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I


The first thing that strikes the lieutenant – the woman’s laughing eyes.


After three long rings, she has opened the door. The operative curtly informs her of the search order, thrusting his foot against the doorjamb to stop her from shutting it, you never know, just an involuntary professional reflex.


She shows no panic. Quite the opposite: a wide, a much too wide smile.


“Do come in!”


They crowd awkwardly into the entrance hall of the communal apartment, introduce themselves, show their I.D. cards from the Committee for State Security, recite the words of the warrant: “By virtue of Articles 167 to 177 of the Criminal Code…”


The woman scrutinises the six intruders as if she were examining the specimens in a collection of coleoptera. There is unfeigned curiosity in her eyes. Amusement, even. Although she realises that, at this very moment, her life is collapsing into a ghastly series of troubles and tribulations, she still cannot help feeling a delightful dizziness. A gambler’s excitement.


“I didn’t quite catch your name, lieutenant. Speak up, would you? What was it now?”


“Ivanov. Evgeny Fyodorovich Ivanov.”


The lieutenant recites his full name and tries to find an inconspicuous spot near the coat rack. Not a chance! The woman’s grey-blue eyes follow him.


“You’re a bit tense, aren’t you? Dearie me! How old are you?”


The lieutenant pretends he didn’t hear that. As if he would ever answer such a question! That’s preposterous. They’re the ones who do the asking.


Captain Nikonovich, the most senior officer, attempts to take things in hand again:


“I have the honour of informing you that your husband is presently detained in our offices.”


That should shut her up.


The woman can scarcely stifle a giggle.


“What a relief! Thank you, Captain. I was worried, you see. He should have come home after his lecture, at midday. He’s three hours late. It’s never a good sign when your husband is three hours late. You can’t imagine how worried I was. What if he had been in an accident? What if he had gone home with another woman . . . ? You don’t ever go home with another woman besides your wife, do you, Captain?”


She says this with such a mixture of sincerity and baffling impudence that the captain feels himself completely decomposing.


“Citizen Rozanova, Maria Vasilyevna, married name Sinyavsky, by virtue of Articles 167 to 177 of the Criminal Code, I invite you to voluntarily hand over to the investigating organs all manuscripts, publications and books in your possession whose contents are anti-Soviet.”


His solemn demeanour has no effect on the woman whatsoever.


“Anti-Soviet contents? Here, in our home? Did you hear that, Iegorushka? How dreadful!”


In his little cot, Sinyavsky junior, aged nine months, sits up, woken from his nap.


“Note that in the report!” Nikonovich tries to bark. “Citizen Rozanova, Maria Vasilyevna, claims to possess no forbidden manuscripts, publications or books.”


“We’ll see about that.” Lieutenant Ivanov grimaces, thinking he’ll recover some face.


“Come with me, Evgeny Fyodorovich,” the woman orders. “Here, take the baby while I make up his bed again.”


When he realises what she expects of him, the lieutenant lurches backwards, but the woman is too quick for him. Whoosh! She has already picked up her son, plop! Iegorushka is now in the lieutenant’s arms. What is this tornado?


Maybe she hid some manuscripts under the baby’s mattress, the lieutenant thinks. We mustn’t forget to have a good look under there.


In the meantime, the search has begun. It is 3.30 p.m. There are so many books in this room! An entire wall from floor to ceiling is armour-plated with a huge bookcase. Not a free centimetre anywhere! Papers and newspapers poke out from all the cracks, there are piles on the floor, under the table, under the bed, everywhere. The lieutenant feels a blend of admiration and terror. It’ll take ages to read all this stuff!


But then he remembers that Lenin’s personal library consisted of ten thousand books, a fact he learned on a visit to the great leader’s last residence in the Lenin Hills.


He also thinks about Quiet Flows the Don by Mikhail Sholokhov, our great Soviet writer – which he has never managed to finish in spite of his wife’s nagging.


The ant-like labour begins. Examining each volume. Time flies! At 8 p.m., it’s already dark. They’ve hardly even started on the bookcase. And there’s another room too. How are you supposed to make any progress when this woman is always distracting you with her indiscreet questions, her inappropriate comments?


“Do you have any children, lieutenant…? What size trousers do you wear…? You should buy them a bit tighter around your belly… How old were you when you first started losing your hair…? Is it hard to get into K-Prep, the K.G.B. training school…? Do you have to know how to shoot with a pistol…?”


