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Introduction


I REMEMBER SITTING NEXT TO A NICE LADY AT SOME FANCY DINNER party telling her about my life in Russia, about my parents, grandparents, then the major tragedy that had transformed my life, about my tumultuous immigration and ending with my scandalous divorce, leaving with two small children my husband of thirteen years for another man; she was fascinated. Wanting to pay me the biggest compliment she could think of, she exclaimed: “You are a strong woman, which is no surprise, seeing how you come from such a long line of strong, powerful women!”


I knew she meant well, and it’s not a good idea to pick fights with nice ladies at dinner parties, so I must have mumbled something reminiscent of gratitude at this. Inside, though, I cringed at her words, because there are few things that I scorn more than the labels “strong woman” or “powerful woman.” I do not consider myself such a woman. Strong women frighten me, because this strength of which they are so proud deprives them of their femininity.


Strong women hide their insecurities underneath their shield of strength, and it is these insecurities that make them vulnerable and therefore human and feminine. Too often, women are forced to become strong, because of either hardship, or great sadness; too often these misfortunes fall upon a woman when she either has no man to love her and protect her, or when she has a man, but he is a useless kind who provides neither love nor protection for her. Men fear strong, formidable women and shy away from them. Yet there are other types of strong women, who despite having quite satisfactory husbands and good lives, are so obsessed with notions of being equal to men in everything, that in the process they end up utterly emasculating their male partners. This is a Western trend, particularly an American one. This new woman announces to her man that she has no need for his strength, the source of his pride for thousands of years, since the dawn of time. She lets him know that he is not needed, for she can do everything on her own. As a result, men become weak, spoiled, and lazy. This goes against their nature, and it is bad for them. Men want to be needed for their power, for their ability to provide security to women. When they are told they are not wanted for that, they acquire other qualities—complacency, softness, appeasement—which these strong, manly women may find attractive. Rigid, confident, lonely, and angry with herself and the world around her, the strong woman marches on through life, fending off foes and always suspicious of friends. A strong woman without a man in her life is not in her natural state, when she must be strong for herself and for the man whose strength she had appropriated. On the other hand, women who have strong and kind men by their side have no need to be strong and therefore rigid, because they do not spend their days fighting for self-protection and security. This is not some outdated wisdom, but an eternal truth, a stubborn fact, which our society is forced to deal with every day. The natural order of things is for men to be strong and for women to be soft; everything else is a compromise that helps women to adjust to life’s viciousness, nastiness, and loneliness. I am not a strong woman, and even though in my life there were many times when I had to act with strength, confidence, and defiance, I did so with resentment because I always felt these qualities devoured my softness, shaving off my femininity.


My life since the day I was born has been defined by one man only. My Father. My creator, the architect of my life, the inventor of my character, my judge, and my true protector. His way of life and the way he understood it made me into the person I am, forcing me to reveal to myself the unfashionable truths about the nature of things.


I grew up in Moscow during the mid-80s. Russia is a profoundly patriarchal society that has held a deeply traditional set of values for more than a thousand years. The Revolution of 1917 upended Russian society, but everything that concerned family values and relations between sexes remained as it had always been, old, traditional, patriarchal. Very briefly, the revolution toyed with the idea of female emancipation and open marriage, but this Western frivolity was soon abolished. The country was devastated by two wars and a revolution in between, the population was destitute, and there were a million orphans. The dictator Josef Stalin decided what Russia needed was stability and a return to old values, where a father was the king, and a wise and capable mother took care of the home, while the young always respected the old, and the legends about the courageous knights fighting for the honor of their graceful maidens were still told. Soviet life was not kind to its women, demanding from them to be laborers, mothers, and wives. The exigencies of social struggle left a woman little time for her children and almost no time for herself. In theory, she was an equal of a man, but in reality she had to work twice as hard, because most Soviet men ended up either killed in wars, jailed, or drunk. So, against this morbid backdrop, Soviet women found solace in tears that darkened their faces and dulled their hearts. They had children more out of duty than out of pleasure; and few families had more than one child. Abortions were widespread because life was hard, because women were not happy, and children were frequently not a source of happiness, but a source of added hardship to many Soviet families.


In silent grief, women continued to labor and stand by their doomed men because this was the Russian way, the way it had always been. Soviet life turned women back into the serfs they had always been, only now they were educated serfs.


