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PART ONE




1


The check has to be made while it is still dark – has there been an overnight dew? And, if not, then the ‘broad’ wind can be expected. The waves get warmer, a murky off-yellow is added to their green, and, on land as on water, all who understand the sea know before light that the ‘broad’ is coming. It is a trusty wind. It is a beauty of a wind. For the fishermen, it is the best wind. Now they can go after the large mackerel that swim in close to Odessa each May, just as they will go on doing for many years to come. And, whether large or small, the boats lying anchored offshore set their course for the north-east.


Meanwhile, the rest of Odessa can sleep on. Then, closer to sun-up, the outskirts start stirring into life. A bit later comes time for the central streets to wake up, too. Unless, of course, anything out of the ordinary has happened.


But this was 1905, and with their daily cries of ‘amazing news’ about strikes, student unrest and terrorists, the newspaper boys had managed to shriek themselves hoarse, and by now everyone was tired of hearing them. Events were somehow cheapened, people had grown used to them, and this morning Odessa was in no rush to wake up.


Maxim Petrov, however, was another case altogether. In the house on Koblevskaya Street he was the first to spring into action. And even as he opened his sleepy eyelids, he knew with delight that some treat was in store for him. Because, whenever you opened your eyes and saw a flash of green light (which only happened in bright sunlight), that meant it was bound to be a happy day. Then he remembered, smiled and hid his face in his pillow. Today was his fifth birthday – so that’s what it was! Yesterday evening he was four, and he had been four through the night, but then he got up and found that he was already five. Now he was a big boy, and everyone would wish him a happy birthday, and his presents would be waiting for him on the living-room table …


Until he had actually seen his presents, the best thing was to go on dreaming about them for a bit longer. But he could not possibly hang around in bed any more, because he started feeling sick somewhere just above his tummy. Maxim jumped down on to his favourite rug with its troika of horses. Just like every other morning, he was careful not to tread on any of the horses so as not to upset them. And he marched over to his observation post at the window-sill, admiring his bare legs as he went (they were already five years old!). But, on this occasion, he did not reach the sill. Something black and white had been left neatly folded on the chair with the buckled legs, and lying on top of it was a sailor’s hat! Even before he had torn the wrapping off he recognised what it was. It was a real sailor-suit! With long trousers!


When his mother came in to wake up her son and wish him a happy birthday, she found him panting to do his trousers up. Because the way to put on real sailors’ trousers was turning out to be quite different from the way that short trousers were put on. But he had to do it on his own, or else it would be too shameful. His mother could, nevertheless, help just a little, for she never laughed at Maxim. As usual, they greeted each other by kissing one another’s palm. It was something which they never did in front of anyone else, however, for this was a secret which they kept to themselves.


‘Mummy! How lovely you look! That’s a new dress you’ve got, isn’t it?’


‘I’ve got a new dress, Max dear, and you’ve got some new clothes, too. Let’s go downstairs and show ourselves off,’ said his mother, smiling as she swallowed a sigh. She took one more look into her younger son’s eyes and, as so often before, was amazed at how blue they were. Everyone else in the family had grey eyes. Yes, he was the youngest, and, yes – it was impossible to hide – he was her favourite, too. Well, and what of it? After all, who else in the house ever told her how lovely she looked?


Father was downstairs having his morning tea and read of the newspapers, and he showed his approval when his son came running in, though there was still that faint wrinkle between his brows which Maxim found daunting.


‘What a fine fellow! Happy birthday, son. Turn round, now! Every inch the sailor. Now, sir, I wonder which ship you’re from? What do you mean, you don’t know? What’s that name you’ve got written on your hat? Come on, read it out.’


‘A-li-mi … Alma …’ Maxim started bashfully. He had put his foot right in it! What he should have done was to take his time and work it out back in his room, but now that his father was quizzing him like this, he would never make it out. What were those two small horns stuck on the end there?


His mother was trying to signal something without being spotted. But then his father looked round and she had to stop. Everything was happening over Maxim’s unfortunate, and now also sweaty head. And the birthday that had started so happily might have ended in tears, had not his brother and sisters – all three of them – suddenly come rushing in. And, to Maxim’s relief, they immediately span and whirled him round, admiring his hat, as Zina casually read out, ‘The Almaz! So you’re on the same ship as Uncle Sergei, are you?’


Their father frowned in annoyance, but it was too late to stop her. Besides, since when could looks stop Zina?


The children eagerly gathered round the table with the presents, and peals of delight rang out. After a while they called their mother over, and, with an apologetic smile, she went and joined them, leaving the father to himself and his newspaper.


Ivan Alexandrovich Petrov. A nobleman. A householder. A happy family man. Here he was, happily celebrating his son’s birthday in the midst of this, his loving family, he kept goading himself. He knew just how silly he was being, and that it was pure chance that everyone else happened to be in one corner of the room whilst he was in another, and that not one of them could have possibly known what had just happened to him. But, all the same, was it really asking too much for one of them to summon sensitivity enough to stop and take a proper look at the father of the house? With the children it was understandable, but what about Masha? He was so used to being greeted by that look of hers – ‘Is all well with us?’ But this morning, just when that look was the one thing he most needed (the sight of it usually annoyed him), she had behaved quite differently. As if she were too busy admiring herself. He rolled his shoulders and deliberately took stock of the situation. What, in actual fact, had happened to him? Coming out of the blue like this, it was bound to be some nonsense, as any doctor would have told him. Now, if he were to take another look at his newspaper, everything would go back to normal, and he would laugh at himself.


But, just as before, the newspaper’s lines kept swimming out of focus, and, except for the headlines, Ivan Alexandrovich could read nothing. So there really was something the matter with his eyes. It came on all of a sudden, half-way through a line. So it was true that a man of his age should expect these nasty surprises. What next? Glasses? A pince-nez? How revolting. Ivan Alexandrovich was renowned as a good-looking man, and he was used to this role. In fact, it was all that he had ever done with his life. After his marriage, he had been able to give up the idea of having to work for a living, and was secretly amused that his brother Sergei belonged to the Tsar, to the navy, to his ship – to whoever, but not to himself. And what had come of it? Now Sergei was out in the Far East somewhere, and the whole of Russia was going mad over the gallantry of the troops at war with Japan. But who knew Ivan Alexandrovich? Well, he was known in the Odessan Assembly of Noblemen, and there were the ladies at the opera …


Imperceptibly, his estate had one way or another been mortgaged off, then remortgaged, until finally it had ended up in the hands of some stranger. In fact, there was little now left of it – just enough to prevent them from having to change their style of life. And that couldn’t be blamed on Masha. Nothing ever could … He suppressed his irritation and went on thinking. What was he left with? Four children. There, one might have thought, was something to be proud of. Yet what was their attitude to their father? At least with the elder two, Pavel and Zina, there was some reason for this. They had been old enough to understand something of what was going on when there was that episode with Annette. And they had clung even closer to their mother, who brought them up as she thought fit, spoiling them, of course, though he had not dared to interfere, as he had been contemplating a divorce. But then, after all, it had blown over, and just where did children of their age acquire such rancour? Marina, his darling, a girl with a heart of gold – now she, of course, did love her father. But, there again, she loved everyone, whether it was the nanny Dasha, the yard-sweeper, or even a stray dog out on the street. She was that kind of child. As for Maxim, he was just wary of him, though whatever for? He had never once struck him, nor even shouted at him. This was just the time to ensure that he, at least, was properly brought up. A man’s hand – that’s what the boy needed. But Masha had somehow imperceptibly put a distance between him and the children … Stop it. He had already made enough hullabaloo over his eyesight, and he was not about to allow himself any mean thoughts. He was guilty enough towards her as it was.


She loved him, and she would have died for him. That evening he would tell her about his eyes, and she would be frightened, and then start comforting him, and he would see just how ludicrous these earlier thoughts were. If it weren’t for Masha, these bouts of irritation would have been the death of him long ago. No, he had to be a man! So come on, father, go to the children and guests who are waiting for you to join in the festivities.


It was a long day, and for some reason it was to remain fixed in the minds of all the Petrovs and, years later, they would recall it as one of the last days when time still moved evenly, and was considerate towards people, without making any wild leaps, or coming crashing down on top of their heads.


