
[image: Image Missing]



About the Author


Born in Odessa in 1954, Irina Ratushinskaya is one of the leading contemporary Russian poets. She spent four years in a labour camp for the religious themes in her poetry, deemed ‘anti-Soviet agitation and propaganda’.


While she was imprisoned a number of her poems were smuggled out of the country. In 1986 Bloodaxe Books published No, I’m Not Afraid, a collection of Ratushinskaya’s poetry that led to an international campaign for her release. She was allowed to settle in Britain at the end of 1986 after a series of hunger strikes, and now resides in Moscow.




Other books by the author in English-language editions


Short Stories


A Tale of Three Heads


Non-Fiction


Grey is the Colour of Hope


Novels


Fictions and Lies


The Odessans


Poetry Collections


No, I’m Not Afraid


Beyond the Limit


Pencil Letter


Dance with a Shadow




IN THE BEGINNING


 


Irina Ratushinskaya


 


Translated from the Russian by Alonya Kojevnikov


[image: Image Missing]

www.sceptrebooks.co.uk




First published in Great Britain in 1988 by Hodder & Stoughton


An Hachette UK company


This edition published in 2016 by Sceptre


An imprint of Hodder & Stoughton


Copyright © 1988 by Seahorse Inc


English translation © Alonya Kojevnikov


The right of Irina Ratushinskaya to be identified as the Author of the Work has been asserted by her in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.


All rights reserved.
 No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means without the prior written permission of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.


A CIP catalogue record for this title is available from the British Library


Ebook ISBN 9781473637238


Paperback ISBN 9781473637245


Hodder & Stoughton Ltd


338 Euston Road


London NW1 3BH


www.sceptrebooks.co.uk




Poems


How the road to Him to find?


Though here we sit


The thievish brand


If your frightened ones are not guilty


Who has the gift to grasp leavetaking?


Fair Hebe light of heaven


On Batyev hill


We turned all the locks


We shall bring in a Christmas tree


We breathed freedom in verses


And it’s turned out to be just boring


No matter that you and I never know
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‘Granny, have I been alive for a thousand days?’ 


Grandmother looks at me long and attentively, and I begin to feel uneasy. Have I asked something I shouldn’t have? Now, why didn’t I just keep my mouth shut? I wasn’t meaning to say anything out of turn, and I have none of that precocious wisdom which Grandmother suspects because of my question. The thing is, I heard the word ‘thousand’ for the first time today, and understood that it meant an awful lot. Not that I can really visualise up to ten, even, but that’s beside the point. All I want to know is whether I have existed for an awfully long time, or not. In the meantime, Grandmother engages in mental arithmetic, and finally comes up with the results: ‘No, you’re not a thousand days old yet. Now, when such and such comes to pass …’


But that’s beyond my comprehension. The future doesn’t exist: tomorrow, or the day after – all that is so far, far away. But I’ve always been, haven’t I? Or …? Grandmother says … but no, no! I don’t believe her! Always, always, always!


That’s why I remember both the question and the answer, even though I don’t remember anything before that. After that there’s a blank space for some time.


Bars and Murzik are incredibly mighty and kind creatures. Bars is a German Shepherd and Murzik an amazingly fluffy, sand-coloured cat. They are clearly keeping a benign, protective watch over two silly human children, my cousin Valentin (‘Valka’) and me. Bars is huge, much bigger than we are. If you want to give him a hug, you have to stretch right up as high as you can, and he will condescend to lower his head. It’s hard for me to gauge the difference between Murzik’s size and mine, because that depends on whether I am down on all fours, or standing up. But Murzik is able to jump up on to the table or even the piano, and he can pace along the forbidden shelf with the painted clay ornaments without knocking over a single one. Not a day passes without Murzik opening our eyes to new and awesome possibilities. Apart from that, Bars and Murzik are much better than we are: we fight occasionally, and then they are pointed out to us as an example. They are the best of friends, they never fight, and it’s impossible to imagine them apart. Their favourite pastime is to trot around both rooms and the kitchen: Bars holds Murzik in his teeth by the scruff of the neck, Murzik hangs there with his legs drawn up, and the expression on their faces is one of unalloyed bliss. When we try to get Bars to do the same for us, he just licks our noses dismissively.


‘Bars’ was the first word both Valka and I spoke, which annoyed our parents and amused Grandmother and Grandfather. Later, when we were older, Bars ran out into the yard and never came back. We were upset, but came to accept it: Murzik, however, was desolate, and several days later he, too, disappeared forever. And that is how they have remained in my memory: huge, gentle beasts, wise and loving and loyal. Once, at school, during a lesson with a moral, the teacher asked us: ‘What is the main difference between humans and animals?’


And I blurted out: ‘Animals never hurt children!’


As a result of my ‘silly’ answer, the whole class had to suffer a lengthy homily to the effect that labour elevates man above beasts, and it is a pity that not all of us have yet understood that.


My parents have a ‘communal’ apartment. Two rooms in it are ours: one occupied by ‘old Granny’ Alexandra Kuzminichna, my father’s mother, the other shared by Mother and Father, and occasionally by me. Our ‘communal neighbour’, known to us as ‘Auntie’ Lena, is the kindest soul imaginable. She has a very strange face: during the war she was a radio operator on the front, and a fragment of a shell pierced one of her cheeks and exited from the other, smashing her teeth and jaws. To the end of her days she was doomed to attend sessions at the Institute of Jaw and Facial Surgery, suffer periodic inflammations, and have yet another operation of some kind. Auntie Lena has a sort of obsessive love for me: she always tries to pinch me, or give me a kiss, or shower me with a spate of endearments uttered in one breath. I hate being kissed, affection confuses me, so I tend to snort and pull away.


Father noticed this once and, taking my hand without a word, led me into another room. The omens weren’t good – it looked as though I was in for a hiding.


But to my surprise, Father’s voice lacked its usual thunderous intonations, and he said very quietly: ‘Auntie Lena’s husband and son were killed in the war. Her son was little, just like you are now. She loves you because she doesn’t have anyone left. Do you understand?’


‘Yes,’ I said, wanting to cry. But crying in front of Father was out of the question. I went over to my toys, and aimlessly started scraping a silver strip off a rubber ball.


We live on the third floor, so that means extra prohibitions for me: I mustn’t jump, stamp my feet or overturn any chairs. The floors and walls separating the flats are more symbol than substance: our floor is the ceiling of the people below, and they have enough to worry about without my noise overhead. Not a situation conducive to a little jumping around! My parents either have to pull me up all the time, or spend their time apologising to the neighbours. Apologies must be made in any case: we have to wash out of basins in the communal kitchen because there is no bathroom. If you spill so much as half a cup of water on the plank floor, there is an immediate outcry from the people below – their ceiling is leaking. Like all children, it takes me a while to realise my parents’ difficulties. There is a tap in the kitchen, but water is available from it only rarely. Father has to bring water in buckets from the yard, and when there’s no water to be had from that tap, either, he has to trudge several blocks, looking for a working tap in other yards. Dirty water is poured into a bucket and disposed of down the outside lavatory, a latrine surmounted by two wooden cubicles. These are the only toilet facilities for everyone in the building, and the people have to go there be it winter or summer. It’s not too bad for those on the ground floor, but we have to chase up and down an iron stairway, with the words ‘1906, Zhorno Factory, Odessa’ moulded on each step. It is said that once upon a time there were flush toilets and bathrooms in the house, but then came the devastation of the Revolution, after which several families had to share each apartment: the baths and toilets were torn out to make more room.