And it was partly because of this harsh reality that it was femininity, not feminism, that determined relations between the sexes in Soviet Russia. When it came to things like female wants, needs, and desires, Soviet women were no different from Russian women who lived under the tsar. Both types craved the protection and attention of men, whom they hoped would be smart, brave, strong, and kind, who would smile at them, and caress them from time to time, and occasionally would spoil them with gifts. In return, these women, these creatures made of flesh and desire, were ready to give them their loyalty and even love. A woman wanted to be a lady, a seductress, a temptress, a vixen, not a fighter on barricades. She wanted to give in to her weaknesses and be praised for them, not shamed or scolded, as she was under the Soviet rule, and likewise in the atmosphere of the modern progressive feminist, #MeToo type movements in America and Western Europe.


But even more than the country, it was the family I was born into that determined my place in the society, as well as in my future family, as a persona and as a woman.


When I was thirteen, my secure, well-paced, traditional life in Moscow, where I wanted for nothing, ended when a personal tragedy changed the trajectory of my life forever. And yet, despite all the unplanned experiences I was to live through, no matter what sort of lifestyles I had to adapt to in the future in order to survive, I never became a different person. Stubborn customs of my old country became part of my bone marrow, along with my deeply seated sense of the feminine, not feminist, identity which was defined and given to me by my father.


At the age of fifteen I became an immigrant in America, the country of my father’s dreams and his greatest aspiration for me. I wanted everything my father wanted, and I was ready to accept everything America was to lay at my feet: its vast opportunities, the recklessness of its freedom of speech, the promise of the pursuit of happiness (a concept unknown to a Russian mind), and the acceptance of a society profoundly different from the one that had given birth to me. One of the most difficult things about immigration is compromise. If you want to fit in in America as an immigrant, you must compromise, unless you are a billionaire or a genius. Very few immigrants are. Almost immediately I sensed I was living in a society which zealously believed, or at least wanted to believe, in a myth of sexual egalitarianism. At first, I played along trying to observe and absorb the rules and codes of its conduct. So, I had to fit in by playing the part of a woman who believed in America’s sexual revolution, where women are equal to men in virtually everything, and if they are not yet equal to men, they should strive to become such, and even better. For about thirty years I diligently yet unsuccessfully tried to play the part, until I finally understood how much I resented the role imposed on me by this society. In America I always dated lighthearted, well meaning, egalitarian minded, emasculated American males. I eventually made the mistake of marrying such a man, a good man, but a wrong man. It took me a very long time to admit to myself, that after almost thirty years, I was more of an immigrant than I was when I first came here in 1992, and that my core was forever cemented in this particular Russian state of being, which is more than just culture, tradition, or custom. My old unfriendly land finally spoke to me after years of silence.


Women are different from men physically, and because of that emotionally. Their roles in life and their relationships with one another have been defined by this difference for thousands of years. It is this difference that has contributed to the evolution of civilization as we know it. Men are made stronger so that they can be hunters to provide food for their families, while women are given sexual powers permitting their bodies and their minds to be both feminine and wise. In this way, they tame the brashness of their men, cultivating in them a stronger desire to be better breadwinners and protectors.


My parents had a union of unequals, who completed and complemented one another precisely because they were unequal.


America loves fairness, justice, and equality. It worships principles of egalitarianism in every sphere of its multicultural, yet sensitive and fragile society, frightened by uncomfortable words and unpopular thoughts. A long time ago I too was charmed by these words, but in time I saw they bore no relevance to my irreversibly Russian state of being. I came from the culture of unfairness and inequality, where male/female relationships and their daily lives are not driven by obsessive egalitarianism, but honest laws of nature, which if not interfered with, can sometimes create harmony.
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I.


The Man Who Defined My Everything


MY GRANDPARENTS HEARD THE NEWS OF MY FATHER’S MURDER in New York on the Voice of America in the middle of the night, a couple of hours after they put my younger sister and me to bed. The Voice of America news anchor announced that at four a.m. on June 24, 1990 in New York City, Dr. Arkady Novikov, a physician from Moscow, was fatally wounded by 23-year-old Eric Wilson during an attempted robbery as he shielded his wife, Galina Novikova, from the attacker.


