no way you could have remembered. He is making this up.’ My father was out of earshot.


I was completely intrigued, and phoned Slava at his home on another day, when his being drunk could not be blamed for anything he said. We had a long conversation, during which I realised that he was the only witness to my early years in Prague who was not a family member. More than that: being of mixed Russian and Czech origin himself (not Jewish), he had also known my father’s family and visited their home in Kuntsevo on several occasions. He could actually tell me what it looked like.


Slava had no trouble at all remembering what he had said on the phone. I questioned him carefully, aware that there is no such thing as a completely reliable witness, especially after almost five decades. Slava seemed incredibly lucid and happy to talk (perhaps his being married to a much younger wife was keeping his head clear). I made him retell the circumstances of that conversation we once had, to test how the revelation about my ‘secret’ would fit into the context. It did, perfectly. It happened on a visit of his to our apartment. Maxim was about three or four years old, so I would have been nine or ten. We were being noisy and naughty, as we always were, and probably being told to behave by our parents. Slava said, ‘I told you to listen to your father. Then you turned to me and whispered: “I have a secret. He is not my real father. I have another father.” I explained to you that your real father was the one who looked after you and raised you, and you had to listen to him, and you said yes.’


Then he said, ‘You do know about your real father, right?’ I told him I hadn’t known, no, not until a few years ago. Slava was convinced I had to be aware of it as a child, ‘because when you came from Moscow with your mother, you were not a baby’.


The time gap between the age when I shared this secret with him and the age of my arrival in Prague was not that large: only seven years at most. It makes perfect sense that I was aware of suddenly having a new father in a new country, and had not forgotten the old one. Not yet. Then I must have suppressed, blocked out or truly forgotten all about him.


Slava knew my father before he married my mother, and had been told by him that he was going to bring a Jewish wife from Moscow to live with him in Prague. This bride had a daughter – me. My father needed to have my past erased, to start with a clean slate, as a family with my mother. For a very young man in his twenties, this was a huge commitment, an act of love, a sign of a great ability to love, but also a daring feat of single-mindedly controlling the lives of not one but two human beings, directly, and of many others indirectly.


I asked Slava about the house in Kuntsevo. The town itself, it turned out, was more than an insignificant speck on the map of the Soviet Union: it was a suburb of Moscow with two distinct halves. In one, people had dachas and summer homes, and nice houses with gardens. In the other were the recreational dachas of Soviet functionaries, most famously Stalin’s own guarded retreat, where he died in 1953 – a year before I was born. So my father’s childhood was a tableau in the shadow of Stalin – literally.


The family home, said Slava, was an extremely nice house, ‘very well appointed, with elegant furniture’. He remembers several beautifully hosted meals there. He described my father’s father as a ‘very impressive, smart man; we called him knyaz kuntsevskyi (the Lord of Kuntsevo), because he presided over such elegance’. I suddenly understood the significance of the large set of silver cutlery my parents still have, a wedding gift by my father’s father. Yet I also understood much more. My father’s innate ability to dress immaculately, to create a sense of aesthetic luxury in any home we have ever lived in, to fill his surroundings with beautiful objects and a richly equipped kitchen (he loves buying dishes, cutlery, glasses) – all this is the childhood home he still carries in him, yet claims not to remember.


And what do I have in me, what do I carry? I begin piecing my memories together, placing them where they belong, recognising where they didn’t, against my father’s resistance, against both my parents’ lack of real interest, against their fears, against mine. My memories, like a bowl of cherries. Just for me.




Silver Spoon


I was born in Moscow on a freezing December morning, without any sign or prospect of the proverbial silver spoon in my mouth. Nevertheless, I was given a real one, by my great-grandmother. In keeping with the family passion for food it was a substantial, heavy soup spoon, rather than a dainty tea one. My name is engraved in elegant cursive Cyrillic letters on the front of its handle, and the date of my birth – ‘16.XII.54’ – on the back. But it’s not a name I have ever heard, or remember hearing, as my own: it reads To Alyonushka, a tender diminutive of Elena. Yet my mother confirms that I was indeed called Alyonushka, especially by my maternal grandmother Zelda. My beginnings seemed so purely Russian, and this baby name a perfect match for my early surroundings. But in fact there were many other ingredients in the ethnic mix that was my first home.