“We’ll start again in the morning,” Nikonovich orders, exhausted. “Maria Vasilyevna, we will have to close this room off because it is still in the process of examination. However, you do have the right to take what you need for the night. You have access to a second room in this communal apartment, don’t you, in the basement? Shmakov, check she isn’t taking anything important. Kulakov, seal off the door with seal no. 5.”


They have to move the baby’s cot. Shmakov and Kulakov set to it.


“You didn’t search under the mattress,” the woman says, still smiling. “No, no, I insist! Come on, now! Do your job. I wouldn’t want you to get into trouble with your bosses on my account.”


They are hesitant, embarrassed, so she offloads her son into the lieutenant’s arms, and strips the bedding from his little cot in front of them.


“It’s fine, it’s fine, Maria Vasilyevna,” Nikonovich pleads. “You must be tired… And we are too… It’s been a long day…”


They leave at last, their hands blackened with book-droppings.


Once the door closes, the woman’s smile fades. The son, who hadn’t uttered a peep all day long, starts screaming. “I never saw him cry so much in his whole life,” she would say later. “He was choking.”
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Next day, same thing.


The lieutenant had conducted enough searches in his career to realise that there was a disturbing imbalance here. The woman was too relaxed. The child – too calm, almost switched off. A team of removal men would have sown more confusion and caused more anxiety than the Competent Authority – despite agent Shmakov’s sinister glare, which was intensified by his indigestion.


There was something odd about it all.


In the course of two exhausting days, our operatives had found nothing significant to sink their teeth into. No obviously compromising manuscripts. However, we did seize quite a few books in French. Including a copy of Bonjour Tristesse by Françoise Sagan, and of Nadja by André Breton. A few novels published by the Parisian émigré publishers Y.M.C.A. Press. A copy of La Pensée Russe, the Parisian émigré weekly. A copy of Doctor Zhivago by Pasternak, in Russian, published in Paris in 1964. Incomprehensible poems typed on a typewriter, with no author’s name.


All these items were meticulously added to the list of confiscated documents. But let’s be honest, a search of the home of any liberal professor, including from the science or law faculties, would have gathered up a similar, if not more abundant harvest. Is there a Muscovite intellectual who doesn’t have a Doctor Zhivago hiding at the back of their bookcase?


The meagre collection did not tally with our expectations. Where were the screeds of anti-Soviet prose? No trace of foreign currency either. Nor any luxury goods: not a single gold coin, no fur coats. If that Judas had sold his motherland by publishing his writing in the West, he certainly didn’t make a fortune on the proceeds.


When he gets home, Ivanov can’t stop ruminating. Larissa cuts his introspection short:


“You shouldn’t be talking about your job at home. It’s forbidden by the regulations. You should know better.”


“I’m not divulging any secrets,” Ivanov protests. “I’m just asking you, as a woman, what you make of the psychology of this citizen, who obviously doesn’t feel the slightest apprehension about the search.”


“It’s just that you don’t look very frightening, my bunny rabbit. Even when you put on your serious, official airs, any woman can tell you’re just a sweetie inside.”


“I’m not vicious, that’s true.” Ivanov laughs. “But tell that to Shmakov, with his killer’s mug.”
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Over dinner, a concoction of sliced spuds and cubed beef all simmered in an abundance of fat, he does get an idea:


“Ah! If only we hadn’t taken so long to track Sinyavsky down… Then his wife wouldn’t be acting so arrogant, that’s for sure. To think this case has been going on since 1959… It has damaged our credibility.”


Larissa clears the table:


“Do you remember how young we were in 1959? We’d just got married.”


But the lieutenant is not feeling romantic.


“It’s no wonder she thinks we’re blockheads. You can’t blame her. We didn’t do a good job. Six years, nearly seven… That’s what I always say to Kulakov: don’t be afraid of recognising your mistakes. Be honest – with your mates and in front of your mirror! When you calibrate yourself strictly, I mean constructively strictly, that’s when you make progress…”


Before falling asleep, Ivanov wonders whether he should mention this to Colonel Volkov from senior staff management at his next opportunity.
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In the apartment turned topsy-turvy as if by an earthquake, citizen Rozanova releases a flood of tears, then engages in similar self-criticism. She could have had more fun. Embarrassed them by asking questions about the Ogre. That Captain Nikonovich, who at the end of the day had the cadaveric complexion of someone who had inhaled too much dust – what were his thoughts about 1937 and the great purges? That little Lieutenant Ivanov, who could have been efficient and dangerous if he hadn’t been so uncomfortable with a baby between his paws – what was his experience of de-Stalinisation…? It could have been such fun…


But let’s not get carried away. The aim is to disorient them gently, not to rankle them. Also to lull their vigilance to sleep. Appear to be amiable, slightly batty. Yes, amiable. They’re so used to people being terrified and breaking down. Make them lose their bearings. Faced with this unsettling giddiness, they’ll do everything they can to keep matters brief. And they will make mistakes. They are only men, after all.