The murder made the news in New York and in Moscow. “Soviet Widow Mourns Doctor Slain in Queens” said the headline in the New York Times.


For the next three weeks, every Soviet newspaper, every radio station, and every TV news program would talk of nothing else, offering updates on the case as soon as they were available. My sister and I, however, were the only two people who knew nothing. I found out much later that when my grandparents first heard from my mother after the murder, she had told them not to tell us anything until she got back.


My parents had been excited to go to America, but my sister and I couldn’t wait for them to come back. It would be like when they came back from Europe a year before, only bigger because, surely, a trip to America was worth five trips to Europe. This summer Papa arranged for my sister and me to stay at the peaceful resort Otradnoye, which means either Joy or Happiness in Russian. The place was located about two hours from Moscow, amidst tall Russian trees and not so tall Russian hills. It was a beautiful place, almost poetic, were it not for other guests of the busy resort. A few long weeks had passed since our parents’ departure for America when we were suddenly told by my grandmother that they were due back a week early. We were ecstatic! It was July 7, a bit rainy, and my wait for their arrival began the moment my sister and I woke up that foggy morning. We waited all day as I kept staring at the clock’s stubborn hands, and I was sure that time had decided to stop for me that day. There were no cell phones, and we were in the country with poor phone connection to the city, so there was no way for us to find out about the status of their flight in case it was delayed. So, I waited nervously and impatiently, when suddenly I was told that they were here, and I ran toward my father’s embrace. My wait was over. I looked for Papa. I was planning to jump into his arms, but I couldn’t see him anywhere. I was gaping at the crowd of strangely familiar people, whose presence was beginning to seem both meaningless and alarming. My mother was wearing one of the flowery dresses I loved so much. She stood there, right in front of me, with her arms wide open in the most unnatural way: they wanted to embrace me, but they were also nervous about something. Her entire body was hesitating. I saw it right away.


“Mama, where is Papa?” I asked. She replied: “He is in America” and then muttered something, or I thought she did. Then she added: “He is in a hospital.” Something dropped within me, and I think I looked at my mother to see the sign of a lie on her face. All mothers lie to hide from their children the ugly realities of life, but my mother had an extra thick blanket of illusions that I was able by now to recognize. I took another look at the people gathered around and they were not strangers, they were my parents’ friends. Their familiar faces looked frozen, helpless, like a decoration or a set of some tasteless play. Almost hoping to hear a lie, I asked my mother: “Is he alive?”


“No,” she answered.


I had asked, and she had told me. I thought she had no right to give me that answer. Never in my whole life had I ever received an answer like that.


I never knew what really stood behind a “no,” or being denied or refused anything. My parents were my endless childhood, they were my fearlessness, and the prism through which life could seem very charming at times. They assured me that the world was magnificent. Of course, I knew that life ended in death, but that would come only at the very, very remote end. My mother’s “no” was perhaps the first completely honest answer she had ever given me, and I saw from the look on her face she wasn’t going to change it for me.


I walked inside the house. In the horror of that moment I saw my glamorous grandmother, star of Soviet showbiz, sitting on a messy coach like a common woman, with her legs spread rather far apart and a cigarette in her thick fingers. She hadn’t touched a cigarette since the war, when they all smoked to appease their hunger and because they might die before the cigarette was through. I knew that there was no one I desired to be consoled by more than her. Strange sounds were coming from her throat. I couldn’t understand whether that was her crying or if it was some other peculiar way of expressing grief. She moved her body back and forth when she was embracing me with her thick, strong arms and commanded me to cry. “Cry, Anuta, cry…” she said, and, in that voice, I heard notes of truth and strength.


My love for my father was absolute. He was my king. And as true kings go, he was neither a good king, nor a bad king, but a great one. He did great things because as a physician he healed people, he saw through their bodies and their minds. I wasn’t just his daughter, but also his collaborator, his confidante. His hopes for me made him demanding toward me, sometimes even unkind, but that did not diminish his greatness. He was a dreamer. As I was growing up in his presence, I was keenly aware of my obsession with him. His own singular living self was the only source of my love for him. I knew who I loved and why I loved. I have always looked at my narcissistic femininity through the prism of his magnificence. He was taken from me so suddenly, so irrationally, and it has marked me for the rest of my life.


