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  Advance praise for Swimming in the Daylight:




  “A heroic tale of political activism as the determined young student channels her love for Inna into a public campaign to secure her release. . . . Both women posses an unwavering commitment to fight for human dignity. Their spirit triumphs.”




  —Jewish Book World




  “[Lisa Paul] knew Inna Meiman, one of the most interesting members of the human rights community in the 1980s, better than most. This story provides a personal window into that world, and what it took for those who lived in it to survive.”




  —Anne Garrels, Former Senior Foreign Correspondent for National Public Radio




  “To read this most compelling book, is to gain an insight into how the brutal inhumanity of the Soviet system destroyed the lives of many decent people, but could not extinguish their courageous hope.”




  —William G. Miller, former US Ambassador to the Ukraine




  “Deeply touching and profoundly moving. This inspiring account . . . sheds light on the cruelty of the Soviet system—and the compassion of the human heart. What a story!”




  —David Harris, Executive Director, American Jewish Committee




  “Swimming in the Daylight is a human rights success story that will inspire new generations of students to take social action and stand up for the causes they believe in.”




  —Professor Barbara Frey, Director, Human Rights Program, University of Minnesota




  “Swimming in the Daylight reminds us of what was required to make the broader Jewish Emigration Movement succeed.”




  —Joshua Rubenstein, Associate, The Davis Center for Russian and Eurasian Studies, Harvard University




  “Having been an eyewitness to and participant in the Soviet Jews’ struggle for freedom and national identity, I can say that this story is one of the most touching examples of that historical movement.”




  —Aba Taratuta, known as the father of the Leningrad refuseniks




  “Lisa Paul has written a powerful memoir about hope, courage, and faith—the faith that one person’s actions can still make a difference in the world. The lessons of this book are urgently needed today.”




  —Dr. Alan Mittleman, author of Hope in a Democratic Age




  “This is both the story of a mentor, who shows us all how to meet life’s adversities head-on without self-pity, and her student, who learns how to stand up and fight for what she believes in.”




  —Nancy Traver, former Time Magazine Moscow correspondent, 1983–1987




  “The impassioned efforts of an American student to help a Soviet dissident gain the medical assistance she so desperately needed brings a far-away culture infinitely closer and more comprehensible.”




  —Dr. Judith E. Kalb, author of Russia’s Rome: Imperial Visions, Messianic Dreams, 1890–1940




  “This story [is] of vital interest to the same readers who were among the millions of supporters of the Soviet Jewry Movement.”




  —Micah Naftalin, former National Director and CEO of the Union of Councils for Jews in the Former Soviet Union
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  Printed in the United States of America




  To the Soviet dissidents and Jews of the 1970s–’80s


  and all those who fought for their freedom.




  And to Jamie, Catherine, and Ross—


  the beat of my heart.




  In loving memory of my parents,


  Helen Hickey Paul and Jerry Paul.




  Foreword




  Swimming in the Daylight describes the impact of the unique friendship and strong bond between two women. Lisa C. Paul, a Christian American woman, merely intending to spend some time in Moscow during her college years in the mid-1980s, was exposed to the cruel hardships and experiences that Inna Kitrossky-Meiman, a courageous Soviet-Jewish woman, endured.




  Lisa provides the fresh perspective of an outsider on how the struggle of Soviet Jewry went beyond the Soviet borders and was strongly supported within the United States. Understanding the severe medical condition Inna was in and that she had been denied a visa to seek treatment abroad, Lisa gave voice to her “refusenik” friend’s cry for freedom by going on a hunger strike. With this, and her efforts to reach out to US senators and congressmen, she swimming in the daylight showed solidarity with Inna’s plight and focused attention on the larger international, efforts on behalf of Soviet Jewry.




  The touching and very human story of Lisa and Inna’s friendship demonstrates that triumph over oppression is possible when an individual chooses action over indifference. Such individual acts of heroism, which united so many, not only released many Russian Jews, but made the world a better place. This book could not be more inspiring and needed for a contemporary audience whose memories of that era are fading.




  Natan Sharanksy,




  Chairman of the Executive, The Jewish Agency For Israel




  Jerusalem, Israel




  2014-05-01




  May 1, 2014




  

    Hope is the thing with feathers




    That perches in the soul




    And sings the tune




    Without the words




    And never stops at all.




    —Emily Dickinson


  




  PART I




  Moscow




  CHAPTER




  1




  The Barter System




  We all live with the objective of being happy; our lives are all different and yet the same.




  —Anne Frank




  I bought a jar of Nescafé coffee for Andrei Sakharov. I really did. Not that I had any idea when I bought the jar in a foreigner-only store in Moscow that it would end up in his cup 250 miles away in Gorky, a city where Soviet authorities had banished him and his wife, Elena Bonner, four years earlier. Rather, as I stood in line waiting to pay for the Nescafé, all I knew was that it would pay for one Russian-language lesson with my teacher, Inna Kitrosskaya Meiman.