The proof is that it works. That enormous wall of books – the operatives worked hard at it, examining each volume one by one. Without noticing, under their very noses, a metallic rod of a purely decorative appearance on the vertical support. The ornament conceals discreet hinges. You just have to pull the shelf of dictionaries towards you, while lifting it up slightly, to hear a click! and then the bookcase opens. A little camouflaged door! Behind the wall of books, a narrow space has been fitted out. Absolutely invisible. There’s even a miniscule bed wedged in there, along with a pull-cord lamp and a storage area that is much better provisioned with radioactive books.


Sinyavsky likes to go and hide in there whenever a pest drops in unannounced. His wife, who is in charge of opening the front door, exclaims “Ah, who’s this I see…? Welcome!” (That’s the agreed signal.) The scholar joggles the dictionary shelf, and, with his stomach pleasantly knotted by this conspiratorial act, disappears into his lair. He can read there in peace until the nuisance goes away. A real caveman!









II


The lieutenant was right: when you think about it with hindsight, it is inconceivable that the most Competent Authority in the world should have taken so long to solve the puzzle. If they had only known that the affair would take on these proportions… Starting with a scrap of an article, published in France in a journal called Esprit. A gob of snot.


February 1959… Six months previously, Ivanov completed his training at the prestigious K-Prep. His marks in physical training were disappointing, but he is good at French, does alright at surveillance, has a lively mind, a generous memory, solid technical knowledge (microphones, cameras) and, especially, an excellent rapport with informants, what they call “enquiring empathy”.


At the Lubyanka headquarters, he shares a tiny office with Kulakov, who also works in the eighth directorate, dealing with anti-Soviet propaganda.


They only have one typewriter between the two of them. “Don’t complain, it’s new,” Colonel Volkov said. “You’ll just have to learn to type faster.” It’s German and hardly ever jams up, even at high speed: an Erika with a Cyrillic keyboard.


The fact that the Soviet Union, this industrial colossus, can’t be arsed to produce a typewriter seems to worry nobody at all: these prosaic weaknesses mean nothing when you’re a cosmic power! Sputnik is worth all the typewriters in the world. “Earth’s first artificial companion created in the land of the Soviets!” That front page of Pravda, now turned a nasty yellow because of the poor-quality paper, has been stuck to the metal filing cupboard in the corridor for the past two years.


Ivanov keeps a few red and blue enamel Sputniks in his desk drawer, along with an old paring knife he uses to sharpen pencils. A good start to a collection. These commemorative insignia will be his son, whenever he finally makes up his mind to be born. On which front there is no news for the Ivanovs at the moment. So much the better, in a way: he is free to stay late at the office.


For there is plenty of work to do.


One morning, at the weekly coordination meeting, the investigator, Lieutenant-Colonel Pakhmonov, passes round a thick book-sized journal, with a large red E stamped on its white cover.


“This was sent to us by our contacts in Paris. Beginning on page 335 is an article that is causing quite a stir in intellectual circles over there. It was apparently written here, by one of us, anonymously, and taken out to France in secret. It’s called On Socialist Realism. All yours, Ivanov. Figure out what it says. Your French is up to it, I believe. Apart from ‘bonjour’ and ‘Louise Michel’, I don’t have the vocab.”


Ivanov gets started right away. He has always considered himself to be gifted at languages, and could have applied to the prestigious Institute for Foreign Relations, the diplomat factory, if he had been better at writing essays and quicker at maths.


His accent is remarkable. He doesn’t roll his Rs as you do in Russian. A little vanity he developed at K-Prep, where he trained in the language laboratory, on a Nagra, the first portable reel-to-reel tape recorder with a crank-handle winder. Colonel Vorontsov would make the marvellous thing spin, filling it with French radio programmes.