Maxim was jumping up and down, thrilled with his new pistol, while Pavel showed him how he should load the pink cap-rolls, and the blue gunpowder smoke went flying out of the window and settled on the tender paws of the horse-chestnut trees. Then the guests arrived with their children, and even Zina, who already attended the gymnasium, forgot her adult condescension, and became excited and flushed as she kept organising new games. The mother was left in peace, as Zina was the one for whom they kept calling.


Now don’t get overexcited, little sister, thought Pavel, trying to raise himself up to his usual tone of superiority with the youngsters. And who would have thought she knew how to play the irreproachable little miss? But then he promptly dropped this tone and obediently ran off to fetch a glass of water.


‘Ready, steady … go!’ shrieked the youngest children excitedly, and, in a flourish like Cleopatra, Zina tossed a crumpled little ball of grey paper into the glass. Immediately and in front of their very eyes a spiral of small petals unfurled as it slowly opened out into torrid crimson, blue, and white marvels.


‘Chinese flowers! How beautiful! They’re incredible! Again, Zina, do it again!’ rose the delighted yell, and the glasses were arranged in a row across the festive table-cloth, like a complete Chinese garden.


Then came the ride from the French Boulevard to Nikolayev Boulevard, with the Petrovs’ carriage, the Serdyuks’ carriage, and the two hired cabs. A surf of pinky-white horse-chestnut blossom beat against the pavements, and the ‘broad’ kept blowing, as the women laughed and clung on to their hats.


To Maxim, it all seemed wonderfully new, as if it had just been made: the blue expanse of the sea, the May smells, and the clouds that were damply dispersed across the whole sky, as bright as Chinese flowers. Towards evening he became worn out with happiness and, when a game of ‘living pictures’ was being organised, he suddenly burst into tears and ran off to his room. Marina noticed immediately and, as she went running out after him, she managed to glance at her mother. ‘I’ll go and join him for a while, but you pretend nothing’s happened, and send Dasha up, then you come when it seems right’ – her mother understood, smiling as the eight-year-old diplomat left.


Dasha, the nanny, found Maxim crying to his sister all about something he had just thought up to explain away his tears and his misery. It turned out that what he really wanted was a kitten, and he had had all sorts of presents, but not a kitten. By now he actually believed in this misfortune himself, and all that remained for Marina to do was to press her young brother’s head to her body, as she quickly added in a convincing whisper, ‘Maxim, now don’t cry, Maxy dear, you’ll get your kitten, Papa will let you have one, and everything’s going to be all right …’


‘He’s ever so tired. It’s been such a long day for him,’ Dasha affectionately kept saying, as she prepared his bed. ‘Come on, sweetie, it’s time for prayers. Ooh, now look how wet you’ve gone and made Marina’s lace dress.’


But Maxim kept clinging to Marina’s crumpled dress, until he broke off a sob and unexpectedly fell asleep on her shoulder.


Downstairs, there were only a few guests remaining in the living-room. Those with children had already left. The conversation was quiet and somehow concerned nothing, as can happen when people have known each other for a long time. Over on the plush green sofa in the corner, Pavel and Zina looked at one another and burst out laughing.


‘Why are you laughing?’


‘I just am. We’ve spent the whole day fooling around like kids, so I thought we’d better crawl off under the piano to avoid being spotted and sent up to bed.’


There was a sharp ring on the doorbell, and everyone looked round, because by this time no further guests were expected. Briskly, and without even smoothing the crumples which his hat left on his grey head of hair, in strode San Sanych, a retired naval officer and an acquaintance of the Petrovs. Everyone could see from his eyes and his manner that something was up, so greetings were dealt with smartly.


‘A dispatch has come in from Petersburg. It’s just arrived. Andreyev told me about it. The squadron’s been destroyed. Twelve ships are lost, for sure. As for the rest, nothing’s yet known. It’s the most terrible rout of the whole war.’


‘Dear God! And what about the Almaz?’ gasped the hostess.


‘My dear Maria Vasilyevna, I’ve told you all that I know. Andreyev says there’s still no news on the Almaz. The Oslyabya, Navarin, Uralets and Kamchatka have gone down, as well as two anti-torpedo boats, and two, if not three transport ships. Admiral Nebogatov’s been taken prisoner along with three thousand of his men. If anyone ever wanted to find the best possible way of ruining Russia … We’re done for!’


‘But is it definite? Who told Andreyev?’


‘He got it straight from Zilotti. It’s definite, unfortunately. Who ever heard of such a thing – sending a squadron to face certain death?’ said San Sanych, flaring up. ‘The fleet was a hotchpotch, and what did they do to ensure they had enough coal? Rozhestvensky even telegraphed some while ago … and next thing is he finds that he has to load his coal out at sea, which is why he went and got himself stuck in those straights at Tsushima, because he couldn’t go round them.’


San Sanych was already using the mouthpiece of his pipe to outline on the table-cloth the direction in which the squadron had been sent, and showing how they should have gone round such a narrow spot. All the others followed his gestures in silence, but without really taking in what he was saying. From the entire squadron and the entire war, the matter of greatest concern to the hosts was the fate of the Almaz, on which Sergei was serving. The others, however, grasped the full gravity of the news immediately: Russia had lost the war. This time the defeat was final and irreversible. It was unthinkable. It was something nobody wanted to believe in.


‘Even if you’re right, San Sanych, is all really lost?’ persisted Nikolai Nikitich, the librarian at the Commercial Assembly. ‘I mean, we’ve had Port Arthur, and Liaoyang and Mukden, but even so …’


‘Well, it’s all over now, old chap! This time it’s worse than all the rest of them put together. You simply can’t understand it, you’re not a naval man. But I’ve spent thirty years in the navy. Oh, what shame the Lord has let me live to see! Once they’d let the navy get into such a state, what on earth made them go and get involved in this war? They were too used to banking on sheer force of numbers … Maybe they could have got away with it on land, but at sea – come off it now! And as for that ghastly good-for-nothing bay at Port Arthur, what the heck did we need that for?’ declared San Sanych indignantly.


‘What did we need it for? What about the Yala concessions?’


Despite the tragic nature of the news, a ripple of laughter passed through the living-room. In Odessa the real cause of the war was regarded as an open secret. San Sanych went on to explain something further about the paramount role of the torpedo in modern warfare, and how proper account should have been taken of that, rather than laying such stress on the ships’ guns when they had been equipping the navy, but by this stage Pavel could bear it no longer. He ran upstairs and slammed shut the door of his room. Here it was as though Russia had not been crushed, and everything was just the same as before – the scratched table, the rug and the light-blue wallpaper with seagulls on. The only light came from the oil-lamp under his grandfather’s old icon. Pavel did not bother to light the main lamp. What, now, was the point?


For the first time in ages, he knelt down and ardently began addressing the almost indiscernibly dark face in the silver frame. ‘Oh Lord! I ask you this as I have never asked you for anything ever before. Do something to make it untrue! And let us, let Russia crush Japan. The whole of Japan, once and for all. Oh Lord …’


He could feel that he was crying, but he still kept whispering something, making vows and oaths – anything, so long as Russia won.


He stood up exhausted, yet strangely calmed. This time it seemed to Pavel as though God, who was always remote and never easy to understand, had seen and listened to him.


Downstairs, after getting over the initial impact of the horror, everyone was now able to speak again.


‘So what will become of it all, gentlemen?’


‘Why, a constitution, of course! After all, things can’t go on like this …’ said Nina Borisovna, a teacher at the gymnasium, mounting her hobby-horse. She was renowned in Odessa as a radical, and for the outspokenness of her views on the government. This was why she had recently had to give up her place at the state-owned girls’ gymnasium and take up a post in Mrs Krol’s more liberal private school.


‘Every sensible person has known for ages what a dead loss the monarchy is. All the more so, as you can’t tell who’s more incompetent – the Tsar or his ministers,’ she averred, nervously straightening her only ornament, a medallion on a velvet ribbon which had turned over the wrong way. ‘They’ve destroyed the second squadron, and if anyone shows they’re at all bright and comes up with any ideas of their own, they stifle them …’


‘Well now, ma’am,’ said San Sanych, unexpectedly joining in, ‘and just what did your bright people with ideas of their own get up to at the beginning of the war? Chucking bombs? Organising disorder? A fat lot of good that did the country … Give them freedom, and—’


‘So what’s to be done, seeing as any attempt to get things changed is outlawed? It isn’t that I support the terrorists, but, if you think about it, they’re giving their lives for Russia, as well.’