  The day that I brought the two jars of Nescafé to Inna, she smiled and said in a hushed voice, “Oh, excellent, Leeza, I will send one to our friend in Gorky.” Could she actually be referring to the famous Soviet dissident Andrei Sakharov? I wondered, taken aback. While I did not want her to think I was too naive to understand her reference, I had to ask if she actually meant Sakharov.




  Inna, in a manner that seemed ordinary rather than peculiar—and clearly intended to keep “Big Brother” from listening—turned on the television behind her, cranked up the volume, and only then whispered, “Yes, that’s exactly who I mean.”




  Swiftly and deliberately changing the subject, she said, “Let’s begin your lesson.” Returning both the television and her voice to a normal volume, she asked, “Did you prepare your assignment for today?”




  I began taking Russian language lessons from Inna in September 1984, just a few weeks into my second year living in Moscow, where I worked as a nanny for an American family. This was at a time when the Cold War between the United States and the Soviet Union was as chilly as ever. Tense political disputes and confrontations between these two global superpowers and archenemies had raged since the end of World War II, against the backdrop of an ever-escalating nuclear arms race. In such a hostile climate, it was rare for an American college student to actually live in Moscow—even those, like me, who were studying the Russian language and about the Soviet Union. When the opportunity arose for me to work for Joan and Paul Smith in Moscow (Paul ran the Russian office for Caterpillar Tractor Company) as the nanny for their two young daughters, Laura and Kjirsten, I jumped at what I considered a chance of a lifetime.




  The Soviet government did not allow American families living in Moscow to hire local Russians to watch their children. While there had been some progress since the pre-World War II days under Joseph Stalin, when Soviet citizens who engaged in unauthorized contacts with foreigners were actually arrested, imprisoned, and sometimes shot, Soviet officials’ continued distrust of foreigners had not radically changed. The half dozen or so American families in Moscow who had nannies in the early ’80s recruited them through contacts in the States. I heard about the job with the Smiths in my Russian-language class at the University of Minnesota, where Paul studied ten years before I.




  As for meeting Inna, Michelle Lynch—my friend and also a nanny for an American family—gave me her telephone number. She studied with Inna the year before, during my first year in Moscow. Michelle arranged for me to take her place as Inna’s student when she returned to the States in June 1984.




  There was no inherent risk to an American who engaged in contact with a Russian, as long as the purpose of that contact was legal and not anti-Soviet. The Russian, however, faced the definite risk of being watched, questioned, and threatened by the KGB (the Soviet national security agency) for such interactions. Therefore, Americans were necessarily discreet about their contact with Russians, and thus the information Michelle initially gave me about Inna was sparse. I knew that Inna had received her doctoral degree in English education from the Moscow Institute of Foreign Languages and taught there for many years until she was forced to quit her job soon after applying to emigrate from the Soviet Union in 1979. The government denied her a visa, and thus she became a refusenik, Russian slang for someone who had been refused permission by the Soviet government to emigrate. Michelle told me Inna had an operation in October 1983 to remove a tumor on the back of her neck and that she didn’t believe Inna was receiving any additional medical treatment. When I met Inna in late August 1984, she was teaching Russian to a half dozen Americans, including journalists, the wife of an American diplomat, and teachers at the Anglo-American School (the school for children of Americans and other foreigners living in Moscow).




  “Oh, yes, Leeza, I have been expecting your call,” Inna said in a friendly, spirited voice when I contacted her about taking Russian lessons. She asked if I understood Russian and I replied nemnoshko—a little—not wanting to overstate my Russian-language ability and then disappoint her if she took me on as her student. Then Inna, speaking in English, suggested we should meet. “It is important for a teacher to know a student’s ability before teaching an actual lesson,” she explained.




  We agreed to meet at eleven o’clock the following Saturday morning at Inna’s apartment. She said she would be at the Osepenko Street trolley stop waiting for me, a twenty-minute trolley ride from my apartment on Serpukhovsky Boulevard. She began to describe herself, then stopped and said, “Not to worry, Leeza. I will recognize you, an American.”




  I set out to meet Inna on a typical Saturday—my day off. When I woke up just before eight o’clock the girls were already happily watching a Bugs Bunny cartoon on a video sent by their uncle in the States. Laura, who was five years old, had long, fiery, light red hair and a cluster of freckles on each cheek. Kjirsten, older by a year and taller by an inch, had long, golden-wheat blonde hair and as many freckles as her sister. They were sitting together on a recliner like two peas in a pod, eating their Rice Krispies, shipped as part of the family’s grocery order from Denmark.




  After promising Joan and Paul that I would be back that evening to babysit the girls, I caught the number 32 trolley at 10:30. It took me directly north toward the center of the city and into the slender streets of one of Moscow’s oldest districts, Zamoskvorechye, which means “behind the Moscow River.”




  At least a dozen people were standing on the sidewalk when the trolley approached the Osepenko Street stop. At first, I didn’t see a “short woman with dark hair, wearing a black coat and white scarf,” as Inna had described herself, but as I stepped down off the trolley into a slight drizzle, my eyes connected with the sparkling brown eyes of a middle-aged woman who smiled at me and spoke quietly in Russian: “Are you Leeza?”