Rubbish collection is carried out by a special van: the rubbish collector comes into the yard, rings a bell, and all the tenants come flying out to empty their rubbish pails. Such moments are to be cherished, because the van doesn’t call every day, and until it does, buckets of refuse have to stay in your rooms whether you like it or not. Every so often the rubbish collector gives us children a special treat, by letting us run about and ring the bell for him. But the competition is fierce, and usually only the older children manage to have a turn with the bell. When by some miracle Valka and I once managed to get hold of that bell and ring it, we were so overjoyed that that evening we told the adults we had made up our minds about our future career: Valka would be a ‘rubbish collector’ and I would be a ‘rubbish collectoress’. Our ambition amused the grown-ups greatly, and they spent a considerable amount of time discussing the details of our future occupation with us. Actually, when we became a little bit older and were saddled with the chore of taking the rubbish out to the van, the romance of this line of work palled very quickly.


At present I am the most useless creature in the house because of my age: I can neither carry water, nor take my place in a shop queue to buy something, nor light the stove. All my activities seem to come up against an implacable ‘don’t do that!’, which, admittedly, is not without reason considering I am always up to something. Still, the very number of prohibitions is galling, and I much prefer to stay with ‘young Granny’ and Grandfather, who share accommodation with Valka and his parents. So, more often than not, that is where I am: the parents are at work, Grandmother and Grandfather allow us much more scope for activity, the apartment is a separate one on the ground floor, and there is lots of jolly company out in the yard. By evening we have pretty much exhausted our energy reserves, so when the parents come home we are suitably subdued and well behaved. Grandmother sets the table, and the adults hold their own conversations and laugh to the rattle of dishes and clinking of spoons. Valka’s parents and mine are still young, there have been no deaths in the family, the light bulb under its old-fashioned shade throws a gentle light on the tablecloth, and we – the younger generation – sit under Grandfather’s desk and try to guess whether I’ll have to go home today or will be able to stay here. About two hours ago Valka and I fell out forever over the brush which Grandfather gave to us to polish the parquet floor. But then we realised that the brush was just the thing to use for pretending we were racing skaters, and we made up our quarrel in order to exploit these new possibilities. Grandmother barely had time to clean the polishing wax off us before my parents turned up for me. Valka and I have no desire to be parted because we have had the brilliant idea of building a house by draping blankets over Grandfather’s desk, and then retreating behind them, into Stygian darkness, with a torch. Bars and Murzik will be the wild beasts of prey roaming about outside – but no, they will be our wolf and lion, who will accompany our hunting. Grandfather’s walking stick makes an excellent rifle, the cushions on the sofa are hostile savages, and they had better watch out! But if the adults tell me to get ready to go home, there will be no hope of changing their minds. So we strain our ears, trying to catch the drift of the adults’ conversation. No, they’re talking about Mother’s school, and something about the state farm on which Uncle Jan, Valka’s father, works. Then comes the inevitable question: ‘Well, how have they behaved themselves today?’


Grandmother and Grandfather don’t usually tell tales about our misdeeds, but we hold our breath all the same. The usual reply is that we have been ‘good’, but occasionally, when we have really surpassed ourselves, come the dreaded words: ‘Let them tell you themselves!’ And then we have to emerge from under the table and account for out misdemeanours.


‘They’ve been good,’ says Grandfather. Our sigh of relief must have been a little too loud, because all the adults burst out laughing.


‘They polished the floor all by themselves today,’ adds Grandmother. ‘They’re growing up into real little helpers. Look what a good job they did!’


The shine on the parquet elicits due admiration, but then I hear my father’s voice saying that it’s time we were off.


‘Maybe you’ll leave Irusya here for the night?’ suggests Grandmother. ‘It’s raining outside.’


Hurriedly, I scramble out from under the table to say good night to my parents before they can change their minds.


Grandfather enters fully into our construction project, suggests that we add a chimney made out of rolled-up newspapers, and dignifies our building with the grand-sounding name of khalabuda, or shack. Then he helps us equip ourselves for the hunt by pulling out an enormous pair of felt boots: we have to stand on tiptoes just to reach their soles, and walking around in them is an adventure in itself. By bedtime we are so overwhelmed by the day’s events that we retire without protest. Heavy rain spatters against the dark window, and Grandmother tells us a story about a mother rabbit who lived in a burrow with her three baby rabbits. One of these little rabbits was very disobedient and went off in search of adventure. In the end, despite all the hair-raising things that happened to him, he returned safe and sound to his overjoyed mother.


‘But the two obedient ones didn’t have any fun at all,’ I think as I fall asleep. ‘They didn’t get to meet up with the fox, or the hunter, or anything. They just sat around in their boring old burrow …’
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Igor was born with deformed feet, and his mother burst out crying when he was handed to her for the first time. In medical terminology this is known as pes equinovares. It meant in practice that the boy would either spend his entire life in a wheelchair, or, at best, get around somehow with a walking stick. My future mother-in-law, a young geologist, had no useful connections, and could not expect to obtain the services of any prominent specialists. Nor did the family have enough money to pay some medical luminary to treat Igor privately. By that time, the real nature of ‘free medicine’ in the USSR was well and truly established, and enshrined in the pithy saying: ‘treatment for nothing – is treatment of nothing!’ But maternal determination is a formidable force, and help was found against all odds.


This came in the shape of a young woman surgeon who was just embarking on her career. The two women looked each other in the eye, and understood without words that they were both prepared to risk everything. Refusing to have anything else to do with other doctors, Igor’s mother took him to this surgeon when he was a year old for an operation which involved cleaving the shin bones, working on the muscles and tendons below the knee, ninety-two centimetres of sutures on the baby’s legs, and then encasing in plaster.


Igor’s first childhood memories are of having the plaster changed: shiny, fascinating instruments, his mother’s serious, concentrated face, the knife to cut through the plaster, and fear that his legs would be cut off. Then there was the sight of those legs: white as milk and transversed by the sharp red lines of scars. He didn’t cry, and everyone was surprised, because the procedure was a painful one. He must have realised, somehow, that if he were to start crying because of the pain, he could spend the rest of his life in tears. Until the age of two he was kept in special plaster boots which laced up to the knees. Twenty-five years later, when he was redecorating the flat, we found these tiny, shrivelled husks at the back of a cupboard, and I realised then how terrible all those months of uncertainty must have been for Auntie Larisa (that’s how I called her then), wondering whether her son would ever walk. She breast-fed him until he was two years old. At that age, screwing up his little face in pain, Igor took his first, faltering four steps.


He began to talk very early and without the usual childish babble, but most of all he liked to sit in the corner behind a cupboard and think. Grandmother’s bed stood behind that cupboard, because Igor’s parents, grandmother and older sister all had to live in one room. A nursemaid shared that room for a while, too, but then she robbed the family and disappeared. The children had few toys, so Igor’s sister Lalya initiated an original game in which he was ‘King Cheat’ and she was ‘Alice the Fox’; as all kings, this one had to grant favours, so he would have to give the fox all the toys, one by one.


Every so often they would be visited by an old lady who was very fond of Igor. She would make a fuss of him, kiss him, and sometimes cry over him. Her son had been a contemporary and close friend of Igor’s father, they were together in Kiev when it was under German occupation, and together they survived and studied as best they could. In 1944, shortly after the Soviet army liberated Kiev, this young man was gunned down by a drunken Soviet soldier: those who had been in Kiev under the Germans – even if they were civilian adolescents – were given short shrift. There was nobody to complain to, and in any case, confusion was total. So this lad – whom the soldier blasted in the stomach with his machine gun – died long and agonisingly. Igor was named after him.