Arkady Mikhailovich Novikov was of medium height, with a wiry athletic body. He moved lightly and gracefully. He got his large courageous nose, unruly black hair, and large flappy earlobes from my grandfather. Nearsighted since he was a teenager, he wore large glasses that magnified the effect of his eyes, which were large and brown, inherited from his mother.


He was born in 1942, in Ishim, a remote place in the western part of Siberia, where he had been evacuated with his mother, Anya, and his older brother, Yuri, after Russia was invaded by Nazi Germany. My grandfather, Mikhail Novikov, was serving as a surgeon in the Red Army, operating in makeshift army hospitals under German bombs, until they reached Berlin in 1945. He lost an eye when a bomb went off over the operating tent. The doctors never could get all the fragments out.


My father’s older brother, Yuri, was weak and sickly, perhaps also feeble minded, and died young. No one in the family wanted to talk about that, or about his older sister, Kira, who had died in a terrible accident in the bathtub for which my grandmother Anya blamed herself until the day she died. From time to time, my aunt’s name came up, softly, fluttering like a butterfly. Kira, K-i--r---o---ch—k—a. My grandfather’s one good blue eye would sparkle when he said it. He was a hard man, five years of constant surgery under enemy fire had amputated his sense of sympathy and numbed his tenderness, as it had for many men who fought in that war of wars. Those men returned home to their wives, parents, and children as victors, yet broken by war and humiliated by death. Their families missed them, loved them, and forgave them. They forgave their cruel, prodigal men-soldiers because they were broken and humiliated by war. My Dedushka, what you call your grandfather in Russia, was the patriarch of the entire family. He was well into his seventies, for those times and for that country a very advanced age, but still in excellent health and as feisty as ever. He was an indispensable part of our lives as we were growing up in Moscow.


My father, his youngest and now only child, was his shining star. My father did not choose medicine, it was chosen for him by my forceful Dedushka. In Soviet Russia, there was no career more prestigious or respectable. Although he had not become the surgeon Dedushka had hoped, as he tended to faint at the sight of blood, it turned out his sensitivity made him an inspired diagnostician. My father was a softer, more diplomatic, more sophisticated version of Dedushka, but he did inherit his independent spirit, stubbornness, and uncompromising willpower. These qualities are what it takes for a man to survive in Russia, whose soil is made up of dirty dandelions and trampled bluebells.


On the one hand, doctors were seen as part of the despised intelligentsia elite, but on the other hand they were forgiven that sin, since their skill made them irreplaceable. Because of that, doctors were also seen as part of the proletariat class. “Prestizhno,” they called it, prestige, and this was worth a lot in a country where nobody made any money from their profession. Even if they had to share a toilet with their neighbors, they were still called “Doctor.”


It was the best future available in that time and place, and so my father entered the First Medical School of Moscow. Dedushka badly wanted him to follow in his footsteps and was embarrassed at his fainting spells. The surgery professor, a Red Army colleague of his, made some ugly remarks about his scrawny bespectacled weakling of a son. My father didn’t take it nearly so hard. One of his great skills that eventually brought him fame was listening quietly to his patients’ stories. He had to win their trust and then get accurate answers to his questions. It all began with the way he took out his stethoscope and pressed it to the patient’s body, gently, quietly, patiently; he never forced the answers, but instead simply rephrased the questions, making sure the patient did not know the difference.


When father was younger and Dedushka was stronger, they would bicker often, but as an adult my father was a great comfort to his old father. He took charge of his affairs and made sure he lacked for nothing money could buy. He also hired a housekeeper for him. Even when Dedushka began to slip, becoming increasingly impatient and obstreperous, if still very charming, father was infinitely patient with him, dressed him like a king in Italian suits ordered from tailors abroad, took him everywhere, and paid him the greatest respect.


Dedushka had a terrible bleeding stomach ulcer which frequently flared up painfully, accompanied by severe bleeding. Certain Western medications helped. My father got them through his contacts in the foreign embassies, or through his European friends. He also put him on a very strict diet with very special foods which could only be purchased in those Beryozka stores with the pig-faced guards, where only foreigners or very influential people could go and everything cost a fortune in foreign currency that had to be obtained “on the black market.” I never went to the black market, but my parents knew where it was.