  “Da,” I replied, saying the easiest word in the Russian language. “Yes.”




  “And I am Inna. It is very nice to meet you.”




  Inna was just an inch or two over five feet and stocky. Her black hair was sprinkled with gray and was short, brushed back off her forehead and in place behind her ears. The damp air created round, ruby-like circles on each side of her wide and square face. She looked pleasant, healthy.




  “Please, follow me. My apartment is just around the corner from here,” she said, turning away from me and walking north on Osepenko Street.




  Short and to the point was the standard routine when meeting a Russian in public. The objective was to blend in and go about your business rather than calling undue attention to yourself, since you never knew whether anyone was watching.




  We crossed a small bridge over a canal and then turned right. Had we continued walking north a few blocks, we would have come to the Moskvoretsky Bridge, which arches over the Moscow River and reaches into the east end of Red Square, which is anchored by St. Basil’s Cathedral.




  As we crossed the street at the middle of the block, Inna spoke for the first time since leaving the trolley stop. She quietly instructed me not to say anything until we were inside her apartment building. Two elderly women sitting on a bench next to the entrance stopped talking and took notice of us as we walked by. I looked straight ahead to avoid making eye contact with them.




  Inside, we took an elevator to the fifth floor and then stepped out into a dim hallway. Her apartment was just to the right. She opened the door and made sure I had followed her in before shutting it behind us. Then she hung up her coat, took mine, and hung it on the hook next to hers. She gave me a pair of slippers as she put on a pair of her own, a gesture with which Russians greeted guests to their home. Just then a man with white wispy hair, who appeared to be much older than Inna, at least in his mid- to late-sixties, walked into the hallway, which was illuminated only by the light of day coming in from an adjoining room.




  “Naum, this is Leeza. She is Michelle’s friend. And Leeza, this is my husband, Naum.”




  “A pleasure to meet you,” he said in English, which he spoke in a choppy, unsure fashion. “How is our Michelle?” His bushy, arched eyebrows moved up into his forehead as he smiled.




  “She is back in Texas and just found a job. She asked me to give you her very best greetings,” I replied. Inna and Naum smiled fondly, as would grandparents hearing news about their granddaughter. As we reminisced about Michelle, I was impressed by all they knew about her and by their obvious affection for her.




  “Naum, Leeza is also a nanny for an American family,” Inna said, changing the subject to me. “Are they diplomats?”




  “No, I work for a businessman,” I answered. This fact seemed of interest to them both.




  “What does he do?” Inna asked.




  “He runs the office for Caterpillar Tractor Company. He and his wife, Joan, are starting their fifth year here. They have two girls, Kjirsten and Laura.”




  We engaged in a few more pleasantries and then Naum reached for his coat, explaining he was going to the market. Naum shook my hand and said, “I look forward to seeing you again.”




  As he shut the door, Inna asked me in Russian, “Are you hungry? Let’s have a bowl of soup. Come, follow me to the kitchen.” I followed her a few feet through the hallway, which was narrowed on one side by floor-to-ceiling shelves packed with books, then a few more feet into the kitchen. A small and narrow room with a door leading out to a balcony, it was pungent with the smell of garlic and cabbage simmering in a soup stock on the stove.




  “Would you like coffee or tea?”




  “Coffee, please,” I replied in Russian, aware she was assessing my ability to speak her language.




  She took bowls and cups from the cupboard and set them on a small table. “Please bring the bread over from the counter and the sour cream from the refrigerator for the soup,” Inna instructed. “Ah, my students like to bring me your American goodies,” she explained as she noticed my eyes watching her scoop two spoonfuls from a jar of Nescafé into a cup. “I have been spoiled by the taste of this coffee. It is so much better than ours.”




  After we both sat down, she commented that I seemed to be very comfortable with my conversational Russian and asked how many years I had been studying the language.




  I told her I had studied a year in college and then attended a summer Russian-language school in Middlebury, Vermont, before I came to Moscow in the fall of 1983.




  “And your Russian accent is also good,” she observed. I often received that compliment from Russians, even when I first arrived in Moscow. Perhaps it was because the melodic sound of the Russian language has always appealed to me. I feel an intuitive cadence whenever I speak it.




  “Do you have any Russian ancestors?” Inna asked.




  “No. My mom is one hundred percent Irish, and my dad is mostly German.”




  “Ah, interesting. Tell me more about yourself, Leeza, such as where you are from, about your family, why you came to Moscow.”




  I told her about my hometown, Appleton, Wisconsin, and about my two sisters and two brothers. Then she asked how old my parents were and if they worked.




  “My father is fifty-five and works as a maintenance mechanic at a technical college and my mother will be fifty-four in October. She works as a teacher’s aide at a high school,” I replied.




  Inna told me that all of her family lived in Moscow—her son, Lev Kitrossky, his wife, Marina, and their two young children; her two brothers; and a sister and her husband and their two children. She was very interested to know the reason I wanted to live in Russia, which was often the subject of fascination for many Russians who I met in Moscow; Inna was no exception.