‘And there you have our tragedy, gentlemen,’ interceded Dr Dulchin. ‘Everyone’s ready to give their lives for Russia – why, they’re even yearning to. The terrorists think they’re giving their lives for Russia. And so do the people they’re killing. Mere kids, students who haven’t even finished their courses want to go off to war and die for Russia. So who’s meant to save the country – the dead? What you must realise is that, until we’ve learnt how to work for Russia, rather than die …’


That night it was not until late that the last guests left the Petrovs. The general opinion was that a constitution and some major changes could now be expected.


Ivan Alexandrovich, a modern-thinking man, did not pray at night. His attitude towards religion was one of formal decorum: he attended church twice a year on the major holidays, and considered that, for his part, this manifested a reasonable level of tolerance. However, he found it necessary to encourage piety in women, and it pleased him that Masha spent a long time standing in front of the icon each evening. He was sure that he could guess what she was praying for, and would have been very surprised to discover how wrong he was. This evening, however, he was not wrong. She was, indeed, praying for Sergei.


A few days later came definite news confirming the defeat. But, even before then, all-knowing Odessa was seething with indignation. There was pity for Admiral Rozhestvensky, who had been sent to face certain death, and it was perspicaciously thought that there would be an attempt to blame everything on him. There were reports that Yung, the captain of The Eagle, had shot himself together with his senior officer; that half the sailors had mutinied – what else was to be expected of ‘reserves’? – and that they had had to be tied up, leaving too small a crew to continue the fight. There was outrage at the fact that four ships had been surrendered to the enemy intact. It was obvious that the regulars had mutinied as well: the city knew the commanding officers involved, and the general view was that they were incapable of such a thing. The reports that Rozhestvensky had slipped through to Vladivostok proved to be unfounded. It was the Almaz that had broken through to Vladivostok. She was the first to report what had happened.


Sergei was alive.


The war was lost.


Shortly thereafter a rescript was published in the name of Grand Duke Alexei Alexandrovich, announcing his retirement from the navy. Before he had even received any decoration, Sergei Alexandrovich Petrov, a senior officer on the Almaz, resigned his commission. His pretext was a minor wound. It was not until half a year later that he calmed down enough to talk about his real reason.


Just as before, there continued to be a ridiculous Japanese soldier in the middle of the collapsing figures on the rifle ranges, and a good shot sent him reeling back head over heels. But the figure was no longer the target of fun that it had been.
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A long booming noise was coming from somewhere above and it was growing louder and louder. It made you want to duck your head or get down on the pavement. Vladek’s throat contracted and he held himself upright. Pavel was just about to huddle up when he saw his friend and threw out his chest. The next moment all the air round them shattered like a bowl of glass, the sky crashed down, and they heard and saw nothing else.


By the time they came to, they found themselves sitting on the blue cobble-stones, and someone was shouting, ‘Hey, some school-kids have been killed!’ And just then a second boom scudded over Nezhinskaya Street. It was the first time that the boys had ever heard shells fired, but once was enough to teach them that, for the time being, they’d better keep low. Away in the distance there was another roar, and then they got up and brushed down their light-grey summer uniforms. A bearded man wearing an apron with a badge (whom they vaguely guessed to be a yard-sweeper) was for some reason shaking them by the shoulders.


‘Still in one piece, eh? That was the Lord’s doing, what saved you then! Missed you by a hair’s breadth, that did!’


And, after satisfying himself that they were no more than stunned, he promptly set off to join everyone else by the corner of the nearest building. As such, it had no corner. Dust and smoke were billowing up from it. Nearby on the road a horse lay floundering and rolling its eyes. A bewildered cabman was stamping up and down, trying to untangle the horse’s harness. From the sympathetic murmuring of the crowd Pavel and Vladek realised that the horse had been hit by a piece of stone.


‘Crikey! What a blood-bath!’


‘It’s gone clean through the vein. Get something to bind its leg, you idiot!’


‘What on earth’s going on? She could flatten the entire city!’


‘Very easily. Those are nine-inch guns, you know. They can level anything to the ground.’


‘She’, of course, was the mutinous battleship Potemkin, currently anchored off the coast of Odessa. As to what had caused the mutiny, everyone had their own version. But it was common knowledge that the sailors had killed their officers, hoisted the red flag, and were now demanding something from the city. The boys had heard this last night, when they thought there wasn’t even the slightest chance that their parents would let them go out.


Until bedtime Pavel stayed with his nanny Dasha. Every now and then Dasha started crying, as her son Vasily was a sailor on the Potemkin. But she had no idea what was happening on the Potemkin, and only lamented, ‘Oh, my dear son, what is to become of it all?’


Her wrinkled cheeks quivered, and Pavel suddenly noticed that she had become an old woman, and was no longer the same cheerful and agile Dasha who had brought up all four of them.


This morning Pavel naturally said that he had been invited to see his class-mate Vladek Teslenko. Vladek told the same lie about Pavel, and they met on Nezhinskaya Street to go down to the port and find out exactly what was going on. As it turned out, their detour was pointless. The parents of a third friend, Yura Nezhdanov, had urgently sent him away to his grandfather at the German colony of Lilienthal. The Nezhdanovs had decided to stay put there until everything settled down. Poor old Yura, missing out on all this lot!


The bombardment appeared to be over. The streets were full of excited Odessans. But the panic, it should be said, was of a light-minded nature.


‘Who fancies their luck, then! All right, folks, need a bit of luck, eh? Come on, Yasha, we can’t have this lady fretting over trifles – fish something out of that lucky dip for her!’ hollered a shabby-looking organ-grinder in a fit of inspiration. He had managed to pick a spot where he was sure to be in everyone’s way. The small parrot Yasha started poking around among some little rolls of paper. As the lucky dip was faring so well, the canny organ-grinder had hiked up his ticket prices.


The boys cut across the Cathedral Square, where some mounted Cossacks were positioned. There was a lacklustre look in the Cossacks’ eyes, in readiness should they have to disperse the crowd. The red stripes on their trousers rippled as the horses moved. Some people claimed that they were the ones at whom the Potemkin had, in fact, been firing. Others confidently dismissed this as nonsense. The real target was the City Theatre, where a military council headed by General Kaulbars was being held. In any event, the battleship had missed, and both shots had landed in housing areas.


‘Regular marksmen, eh? Managed to hit their officers, all right!’


‘Criminals, taking pot-shots at people like that!’


To Pavel it seemed as though the entire city, which until only an hour ago was still brimming with sympathetic curiosity, now hated the unfortunate Potemkin. He felt sorry for Dasha and her Vasily. But maybe Vasily was the one who had done the firing?


Pavel and Vladek did not mind the bombardment. It was far too exciting for that! They had reached Red Alley when Vladek tugged at Pavel’s sleeve. ‘Nosey!’


They both dived into the nearest gateway.


‘Did he see us?’


‘Who knows? Don’t worry though – we’ll soon know if he did.’


Nosov, the gymnasium inspector, was a niggly man. Of course, if he had spotted them they were done for. Not only would he send them straight back home, but, what was worse, he would escort them himself, and then hand them over to their parents in person. They held tight for a few minutes in a cosy little yard with some small Grecian verandas entwined in ornamental vine. But they were in luck, for when they cautiously peeped out, the inspector was no longer to be seen. Without any further adventures they reached the boulevard, with its red flower-beds now looking more and more parched beneath the June sun.


The battleship had three funnels, and how white and small it looked against the harshness of the blue. It stood far out to sea, in between the lighthouse and the end of the breakwater, and its appearance was anything but terrible. It seemed incredible to think that it could have flattened the entire city in an hour. Slightly disappointed, Pavel and Vladek set off back home. The streets were lined with carts and cabs that were cram-packed with possessions. The Nezhdanovs were clearly not the only ones who had decided to leave the city.


To Pavel’s relief, his father had no intention of going. Back home, there was, of course, a scene, what with the place coming under fire and the boy going missing like that.


‘But I told you where I’d be, Mama! I was next door with Vladek’s family. We were looking at some books. How was I meant to know what was going to happen!’


‘What took you so long, then? You knew how worried we’d be.’


‘I’d have come straight home when the firing began, only Vladek’s father stopped me. He said I had to stay put until he was sure the bombardment was over.’


‘And thank God for that. He’s an absolute saint,’ said his mother, calming down.