To Igor, the most fascinating creatures on earth were beetles. There were many of them in the empty lot behind the house, shiny bluish-black ones, which looked like miniature motor cars. He would hobble out there in his orthopaedic boots to play with them, certain that they talked with their feelers and loved to chat about this and that. One day we were taken on a rare outing to an ice cream parlour, and Igor, in a burst of childish trust, pulled a box from his pocket and shook a green caterpillar out on to the tablecloth with the proud words: ‘Look! Isn’t she a beauty?’


My mother, who has a horror of caterpillars, frogs, mice, rats, and all the other things which are supposed to terrify women, stared at the green, hairy, wriggling monstrosity on the tablecloth and agreed in hollow tones that yes, here was a beauty indeed. Igor has retained a quiet fascination with all living creatures to this day.


When Igor was five, the family moved to Koenigsberg, which became a Soviet possession after World War Two and was renamed Kaliningrad. Kant’s grave is there, and Igor was taken to see it, so that he would ‘remember it in future’. There were still many traces of the war, and the soil was full of weaponry of all kinds. Any self-respecting boy had at least a pistol, and Igor, too, acquired a rusty but still serviceable parabellum. While his father was working in the Stechkin engine laboratory and his mother was getting herself a job in a kindergarten, Igor and his new friends went out exploring. They found an aerial bomb in a swamp, its tempting, rusty metal sides half-buried in mud. They spent several days trying to pull it out of the mire, but, luckily for them, did not succeed. At night he could not sleep from pain, and his mother applied hot compresses made with herbal extracts to his legs. Too ashamed to cry, he learned to bite his lips in silence until they bled.


When he was six years old and I was five, his family came to visit mine in Odessa. That was when we met for the first time. He impressed me by his passionate interest in Greek mythology, a subject on which we came to an immediate tacit understanding. We spent a great deal of time discussing whether Ulysses was a good or bad person. I liked Igor’s name, his freckles, and the way his eyes changed from grey to green when he was angry. But I was not the only girl he knew. There was a little girl called Marina in the kindergarten. She was always prettily dressed, and she and Igor were teasingly called ‘the bride and groom’ until the time when the five-year-olds decided to make something out of sunflower seeds secretly. The seeds were shelled and piled up, but before anything could be done with them, Marina succumbed to temptation and gobbled the whole lot down. This traitorous act replaced Igor’s love with contempt, he swore off women, and decided to confine himself to masculine company. But in male company one must assert oneself, and Igor turned out to be an incurable fighter. His mother was constantly receiving complaints about his aggressive behaviour. Especially memorable was the occasion when the director’s son, a sturdy seven-year-old schoolboy, paid a visit to the kindergarten. He called Igor a name, Igor punched him on the nose and put him to flight after a short but intense battle. Once his opponent had been vanquished and ran off shouting defiant insults, Igor could not chase after him and catch him because of those damned orthopaedic boots … He has never forgotten how he had to stand there, swallowing tears of rage because his legs would not do what he wanted them to do. Blast it, they’re his legs! They are supposed to obey him! Well, he’ll make them. To hell with any pain, those legs would obey him in future. At the age of twelve, he finally shed the orthopaedic boots for ordinary shoes. At fifteen, he took up boxing and made his legs jump and move on command, even though this meant fainting from pain after training bouts.
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Evenings in Odessa are blue or brown. This one is blue. Blue evenings are always somehow unsettling and not at all cosy, but something invariably happens on them, whether good or bad. My parents and I are walking home to our communal apartment. At five years of age it is impossible to walk sedately hand in hand with adults: it’s too confining, and your hands get damp. So Mother and Father walk along like normal people, and I weave around them in circles, first running ahead, then falling behind. However, I am not allowed to cross the road alone, so every time I reach a kerb, I have to stop and wait for them to catch up. Finally, we have crossed the last road in the approved manner, and I can run all the way home by myself. If I put on an extra burst of speed, I may have time to get up to our floor, and then slide right down again on the banister before they’re inside: this is something I’m not allowed to do in case I fall off and plunge head first down the stairwell. With luck, I can whizz down, and be waiting for them at the foot of the stairs, looking angelic, and nobody any the wiser. They think, for some reason, that I am afraid of going up and down the dark stairs by myself (the lights hardly ever work), and I make the most of this delusion: it would never enter their heads that I would slide down the banister in the dark. At the age of five I already have a considerable arsenal of tricks up my sleeve. I had to learn to tell fibs between three and four years of age, and I remember my first excursion into falsehood very vividly. My parents’ friends had the stupid adult habit of asking: ‘Whom do you love best, Mummy or Daddy?’


The first time this question was put to me, I was sincerely indignant.


‘None of your business!’


Naturally, I received a severe telling-off for being rude to grown-ups, and a promise that if I did so again, I would get a beating I wouldn’t forget in a hurry. Actually, I couldn’t word my reply in a more polite way, because neither my vocabulary nor my knowledge of social niceties was adequate at the time. Later, when this inevitable question was asked by others, I would mutter something to the effect that I loved them equally.


Maybe this form of interrogation was the adults’ way of testing my quick-wittedness, but for me it was the first time I had to tell a lie. Before long I felt no qualms of conscience: you forced me, so you can bear the consequences! As for my quick-wittedness – well, if you set so much store by it, I’ll show it to you, have no doubts about that … It was some ten years later that I realised, once and for all, that it is wrong to tell lies, especially successful ones. But realisation isn’t everything: it took a further ten years of conscious effort to cast off falsehood altogether.


But right now I am far from all such knowledge, and I tear along towards those forbidden banisters: here’s our drive, smelling as always of cats and refuse pails, and I shout ‘Ah!’ as usual as I run through, listening for a muted echo. Into the yard, with its stone pathway and acacias … but then – what’s that I see? Waddling towards me, a dark patch against the indigo evening, is a huge creature with waving arms and square shoulders, and without any legs. It seems to walk on its sides. It makes a mooing sound, then it shouts, then it roars: ‘We are all h-u-u-u-uman!!!’ I stand there, paralysed with fear, and it comes to me that there are ordinary, daytime people: men, women and children. But there are also terrible ‘people’ belonging to the hours of darkness, and if you fall into their grasping hands, that’s it. Curtains! I cannot cry out or do anything to get away from those awful hands which are getting closer and closer. It’s just like those ghastly dreams when one cannot move, let alone run, but this is no dream. The thing comes right up to me and scoops me up, I feel the scrape of bristles. The smell of the creature is terrifying, nauseating, unfamiliar. Its mouth moves towards me, and I cannot say how I managed to get away, whether I squirmed out of its embrace, or whether it let me go. I fly into the darkness of the house, huddling against the stairs. Surely it can’t see me here? Or will it find me by smell? If it should touch me, will I become a ‘h-u-u-u-uman’ like it, and walk around on my sides catching children?


Downstairs, from the lobby, I hear my parents’ calm, cheerful voices. I rush down to them, but, catching their hands in a vice-like grip, I have no certainty of defence: the roaring of the creature outside can still be heard, but they seem to find nothing amiss. Back in our apartment, in the light, I look myself over apprehensively: my legs are covered in scratches, but they’re still there: splash of green paint, dusty sandals, mosquito bites … Whew! I haven’t turned into a ‘h-u-u-u-uman’ after all. Of course, I don’t say a word to my parents: they wouldn’t believe me if I did. After all, they didn’t hear the creature, even though they walked right past it!