My grandfather was a poor patient, never kept to the strict diet my father prescribed and his ulcer always started bleeding in the middle of the night, whereupon he would summon not the ambulance but his son. I could never allow my father to go out in the middle of the night without me. And so, no matter how late it was, whatever the weather, we got dressed, got into his Volga, and drove across Moscow. When we got there, Dedushka would be in agony, spitting up blood and uttering terrible soldier’s curses. He needed an injection, with an old-style syringe that required sterilization in a metal box carefully placed in a pot of boiling water. The aroma of alcohol, of the boiling water, the medicine, the syringe, gauze pads and cotton wool, all made my head spin with pleasure. I had a proud sense of purpose: I was assisting my doctor father in saving the world, starting with my Dedushka. It was the world at its worst and at its best, with blood, pain, and Red Army style cursing from the patient and a wonderful, cool, wise doctor on the other side.


My grandfather was vehemently opposed to my intimate participation in this type of procedure, unaware, since his back was turned to receive the shot, that I was the one who was giving it to him. My father had taught me how. Whatever we gave him, it worked, and Dedushka would turn sweet again, with his sparky blue eyes and soft white hair, always glad to see his granddaughter. He would shout for Glafira, his maid: “Gla, Gla, our baby girl is hungry! Our boy is looking famished! Where is that pie of yours? What the hell?”


In theory, the Bolshevik revolution was supposed to erase the line between fathers and sons, but somehow with so many fathers dying in the Revolution and the wars, and the replacement of one authoritarian government with another claiming to be its opposite, the gravity of a father’s word still mattered. Socialism also proved strangely unable to eliminate the patronymic; children still carried their father’s name right next to their first name. Arkady Mikhailovich, the son of Mikhail. Both were deeply traditional men, products of the patriarchal society that formed them.


My Dedushka was one of those Russians who simply could not accept anything that was contrary to his will, no matter how obviously logical it might be. So, for the first time, Arkady contradicted his father by deciding not to go into surgery but into a different branch of medicine. He was interested in the branch of medicine known as cardiovascular therapy, and he needed a PhD if he wanted to have a successful career, and not be sent to some remote locale of our vast motherland. But he was a Jew, and all graduate institutions had a quota on Jews, and in the political environment in Russia at the time, even my Dedushka’s status didn’t do him much good.


Russia and Jews. Jews and Revolution. Volumes have been written on it. At the beginning, it appeared as if the Revolution was going to bring hope to the plight of the Russian Jews, whose conditions were intolerable under the tsar. This had reached a fever pitch in the late nineteenth century, when waves of pogroms—violence against the lives and property of Jews sanctioned by church and state—overtook towns, villages, and neighborhoods with mostly Jewish residents and resulted in waves of Russian Jewish immigration to the United States. Jews like Trotsky, Sverdlov, and Zinoviev were at the forefront of the revolution; Lenin himself had Jewish blood on his mother’s side. For the first time in Russian Jewish history, the Jews had come out of their shtetls into the world, and side by side with their seemingly friendly non-Jewish comrades overthrew the cruel hateful tsar.


It was a hopeful moment. The creed of the Revolution was equality for all. Under the Soviet slogan of solidarity, all ethnicities and all races were to be equal, brothers and sisters: Jews, Ukrainians, Russians, Georgians, Kazakhs, Turkmens, Mongols, Kalmyks, and all the rest. Marx had written that religion was the “opium of the masses,” and the new Soviet government undertook to stamp it out. Since there was no God and no religion of any kind (except for communism), then there was no Judaism and no Jews as a religious minority. On the other hand, Jews as an ethnic minority were promised to become equal members of the new Soviet society. From 1917 until about 1948, there was no open persecution and my Dedushka got to go to medical school. Stalin tolerated Jews and even promoted some of them into his inner circle. At the same time, during Stalin’s purges of the 1930s, millions of Jewish and non-Jewish intellectuals and regular people disappeared without a trace.