Sous le ciel de Paris


S’envole une chanson,


Hmm hmm…


In moments of depraved reverie, instantly repressed, Ivanov nurtures the prescient idea that one day, if he applies himself and remains morally irreproachable, he might get a posting to the land of Louis Aragon and the Paris Commune… There has to be some higher purpose to his guttural R, whose depth would be a credit even to Edith Piaf.


“Rrrr…” Ivanov sometimes says to himself. “Parrris… Rrrrealism…”


On Socialist Realism is prefaced with an introduction by Jean-Marie Domenach, the editor of the journal.


“The text of which we here present the French translation is an unpublished article by a young Soviet writer, and no doubt the first critique of official academism to reach us from a Russian author living in his country. On reading it, one will soon understand why it could not be published in the U.S.S.R., and could only appear in France under the precaution of anonymity.”


So, no author’s name. No translator’s name either. Not the slightest indication of its provenance. No comment on the identity of the “mule”. The journal has switched off all the lights – that very fact is disturbing. Usually French journalists can’t help showing off. As soon as a scrap of evidence against the Soviet Union turns up, they make a mountain out of it, and blab on and on. They delight in telling you exactly where, when and how they met their correspondent, and even if they sometimes embellish things, they candidly supply nice little bits of string that you just have to pull at to unravel the whole tangle and take the necessary measures.


Nothing like that here. The absence of clues does not bode well.


Now then, what are the contents of this fire ship…? Strapping on his best French, Ivanov sends up a silent prayer to the French Communist Party leader Maurice Thorez and sets out on the exploration.


It’s a jungle of thirty-five pages, with sometimes convoluted sentences and quite a few difficult words, such as “causality”, “animism” or “inherent”, which you have to hack into with the machete of your dictionary.


The meaning (or rather the silhouette of the meaning) does, however, finally appear. And comes as quite a surprise. The anonymous author says nothing about the Gulag, nor censorship, nor economic collapse, nor the Party elite, nor the repression in Budapest (still quite fresh), nor the strike ban in Soviet factories, nor the closed borders, nor even the contradictions of Marxist-Leninist thought or its limitations. Not a single controversial subject is raised. Instead, it’s a treatise on aesthetics. Socialist realism, the major genre in which all great Soviet novels have been written since Gorky, in which canvases are painted and stone is sculpted, gets kicked in the guts with a disagreeable, sarcastic tone.


It’s all rather puzzling. The anonymous author has gone to the trouble of juggling abstract concepts over thirty-five pages, then taken the huge risk of getting his writing across to the West – to what end? To explain socialist realism? Not likely! Everyone here knows exactly what it is.


In fact the author starts by quoting the Union of Soviet Writers: “Socialist realism is the basic method of Soviet literature and literary criticism. It demands from the artist a truthful and historically concrete representation of reality in its revolutionary development. Moreover, it must contribute to the task of ideological transformation and education of workers in the spirit of socialism.”


“Truthful”, “historically concrete representation”, “revolutionary development”: Russians don’t really need any of these reminders. All this is taught to them from their earliest infancy. They have socialist realism in their blood. Western readers, on the other hand, may have cause to wonder. Which tends to indicate that the article was created for the West, on purpose. A case of premeditation, then.


You might be thinking that none of this shambles is political. But Ivanov is no fool. He can sense the irony when the author pretends to be in raptures: “The modern mind cannot imagine anything more beautiful and splendid than the Communist ideal. And so it rises before us, the sole Purpose of all Creation, as splendid as eternal life and as inescapable as death.”


Which is why, at the coordination meeting, he delivers the following preliminary report:


“Contents: The author of the pamphlet takes pleasure in deriding the aesthetic norms of socialist realism. In his view, the simple fact of Communism claiming a supreme goal makes it comparable to a standard monotheistic religion. The numerous Soviet authors targeted include Gorky and Lenin, about whom the author has the impertinence of making insolent remarks. The anti-Soviet character of this article is beyond doubt.


“Leads: The author has read our great contemporary Soviet writers. His lexical range is rich. His erudition is consummate. He appears well versed in biblical scripture. Among other rare occurrences, one notices the word ‘Poland’. The abundant list of authors cited will be the object of further study (frequency, context).


“Actions considered: In Paris: intelligence gathering by our contacts associated with the journal Esprit. In the Soviet Union: targeted work with our informants in the large universities (Moscow, Leningrad, Kiev). Ascertain whether they remember any critical remarks they might have heard about socialist realism as a literary or artistic style. Ask them to be vigilant with regard to this subject in future, and to take it into account in their explorations.”