However necessary it was for him to lie like this, Pavel still disliked it. He and Vladek had become friends back in the preparatory class, and now they were both in the fourth form, although never once had Vladek invited him to his home. They would accompany each other as far as Papudov’s house, in which the Teslenkos rented their apartment, and then Vladek would say goodbye and Pavel head off home down Koblevskaya Street. There was some mystery here. Vladek was tall and thin with long eyelashes and a dimpled chin, and his standing in the class made it unthinkable to go pestering him with enquiries.


Whether it was because of his eyelashes or his refusal to take part in some prank, it was back in their first autumn at the gymnasium when the strapping Shmukler had called him a little girl. Vladek blanched and stood up. The ensuing fight drew blood, thus making it one of the gravest offences known at the gymnasium. A teachers’ meeting was convened, and, in a quite unheard-of manner, a delegation of ‘preppies’ went to petition on Vladek’s behalf. The idea was Pavel’s, and he went to see the headmaster of the gymnasium in person and, with his throat parched in horror, he made a courageous speech. Attired in his dress-coat with its two rows of gold buttons, the headmaster was a gentleman as straight as a stick and with sideboards, and he had found it hard not to burst out laughing. Now, why was it that all the ‘preppies’ had ears that stuck out like that? To Pavel it seemed that the headmaster was having difficulty in keeping his temper, and that at any moment he would explode, and what might happen then was too ghastly to contemplate.


One way or another, the petition had its effect, and Vladek was rusticated from the gymnasium for a week. For a week there was no sign of Shmukler, either, though for a different reason. Pavel, of course, never said anything to Vladek about his role in all this. But when Vladek came back into the class a hero, it somehow seemed natural for them to share the same desk together, and – although they did not bother to ask their old desk-mates if it was all right – no one dared to object. Pavel was flattered, but there was still some sort of distance between them, and he felt slightly hurt by this.


The following morning, after some complex diplomacy, the friends managed to slip away from home. By now they realised that the harbour was the real focus of interest. That was where the body of the murdered sailor had been taken, and where the public rallies were taking place. Hordes of people were descending on it.


‘He’s on the Platonov Pier, I’ve just come back. Not a pretty sight, though, lying there butchered like that. There’s blood all over the place!’ the passers-by learnt from a gentleman of unkempt appearance (or a vagabond?), who was wearing odd boots and frayed trousers.


It turned out that he had been lying, for the real place to go was the New Pier. But the boys heard that the Cossacks had cordoned it off and were letting no one through. They went all the same, only to find that there was no sign of either soldiers or Cossacks. In fact, there was nothing to stop them from pressing on right the way to the end of the pier, where a makeshift tent had been pitched. It was in here that the sailor had been laid.


His face was grey, and his moustache wheaten-coloured. He looked very calm, and there was no sign of his wounds. He had a piece of paper pinned to his chest. This was the second time that Pavel had seen a dead person. The first time was when their class-mate Seryozha Sazonov had died of scarlet fever. All of them went to his funeral, with the snow and the piercing wind blowing in off the sea, while Seryozha had a strange smile on his face and was dressed up in his little coat that the gymnasium pupils wore as their best uniform. Pavel then realised that the dead looked like dolls, only they were not painted up. However, he was shoved aside before he had the chance to get a proper look at the sailor. But even if he had got a proper look, what difference would it have made? Pavel had never seen Vasily, and could not have recognised him even if it had been him lying there.


A spritely dark-haired sailor read out the appeal, as the sheet on the murdered man’s chest was called.


‘Comrades! The sailor Grigory Vakulenchuk was brutally murdered by an officer just for saying the bortsch was no good … Vengeance on the tyrants. Cross yourselves, and you Jews do it your way. Long live freedom!’


Then the people in the tent yelled ‘Hurray!’, and down the length of the dockside hundreds more voices took up the cry. The hatred of the previous day was quite forgotten. Or perhaps it was simply a different crowd down here in the harbour? This crowd had the smell of the docks to it – salt, wheat dust and dry roach. Here vagabonds mingled with the smartly-dressed. Some sort of gentleman in a cockaded military hat took it off even before he had set foot on the pier. Not so much out of respect for the dead, Pavel realised, as to hide his cockade. Here there was a collection bowl for the sailor’s funeral expenses, and money kept pouring into it like rainwater.


Pavel had a ten-kopeck piece, and he gave it to Vladek. ‘You’re closer – chuck it in.’


Pavel knew from the gymnasium that Vladek never bought any bread rolls or meat-balls for his breakfast. He just had a cup of tea.


Some long-haired young men were making a speech to the crowd, trying to persuade them to wait for instructions from the battleship and not to disperse. ‘They’re S-Ds,’ Pavel heard the girl standing next to him say. But he felt silly asking what S-D stood for. And nothing else happened, though they were quite happy to go on waiting. Over and over again the appeal kept being read out to fresh cries of ‘Hurray!’


It was not until several hours later that they managed to get away from the pier, and saw from above how many people were making their way down towards it from the city. There were students, railway workers, fishermen, women in headscarves and young ladies from the women’s higher education college. It was a strange feeling – everyone was on the move, and they were with them.


When he reached Greek Street up at the top, Pavel suddenly saw Dasha in a dappled dress and raced over to her.


‘Dasha! It isn’t him!’


‘Who isn’t him?’


‘The murdered sailor. It isn’t Vasily, it’s Grigory. Vakulenchuk. It’s him they’re collecting money for down there, so Vasily must be alive!’ Pavel breathlessly blurted out.


‘Oh, my darling! So that’s where you raced off to!’


And, without pausing for thought, Dasha planted a kiss on his forehead in full view of everyone. If anything like this had happened before, Pavel would have burnt with shame. But now everyone was behaving unusually, and he saw everything in a different light. He even found Dasha’s kiss pleasant. He assured her that no harm would come to the sailors, as there were not even any police there, and the people were all on the side of the mutineers. Vladek stayed patiently waiting, and Pavel did not see any trace of a sneer in his eyes. They reached the corner, where they usually said goodbye to each other, but felt that such an important day could not end so simply. They had to do something else, something that would match the tone of the solemn tragedy down in the port, the white battleship flying the red flag that was scarcely visible from the shore, something that fitted the stern wording of the ‘appeal’, and even its incoherent text.


‘Vladek, let’s … I know what – let’s take an oath …’


‘Yes, let’s swear that, whatever happens, we’ll always be for the sailors as long as we live!’ Vladek exclaimed ardently.


Pavel immediately started mulling this over. There was something not quite right about it, and he had to hurry up and figure out just what it was. Given the way things had turned out, ‘for the sailors’ meant against the officers. But then what about Uncle Sergei? And what about General Kondratenko, who had been killed in Manchuria, and whose funeral the whole city had recently mourned? He had been brought up from the port on a gun-carriage, with his horse being led behind, and there could be no doubt that he was a hero who had given his life for Russia.


‘Let’s not say only for the sailors, but let’s put it like this: always to be for the people!’ he said, finding the right wording.


Vladek did not argue, and he even preferred it this way. So then and there, beneath the moulting acacias, they shook hands with one another. Now their lives were fixed. They could cross Cathedral Square feeling slightly shattered, and resigned to the leisurely rhythm of the summer evening. The florists on the corners were selling some peonies and early roses. The flowers swam in their heavy enamel jars, as if idly swishing their fins. The vast body of the cathedral looked more massive than ever against the background of the bright, though now deepening, blue of the sky. If only I could meet a girl with eyes that colour – Pavel thought for some reason.


Vladek also had something on his mind, and then he unexpectedly suggested, ‘How about coming to my place?’ And, clearly taking Pavel’s astonishment for hesitation, he quickly added, ‘Not for long. I know you’re expected back home. I’ll just introduce you to my family, seeing as we’re virtually there now, anyway. And tomorrow evening you can come and have tea with us.’


The Teslenkos lived in a small second-floor apartment that was very clean but plainly showed that they were not well-off. As he was being introduced, Pavel for some reason felt embarrassed, although he was greeted as if he were a long-standing acquaintance.


‘Pavel? We’ve heard so much about you,’ said Vanda Kazimirovna, Vladek’s mother, breaking into a smile.


For some reason Pavel thought Vladek did not have a mother. He had seen Vladek go to Christmas and Easter services at the same cathedral which his own family attended, and he was accompanied by a tall gentleman, probably his father, a girl with bright plaits, and a small boy who was about the same age as Maxim. But they never had a mother with them.