If only somebody had told me, then, that the creature was simply Kolya, the husband of the caretaker, ‘Auntie’ Zhenya! That he had lost his legs in the war, after which he did not return to Odessa but was sent to Siberia, like so many, and had come home to his wife only now. That he doesn’t walk on his sides, but gets around on special leather cushions attached to his hip bones. That he was yelling and waving his arms around simply because he’d got drunk, and that was why he smelled like that. And that all he wanted was to give me a kiss. He saw this little girl in a white dress, and wanted to make an affectionate gesture, nothing more. My parents avoided talking about a misfortune which they were powerless to help alleviate, and even if they had seen him scoop me up, it would not have worried them unduly, because no harm was done.


It was quite by chance that later that same evening the horror was revived. ‘We want to bring you up to be a decent h-u-u-man,’ said Father in minatory accents as he ticked me off for some small misdemeanour. A barely suppressed cry of fear resounded through my entire being: No, no, no! I won’t let them! I won’t let anyone make me into anything! I’m not going to be something I don’t want to be! I want to be myself, even if I am disobedient and have scabs and cuts on my knees!
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Most parents are very pleased if their offspring learn to read before the age of four. Firstly, it means that the small but destructive tornado in their midst quietens down from time to time, and sits poring over a book without – oh, joy! – ripping it apart. Secondly, all the parents’ friends ‘ooh’ and ‘aah’ over such a wonderful achievement, while the parents say, modestly, that really, it’s nothing special, and no, they didn’t make any particular effort to teach the little one to read, it somehow just happened. And thirdly, the young reader is a source of considerable amusement to his elders, because he tends to repeat things that he has read in wildly unsuitable contexts.


‘What are you up to, you wretched child!?’


Father’s cigarettes have been shredded, and the pride and joy of the family sits there carefully scooping up the tobacco into the palm of her hand.


‘I’m taking snuff!’


‘What on earth put that into your head?’


‘I want to be a famous beauty and have people write poems about me …’


‘And what have Daddy’s cigarettes got to do with it?’


‘But look, Mama, it’s written down here: “To the beauty who took snuff.” Pushkin himself wrote that!’


Mother, of course, expresses the opinion that the best way to become a beauty is to go and wash my hands immediately – and my face, for that matter.


Children’s books – with the exception of folk stories and fairy tales – are usually rendered odious by their insufferable, smug moralising. So there’s no pleasure greater than hunting through bookcases filled with ‘grown-up’ books. The parents don’t object, so long as I put everything neatly back into place. They have a quiet laugh about my attempts to master the contents of my father’s technical dictionaries (they are the most accessible to me, because they are ranged on the open lower shelf). In order to prolong the enjoyment, Father answers all my questions in great detail, from integrals to differential equations. And then, looking at my puzzled face, he allows me to keep my pride by adding: ‘But I think you had better read about that later, when you start school.’


‘I don’t want to go to school! I want to go to a lycée!’


‘What? Oh, of course, I forgot: you’ve been reading Pushkin. Well, there are no more lycées these days, only schools.’


What a blow! I’ve read books about schools, too, and I don’t like the sound of them. All the characters in those schools seem to be constantly battling against someone to avoid low marks, or to get full marks. And if someone doesn’t do well, then the whole class has to ‘re-educate’ that person. Occasionally, even the whole school, until the culprit comes up to scratch. What if I don’t do well at school? How do I know whether I’ll be any good? Now a lycée is a different matter altogether:


The same are we. For us – the world is alien,


Our homeland’s here, in Tsarskoye Selo …


The Decembrists were lycée students. Lenin – great man that he was (this is something taught from kindergarten days) – went to a ‘gymnasium’. As for schools – what can they boast about?


‘If you do well at school, you’ll go to university later,’ says Father comfortingly.


I breathe a sigh of relief. University is fine. University is synonymous with 1st May demonstrations, when fantastically handsome athletes march along in brown and yellow uniform, accompanied by young girls holding hoops. Inside each hoop is a letter, and all those letters taken together form a mysterious and fascinating word: UNIVERSITY. And the people say to each other: ‘Here comes the University!’ When I’m there they will give me a fluffy yellow jacket and I’ll join them in singing an incredibly incomprehensible song Gaudeamus igitur. Maybe it’s worth making the effort to do well at school just for that.


Sooner or later, the hour strikes, and school days begin. Brown uniform dress, white pinafore, new yellow shoes which pinch unbearably. Mother, fussing over my white hair ribbons, produces a newsflash: ‘Your Igor is in the second grade now.’


What a slick operator! He’s only eight months older, yet he managed to start school a year ahead of me. And anyway, what’s this ‘your Igor’ business? For their information, Victor Zolotov from Grandmother-Grandfather’s yard has got a lot more to recommend him: he’s an absolute wizard at making explosions. Of course, I was underestimating my green-eyed friend badly here, because he went to great pains to enliven the first dull years of school with explosions. Naturally, he started off with relatively straightforward tricks; for instance, smearing the school stairs with nitrogen triodide, and waiting for the fun to start: as soon as the solution dried, any step on it would produce a harmless but loud bang. The culprits would be ordered to wash the stairs, a punishment they carried out very willingly, imagining gleefully how the floorcloth would give out bangs any time it was touched after it dried. By the time he was ten years old, Igor was tired of trivial bombs made out of aluminium filings and potassium permanganate, and he decided that bigger and better explosions could be achieved with magnesium. He had to be taken to hospital by his father, suffering from temporary loss of hearing, to have splinters removed from his eyes. While the doctors fussed over him, Igor was astounded to see, through tears and blood, that his father’s face was whiter than the doctors’ coats. To his amazement he was not given the hiding of his life when they returned home, but his father handed him a thick volume by Nekrasov on inorganic chemistry with the strict instruction: ‘If, next time, you can’t explain the chemical reaction to me and what precautions should be taken in that specific case, I’ll have your hide!’


The next explosion – three days later – brought an uninjured Igor running to his father to explain (though not without a few inward qualms!) the chemical nature of the experiment. Igor’s father shot him a keen sideways glance, but, true to his word, muttered, ‘Well done.’


Chemistry was to remain Igor’s main interest throughout his youth, somewhat eclipsing the wonders of biology, although the six-volume biological reference work by Bram, which Igor knew off by heart, was always close at hand, right up until the day we finally left Kiev.


In the meantime, here I am in my agonising new shoes, sizing up the crowd of my new and as yet unknown classmates. The teacher takes us around the school, explaining what’s what: ‘This is the girls’ toilet, and this is the boys’. This is the headmaster’s study. I hope that none of you will ever have to be sent there. This is the gym hall, but in the first grade you will be having your gym lessons in your classroom. None of you are allowed to go to the third and fourth floors: that’s where the older children’s classrooms are. This is your floor. Now, have you all got that? And now, everybody look over here! Do you know whose picture that is?’


‘Lenin!’ we shout in unison. That would be one for the books, not to recognise Lenin!


‘Very good! And who’s that?’


‘Marx!’ respond some, and not with the same volume or degree of certainty. Portraits of Marx are carried around at demonstrations, too, but we have only a very vague idea as to who he is. Still, it’s a memorable face, all that fluffy grey hair and luxuriant beard.


‘Right, that’s the great Karl Marx. And now, who knows who this is?’


This question produces confusion in our ranks. The ‘uncle’ on the portrait isn’t bald, and his moustache and beard aren’t as eye-catching as Marx’s. Who can it be?


‘Stalin?’ a girl with fair, curly hair ventures timidly. The teacher pulls a face at such a faux pas.


‘For goodness’ sake! … Stalin …!’