  I briefly told her the events that had taken place in my life the last three years, beginning with a class my sophomore year of college that sparked my interest to learn all I could about the Soviet Union, and about my studies and travels to Leningrad, Vilnius, Kiev, and Moscow that followed. I explained that I learned about the nanny job in my Russian-language class a year and a half earlier.




  “And here I am,” I smiled.




  “You have been busy,” she exclaimed, then paused for a moment. “So, you have not graduated from college?” she asked.




  “I still have at least one year to go,” I replied, “But obviously I can learn more about the Soviet Union living here than I can in a classroom in Minneapolis. Plus, it’s an adventure.”




  Inna smiled. “Many of my students say they come here for the adventure. This is so funny to me. That is, you Americans consider Moscow an adventure. You can go anywhere in the world—Paris, Italy, Africa. Ah, yes, for you an adventure,” she paused, and then reflected, “with a happy ending. You get to go home.”




  Inna cleared the bowls from the table, offered more coffee, and then took on the more formal tone of a teacher.




  “What are your expectations of our lessons?” she asked.




  I paused for a moment and then said, “I want to improve my reading and writing skills. I’d like to test into at least third-year Russian when I return and maybe even fourth.”




  “So you are a serious student,” Inna observed. I nodded in agreement. Then she handed me a Russian-language textbook and asked me to read a couple of paragraphs aloud. “Go ahead, don’t be nervous,” she said.




  I stumbled midway through the second paragraph, looked up at Inna, and said in English, “I don’t feel confident reading out loud.”




  “But you are doing quite well,” she said encouragingly. “Please continue.”




  After I read a few more minutes and she had sufficient time to evaluate me, she said, “Now, let’s talk about the lessons.” She described her format as follows: begin with reviewing homework, then on to a new lesson and assignment, and end with a discussion of topics of interest. She asked me to come prepared each week. “This is not always true of my American students, because they are so busy and have so many distractions here,” she explained. “But you know it is better for both of us if you review the assigned materials. That way we will not waste our time.”




  I assured her I would prepare for each lesson. Then I asked her about her fees.




  “There are many things money cannot buy for me here. I feel I can ask you because you are young and may not find my request an imposition,” she said. “If and as you are able, I would like you to bring me a bottle of olive oil, which is sold in the Beriozka stores that only you can shop in, Leeza, with your American dollars. It is better for my health to cook with olive oil instead of lard. You can also bring me jars of Nescafé from the Beriozka. This you may consider a frivolous request, but as I told you, I have become accustomed to this coffee.”




  I considered her proposal for a moment, then told her it wouldn’t be a problem for me to bring those items for her. Our barter system agreed upon, we made plans to begin the next Monday afternoon at two o’clock.




  CHAPTER




  2




  The Courier




  Imagine how much good we could accomplish, how much the cause of peace would be served, if more individuals and families from our respective countries could come to know each other in a personal way.




  —President Ronald Reagan, Geneva Summit, 1985




  I lived two lives in Moscow that were completely separate from each other—my “American life” and my “Russian life.” Like all foreigners in Moscow, the Smiths lived in a designated apartment building that was fenced off from the Russian apartments around it. You could only enter the gate after being approved by a Russian militiaman, who guarded the entrance twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week. The official Soviet explanation was that the militiaman was there to protect foreigners who resided in the building from crime—a statement that contradicted the Soviet propaganda that no crime existed in the Soviet workers’ paradise. Everyone knew, however, that the real reason for the fence and guard was to deter Russians from visiting anyone who lived there, as all guests were required to give their name so a record could be made and reported to the appropriate Soviet authorities.




  This was part of the general Soviet policy to restrict its citizens from accessing information from the West. Soviet citizens were not allowed to subscribe to Western publications or radio broadcasts from the West. Thus, programming such as that provided by Voice of America and Radio Free Europe/Radio Liberty were jammed. Foreign mail was also routinely opened, read, and sometimes not delivered. International telephone calls were guaranteed to be monitored.




  My “American life” with the Smiths was comfortable and enjoyable. Their apartment had been remodeled by Caterpillar and contained modern furniture and appliances (washer, dryer, and dishwasher)—all typical in an American apartment but not in the neighboring Russian flats. The Smiths’ residence, actually two Russian apartments combined, was still small by American standards. Even so, I had my own bedroom. My diet consisted of packaged, canned, and preserved American food shipped in from Denmark, supplemented by fresh dairy, produce, and meat that Joan was able to buy at the Beriozka along with whatever might be available at the local bread store or market.




  Best of all, the Smiths treated me like an older sister in the family rather than an employee. I considered myself lucky to work for and live with them. My original plan when I arrived in the beginning of October 1983 was to stay until June or July of 1984. It was Paul’s fourth—and supposedly final—year working for Caterpillar in Moscow. However, in the spring of 1984, Caterpillar asked Paul to stay in Moscow for one more year. I had an ideal situation—a modern apartment in the middle of Moscow where I lived with a great American family and plenty of free time to pursue my own interests—so I told Joan I wanted to stay on with them. They were all happy to have me stay and, with that, I decided to remain in Moscow for another year.