‘You see, our mother’s a Polish Catholic. But our father’s Orthodox. They used to live in the Kholm region, but the Catholic and Orthodox communities there get on so badly that they simply never had any peace. Just like the Montagues and the Capulets. That was why they moved here. Mama goes to her Polish church, and we go to the cathedral. Of course, she worries about it,’ explained Pavel, as he accompanied his friend home. ‘But she shouldn’t. No one bothers about that sort of thing here. All that really upsets her is that we’re not Catholics – I mean us kids. But mother and father were the ones who wanted it this way. They reckoned we’d be better off like that. But if it had been left to me, I’d much sooner have Scripture classes with the Catholic priest than old Medvedev.’


Pavel burst out laughing. The entire class heartily loathed the Orthodox priest Medvedev, who pitilessly gave ‘highly unsatisfactories’ whenever his pupils made the slightest mistake in their Scripture texts. The Catholic pupils had the same lesson with Gubinsky, an old Catholic priest who never upset anyone and loved telling stories about Rome. He had been there twice and intended to go back and see it again. The rest of the class were jealous of the Catholics. But it was even better for the Jews because they simply had no Scripture classes whatever, and only had to get to school in time for the second lesson.


At home Pavel’s mother was glad that he could at last give a coherent account of Vladek’s family. The father was an engineer on the South-Eastern Railways, and the mother was a great music-lover who played the piano, while his sister was a really quiet (he took a meaningful look at Zina) and modest girl. Zina burst out laughing.


‘And she’s called Anna, and she’s in the same class as me, and of course she kept quiet. You talk so much and never let anyone get a word in edgeways, especially if you’re trying to charm someone. Now I’ll tell her that you’ve been eyeing her up in the cathedral!’


Pavel was so indignant that he was left speechless. Vladek’s sister was one of Zina’s class-mates, and she had never even said a word about it! So that’s how cagey the girl was – why, it was dreadful! And she was meant to be his sister. Now, Vladek had obviously struck it lucky. You could tell straight away that his Anna would never stoop to such a thing. Here he finally recovered himself.


‘You know what you should do – copy your class-mate’s example!’


The next evening, when Pavel was going to the Teslenkos, now as a guest invited for tea, he was vexed at how anxious he was, and, before ringing the bell, he wiped his sweaty palms on his trousers. But when Vladek came out to greet him with such candid delight, Pavel forgot all about his embarrassment. All the more so when Vladek immediately dragged him off to his room. It was roughly the size of a cabin, and the first thing that struck Pavel was a yellow wooden rocking-horse.


‘That’s Basya,’ laughed Vladek. ‘She used to be my horse, but now she’s Antos’s. He and I share this room together. But Anna has her own room,’ he proudly stressed.


Wide-eyed Antos was thrilled to have a guest.


‘Are you Vladek’s friend? Have you got one of those school-hats with leaves on, as well? Here, I’ll show you what I’ve got.’


From somewhere he dragged out a tall hat made from lambskin.


‘It’s a real Cossack papakha. And it’s really old, too. My papa gave it to me, and his papa gave it to him!’


Antos clearly had his own plans, and was determined to press-gang the guest into going along with them and introduce him to all his treasures, but then tea was called. Vanda Kazimirovna gave her guests Polish mazurkas – home-made dried almond biscuits.


‘Mama does all the Polish cooking herself – she doesn’t trust the cook,’ said Vladek with a wink. ‘She doesn’t trust Anna, either, and quite right, too!’


For some reason Antos burst out laughing, whereupon so did Anna.


‘I tried doing them once,’ she said. ‘But Antos was the only one who could get his teeth into them. So he ended up with the entire lot!’


After tea Ivan Timofeyevich, the head of the family, kissed his wife’s hand. ‘Our most humble thanks to the lady of the house.’


This struck Pavel as very beautiful. His own father never kissed his mother’s hand after supper. It was probably some Polish thing … But Ivan Timofeyevich was Ukrainian. So maybe it was Ukrainian.


‘Papa, are you going to sing to us today?’ asked Antos, jumping up from the table.


‘Another time, son. I’m tired today. We’ve had some trouble at work.’


‘Was there a strike?’ asked Antos, knowingly.


‘Not yet. But I don’t want to talk about it! I’d sooner have Anusya read to us for a while.’


And again Pavel was taken aback at the way in which he talked to the little boy. It was as though he were an equal. His own father never talked about his affairs with any of them.


The only light in the room came from the one green lamp – the same ordinary lamp that half of Russia used, with its heavy base and arched glass shade. Without either refusing or making a fuss over it, Anna went and fetched a book. It seemed that the members of this family just never got embarrassed, and were as comfortable with each other as they were with themselves.


‘Where did we stop last time, Antos?’


‘Where the Jew dressed Taras up and led him out on to the square.’


This was Gogol’s Taras Bulba, a book which Pavel was himself fond of. But it was obviously the first time that Anna had read it, and she found it disturbing. She tried to read it in a steady voice, but when she got to the point of Ostap’s execution, Pavel felt how hard it was for her. Her voice shook, though she immediately steadied herself and bravely went on. Antos was listening with blazing eyes, but their parents’ minds were elsewhere. By now Anna had reached the last pages.


‘But the cruel Cossacks heeded none of it and, lifting the babies up off the streets with their lances, they hurled them, too, into the flames. “That’s in memory of Ostap, you accursed Poles,” said Taras.’


At this point she sobbed, jumped up and, leaving the book lying open on the sofa, ran out of the room. Pavel could hardly breathe. He could scarcely race off and follow this strange girl up to her room to wipe away her tears and then stay by her side until a smile returned to her face. This was the first creature that he had ever wanted to protect from all the world’s tears, but what could he do about Gogol? Why had he never noticed what a cruel book it was? Of course, all that the Ukrainians and Poles ever did in it was to go round killing one another, and, really, what sort of stuff was that for a girl from a family like this?


The way to Koblevskaya Street was so short that Pavel took a detour. Then he took another. He did not feel like going home, where everything would be as drab as ever. Could she really be the same age as Zina, that Anna? She seemed so much older. She was a friend’s sister, and maybe that was all there was to it? A friend’s sister.
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It took them a long time to smash into the small shop, as it had a strong door and a grille over the window. The befuddled yells with which they started breaking into it were soon replaced by a short and business-like exchange.


‘Mitro, wrench it with the crow.’


‘It won’t give. Ah, these pampered Yids with their bloody locks!’


‘Come o-on. Hold it … the poxy thing’s coming!’


Even if they did look flushed, these men were not drunks, and they worked briskly. Their immediate concern was getting at the goods rather than having fun, for this was a jeweller’s shop.


Isaak Geiber stood lifeless. Perhaps that was why nobody noticed him. He had been ignored both by these men, with their strong necks and boots spotlessly polished since first thing in the morning, and by the horde of vagabonds and shrieking women whom they had driven away from the booty, and by the mounted Cossack patrol that had gone studiously riding past in full dress uniform. All that remained of Isaak’s hopes was now ruined. The move to Kishinyov, a place at the gymnasium for Yakov, his position of respect at the synagogue, and a decent tombstone for Shimek in Odessa’s Jewish Cemetery.


A fight broke out by his smashed door, and some woman in a crimson headscarf had managed to grab hold of a clasp mounted in blue velvet. But Isaak stood still, and just his eyes – the only feature that he had inherited from his father – went on dying.


His little son Yakov was meanwhile merrily running home, and so excited that he occasionally jumped up in the air. And with reason! Today was the first time that he had seen a kite fly, and for a brief but blissful moment he had even been allowed to hold the string.


‘Little Yid, little Yid – what’s your age, funny kid?’


There was an unpleasant, menacing tone of endearment in this voice, and Yakov froze on the spot. But it turned out that the towering owner of the colossal shadow cast over him was someone he knew well, the cobbler Simonenko. Yakov had occasionally been sent to get shoe-laces from him, or some polish, and the cobbler always smiled and sang something, and on one occasion he even gave Yakov a green sweet in the shape of a cockerel.


Yakov smiled timidly.


‘Uncle Simonenko, it’s me, Yakov!’


To his horror, however, Simonenko was a different man today, and he had a strange and terrible smell to him. They were the only ones in this quiet back street with its yellow burdocks. Yet Simonenko did not recognise him. Or he pretended not to. Yakov was terrified by the silent Sunday sun and Simonenko’s gleeful white eyes.