It is unnecessary – indeed, it is highly undesirable – for us, first-graders in 1961, to know what Stalin looked like. The last monuments to this ‘genius of all times and nations’ were demolished several years ago. There was one such monument on the Cathedral Square where I was taken for walks. It was a bronze statue of Lenin and Stalin sitting with their arms around each other’s shoulders, and at their feet there was a miniature Black Sea, with real water, on whose shores our Odessa was marked with a red star. The whole ensemble was surrounded by flower beds.


‘Who’s that, Grandfather?’


‘Lenin and Stalin.’


‘But why is this square called “Cathedral Square”?’


‘Because there was a cathedral here once. They blew it up later.’


The monument is gone now, and has been replaced by a fountain, surrounded by the same flower beds of pansies and daisies. Maybe the fair-haired girl had also been taken for walks there, and she remembered the statue, but made a mistake in identifying the picture in the school. And mistakes like that – as we were to learn later – are not encouraged.


‘Come, children,’ persists the teacher. ‘Who can tell us who this is?’


‘Engels,’ says a tall, fair boy who bears himself with adult dignity. But he keeps his voice low.


‘Good boy! Engels it is! What’s your name?’


‘Seryozha Schissel.’


How about that, Seryozha! We are all stunned by his erudition.


‘And now, class, we will go to our room. Form up in pairs! Hold hands! What do you mean, you don’t want to stand with her? You can leave your whims at home, this is school, and you’ll do as you’re told! That’s right!’


The experienced Evgenia Mikhailovna directs us to our places. At first we sit three to a desk: there are more than forty pupils in our class. In the middle of the school year there was a reshuffle, and the two first grades were split up into three classes, A, B and C, after which we were able to sit two to a desk. Naturally, the teachers of 1A and 1B tried to get rid of their more troublesome pupils by relegating them to the newly formed 1C, which meant I lost a new friend, the dark-haired and reckless Misha Kharasandzhants. I remain in 1A, probably because I read and write; I get full marks very easily until my total inability to learn English is revealed. At first, this puzzles the teachers: how can it be? She does so well in all the other subjects, but can’t cope with English? The answer is much simpler than any of them imagine, because the fact is that I am not learning anything at school (and didn’t, for the first four years at least). All that they’re teaching I already know, all I have to do is adapt the entries in my exercise books to suit their rules. Things got off to a bad start with the English teacher from the word go. She ordered us to start building up our own dictionaries, and to find and paste in pictures to illustrate every new word. And where were we to get such pictures? Out of magazines and books at home, of course. Drawings were unacceptable, presumably because our artistic abilities were considered inadequate: the teacher intended to show our home-made ‘English dictionaries’ to the school inspectors as an example of innovation in language study. Things went very badly for me. As soon as my parents realised that I had designs on their books, they expressed horror at such barbarity, and forbade me to cut out anything at all. They also refused the ‘compromise solution’ offered by the teacher – that they buy special books which I could cut up. No need to have the child become accustomed to mutilating books. All I got was a pile of old magazines, but how much would they yield? The pictures in them weren’t even in colour. Flicking listlessly through a copy of the journal Yunost (Youth) I could hear Father’s rising voice from the kitchen: ‘It’s an outrage! We’re supposed to connive at teaching our daughter to cut up books! I’m going to go and have a word with that teacher …’


‘Borya, I beg of you, stay out of it! I’m a teacher myself, and I can’t bear these mothers and fathers who keep turning up with endless objections to this or that! You know that nothing good will come of it if you go storming down to that teacher! You’ll only lose your temper …’


‘Look, I managed to keep my temper when your wonderful Evgenia Mikhailovna said at the first parents’ meeting: “Parents, I would like to ask those of you who are hengineers to help us install power points in the classroom.’’’


‘But you said then that you were never going to come to the school again!’


‘Yes, I did, and I won’t!’


‘So don’t go. Let her hack up those wretched copies of Yunost. And, in any case, you draw so well – why don’t you do her some drawings in her book?’


‘How can I, when that idiot woman refuses to accept drawings?’


‘Borya, keep your voice down! Irka will hear! I’ll have a word with the teacher myself, maybe she’ll allow drawings …’


Drawings were allowed, but only received a maximum mark of three out of five. Father wouldn’t believe that this was through no fault of mine, and was very cross. As for me – I accepted my inability to learn English with a child’s fatalism, and, after asking Grandfather about a number of letters, learned to read Ukrainian and a little Polish. There were plenty of books in both these languages in the house.




5


God doesn’t exist. Only silly, ignorant old women believe in Him. We third-graders sit in the school auditorium; this ‘truth’ has been drummed into us for the past hour. This is atheist instruction, and attendance is compulsory. It’s snowing outside – such a rare occurrence in Odessa! Usually there’s not enough snow even to get up a decent snowball fight. The boys scrape it carefully off windowsills, parked cars and off the road with reddened fingers until they get a smooth, lovingly fashioned snowball. It’s hard to part with such a beauty. Now, where should one throw it? But today, you can bet your life that all the snow will be gone by the time we’re dismissed! If God exists, then surely (oh, mad hope!) He will keep the snow falling until we can get away! After all, it’s because of Him that we’re sitting here instead of being outside among the falling snowflakes.


Atheist instruction was quite fun at the start: the Pioneers from the seventh grade sang and acted out funny ditties about priests and fools. But now it’s plain boring: talk, talk, talk … Why do grown-ups spend so much time talking about something that doesn’t exist? You can’t help feeling suspicious. Now they’re on about a Baptist woman who, they say, roasted her child alive in an oven. That’s terrible, of course, but very strange, too: because ‘Auntie’ Vera, the janitor at Grandmother and Grandfather’s place, is a Baptist, and her two children, Petya and Sasha, are alive and well. She drops around to have a cup of tea with the grandparents from time to time. She’s very quiet and kind, and never bangs her head against the floor, the way the Pioneers showed. And my ‘young granny’, for that matter, is a Catholic, she’s no ignorant old woman! And my grandfather! Of course, they don’t talk to me about God, because my parents have forbidden it, reasoning that people of the grandparents’ generation are still victims of ‘outdated prejudices’, which must not be passed on to me.


Yet one can’t help feeling sorry for God: He’s going to be left completely alone and friendless when all the believers die. He’s all by Himself, and everybody’s ranged against Him – the Pioneers, our teachers, even the headmaster, the speakers on the radio, the whole country … And I know full well – from the ethics of our street games – that it’s not fair for everyone to gang up against one person. At times like that you have to take the side of the underdog, and then sort out the rights and wrongs of the situation. On the other hand, nobody is actually assaulting God physically, are they? They just don’t believe in Him, so they go around shooting off their mouths. Hang on, though, they’ve just said something about ‘unrelenting war’… Do they mean making war on Someone who doesn’t exist? Oh I see, against the clergy, not Him … I look out of the window without much hope … It’s still snowing, thank God! Thank whom?! Well, nobody really, it’s just a figure of speech. Everyone uses it, even non-believers, so why can’t I think it? Because it’s dishonest, that’s why! It’s all right to tell lies to adults when necessary, but it’s always wrong to think dishonestly. But what if I were to think that He does exist? Even if He doesn’t – it could be like a game, and I wouldn’t tell anyone about it – anyone at all. I won’t beat my head against the floor, of course, or do anything so silly, but I’ll talk to Him. He must feel very hurt that everyone laughs at Him. And I’m sad, too, because it’s going to stop snowing any minute now, and I won’t be able to catch so much as a single snowflake, and look at how beautiful it is.


When we finally burst out into the yard in a noisy throng, the snow was still falling, and it was an evening to remember. It even snowed the next day.