[image: image]


The file answers to the administrative name of II-8-1959-Esprit-C. The first two numbers show the directorate responsible for the case. The “C” is a level of importance, on a scale ranging from A (absolute priority) to E (minor importance).


“C” is not much, really, without being of no consequence for all that. The author of the anonymous pamphlet is not a primary concern for the Competent Authority – his critique of the regime is veiled, operating by ricochet over academic literary works, rather than by frontal assault. However, there is the aggravating factor of his passing the manuscript to the West, and its publication (without previous authorisation) in a bourgeois journal. And that is not something that will be tolerated.


Ivanov implements his action plan. The French trail seems promising. We have sympathisers over there, at all levels. “Somebody knows!” as Colonel Vorontsov was wont to repeat. You just need to flush that someone out, and to work them skilfully.


Our contacts in the cultural mission in Paris rapidly come back with information about the obscure journal. Edited by Emmanuel Mounier until his death in 1950, then by Albert Béguin until 1957, Esprit has always been fascinated by the Leninist revolution (“a workers’ and peasants’ regime, progressive and spontaneous”, Mounier wrote), even if Stalin’s exploits occasionally caused dissension among the staff. Since the appointment of Domenach, a solid anti-Stalinist, the editorial line has been less clear.


There must be some way to approach Domenach and make him spill the beans. There’s the Bald Smoker. There’s the Seducer. Both those charlies have recently published articles in the journal. They are loyal agents of influence. We can ask them to lend a hand.


Ivanov takes all the necessary steps to this end. He passes on the information to whom it may concern.


While waiting for the anonymous author to get stung (he doesn’t stand a chance), there are the more pressing “B” files to be getting on with.


II-8-Zhivago-B. A delegation of Russian chemists, returning from a conference in Vienna, brought back several copies of Doctor Zhivago in their luggage. We detected this far too late. Now we will have to make sure that no copies of the forbidden book have escaped into the wild. Which means discreetly monitoring the comings and goings of all those people – but not actually going so far as to arrest them (that would be over-reacting). A serious discussion with each of them is called for. Not to mention giving a good ticking off to those who were in charge of the “security” of the trip.


II-8-Orwell-B. A university literature student and Komsomol member has been organising a reading group at his home, where under the pretext of improving their English, those pipsqueaks read George Orwell’s Nineteen Eighty-Four aloud. It is now a matter of urgency to find out how that book found its way into our country. Infiltrate and dismantle the channel. Punish those responsible of such moral laxity with expulsion from the Komsomol and a good dose of community service work. It just so happens that there are several hundred bags of cement waiting to be unloaded at the Fokino cement factory.


Books, books, always more books!


Alongside all this work, Lieutenant Ivanov does some field training. He is sent to Smolensk, to an operations branch, where he observes the dismantling of a network of clandestine recordings, called “jazz on bones”.


“So we’ll never get rid of those ‘bones’ then?” Larissa asks, in disgust.


She once had the opportunity of handling one of these records: a friend, thinking she would like it, had given her Cab Calloway engraved on an X-ray plate. She enjoyed neither the music nor the malformation of the thorax you could see on the transparency, nor the process of buying the thing from a speculator’s open coat flap.


Of course they’re still around! The mania for jazz is a frightful thing. As soon as one business is dismantled, another one blooms in its place. D.I.Y. types are mad about it. To assemble the engraving contraptions, you just have to replace a record-player stylus with a harder needle, and pick up plates from radiology units. Nobody cares what you can see on them: a fractured tibia or lung cancer. The celluloid is an ideally soft material for tattooing those savage vibrations, those bestial romps.


In this case, the plates were filched from the paediatric unit of the Smolensk central hospital, and engraved with Miles Davis’ “Birth of the Cool”. In a numbered series, no less. The fine team was particularly proud of the sound-reproduction quality, and arrogant enough to put their copyright mark in the centre of the record.


Surveillance, stakeouts, arrests of students in the act of peddling the precious merchandise – confiscated and immediately destroyed – identification of the workshops, searches. The owner of the engraving turntable gets six years. His accomplice at the hospital, four. Expulsions from university for the young hawkers. For minor accomplices, community service work: hoeing a field of sugar beets at the “Red Proletarian” kolkhoz.