  While my nanny duties were never onerous, the amount of free time I had during my second year was greater than during my first since Joan and Paul were, to put it mildly, burned out. During their four years in Moscow, many Americans and others from the West with whom they had become friends had come and gone. Their energy to meet people and socialize during their fifth and final year was low, and they were often content to stay home and be with the girls.




  My “Russian life” was busy. I spent a lot of time with Daphne—my one friend from the previous year who was still in Moscow. From Amsterdam, Daphne worked as a nanny for a diplomat in the Dutch Embassy. I had introduced her to a group of Russians—Andrei, Volodya, “Uvol” (a pseudonym for “Yuri”), and Natasha, whom I met the year before through my American nanny friend Elizabeth. She was given Andrei’s name and number by a professor of hers, who met him when lecturing at Moscow University in the late 1970s.




  Andrei was in his mid- to late-forties and worked with computers. He always wore a suit coat and tie with pants that never matched the fabric or color of the jacket. His chin and jaw were covered with a beard that crept up chaotically onto his cheeks. He was divorced and lived with his daughter, Anya, who was seventeen. Volodya was in his late twenties, lived with his mother, and was a sickly type. He often complained of cold, allergy, or flu symptoms and discussed in detail the homeopathic “family” remedy he used to treat a specific ailment. Natasha and Uvol, married, were both artists. Uvol had a large build and was close to six and a half feet tall. His face was big and wide and often covered with an ear-to-ear grin. He had a full head of hair, although it was just beginning to recede from his forehead. Natasha, a foot and a half shorter than Uvol, was strikingly attractive. She usually wore her long, full hair loose instead of clipped back and opted for bangs that fell just above her eyelashes. Her Russian nationality was complemented with dark features that would best be described as Middle Eastern. Both Uvol and Natasha were outgoing and good-natured. Natasha’s dream was to be a fashion designer, and she often showed me designs of modern, Western-looking apparel that she had sketched.




  Daphne and I saw this group every couple of weeks, initially at Andrei’s apartment. Andrei had the standard three-room Russian apartment: the first room was the kitchen; the second a bedroom, which was Anya’s; and the third was a room that functioned as a living room, dining room, and at the far end, separated by a bookshelf, Andrei’s bedroom. A large piano occupied part of the “living room,” and an ornate glass chandelier hung from the center of the ceiling, which gave the room a Victorian feel. The walls were covered by paintings, large and small, most done by Andrei’s friends. A typical night at Andrei’s consisted of eating, drinking (usually vodka, wine, or Soviet champagne), talking, laughing, and drinking some more.




  I met several new Russians at the beginning of my second year, courtesy of some of my American friends who, like Michelle and Elizabeth, had returned to the States in the summer of 1984. Because I worked for an American businessman, my mail was routed to the U.S. Commercial Office via the American Embassy in Helsinki, Finland, and then delivered in the diplomatic pouch to Moscow, bypassing Soviet censorship. I became an international mail carrier of sorts—receiving a letter from the States addressed to me with a letter to a Russian inside the envelope, and then calling the Russian addressee from a pay phone to arrange delivery (Americans assumed the telephones in our apartments were bugged by the KGB). Next, I would deliver the letter to the Russian’s apartment, stay for a while to chat, and arrange another meeting to pick up the return letter to send back to the States.




  I traveled around the city with ease—by bus, trolley, and, most often, metro. The Dobryninskaya metro station, which was just two stops southeast of the more centrally located Kievskaya station, was about a half-mile walk from my apartment. It was not unusual for the travel time to my destination to take an hour or more, for it included walking to a metro station, taking the metro, often having to transfer to another line to get to my stop, and then walking from there to the Russian’s apartment. Even though I would occasionally take a taxi home after these visits, I usually opted for taking the less expensive metro, which was clean and safe, even late at night.




  In my role as an international courier, I began to form my own friendships with the Russian addressees. This became especially true of Galya and Vera, who were friends with my American friends Karen and Elizabeth. They had met the year before while walking from a metro station to a soccer game. They asked directions from Galya and Vera, who were initially reluctant to talk to them. They later explained that they had never before spoken to an American. The four quickly hit it off and decided to sit together at the game, and then agreed to meet again and became friends.




  At least a few times a month I visited Galya and Vera at Galya’s apartment, which she shared with her mother, Victoria, and their large standard poodle, Godfrey. Both Galya and Vera were easygoing and of gentle spirit, and so at ease with each other that you might think they were sisters. They looked like they had been cut from the same cloth—each in her early twenties, of petite height and slim frame. They differed, however, in their facial features. Galya’s long and narrow nose dominated her slender face, and her poufy, brownish hair fell just above her shoulders. Vera’s face was oval and her cheeks plump. Her short, black hairstyle could be construed as a tribute to any member of the Beatles at the peak of their career in the 1960s.




  They were both talented artists. Galya had worked in an art studio, but the paint fumes aggravated her asthma and caused her difficulty breathing. She had recently been deemed “disabled” by the government and was granted a monthly pension. As a hobby, she and Vera painted wooden eggs with traditional Russian Orthodox religious scenes. Both women were taking classes (in a room with less fumes or better ventilation than the art studio) to learn how to restore paintings and murals in old churches and buildings.