And I had a secret, just as well-concealed and as burning as my poetry. I regularly amused my classmates with ditties, parodies of the poems we had to learn in class and with the serial adventures of Seryozha Diamant, but I kept it a close secret that I wrote other things, too, things that got me out of bed in the night, or, from time to time, made me oblivious of my surroundings in class. And now, just as secretly, I talk to God. At first I only ask endless questions. On His side, God makes no attempt to appear to me personally in a blaze of light, or anything like that, or even answer my questions audibly. Yet the answers come, all the same: either a book with the answer turns up the next day, or I suddenly feel an inward certainty about the right reply to this or that question. The way I conduct my conversations with God has evolved into a form quite far removed from what is commonly described as prayer. There is no feeling of remoteness, no sense that He is God, an exalted being, and I am just one of His lesser creations, nor do I address Him with the kind of politeness demanded by adults. The questions I fire at Him are demanding and unceremonious. Is He kind, or not? – that is what I need to determine in the first place. If He’s not, then I don’t want to have anything to do with Him, even if He’s all-powerful. So if He starts punishing me for undue familiarity or failure to observe some formalities of which I know nothing, then I don’t want to know Him. But He never punishes me. Naturally, I have my misfortunes, my childish disappointments, but I never feel that He has brought them down on my head, even though it is well within His power to give a hint of displeasure now and again. On my own side, I consider it improper to ask Him for anything. After all, what have I ever done for Him, that I should expect any favours? Why should He intercede in our earthly life if we, the people, have decided that we can manage without Him? After all, here I am living in an atheistic country and doing nothing about it, so how can I start demanding that God do this or that, or prevent something I don’t want from happening? For this very reason, the atheist’s favourite argument that if God existed, He would not let children die in wars, and suchlike, cuts no ice with me. If we the people start wars knowing full well that innocents will perish in them, what right have we to reproach God for granting us free will? If I am robbed and get my throat cut tomorrow, is it God’s fault? No, if He’s really kind and all-powerful, He’ll take me to Him, and I’ll be much better off than in school or on the streets. In fact, if I do have a complaint, it’s that I don’t know what He wants from me. This is through no fault of mine, when all is said and done; I had no choice about where to be born. As it is, seeing He set me in this place and time, He could at least give me a clue about His view of things! Yet the moment I thought this, an answer came from within: don’t worry, you will find out what you need to know when the time comes. There was always a response of some kind.


Years later when I was a student I realised that all that happened to me had a definite pattern. And, indeed, that the circumstances of every person’s life are a sort of training, like the training devised for an athlete by a strict and demanding coach, who knows what is best for the athlete to attain his full potential. So you want to stop running and catch your breath? No you don’t! Come on, keep it up! I’ll decide when it’s time for you to take a break! So you think you’re about to drop? Don’t worry, you won’t, you’ll be all the stronger! You say you can’t go on? Nonsense, of course you can, you simply don’t realise how much you’ve still got in you! You’re my pride and joy, so don’t expect me to give an inch!


But for the time being, none of us ten-year-olds give a great deal of thought to such matters. Later, this same generation was to turn to God, to the consternation of the Soviet authorities. Some of us became Christians, some turned to Judaism or to the teachings of the Hare Krishnas – yes, there are Hare Krishnas in the Soviet Union! But in the meantime we join the Pioneers, take part in gathering scrap iron, fight, and play truant from school. My secret night-time talks to God have little discernible effect on my daily conduct.


In the autumn I was accepted into the Pioneers, and soon experienced at first-hand what is called ‘the political process’, albeit in the milder form applicable to children. There were not enough English textbooks to go round the class, but despite this we had that blasted ‘special programme’ to cope with. For a while, those who didn’t have a textbook were lucky – they had a legitimate reason not to submit English homework. However, our ‘Englishwoman’ Zinaida Iosifovna soon put a stop to that: those with textbooks had to submit their homework ahead of schedule, and then give the textbooks to the formerly ‘lucky’ ones. As we don’t have English lessons every day, this system is workable. So, according to this scheme, I have to bring my textbook in on Thursdays and give it to Vitka Molodtsov. On one occasion, I didn’t bring the book: our apartment was being redecorated, so on Wednesday night I was packed off to stay with Grandmother and Grandfather – and forgot the wretched English textbook at home. I explained the situation to Vitka, and suggested that we both come to school half an hour early the next day. Then he could either do the homework himself, or copy mine. Vitka, of course, failed to turn up – only an idiot would willingly come to school a moment before it was absolutely necessary, especially to do a dreary English exercise! Fate caught up with us on Friday.


‘Get out your homework books! Molodtsov, where’s yours?’


‘I didn’t have a textbook!’


‘Why didn’t you get one from someone else?’


‘Ira Ratushinskaya didn’t bring hers back on Thursday!’


‘Aha!’ cried Zinaida Iosifovna. ‘You’re a Pioneer, Ratushinskaya, yet you grudged your classmate a textbook?’


And so it went on and on, about the moral duties of a Pioneer, about mutual assistance, about the valiant behaviour of Pioneers during the war, when they delivered ammunition to the soldiers, let alone a pathetic textbook. She gives me no opportunity to say a word in my own defence: she is riding high on a wave of righteous indignation. Now, at the age of thirty-four, I do not really blame her: the best years of her life had passed in Stalin’s time, when public denunciation was an essential aspect of social activity – in schools, institutes, offices, factories … You either had students denouncing their professors or vice versa. The idea was that all and sundry – today’s accusers and tomorrow’s accused – should repent of their misdeeds, whether real or imaginary, but nobody had the right to try to justify themselves. And indeed, why should they? Is not ‘the collective’ always right, and an individual always wrong? From Zinaida Iosifovna’s point of view this was all very right and proper, and she had no intention of sacrificing such a useful pedagogical method in order to listen to my justifications and explanations. Moreover, it would do ‘the collective’ a world of good, too: we third-graders had not yet really been exposed to the joys of unpunished, officially sanctioned denunciation, when no holds are barred, any lie is permissable, in order to bring an accusation. At the time, Zinaida Iosifovna’s accusation seemed ridiculous beyond all imagining: after all, who in their right mind would want to hold on to that hated English textbook? It’s not as if it were something really worthwhile … In fact, it is a safe bet that anyone having it would gladly get it off their hands even if they had to give up some treasured possession like a lens, an old coin or a bullet to do so!


So, while Zinaida Iosifovna gleefully gives me the lowest mark (one out of five) as she continues to rail at me, my classmates look at me with sympathy, and Vitka wriggles uncomfortably.


‘Don’t think you’ve heard the last of this!’ Zinaida Iosifovna warns me in conclusion.


At home, I fling myself at my parents, pouring out my tale of woe: I’ve got into trouble over nothing, and the teacher says that they’re going to do something else to me! Mummy and Daddy – help me! Send me to another school! Or get me transferred to another class! Anything to get away from that Zinaida, she’ll always be after me now! But my parents show no inclination to become embroiled in my conflicts with my teachers; you made your bed, you lie in it, is their attitude. The whole thing is obviously a storm in a teacup, anyway: I must have simply botched up my explanation of what had happened, or spoken rudely. I’m being rude even now, by referring to my teacher as just ‘Zinaida’. Teachers must be addressed and spoken of by their name and patronymic, and if you have annoyed your teacher, then you should apologise, and all will be well.