Out of curiosity, Ivanov once tried to listen to a Miles Davis record on bones. Unbearable! It sounded like a cat yowling in the middle of the night at –10°C.


Books and jazz fill his days. It is already July. The first results of the French investigation have come in. They are disappointing. The Bald Smoker is actually no longer being invited to the parties that Domenach goes to. As for the Seducer, his conversation with the secretary at the journal’s offices was a total waste of time: no-one has any idea where the article came from.


It’s a deadlock. For want of any clues, file II-8-1959-Esprit-C falls to the middle of the pile, and into neglect. Especially since an absolutely top priority case has turned up: II-8-1959-Sokolniki-A.


“A” as in: the Central Committee of the Party is involved. “A” as in: Shelepin, the great leader of the Competent Authority, has called his senior officers to a meeting.


Sokolniki is not a high-flying spy who has betrayed his homeland. Nor a revolutionary new cypher. Nor the codename of a covert operation or a submarine.


Sokolniki is a park where the American National Exhibition has just opened, a gigantic whirlwind of cars, colour television sets, kitchen appliances, ready-to-wear apparel, potato crisps, popcorn, chewing gum… Opened in person by the biggest cheeses of all, the vice-president of the United States Richard Nixon and Nikita Khrushchev, the show is driving the entire population of Moscow bonkers. Seventy-five thousand visitors on opening day. Queues five hours long just to get a ticket – the forgers are having a field day. At night, intrepid fanatics dig tunnels under the perimeter fence to penetrate into Paradise. Others, once they get inside, find hiding places and refuse to leave.


“Whose idea was it to let the Americans come to Moscow with all their junk?” the qualified forces mutter. “It’s bedlam! How are we supposed to control all this?”


Ivanov is worried: how can you be sure that the desire for abundance won’t spread to vulnerable people?


“This is a test of our moral values,” Captain Nikonovich declares. “The communist man, filled with the ideals of progress and universal humanism, must show himself to be indifferent to all this razmataz.”


It must be said, however, that very few citizens appear to have the required faith. Most of them are drooling with envy and incredulity. It’s a shambles. A counter-attack must be mounted at once. Hence II-8-1959-Sokolniki-A.


The entire eighth directorate is mobilised. Lieutenant Ivanov is charged with organising the Komsomol groups, those morally irreproachable young bloods who will bear the sword into the very stands of the enemy and heckle the hostesses about their capitalist lies and omissions.


The washing machine exhibit is forced to come face to face with its contradictions. The youths attack:


“You tell us you are liberating women from a chore, but only rich people can afford to own one of these contraptions. Meanwhile, the owner of the factory that manufactures them is lining his pockets.”


Or else:


“Here in the Soviet Union, even though not everyone has a washing machine yet, soon we will catch up with America, and every family will get one, for free.”


Faced with these tornadoes, the American representatives are disoriented. Ashamed, they avoid answering back. You can tell they aren’t up to it. Lost, they smile at everyone around them with naive expressions. Ah! that American smile, displayed like the stars and stripes!


“Take it easy, guys,” Captain Nikonovich appeases them. “We’re not out to frighten the Yankees. Remember they are our guests.”


Nevertheless, Ivanov observes that the tight-lipped crowd of ordinary Russians, gawking at the merchandise in a hypnotic trance, doesn’t seem to set much store by our moral superiority.


At the Pepsi-Cola stand, it’s just madness: there’s no way to push through the crowd of people, who sometimes wait for hours for their free cup of the carbonated drink. Under the shock of this new taste, the weak spend all day getting a fix of Pepsi. Once they have swallowed their serving of ambrosia, they immediately go back to the end of the queue to wait for more. What is this devilry?


One particularly enterprising chap boasts he has already had ten drinks of it. He has kept the precious ten paper cups, handling them as if they were Fabergé eggs.


“Please follow me,” Ivanov says as he collars him discreetly. “I’ve got a couple of things to say to you.”


Citizens like this one, fascinated by everything that comes from the West, are the weak links in our system. They are on the slippery slope towards moral capitulation, forgetting their forebears who gave their lives during the civil war to overthrow tsarist oppression. They let their individualistic selfishness take over. “Consume, consume, consume!” they say, destroying all collective consciousness.


This is what Ivanov explains to the Pepsi guy, who does not appear to be convinced – you can see it in his eyes, which are looking for a way to escape.


“Khrushchev himself had a drink of Pepsi,” he argues, when he is not withdrawn into prudent silence.