  My nights with Galya and Vera were usually low-key. At first, it was difficult to communicate because neither of them spoke English, and my Russian was far from fluent. But I relied on my Russian dictionary, worked my way through words I didn’t know, and improved my conversational skills with each visit.




  I was also spending time with Igor, or “Gary,” as he preferred to be called. When Elizabeth gave me his telephone number, she told me he was a black marketer but assured me he would never ask to buy anything from me. At that time, the black market economy was thriving in Moscow. The trading on the market was usually done by young Russian men who hung out at tourist attractions—such as Red Square or the Bolshoi Theater—and bought Levis, Nikes, cigarettes, and Walkmans from foreigners with Soviet rubles. Having acquired these items, they would sell them to Russians for a huge markup, since the demand for such goods was high and the supply low. Western currency was also traded on the black market. Instead of obtaining the official rate of one ruble for one dollar, a black marketer would pay at least five rubles for a dollar, the logic being that items bought with dollars—such as electronics, books, liquor, and clothing at the Beriozka stores—would have greater value when sold to Muscovites for rubles.




  Gary was a handsome nineteen-year-old with black hair cut in such a way that he would have looked completely at home on the cover of a J. Crew catalog. He dressed “American,” as he liked to say—that is, he always wore Levis and usually a white or blue oxford shirt, the fruits of his own trading on the black market. He was very candid about his “work” on the black market the first time I met him and made it clear he would not mix his business with our friendship. That was fine with me, as it was illegal for a foreigner in Moscow to buy or sell items on the black market. He spoke English well enough for us to carry on a decent conversation. He always noticed when I used a slang word, asked me what it meant, and usually carried a piece of paper and pen with him so he could write it down.




  One evening we went to a popular Russian restaurant that served pizza, which might have been the only restaurant in Moscow at the time that did so. Gary was very frustrated because there was a long line to get in. As we waited, he told me how he would design the restaurant if it were his. Then he talked about the food he would serve and the rock music he would play. He told me it was his dream to have his own restaurant someday but doubted it would ever be possible because he lived in a place that was, as he said, “the opposite of capitalism.”




  A full hour later we sat down at the end of a table for six. There was a young couple seated next to us who had finished their dinner and were smoking, drinking wine, and talking. When I commented to Gary that he had become quiet, he looked around and then back at me and said, “It is a Stalin tradition to listen.”




  I asked him to tell me a little about his business, explaining I had heard many different quotes on how much a carton of Marlboro cigarettes could sell for on the black market and asking him how much he charged.




  “I pay twenty-four rubles for carton and sell carton to Russian for forty [at that time equivalent to about fifty U.S. dollars],” he said. “One pack of American cigarettes is very good bribe. You know, bribes are how Russians get things done, how we survive in this godforsaken place.”




  The waitress brought us our bottle of wine, and we each took a sip.




  “It tastes a little watered down,” I observed.




  “I know, I live here,” Gary answered sarcastically. Then he explained, “In this country, we skim off the top. Our waitress opened bottle in kitchen, poured wine out, poured glass of water into bottle, and then gave to us. By the end of the night, she will take bottles home and sell them for whatever she needs, medication or clothes.”




  When we finished our meal and the check came, I offered to help pay. This offended Gary. “The man must pay,” he insisted. He paid the bill, and we left.




  One night, near the end of October, I was invited to Andrei’s and was told that Volodya, Natasha, and Uvol would also be there. When Natasha and Uvol arrived an hour later, Natasha looked upset and as if she had been crying. She immediately told us a babushka, grandmother, who was not related to either of them but lived in one of the two rooms of their apartment, had died the day before. Natasha burst into tears and explained that she had come to know and like the babushka even though it was inconvenient to share their small apartment with her. Then, through her tears, she explained that at least now they could claim the apartment as their own. She paused for a moment, as if imagining it, and then smiled, but only for a moment, saying that she was going to miss the old babushka, and that brought on more tears. The sudden change in her mood and expressions made us all fall into fits of laugher, and brought on extra teasing from Uvol and Andrei.




  It was Uvol and Natasha’s passionate love for each other that broke up her first marriage. Sergei, her first husband, did quite well by Soviet standards. They lived in a three-bedroom apartment with a spacious and well-decorated kitchen. When she married Uvol, she and her son, Kostya, moved into Uvol’s humble room in the apartment he shared with the babushka.




  That explained why I had not been to their apartment previously. It also explained why Natasha did not want to waste any time after the babushka died to invite us all over for a party to celebrate their “inheritance.”




  The festivities were held in the babushka’s room, which was empty except for a collection of furniture in the middle: a small wooden table, a few chairs, and one light stand with a single bulb and no shade. The walls were covered with newspaper, which Uvol explained was put on the wall before a layer of wallpaper, and her room had never made it to the wallpapering stage. Despite the drab decor, the mood was jovial. An abundant supply of wine, champagne, and vodka—which we drank in no particular order—livened things up even more. Natasha, who reveled in her role as hostess, had prepared quite a feast—the classic stolichny salad—chopped boiled eggs, potato cubes, carrots, and pickles, sprinkled with dill and mixed generously with mayonnaise—homemade pastries, kolbasa, and bread.