Stalin turned against the Jews over the state of Israel, even though the Soviet Union voted for the UN partition plan in 1947, and when Israel was founded in 1948, The Soviet Union officially recognized it as an independent state. Initially Stalin was sympathetic, hoping Israel would be a socialist state, but when Israel aligned itself with the United States, he turned against it. When 50,000 Soviet Jews greeted the newly appointed Israeli ambassador Golda Meir shouting: “Am Yisroel Chai!” (“The People of Israel Live!”) and she replied, “Thank you for remaining Jewish!” Stalin turned against his own Jews. He closed the Yiddish theatre and all Jewish cultural institutions. The director of the famous Moscow State Jewish Theatre, a friend of my grandfather’s, died in one of those hit-and-run car accidents that kept befalling enemies of the state.


Official antisemitism was suddenly back. The Soviet passport, which needed to be carried everywhere, identified the bearer by ethnicity: Russian, Ukrainian, Mongol, Georgian, Armenian, or Jewish, on line five of the document. Every teacher had an official list of students’ names and their corresponding ethnicities. People with obviously Semitic last names all had the experience of being told by some clerk in some office that with a name like that there wasn’t a chance.


This is the world that my father was facing in early 1962, as he graduated from medical school and sought to get his PhD. The alternative was to go straight into a residency and start a hands-on medical career, but there was no prestige, no future in doing that. Most PhD candidates had mentors, members of the faculty who advised them on their dissertation: assisted them with research, helped them write. Members of disfavored groups, however, had either to find and pay for their own mentor, or go without.


My father went without. He took a night shift job as a hospital orderly and began to prepare for the dissertation on his own. He was one of the first people in his entire year to defend the dissertation on congenital heart disease and earn his PhD. He was twenty-five years old.


For the next decade, he practiced medicine in one of Moscow’s main hospitals affiliated with the First Medical School, specializing in cardiovascular illnesses. At twenty-six, he was already married to my mother, a young concert pianist. He was very interested in bronchial asthma, and his treatment approach made him famous all over the Soviet Union; people traveled from far and wide to seek his advice.


At that hospital, one of the best in Russia, my father came to loathe the Soviet healthcare system. He saw bureaucracy, inertia, stupidity, lack of resources, and negligence toward patients that was not personal so much as it was systemic. As a doctor, he could make his own decision about how to treat his patients, but again, only to a limited degree. There was always a “suit” reprimanding him for being too autonomous, too entrepreneurial, too independent. My father’s professional manner was serious, yet serene; he spoke to his patients as if they belonged to him personally, he thought of medicine as something that belonged to him.


Officially, of course, like every doctor in the USSR, he worked for the state and drew a modest salary. Fee-for-service medicine was illegal, and even established doctors were afraid to practice it for fear of being prosecuted for the crime of parasitism. The punishment was prison, psychiatric treatments, or most often, a forced-labor camp. My Dedushka, from time to time, took a few private patients, in a very unofficial capacity, as a favor for friends or relatives.


Social parasitism or unemployment (in Russian, tuneyadstvo) was a crime in the new worker’s heaven, where everybody had to be employed by some sort of department or organization. Those who fell out of favor at work and got fired were subject to arrest if they couldn’t get another job right away. This law was often used to intimidate dissidents, who were forced to work menial jobs to stay out of trouble. Forget being in business for yourself, that was a sin against socialism.


Despite the danger, he began to see patients at home, after work, on Saturdays and Sundays. It started with just a few patients a week, then slowly grew to fifteen patients a day. I remember our modest apartment swarming with people almost every day of the week, coughing, sneezing, breathing heavily and nervously, emitting odors acquired on the long train trip. Some talked in loud voices, while others were too timid to ask where the toilet was.


Most of them came to try his asthma treatment; but he was also an excellent specialist in other cardiovascular illnesses. Asthma is characterized by a shortness of breath and is brought on by environmental factors and stress, which was why it was one of the biggest killers in the Soviet Union. My father saw miners, factory workers, people living in polluted areas and in proximity to industrial plants and highways. Many of his patients had been misdiagnosed or mistreated for many years. It fell to him to unravel their cases. He knew what to look for, how to touch a patient’s body, how to ask the right question. My father took only the most severe cases. A typical patient would be a severe asthmatic, with various accompanying illnesses such as diabetes, high blood pressure, and obesity, or a lifetime of smoking. Each consultation lasted around forty-five minutes, sometimes longer. On busy days, he didn’t go to bed until two in the morning.