‘You’re lying, you’re not Yakov, you’re a little Abram. So out with it – what’s your age, little Abram?’


‘Six, Uncle Simonenko. You know that …’


Yakov felt that he had to keep answering. He had to smile and keep this strange game going. If he put a foot wrong, by breaking into tears or calling for his mama, then something terrible would happen – even more terrible than this.


‘I’m not your sodding uncle. Now what’s little Abram got in that bag there?’


‘A bay leaf. My mama sent me to get it,’ Yakov found he had to explain. ‘We’ve got guests coming today.’


‘So his mumsy’s got guests, has she? Ooh, isn’t that ni-ice, and what dances there’ll be!’


Simonenko grabbed hold of the little bag. A few hard leaves fell on to the white dust. He tried to screw up the ones that were left into some sort of objects.


‘You know what these are, little Abram? Pigs’ ears. You do like pigs’ ears, don’t you? Here – let’s try them on.’


He grabbed Yakov by the hair, and took his time as he set about shoving something hard and prickly into his ears. It hurt, but Yakov put up with it and tried not to blink. If he did as he was told, all would be well. What he was most afraid of was wetting his pants. And Simonenko really did let go of him.


‘That looks better! And now, little Abram, dance!’


Yakov was sensible enough not to try and run away: under his arm the cobbler had a stick with an iron hook driven into it, and now he took a better hold of it. Yakov forced a pained smile and started jumping as best as he could.


‘Hop-tsa-tsa! Hop-tsa-tsa,’ Simonenko sang along. ‘Come on, little Abram, look lively there!’


He was trying, Yakov vaguely felt, to work himself up into the right mood for something. But he had not yet reached the required pitch. Yakov was now jumping over the stick more and more often. The hook was painfully catching his legs. Just so long as it did not tear his new suit. If that happened, then all was lost.


And at this point a third person appeared in the back street: Simonenko’s wife. Her woollen jacket was undone, and she was breathing heavily.


‘So that’s where you are, you curse of my life! Over on Okhotnitskaya Street everyone’s helping themselves to boots, and linen and shawls. And here you are fooling around with some little Yid! They’re about to lug the entire lot off up there! Mikhaila’s had to fetch a cart for his load, and what is it you get up to? Lord, what some wives have to put up with!’


‘Coming, Katya, coming. I’ll just give little Abram here a goodbye kiss. By-ee!’


Simonenko thrust his open snout forward, but at this point Yakov screamed and made a determined dash for it. It was the right moment. Simonenko saw no point in racing after a boy when he would sooner hurry off to Okhotnitskaya Street, where anyone with any sense in their heads was busy helping themselves to the goods now up for grabs in the Jewish shops.


Gasping for breath and running all the way, Yakov kept whimpering, ‘Mama! Mamochka …’


But when he got home he found that it, too, was terrible and unrecognisable. Just like Simonenko and everything else had become. Some strange grown-ups were busy smashing the windows. A fat woman was coming out from where the door used to be clutching a bundle wrapped up in an orange velvet table-cloth. And something white kept flying around, and it stuck to his suit and clung to his eyelids. This was another world from the one in which Yakov had lived before.


So that was how God punished boys who went dashing off to watch Vaska fly his kite instead of running straight home once they had got their bay leaves.


He no longer knew where to run to, and his tears prevented him from seeing properly. But, even so, he had not made a mess of his suit. Good Lord, had he really not made a mess of his suit? Apparently not, because there, as he rounded the corner, by now deafened by the terror and noise, he saw his mother running along. And he burst out crying loud and proper, and buried his head into her soft tummy. Rakhil grabbed her son in her arms like a baby and carried him off somewhere, and after that Yakov probably fell asleep.


That morning it had not sunk in when Rakhil first heard Madam Dombach, the wife of the telegraph-operator, talk about it. What pogrom? How – I ask you – could there possibly be a pogrom, now that there was the Tsar’s manifesto, the constitution, and everyone had become equal? And where could she go, if she had to leave home with the fish still in the oven, and Isaak about to bring home his guest, and her boy not yet back from the shop?


But the dim hubbub from somewhere down on the streets below was getting louder and louder, and by now shooting could also be heard. She had to save the children, and only then did Rakhil realise what was happening, and she rushed over to kiss the hands of Madam Dombach, who lost no time in saying, ‘Hurry, hurry. I’ll take the girl, and you find the boy and then come and join us straight away. Your husband will guess that you’ve come to us.’


Rimma, who was always an obstinate girl, now obediently followed this Russian woman, while Rakhil went tearing round the local streets. An eternity passed before she found Yakov. Now, behind the life-saving little gate with a cross chalked on it, behind the windows crammed full of icons, she could at last turn her attention to the child.


‘He’ll soon get over it. Someone gave him a nasty fright,’ said the hostess, reassuringly.


‘I’ll bring some vinegar.’


She had already dressed Yakov’s temples, and the boy really did start sobbing as he came round again.


‘Vera Nikolayevna! What a saint you are!’


‘Knock it off, Rakhil. Give him a hot drink. The samovar’s over there. Well, how are you, dearie? Any better? Now, there’s a clever boy. And good for your Rimma – what a brave girl she is!’


Eleven-year-old Rimma was quietly sitting as told, and her eyes were livid and blazing. From the distant streets shooting could be heard. She had learnt from Vera Nikolayevna that the youngsters from the Jewish community had formed a self-defence group. And several students who happened to be in the city were also there, including the Dombaches’ son. They were trying to stop the thugs. Oh, if only she could be there with them, and have a shot at those ugly goyish mugs … That was no way to think. The student Dombach was also goyish, from one of the houses with icons. But, as for the rest – shoot the entire lot. Every last one of them should be killed. Oh, why wasn’t she a boy? She would have gone running off to join them, she would have been there helping them, she would have … At this point their mother, who had calmed down over Yakov, embraced her, too, and the three of them sat together like this, waiting for it to end. In the same little room, with its single window out on to the yard – the most secluded place in the house – there was also the hunchbacked glazier Shaya and his family, along with their neighbour, Etel, and her baby girl. Vera Nikolayevna smiled cheerfully as she gave some biscuits round to her guests. The children took them without lifting their eyes, and ate them carefully so as not to get any crumbs on the parquet floor.


‘What wonderful, quiet children you have, Shaya!’ Madam Dombach observed in delight.


‘Don’t talk to me about these little bandits. It’s taken nothing short of a pogrom to make that lot quiet. That’s life for you, Madam Dombach, we were there in Kishinyov for that earthquake – you remember the one, they even reported it in the papers? But no, the earthquake wasn’t enough for this lot. It’s the first time in my life that I’ve ever seen them quiet, if you want to know,’ chuckled Shaya.


Lucky Shaya considered that he was obliged to keep the others entertained: his entire family, including even his aged grandmother, were here with him. But what could he do for the women who had a son, or husband, or possibly – like Etel – a father now out in the thick of the street-fighting? So he cracked his little jokes, and the women dutifully smiled.


Now Rakhil understood that Isaak was unlikely to have guessed that this was where she had come to hide, and she just hoped that he was sitting tight somewhere, and Shaya promised that later on he would go and look for him. But it was almost the evening of the next day before everything quietened down. Either the authorities finally intervened, or else the October rain that had been falling since Monday managed to cool the passions of the town of Nikolayev.


It was not until the Tuesday that Isaak was found, by which time they were with the cabman Meyer, whose home had remained intact. It was old Meyer himself who brought Isaak in by the hand, like a child. He was shaking his head and looking about in surprise, though he came obediently. Rakhil gasped and began wailing. Isaak smiled absent-mindedly.


‘Is that you, Rokhl? And the children are here, too. How nice. You clever girl. But what about Shimek? Where’s Shimek?’


‘Isaak, for the love of God, think what you’re saying! Don’t frighten the children like that!’


Shimek, the Geibers’ first son, had died from meningitis when they were still living in Odessa, and he had been buried before Yakov was born. But Isaak could no longer remember any of this.


‘Rokhl, tell me the truth. Where’s Shimek? Have those goyim killed him?’


Huddled together in the corner, Rimma and Yakov watched as their father kept walking round the room and bumping into the chairs. His broad shoulders brushed some little vases off the chest of drawers and on to the floor, and he kept breaking away from their mother’s arms. Then he embraced the bedside table with the spiral oak stand and pressed it to his cheek.