  I wandered over into the room that Natasha, Uvol, and Kostya shared before the babushka died. It was an average-sized room, eight feet wide by twelve feet long, but a very small habitat for two adults and one child. There was a small refrigerator and desk by the entrance to the room, and, farther in, a couch that doubled as Kostya’s bed. The back third of the room was blocked off by a wood frame partially covered with a blanket; behind it was just enough room for Natasha and Uvol’s bed. Natasha came into the room and told me that she was planning to turn the babushka’s room into Kostya’s room. She also wanted to redecorate the entire apartment, starting with the kitchen—new curtains, a shelf, and yellow paint. Then she said that it would still not be as nice as the one she had with her ex-husband—but it would be all hers!




  Natasha and I returned to the babushka’s room just as Uvol hooked up a record player that looked like one I had as a child. It was set in a small, suitcase-like box that opened up with a turntable on the bottom. Uvol, a big fan of jazz, had a collection of American jazz classics, including Louis Armstrong’s rendition of “What a Wonderful World,” which was his favorite song. To this day, I think of him whenever I hear it. He also had an Eagles album and, throughout the night, we listened repeatedly to such songs as “Take it Easy,” “Tequila Sunrise,” and “Best of My Love.”




  Andrei offered Uvol and Natasha a toast, beginning by solemnly mentioning the deceased babushka, a tribute to her for bringing us together that evening. This caused Natasha to cry. When she composed herself, she took over the toast from Andrei—a bold move since Russian men were typically the designated toast-givers. She made it clear that the toast should only be in honor of the babushka, then raised her glass and asked us all to wish the babushka eternal peace.




  That evening was the beginning of many more at Natasha and Uvol’s. Within a couple of weeks, Kostya had moved into the babushka’s room. Natasha told me he tried to come back into their room a couple of times his first night alone because he was afraid.




  In November, Natasha had to petition the regional housing board to prevent the babushka’s room from being taken by another occupant. As the review on her petition approached, she grew nervous, hoping that she could convince them that her family needed the extra space and wondering if her 100-ruble bribe would be enough. It was. This, of course, was cause for another party, which was held in Natasha and Uvol’s room, which had remained the same as always.




  “Natasha, it must be great to have the apartment all to yourselves,” I commented.




  “Yes, we wonder how we survived before,” she acknowledged. Then she whispered to me, “But I have two thousand rubles saved, and someday I want a three-bedroom apartment near the center of the city.”




  CHAPTER
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  I Wish I Had Your Worries




  Whatever you may say, the body depends on the soul.




  —Nikolai Gogol




  Each weekday morning I was up with the girls by seven o’clock helping Joan with the morning routine—getting the girls dressed, fed, and out the door on time with their backpacks and lunch. Then I would commute to my job at the U.S. Embassy with another American who lived on the floor below and who drove his car to work. The Smiths gave me the green light to get a part-time job during my second year as long as it did not interfere with my obligations to them. In September, I started working Monday through Friday, 9:00 AM to 1:00 PM, as an administrative assistant in the consular office. I helped process applications from Soviet citizens applying for visas to travel to the United States as tourists or for business. The job was not exactly demanding, given the Soviet government’s tight restrictions on permitting its citizens to travel abroad. The section in the office that processed emigration visas was even slower. Jewish emigration, especially, had slowed dramatically at that time—the Soviets had permitted fewer than 1,000 Jews to leave each year since 1980, compared to allowing more than 50,000 in 1979.




  Amid my busy schedule, Mondays with Inna became the place where I slowed down and caught my breath each week. She was always in a pleasant mood and always seemed genuinely interested in how I was and what I had been doing since the last lesson. In those early weeks, I was a diligent student and came prepared for my lessons. The lessons followed the format Inna established when we first met at her apartment: She began by teaching me a rule of Russian grammar, then I read aloud for five minutes or so, and we ended with my favorite part—conversation in Russian about ourselves, our families, and what was happening in the world.




  In no time at all, however, my meetings with Inna came to be about so much more than conjugating a Russian verb or learning the plural form of a noun. From the first time I met her, I was captivated by what she had to say and how she said it. It all seemed so important to me. I made a practice of writing down her expressions and stories. I’d write the first two or three letters of a word she said on the palm of my hand under the table so as not to impose any intrusion on the casual nature of our conversations. Then, once in the stairwell of her building, these simple letters would help trigger a sentence or two that I’d write down on a piece of paper, and this sentence would assist me in writing the full expression or story in my journal that night.




  In the beginning, our discussions were about ordinary things.




  “Leez, do you eat Russian or American here?”




  “American,” I answered.




  “Oh, you eat out of tins,” Inna smiled. She’d obviously had enough American students to know that we stocked our cupboards with food shipped in from the States or Europe.