So who is there left to turn to for help? It’s no use appealing to Grandmother and Grandfather, there’s nothing they can do, and it will only upset them. Maybe the headmaster, Pavlo Mikolayevich, who is the kindest soul imaginable, the only person in Odessa I heard speak in pure Ukrainian, an ardent admirer of Shevchenko, and who melted at the sight of a tear-stained childish face? But we have been conditioned to be afraid of the headmaster and the senior teacher, no matter what they are like. To us they are synonymous with punishment. For instance, if a monitor catches you running in the corridors or on the stairs during break (all the classes except the junior ones take turns at monitoring) you get hauled off to the headmaster’s study forthwith. Horror of horrors! Heaven forbid! And wasn’t it Pavlo Mikolayevich who took that tearaway Sashka right round the school after some misdemeanour or other, and made him apologise to every class for ‘offending against the honour of the school’? Poor Sashka had to apologise to our class in the middle of an arithmetic lesson, even though none of us had the faintest idea what it was that he had done. He was only nine years old, and finally burst into tears, after which Pavlo Mikolayevich couldn’t bring himself to continue with the punishment.


It was clear that I could expect no support, and I set off for school each day in dread, waiting for the promised unspecified retribution to catch up with me. But Zinaida Iosifovna is in no hurry. Five days go by, a week … I begin to permit myself the hope that the matter will end there, that everything is back to normal, Zinaida Iosifovna simply lost her temper, and she has forgotten all about it. Or maybe she feels that she went a bit too far, and is pretending that nothing has happened: she’s an adult, after all, and is hardly likely to apologise to me, a mere schoolgirl. I comfort myself with such hopes and wishful thinking. And, naturally, the blow comes when I least expect it. It was at an English lesson with a difference: apart from our class, all the school’s teachers of English were in the room, as well as our form teacher Evgenia Mikhailovna (who taught us other subjects), the senior teacher … It was obvious that something unusual was in the offing. For a start, Zinaida Iosifovna launched into a homily, in Russian, about the honour symbolised by a Pioneer’s neck scarf. Then she dragged Marik Kegulikhes into the middle of the room, took up the ends of his ink-stained scarf in her hand, and asked us in English: ‘Look at this Pioneer’s scarf. Is it clean and neat?’


To tell the truth, none of us knows enough English, let alone all the other reasons (Marik is a nice kid) really to understand the question or give a grammatically correct reply. But the top student, a girl called Tanya, raised her hand: ‘No, Kegulikhes’ scarf is not clean and neat.’


To my horror, I see that Tanya is reading her answer off a piece of paper on her desk: that means that the scenario has been worked out and rehearsed in advance, that’s why she speaks so readily and confidently. She doesn’t give a hoot about Marik – this is going to earn her full marks. I guess the nature of Marik’s ‘crime’ not because I understand what Zinaida Iosifovna is saying, but because she points an accusing finger at the purple ink stain on his red Pioneer’s scarf. But Marik isn’t pilloried for long, and is sent back to his desk in disgrace. After that, they set about me. Zinaida Iosifovna’s well-manicured fingers reach towards my scarf.


‘Is this scarf clean and neat? Diamant, what do you say?’


‘Yes!’ retorts my friend Seryozha, and flops back on the bench in relief.


‘I didn’t tell you to sit down!’ says Zinaida Iosifovna sternly. ‘So you say that Ira’s scarf is clean and neat. Now, children, do you think that Ira is a good friend?’ She has switched to Russian, making allowances for the paucity of our English vocabulary.


My classmates respond in Russian: ‘Yes, she’s a good friend!’


I must confess that I am pinning all my hopes on them. Among children, the worst offenders are those who tell tales and are cowardly or greedy. I don’t think I am any of these, and my relations with the others in the class are good. So, of course, my Pioneer organisation will defend me, a Pioneer too, especially if I am finally given a chance to explain myself. But, alas! The question is repeated in English: ‘Is Ira a good friend?’


And the same Tanya responds smartly in English: ‘No, Ira is not a good friend. She did not want to give her classmate Vitya Molodtsov the English textbook!’


I try to protest, to explain … no chance! I haven’t been given permission to speak, so how dare I open my mouth? I am told to keep quiet, and Zinaida Iosifovna, alternately pulling my scarf and then relaxing her hold, starts discoursing, in a mixture of English and Russian, whether this sacred fragment of the Red Banner should be removed from around my neck immediately, or whether I should be given another chance to redeem myself with the assistance of ‘the collective’? I don’t remember much of what happened next, or how long it lasted: when I found myself back at my desk, I could not stop myself from bursting into tears, and sat there crying, my face buried in my folded arms. This proved to be too much for our silent ‘collective’: I was never a crybaby, and this was the first time any of my classmates had seen me in tears. A murmur went round the room, and someone from the back called out in Russian: ‘Zinaida Iosifovna, Ira’s crying!’


‘Never mind, let her cry!’ replied Zinaida Iosifovna regally, and in Russian so that everyone would understand. I don’t know what force it was that catapulted me out to the front of the class and made me declare that I would never attend any of Zinaida Iosifovna’s lessons again, that she was despicable, despicable, despicable! Thank you very much, true Soviet citizen Zinaida Iosifovna (who, as I learned by chance, now lives in New York), that with that single sentence you taught me never to cry again, no matter what. It was you who showed me that there is neither sympathy nor pity for those who weep, that a sadist can experience no greater pleasure than seeing the tears of his victim, that once I had succumbed to weeping, it was for me to bear, and for you to enjoy! Who knows, had it not been for you, would I have been able, later, never to show a tear to anyone again: not to the KGB, not under interrogation, not to my gaolers? Since that day, only those who love me have seen my tears: God, from whom I never asked for anything, and later those people who were closest of all to me. Very few. Three, in fact.


But on that day, as I shot frantically out of the school into the street, I realised that my situation was not good. How could I not attend Zinaida Iosifovna’s lessons if there was no chance of transferring to another school, or even another class? How could I go if she … In other words, it was impossible to attend, and equally impossible to stay away. Had my parents really been aware of what happened, had I been able to explain the extent of my misery to them properly, they would certainly have settled the matter without too much trouble. There were plenty of schools in Odessa. But, snotty-nosed know-all that I was, I no longer expected their help or understanding: they had refused me earlier, so why bother trying again? That winter there was, luckily, more snow than usual, and I ate it by the handful, hoping for tonsilitis, for pneumonia – anything! Injections and medicines were a much more desirable prospect than going back to that school to HER. I lay in bed sick at Grandmother and Grandfather’s place, running a temperature. My parents were kind and loving, they brought me books, kissed me … I felt no resentment towards them, but having lost faith in their omnipotence and fairness, I made no attempt to discuss my troubles with them. But the tonsilitis passed, and the time came to go back to school. It was a Thursday, when we had arithmetic, Russian, Ukrainian, craft and physical education, but no English. But the next day – Friday – meant English, so what was I to do? Luck was with me again: sharp abdominal pains! I tottered over to my grandparents’ place, and my parents came round in the evening. The adults were rather suspicious about my pains, because it was quite clear that I had great hopes that they would allow me to stay away from school. But by evening my temperature had shot up, and I had to be rushed to hospital in an ambulance with acute appendicitis, which called for an immediate operation. Hurrah! I looked so radiant on my way to the operating theatre, that the experienced nurses shook their heads: ‘A bad sign …’