‘Shimek, my boy. Look at Papa. How you’ve grown. You’re not going into the army, you can play better than Misha Elman … The Tsar’s written a manifesto all about you …’


Isaak was burning all over, and it took Meyer and Rakhil, who was now speechless with grief, no small effort to put him to bed. God was gracious to Isaak. He did not suffer for long. Just before the end he almost came to and managed to say something to Rakhil. Though no one heard what.


Yakov, who was now the man of the family, did everything just as Rabbi Movshe had taught him. Not once did he falter as he read the Kaddish over his father’s grave. He did not cry, and he held his mother by the elbow as they left the cemetery. And he broke the Sabbath bread when his mother lit the candles on that, their penultimate evening in Nikolayev.


The steamboat went through some yellow water, and that was the Bug. Then came the Black Sea, which really was black, because by then it had grown dark. Then a bright ruby-coloured light began twinkling. This was the lighthouse. Beyond it began Odessa – the fabulous city about which Yakov and Rimma had heard so much from their parents. Their father used to be a balagula, with his own cab and horse, but later stopped making such long journeys and started taking the cargo to the port. There the men amused themselves with bets as to who could lift the most sacks in one go, and the women were incredibly beautiful. It was there that their amazing brother Shimek had mastered the violin by the age of five, and the name for that was ‘wunderkind’. He had toured various cities giving concerts, and papa got rid of his horse and carriage and went on tour with him. They had been in Warsaw, and Vilno, and Vienna, and Shimek had earned piles of money in his black velvet suit playing his special little violin. But then Shimek died, because a boy like him was too clever for this world. And then mama and papa left Odessa. But now here it was again. Above the sea hung a vast number of lights, and that was where they were going – in the direction of those lights.


Nobody met Rakhil, despite the fact that Meyer had written to some acquaintances in Odessa. But, although it was late, there was still a crowd of cabbies down by the jetty. Rakhil, who had spotted an unmistakable Jew among them, with his locks flowing down from his hat, started haggling with him. The only boarding house with a decent reputation that she knew of in Odessa was on Dalnitskaya Street.


‘Are you crazy, woman? Dalnitskaya’s miles from the port. You know how much that’s going to cost you?’


The cabman quoted an exorbitant fare, and Rakhil planted her hands on her hips.


‘I would be interested to know,’ she began with deceptive meekness, ‘whether you have already renounced your Judaism, young man, or are merely toying with these Christian ways?’


‘Now why get shirty with me, madam? I give her the best advice possible, and she goes and gives me an earful!’


The cabman went over to the defensive, but Rakhil’s voice was gathering the strength of her youth.


‘So, if you haven’t sold out to the goyim, let our Jewish God send you some of our Jewish luck! For shamelessly fleecing a widow and her two children.’


Rakhil was already aware that the money that had been collected for her in Nikolayev was unlikely to last for three months, as she had calculated that it would. She had forgotten what these Odessan prices were like. Yet she was in no position to make concessions, so the cabman was the one to yield. Without daring to utter a word, he drove them right across the city.


Yakov was thrilled. It wasn’t every day that boys were taken out on cab rides, and, what’s more, through such smart areas! To him it looked like a city in which no one ever went to bed. And it had such wonderful roads! And so much light! To crown it all, there in the distance over the shoreline, and rising like a fantastic star, was a rocket. It flew in a gently sloping arc, throwing out spectacular clusters of lights. Beyond it, three large flares suddenly started whirling round. All of them went twisting up into the sky. And then there were so many colours which appeared so magical that Yakov did not know where to look.


‘What’s that? Mama, what is it?’


‘Fireworks. I’d like to know quite what they’re celebrating,’ Rakhil answered briefly.


The smart areas gradually receded, and Monya Shpayer’s boarding house, where the compliant cabman unloaded their things, proved to be wholly unlike the palace that the children were expecting. Rakhil, however, was satisfied. She found out that, although there was a room for them, Monya himself would not be there until tomorrow, and she slipped a deposit to the bearded manager, put the children to bed, and sang them their favourite song about a nanny-goat, some raisins and some almonds.


She did not regret leaving Nikolayev for a minute. Her exhausted heart was pounding with maternal distractions. Here, in Odessa, a decent city, she would be able to set the children up on their own two feet. Even if no one helped her. She gave no thought to what she would do, but she had no doubt that something would come along. And it was the first night since that Sunday that she fell straight into a sound sleep.
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It still looked dark through the windows, and it was somehow an unpleasant darkness. Not a deep blue, but a dank grey, and it also looked as if it was raining. At any rate it was foggy. The clippety-clop of French verbs … The Punic Wars – the First, the Second … Just counting them was enough to send you to sleep. To sleep. What’s the French for marmot? What nonsense – they don’t have any marmots there, Anna thought angrily and she finally woke up.


From her brothers’ room Antos’s little voice could be heard singing: ‘I’ve wandered far in many lands, And with me went my marmot …’


The next thing to be heard was a scuffle and some laughter. Well, that was obviously Antos waking up Vladek and being fought off with a pillow. Anna was quickly weaving her plaits and thinking how nice it would be not to have to go to the gymnasium. Lucky Antos! And he did not even know his own luck, getting up at the crack of dawn. Just so he could have his morning tea together with his brother and sister, as if he were big now.


For part of the way Vladek and Anna shared the same route. But previously Vladek always used to be in a hurry to get off and was keen to say goodbye to her by the gates.


‘Because men walk quicker,’ he explained. Only now it was the opposite, and he accompanied her almost the entire way to the Butovich Gymnasium before leaving her and heading off to the Richelieu Gymnasium. Anna did not know what had got into him. But it was simply that their father had had a word with Vladek on a matter that was to be kept secret from the ladies. He had told him that these were now times when nobody knew what to expect. There were anarchists with bombs – for example, for no reason at all Dietman’s café had been blown up, and the police-officer Panasyuk had been murdered, and the railways brought to a standstill, and goodness knew where those hordes of tramps out on the streets came from. Not that Anusya had far to go, of course. And, by and large, for the time being it was safe. But, even so he, his father, would be obliged if Vladek would keep an eye on his sister. His father had sounded sombre and looked tired.


For the time being he had stopped going to work. Reluctant to get caught up in politics, he was not supporting the strike, but neither had he been involved in any arguments with the workers, until the occasion when all the switches at the Odessan Goods Station were disabled. That was something Ivan Timofeyevich could not stand: such barbarism! And he took an active part in establishing the circumstances, and, at the same time, getting the system back to work. A brick thrown from the dark by an unidentified assailant had broken his collar-bone, and he had been given sick-leave from work. But the family’s entire well-being depended on his earnings, and, although his parents bravely kept on smiling, Vladek felt their alarm. For the first time he noticed that his father’s hair had turned grey. Well, that meant it was time for him, Vladek, to grow up. He swallowed hard, and agreed to do as his father had asked of him. His image of the pleasures of adult life had certainly not included keeping an eye on his sister. And what would Pavel think about being left with no companion?


However, it soon became clear that guarding the fair sex was something that Pavel took seriously. Without fail he would meet her at the corner of Koblevskaya Street, and the minute he set eyes on Anna he would grow an inch in stature, preen himself, and generally, as Zina put it, ‘start posing’. But he remained taciturn. Just as anyone would have been in Zina’s presence, with those enormous mocking eyes of hers. Yet how could he shake her off, given that she and Anna went to the same classes?


So they had to go as a foursome. Now why couldn’t she go and fall in love with Vladek, Pavel thought spitefully. It would serve her right. Vladek was well-known as a ‘ladies’ man’, and, as he freely admitted to Pavel, he fell in love roughly once every three weeks. Each time keeping a respectful distance, and each time for the rest of his life. His last sweetheart had worked in a circus and performed somersaults on the back of a horse. But she had recently fallen off her horse and the circus hand who came rushing to hoist her back up had, by chance or design, brushed the blonde wig from her head. And beneath her wig the beautiful lady had turned out to be bald, with a few sparse tufts of black hair on her naked skull. The spectacle was more than Vladek’s heart could endure, and now it had a position vacant – until the next one came along. But it did not look as if that was going to be Zina. She and Vladek were forever cracking jokes about one another and everything else in the world, as if they were the ones that were brother and sister. Come to that, maybe Zina, with her impossible character, was incapable of falling in love with anyone? The way she’s going she’ll end up punished as an old maid, thought Pavel with satisfaction …’


Anna knew nothing of all these complex reckonings. She just walked along in her little green school coat with its black cape, nattering with Zina while keeping one ear on the boys’ discussion of football. They were all absolutely mad about football, they called shoes ‘boots’, and running about ‘sport’ – thank goodness that a ball, at least, was a ball, rather than anything else. She realised that she was slightly envious, and she burst out laughing.