  One afternoon, as I was putting on a pair of slippers, Inna gasped in amazement. “How do you Americans keep your white socks so white?” she kidded me. Then she earnestly asked, “Do each of you have your own washing machine in your apartment?”




  “Yes, and a dryer,” I answered, as Inna shook her head in amazement.




  “You know, we could never dress our children in such light colors. How could we keep them clean, washing only by hand?”




  “Isn’t this fruit beautiful?” Inna exclaimed another afternoon as she cut me a piece of pineapple. “This is only the second or third time I have seen a pineapple in my life.”




  “Did an American friend bring it for you?”




  “No. Believe it or not, I bought it at the local market today. At first there was no line, because people were not sure what it was, but word spread that it was a tropical fruit. Within minutes a long line formed, and they quickly sold out. I bought one for my son and another for my sister, Olga.”




  She offered me a piece, but I hesitated to accept it. I asked her if she would prefer to share it with Naum. “Oh, no, Leeza, you are here now with me, so let’s enjoy it together.”




  “I wonder what it would be like not to constantly worry about food,” Inna remarked. “What would Russians do with so much free time on their hands? In the villages, the people simply live off of what they themselves grow. The store may have dairy and bread products, but in the winter, even those cannot be depended on. Life in the villages is difficult. A village woman in her forties looks as if she is in her sixties, yet she probably won’t live to be that old.”




  I learned about Inna’s passion for literature during one discussion we had about American and Russian writers. She had several books by one of her favorite poets, Emily Dickinson. She was also a fan of John Cheever. We discussed twentieth-century Russian writers Anna Akhmatova and Boris Pasternak.




  “Do you know Pasternak was awarded the Nobel Prize in Literature for his book Doctor Zhivago? But our government did not allow him to accept it, banned the book, and refused to publish it here. I, myself, do not see the danger of this book. The story is about the Russian Revolution, of course, but it is also a romantic story. Our government considers it dangerous, because it is a realistic story about the Revolution—the fighting and deaths and suffering—not one, like official Soviet literature, that only glorifies it.”




  “I recently watched the movie on the VCR in my apartment,” I told Inna.




  “You are so lucky! We cannot see that film or many others,” she said. Then her eyes lit up as she added, “Ah, but we can read. Of course, I am not referring to the books sold in our stores. I am referring to those we pass among ourselves in an underground system referred to as samizdat. Do you know this word, Leez? It combines two words, ‘self’ and ‘publish.’”




  As soon as the third or fourth lesson, I arrived unprepared, having not been quite able to find time to study. I tried to wing it, but couldn’t really pull it off, so I confessed, “I’m sorry Inna, but I haven’t had any time to myself, and when I did, I was too tired to study. I even feel too tired to speak Russian today. Maybe it would be better if I just came back next Monday.”




  “You do not have to leave. We can review this material next week. Let’s just talk.”




  She asked me questions about my childhood and my education. I told her I went to a Catholic grade school and then to a public junior high and high school.




  “Oh, yes, Irish Catholic, because of your mom,” she commented, remembering that my mother was of Irish descent.




  “My parents are Jewish, so, of course, so am I, although I do not consider myself a religious person. But my son, Lev, is. He started to study Hebrew after our requests for visas to emigrate were denied. As a result, he became very interested in Judaism and he and his wife are religious.”




  She asked me what the biggest problem my family had when I was growing up. I thought for a while, and finally answered, “Money, or rather lack of.”




  “Really? Money seems to be such a problem for Americans.”




  “My dad was a printer for a small print shop,” I explained. “He also worked a couple of nights a week as a bartender, and, with both incomes, he made just enough to cover the basic bills: utilities, the mortgage, car payments.”




  I told her about a trip our family took the summer before I started third grade. My parents rented a camper and hitched it up to our station wagon, and we drove to Washington, D.C. The first night, my brothers and sisters and I slept in the back of the wagon, while my dad drove as far as he could before stopping to sleep at a rest stop for a few hours.




  “We stopped in Pennsylvania and stayed a few days with a friend of my dad’s from the Navy. When we finally got to D.C., we camped about thirty minutes outside the city and drove in each day to see the sights. When I was older, I learned that my parents had not saved money for this trip. They simply cashed my dad’s paycheck on the Friday we left and let the bills wait until we returned.”




  “Did you have a house?”




  “Yes. We have a two-story, four-bedroom house. My parents live there now with my younger brother, Tom. They have a nice-sized backyard, with a big apple tree with a tree house in it.”




  “What was your biggest problem growing up?” I asked Inna.




  “Food and shelter. I was born in 1932. My brothers, sister, and parents had a single room in an apartment that we shared with five other families, maybe as many as forty people, so you can imagine how crowded the little space that we had was. My sister and I shared one bed. My brothers were next to us in another bed, and my parents slept at the far end of the room behind a curtain. A table was designated in the kitchen for each family, and there was a scheduled time for my mother to cook on two burners on the stove. There was only one bathroom in the apartment, and Saturday morning was our scheduled time to use it for bathing. Each family had their own washbasin hanging on the wall, and my father would take it down, put it in the tub, fill it with water, and then give us each our turn.
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