I came round from the anaesthetic and called out feebly, but nobody responded: it was the middle of the night, parents aren’t allowed into the surgical wards, and the nurses are taking a nap. A heavy bag lies over my fresh scar, and sand trickles out of it on to the sheet. In the morning they tell me that this is standard procedure for such an operation, that I will be able to get up in five days’ time, and, if everything goes well, I’ll be going home on the seventh day. As for the sand leaking out of the bag – well, that doesn’t matter, because the bag will be taken off in twenty-four hours’ time. There’s no sense in complaining about the rudeness of the nurses, either, or that they make the ‘mobile’ patients sweep and polish the floor in the ward – they’ll be out soon. There are twenty-five girls in the ward, aged between five and twelve, and we manage to amuse ourselves very well: the ward is a ‘light’ one, for appendectomies. Larisa, who has the bed next to mine, is the quietest of all: she’s from an orphanage, and she’ll be going back there, not to her parents. The nurses are sorry for Larisa, so they don’t yell at her. She’s happier here than at the orphanage, but she will soon have to go back there in any case. Their supervisor at the orphanage has a novel way of punishing the children: beating them is forbidden, so she either smears their tongues with soap, or makes them stand on one spot, holding a stool in their outstretched hands. And there’s nothing they can do but submit. Larisa doesn’t believe that her parents abandoned her: they must have died performing some act of heroism. Or maybe her father works in counter-intelligence and is on some assignment abroad; that would be a state secret, and that’s why nobody can tell her about it. But one day he will come back, get a medal, take her home, and she won’t be an orphan any longer, but a general’s daughter. As for the orphanage supervisor who smeared Larisa’s tongue with soap – well, he’d simply draw his gun and shoot her, and nothing would happen to him because she’s a fascist. That’s what the children call her among themselves. I am two years older than Larisa, and the experience of my extra years makes me doubt such a simple and easy resolution of all her troubles. But I don’t dare voice my misgivings – anyway, what if she’s right? We spend our time planning for that marvellous possibility, and also how, when we are both grown up and beautiful, she will come over in a general’s car to visit me, and we will go driving together. Of course, there is also the possibility that she will be adopted by some really nice people, but her father will eventually turn up anyway … Neither of us knew, at that time, that in order to adopt a child in the Soviet Union, the adopting family must prove that they have thirteen square metres of living space for every member of the family, and who in Odessa has anything even close to that? Generals, perhaps, but not lesser mortals. We hope and believe with all our hearts that maybe, maybe … Larisa draws better than anyone in the ward, and the nurses keep asking her for pictures, which she obligingly draws for them. She draws pictures of ballerinas, nothing else. Because there is nothing more beautiful than ballerinas in the whole wide world. She knows that because the orphanage once went on an outing to the Opera Theatre to see the ballet Cinderella. When Larisa grows up, she is going to be a ballerina, she’s already started teaching herself to dance: it’s a pity she can’t get up for another two days, or she’d show us. Of course, she will be the best ballerina ever, and when she finishes a performance, her father will throw her a bouquet of white roses from the audience …


My English lessons and the despicable Zinaida Iosifovna are a bagatelle by comparison with all this. It looks as though I am a very lucky girl: I have a mother and father, a grandfather and a whole two grandmothers! And to think that only last year I had contemplated running away from home and asking to be taken into a children’s home after I had been told off for something or other! In books, everything is always fine in children’s homes and orphanages, everyone is wonderfully kind and understanding, and the inmates have a happy childhood thanks to the care of the Soviet state. What a fool I had been to believe that!


Larisa, however, is much more practical than I. She doesn’t want to go back to the orphanage, I can’t face the prospect of going back to the ‘Englishwoman’. So, as soon as we are allowed out of bed, we spend as much time as possible in the infectious diseases ward in the hope of catching something that will prolong our stay in the hospital. The children in the infectious diseases ward have all sorts of things: measles, scarlet fever, yellow jaundice, and all in acute form, otherwise they would not have been admitted into the hospital. We enjoyed the risk (what if we should catch something?), we made a host of new friends, we indulged our childish hopes …


They came for us on the same day: my parents for me, someone from the orphanage for Larisa. Putting on my street clothes, I discover a forgotten piece of catapult elastic in the pocket of my jacket. How about that? Nobody has taken it away, and I had been certain that all my clothes would have been searched, because they’re very strict here. But the elastic doesn’t please me as much as it should. It looks as though I have matured considerably over the past week. That evening, hissing through their teeth with annoyance, my parents tried to comb out my hair – my thick, luxuriant braid – which had turned into something akin to a roll of felt during my stay in hospital. In the end they had to give up: there had been nobody to comb my hair in the hospital, and in this instance I could not be blamed, either, because I wasn’t allowed to get up for five days. So they had to cut off the braid completely, an outcome which pleased me inordinately, because I hated the bother of combing and braiding. I don’t know about Larisa, but I was lucky enough to pick up any number of things in the ‘infectious’ ward, with the exception of yellow jaundice. So I managed to stay away from school until mid-April, and after that, restored to health, I simply played truant from school and went down to the sea. By that time of the year the beaches are empty except for ownerless dogs – my friends – for whom I always tried to bring something to eat. It wasn’t much, but they came to know me, and we ran around the slopes and the edge of the water playing games: will the wave catch your feet, or not? My satchel lay abandoned behind a shed, and nobody at school wondered what had become of me, because by now they were accustomed to the thought of me being constantly ill. I felt no pangs of conscience either then or later, trundling along home in the tram after school hours. My head was full of thoughts about spring, and the sea, and poetry – so who wants to think about English lessons? Strangely enough, nobody ever caught me out on these escapades, I got excellent results in the May exams (easy as falling off a log), and I managed to go up into the fourth grade. All that summer, however, I worried about doing English again. On 1st September I learned, to my great relief, that we had a new English teacher, who was young and very nice. I thanked God, though I swear I had not asked Him for any help in this matter!
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In the meantime, Igor was leading a lively existence at school: chemistry, explosions – in short, male pursuits. Girls were of no interest, but the boys engaged in periodic fights for no reason, just to establish the pecking order. The teachers managed, somehow, to keep some degree of control over him, punishing him occasionally as a cautionary measure. The punishment usually took the form of a comment in his report book: every pupil in the Soviet Union has such a book, in which one’s marks for the week are entered, with a space for remarks by the teacher. They must be signed by the parents every week and sometimes the teacher asks the parents to ‘take steps’. This means the pupil gets a hiding. There are parents who don’t beat their children, but in cases of school conflict, many teachers reproach parents at face-to-face meetings for not taking the appropriate action: ‘If it were my son,’ they say, ‘I’d skin him alive for misbehaving like that!’ And so on, to the effect that we all have the same aim – to make a decent human being out of your son/daughter.


So it came to pass that Igor and his chum Sashka had pulled off some stunt that they would have got away with if the best student in the class, fat little Yura, had not tattled to the teacher. Telling tales is encouraged in Soviet schools, and we are always being reminded of the best example of an informer – the legendary Pioneer Pavlik Morozov, whom we are all supposed to emulate. In the 1930s, Pavlik Morozov’s father helped people with documents which would enable them to flee to the city from the starvation of the state collective farm. For this, they needed special permission, and Morozov senior, as chairman of that doomed collective farm, signed releases for the workers. It is said that he also distributed state-owned grain to the starving, and that is a terrible offence in itself – you can’t go around giving away state property, even to people dying of hunger. Pavlik informed against his father, who was shot immediately in accordance with the laws of the time. After that, Pavlik himself was axed to death by the infuriated workers of the collective farm, because they knew that they and their families were doomed, anyway. But in the cities and villages of the Soviet Union they exhorted us, schoolchildren in the 1960s, to be like Pavlik! If you’re an informer, you’re to be commended, if you’re not – then you’re a coward, and have no sense of civic duty! So tattle-mongering there was, but not by the majority: some feeling of inner protest rose against it. Some refrained out of a feeling of solidarity with other children, others because it went against what they were taught at home. I well remember how my father charged me before I started school: ‘Whatever happens, don’t be a telltale!’ Igor was taught the same. But in Yura’s family, clearly, they took a different view.
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