Hanging on the wall by the corner there was a scrap of paper that was sodden through with light rain, but they paid no attention to it.


‘To mark His Majesty’s manifesto granting civilian freedoms, for the next three days there will be no classes at the gymnasium,’ the class tutor told the girls after they had curtsied and sat down. ‘You are all to go home, and do try not to get as overexcited as the grown-ups.’


As far as Anna could remember, she never smiled, their ‘Madam Bonton’. Laughter only ever appeared in her eyes and voice.


‘Well, that figures,’ Zina remarked to this, ‘the grown-ups have probably got their freedom for ever, whereas all we get is three days of it!’


They took immediate advantage of their freedom: they flew down the gymnasium staircase, although this was most strictly forbidden. The rain had stopped, and a cluster of people had gathered around the sodden scrap of paper. Someone even started singing the ‘Marseillaise’. Anna and Zina would have liked to go and see what was written on it, for by now they realised that this really was a government manifesto. Yet, for all their new-found freedom, they still felt it unseemly to go barging in amongst the crowd. So they went to Zina’s house, where they could ponder at leisure on how to take best advantage of this stroke of luck that had so unexpectedly befallen them.


The Petrovs’ home was already in the grip of that excitement about which ‘Madam Bonton’ had, presumably, been warning them. It was not that the Petrov parents had really taken in the likely significance of what had happened. But there was a kind of unsettling thrill, a sense of great occasion. Russia would never be the same again, and it was going on at this very moment, in front of their very eyes! That evening, of course, the guests would be coming. Maria Vasilyevna was giving instructions to the cook. Ivan Alexandrovich went pacing round the living-room singing something from Tosca, but then he could bear it no longer, and he put on his coat and announced that he was going out for a stroll.


The girls slipped into Zina’s room without the younger children noticing them. It would have been silly to start asking the parents questions now. Such phrases as they had heard of the manifesto were not very intelligible. They made themselves comfortable on the crimson sofa with its enormous number of round cushions.


‘Anya, what do you think freedom of conscience means?’


‘I don’t know. Nina Borisovna said it means everyone praying as they like, each according to their beliefs. We Russians pray to our God, the Jews pray to the Jewish God, and then there are the Muslims, who pray to Allah. But best of all, she said, would be if no one prayed. Though I’m not sure that I understood her properly, because anyway she never crosses herself when she walks past an icon. There must be something more to it.’


‘She obviously got a bit muddled somewhere. Everyone has always prayed as they like, and there are different churches, and mosques, and synagogues. What’s it got to do with freedom?’


‘That’s just what I think,’ sighed Anna. ‘If it’s a matter of conscience, then what’s freedom got to do with it? That’s forbidden, this is forbidden, go there, do that. And if you try to ignore it you’re eaten up by that very same conscience, and you lie awake crying at night. And you know what Natasha told me about why Mila Stetsko in the sixth class has eyelashes like that – you know why? She smears them with Vaseline! She smears them when she goes to bed at night, and then in the morning she wipes them clean again and nobody ever knows anything about it.’


‘So how come Natasha knows?’ asked Zina sceptically. This subject kept them busy for a long time, and they did not notice the commotion, excitement and exclamations going on downstairs.


When, finally, they went down to the living-room, bursting with plans for the next three blissful days, they came to a sudden standstill, blinded by an apparition from the doorway. For there, in the living-room, was a magnificent-looking naval officer. He was wearing a uniform with gold braid, and had an astounding moustache. And he was laughing at something, with Maxim already settled on his knees and playing with his dirk, which looked like a black crucifix with gold.


‘Uncle Sergei!’ shrieked Zina, and she went tearing over towards him, but, becoming embarrassed, she came to a halt in the middle of the room.


‘My God. Can it really be Zina? And already in school uniform … So you’re going to the gymnasium? Wait a minute – how old are you?’ the officer asked in surprise. He got up, for some reason awkwardly cradling the back of Maxim’s head, as though he were a baby.


‘Eleven. But nearly twelve. Hey, Uncle Sergei, you look so … I mean you look just like a real naval officer!’


Uncle Sergei had, of course, turned out to be the most remarkable adult that they could possibly have ever imagined. He formally introduced himself to Anna, treating both of them, and even Marina, as ladies, and naturally omitted to ask any such dreary questions as ‘how are your studies?’


Throughout the entire evening Ivan Alexandrovich glowed with festivity, although, in the depth of his soul, he felt that his brother had unwittingly relegated him, the man of the house, to a position of secondary importance. Naturally, they had guests, all of whom were in high spirits as they discussed the manifesto and felt they were participants in a great historical turning-point. For some reason Sergei shunned these discussions, although it was he, more than anyone else, to whom everyone addressed their remarks.


It was not until after midnight that the brothers got down to any real talking, when they were left on their own together.


‘I don’t see what you’re so cock-a-hoop about, Ivan. Can’t you see what all this is leading to?’


‘My dear chap, you always were a sceptic. It’s a wonderful manifesto, and it’s a pity it was such a long time in coming. This is a victory for free thought in Russia, or the first victory of any substance, at any rate.’


‘But free thought must at least have some idea of where it’s heading, surely? This is the beginning of the end!’


‘So you’re prophesying the end of the world, are you?’


‘Just the end of Russia. It may be dragged out for a time. But it’s irreversible. And it’s the Tsar’s doing! I’ll admit I wasn’t expecting it.’


‘Sergei, what’s this I’m hearing? You’re the one who’s always been the family monarchist!’ said Ivan with an ironic grin, stubbing out his cigarette.


‘That’s precisely my reason! Because I revere the monarch as God’s anointed, and believe that he has the right and duty to determine the fate of Russia. Duty, you understand? And if the Tsar lets the country slide into ruin, then he is in breach of that duty. We can all of us be blind, but he has no such right! Unless, that is, the Almighty has decided to make him the instrument of Russia’s demise. Which is possibly no more than we deserve – I won’t argue with that. But to make whoopee while we dig our own grave?’


Sergei’s face was faintly illuminated by the desk lamp, and the shadows of his straight nose and deep eye-sockets almost made him look like an old man. And here he was talking of graves … Watching his tortured face, Ivan suddenly felt a heart-rending longing to see the cheerful, long-legged Seryozha peer out from it, that same brother, only a year his junior, who just before they used to go to sleep would invariably come and sit on Ivan’s bed and happily natter about important and unimportant things. Not that there were any matters lacking importance back in those days. So now Sergei really had become a sailor, and one way or another, Ivan had not become an aeronaut.


‘Come on, Seryozha, old chap, why so gloomy?’


‘Let me tell you then. I’ll say this now, and then never come back to it again. Don’t worry, there won’t be any “I told you so’s”. But now listen. The country’s in a state of ruin and disorder. Who’s unhappy? The peasants are burning the estates – yet there isn’t a word about land in the manifesto. As for the Socialists – well, nothing will ever satisfy that lot. And the Jews – well, the Pale of Settlement still hasn’t been done away with, has it? So everyone that’s unhappy now is going to stay that way. This isn’t a revolution yet. But it’s a foretaste of it. It’s a trial run at those bloody and drunken outrages that our intelligentsia have been itching for. And now they’re here they sweetly pine away, like some damsel. What’s more, the manifesto gives the impression of having been forced on the government. And that’s exactly how it’ll be seen. As a timid retreat and an invitation to yet more revolts in future. Come on, lads, it’s all right now! Everyone who supports the revolution, as well as those who are opposed to it – and I take it you agree that there are quite a few such opponents? – will now go and fight it out amongst one another on the streets. And the next thing we’ll have is the troops, police and Cossacks trying to keep them from one another’s throats. Inevitably, there will then be a backlash against the government – “as victim ye fell in the fateful fight” – and the whole lot’ll be blamed on the Tsar. They’ll claim he promised freedom and never gave it. And it’ll start tomorrow. Not in a figurative sense, but literally.’
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