O.K., sure, but that’s not the same thing! To start with, Nikita Sergeyevich is the First Secretary of the Party. You could say he’s immune to Pepsi. And he didn’t drink ten cups of it, did he? He was reasonable about it. It didn’t go to his head and he didn’t lose all his critical faculties as a result. Everyone was impressed when he put Nixon in his place at the kitchen appliance stand: “Really, how stupid can you be to use an electric contraption, when you can just pick up a lemon with your fingers and squeeze it into your tea!” That’s what Khrushchev said, then he added “Per’aps you also need a machine to put the food into your mouth and shove it down your gullet?”


Embarrassed by this trucker’s joke, Nixon forced himself to laugh.


The Pepsi guy is annoyed. He pretends to understand, but you can tell that all he’s thinking about is how to get rid of the lieutenant and get back to his American bacchanalia. Behold the power of the Western flu virus!


In the absence of any directives, Ivanov cannot take him away or summon him later to continue his re-education. He does, however, make a note of his name: Vasily Lipkin.


“Right, Vasily, I’ve got you in my sights now. If we ever find any Pepsi cups on the black market, we’ll know it’s you. Go on, clear off now.”


And what do you think Vasily did? He pretended to be interested in the cars for a bit, then went straight back to the Pepsi queue.


“Don’t you want to come and try it?” says Captain Nikonovich, who already has two cups under his belt.


“No way,” Ivanov says.


“It’s not bad actually, but it’s not good either,” Nikonovich says. “Right, this’ll be my last one. ‘Know your enemies’, as General Suvorov used to say.”


There’s no way not to know them here – they’re everywhere, spread over an area of more than 41,000 square metres.


Ivanov goes to get his group of faithful Komsomols so they can sign the exhibition’s visitors’ book. Each one of them is bursting with the urge to show the upper hand, each one has prepared a riposte. Irina: “Thank you for the exhibition, but all your products are expensive and not very useful.” Sergei: “American books are printed with low quality ink.” Volodya: “Your medical system is unaffordable; our medical care is free.”


When you leaf through the results, you can be proud of the home of socialism. On paper, the citizens seem to have their priorities right. “Your mask of cheerful consumerism cleverly hides your desire to exploit the proletariat,” writes a certain Samsonov, an engineer at the Moskvich factory. Did he come up with this all on his own, or was he being monitored? Who’s to know?


Ivanov is shocked at the contrast: the lucidity of the visitors’ book is in stark opposition to the gawping attitude of thousands of visitors, who are in a state of absolute shock – all dilated pupils, high-pitched giggles, garrulous choppy exclamations, like hiccups:


“The fabric, look at the fabric, can you see it, the fabric? Can you see it? That skirt, I mean, take a look at the fabric on that skirt! Don’t push in now, be nice, citizenochka, I was here first!”


Others, as if stunned by an anvil of happiness, wander aimlessly about, their sandals raising puffs of summer evening dust.


At the Fialka café just across from the park, Ivanov takes a break and thinks about the difficulties of the fight waged by the fatherland of Communism against the American mastodon. Of course Khrushchev did promise to catch up with America, then to overtake it – the promise is inscribed in the five-year plan – but very few of our fellow citizens seem to cleave strongly enough to the virtue required to believe it.


The Soviet press, mobilised alongside the Competent Authority, understands what is at stake. What a pleasure it is to read an article in Izvestia about the American modern art presented at the exhibition. Jackson Pollock’s Cathedral is described as a “childish scribble”, and the insightful critic even sees it as a symptom of the “degenerescence of capitalism”.


Here’s hoping that’s true, and that capitalism, rotten to the core, will end up bursting under its own weight when it falls down to the foot of the banana tree. Here’s hoping.


In the meantime, while the press can plaster over the cracks and the Competent Authority can educate the people, the psychological damage is still considerable.


Long after Sokolniki, you still find entry tickets kept fondly at the bottom of drawers of unfulfillable dreams. Souvenir badges, Pepsi cups, Ford and Chrysler brochures, colour photographs of Silver Match lighters, chewing gum wrappers…


In 1972 during a search of a dissident painter’s flat, the operatives find pages from an art book by an American publisher exhibited at Sokolniki, cut out with a piece of a razor blade cleverly hidden in a ring. When he hears about it, Ivanov feels slightly faint with shame. As if he were personally responsible for the proliferation of Western baubles in his fellow citizens’ secret drawers.
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