My mother was the only daughter of Yakov Cachmachcev and Zelda Perlstein. My grandmother never changed her last name. This was quite common for women in Soviet Russia, and not a sign of feminism – although my grandmother, born at the very beginning of the twentieth century, was in fact an emancipated woman par excellence. Despite her modest family background (her father had been a watchmaker and repairer), she had a university degree and an uninterrupted working life as an economist – uninterrupted by motherhood, war or any other obstacles she may have faced. However, I suspect that the real reason she remained a Perlstein was the odd acoustic complexity of her husband’s last name. Cachmachcev was the Russified version of the original Armenian name Cachmachcan, which – as I found out one day from a Turkish bank teller in London – means ‘lighter’ in Turkish (cakmak), perhaps in imitation of the sound made when lighting a fire. Family historians on my mother’s side have made much of this name and its origin (did our ancestors engage in some sort of gun or gunpowder manufacture or trade?), but all I can personally attest to is the impossibility of pronouncing it in any language without sounding like one is, indeed, spewing some kind of fire or triggering a mild explosion. When I am asked for my mother’s maiden name as part of an identity or security check, there is always a pause after I pronounce it. I know that during this brief silence the employees are comparing the random sound they just heard with the letters on their computer screen, and that no matter how hard they try they can see no correlation. They always give up, very quickly and very politely, swallowing hard as they say, ‘That’s lovely, thank you.’


Named Raissa (Rachel) after her Jewish grandmother who had died only six months before her birth, my mother grew up surrounded by her lively, warm Armenian extended family. Gayane, her diminutive paternal grandmother, herself the mother of nine children, was the one who gave me the silver spoon. I touch it sometimes and imagine that moment, my lifetime ago, when she handed it with much love to her beloved granddaughter, congratulating her on my birth. There was a special bond between my mother and the only grandmother she had ever known. Love strengthens the fabric of memory. Her memories of Gayane are so rich that it’s not hard for me to imagine her, almost as if I had known her myself. I have a real sense of the home she created in Baku with her dashing husband for their six sons and three daughters, an open house with parties and live music they made themselves every evening. She was full of laughter, had a superb soprano voice, and despite her Armenian background had a Russian high-school education. She spoke accent-free, educated Russian, along with French and German. When I was an infant she visited my mother a few times and rocked me. Having outlived her husband and three of her children, she reached a ripe age despite many ailments, but did not live long enough for me to remember even a trace of her presence. Yet the spoon is still with me, and always will be, as a permanent reminder of her love, generous spirit and also, it must be said, exquisite taste: it is really a thing of classic beauty and elegance (unlike my great-grandmother herself who, my mother tells me, was lovely and cuddly rather than beautiful). The engraved words and numbers have the lightness and fluidity of an elegant pen on paper.


Baku was a natural place for the paths of my mother’s parents to converge. Her mother had been born in Vladikavkaz, in Ossetia, a river town in the foothills of the Caucasus Mountains. Her parents had arrived there from Jewish shtetls, though my grandmother’s own Jewish education and knowledge of Yiddish was close to non-existent. She studied economics at the University of Baku, in a city that was a colourful melting pot of ethnicities and religions: Muslim Azeris, Russians, Jews, Armenians. It was not too far from my grandfather’s original family home in the ancient Armenian town of Guymri, north of the capital Yerevan. The tensions and conflicts would simmer and eventually erupt into bloody wars, but during my mother’s early childhood Baku was the peaceful, lively, multilingual city she still loves. There is a building in Baku with her family name still carved on it, built by her uncles, at a time when they ran a successful business, a kind of department store. The affluence was short-lived; in 1918, during a period of massacres of Armenians, the family fled, leaving their homes behind and gradually selling everything they had in order to survive. My grandfather was forced to break off his university studies as the ‘son of a capitalist’; he began working in a lowly position in a Soviet oil engineering company, but eventually, due to his supreme meticulousness and skills, moved up into management positions.
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