His method involved a complex combination of various drugs, which needed to be taken in various dosages many different times a day throughout weeks, which then needed to be replaced by other, less strong drugs to lessen side effects, but still substituted by other drugs to keep the effect going. He wrote out the instructions, he read them to the patient, he made the patient read them back to him making sure his directions were understood. The drug therapy was complemented by a specially designed diet, tailored to each patient’s needs. Under my father’s method, his patients usually began to feel better within a week, but they remained under his watch for months and sometimes years. They had to maintain the regimen, which he altered with time, depending on the state of their health. No other doctor in the Soviet Union treated patients like that. A large percentage of my father’s patients who had given up on poor Soviet health care at the same time stayed loyal to Russian folk medicinal cures. They believed in miracles. Their story was always the same: up to ten emergency calls a night, due to repeated asthma attacks in remote areas with no communication, extremely high mortality rate among children and adults, which could have been avoided had paramedics reached those families in time. If people didn’t die, they suffered from deteriorating health, missed school, missed work, broken marriages, infertility. Still, so many of them feared medical progress and science in general. Betrayed by their country’s healthcare system, they desired and trusted the unproven wonders of the occult sciences. When these patients met my father, he initially detected fear and distrust in their eyes when he explained his rational medical treatments. In Russia, thousands of people would rather drink urine in hopes for a cure than adhere to a medical treatment coming from an educated doctor. So, my father despised the system because he knew it was at least partially responsible for people’s agony, for how distrusting they were toward modern science. And yet, through word of mouth, my father, not some shaman in the mountains, so often ended up being those people’s last hope. He made them not afraid of him, and he won their trust. People from some of the most remote regions of the Soviet Union used to learn the name of this wonder doctor who lived in Moscow and saw patients privately, at home, that he was rather young, and that even though he was Jewish and used regular scientific methods, he knew how to heal, and he did no harm.


From an early age, I glued myself to my father’s chair in his study. He never sent me away. Together we saw his patients. I would greet my father when he came home, bring him his slippers. I guess at that time he still worked a few hours at the state hospital, just to satisfy the authorities. Then I would follow him into his study, climb into his chair behind him, and get myself ready to receive his patients. He liked having me there with him and his patients didn’t seem to mind. I would go into the long narrow hallway and announce: “Next, please.” I felt so empowered, so pleased, hoping my voice was pleasant enough for the adoring looks those tired, sick patients gave me; I also hoped I was helpful to my father. I wanted so much to be useful to him. I would perch almost on top of him, my fingers constantly playing with his big flat earlobes as he talked. As soon as school was over, I was back home assisting him. Some of his patients were mathematicians and physicists with Nobel Prizes, who were kind enough to help me with my homework.


At the beginning, we could contain the patients inside the apartment, but with time the line began to stretch onto the staircase and then outside the building and the neighbors began to complain. They threatened to go to the authorities about this shameless flouting of the law. We were living in the Soviet Union, after all, but all he said was: “I would like to see how successful these authorities will be in turning these sick people away. Most of them traveled three days by train to see me, spent most of what they had on the ticket; they sleep at the train station waiting to see me. I am their last hope. These people are not going back.” These same neighbors became my father’s patients, and the authorities came to see the doctor as well, because everyone in Russia had trouble breathing.


Eventually, the list of my father’s patients came to include the most powerful people in Moscow: members of the ruling Politburo, diplomats and ambassadors, heads of neighboring Soviet Socialist republics, bosses of big factories. Americans ask with naïve suspiciousness how he got away with it. The answer, I am afraid, is too simple to believe: they needed him more than he needed them. He was the best in his trade, and those who suffered from those terrible illnesses wanted to be treated by the best. He possessed a certain non-Soviet charm which was curiously irresistible to the rulers of the empire.


The tricky part of Soviet capitalism was asking for money. My father could spend hours with each patient and be the most charming, enticing, lighthearted doctor imaginable, but the minute some timid patient whispered: “Doctor, how much do we owe you?” his response was curt and coarse: “It’s your own decision. I don’t get involved in such matters.” Then he would leave the room, and the discomfited patient would be left looking at me.


Back in those days Soviet people were modest about money. Salaries were limited so as not to allow people to feel free and independent. It was just enough to survive. Most people lived from paycheck to paycheck. The government said money was bad for you, a sin in a country where essential services were provided free of charge: free medicine, free education, free housing. Everything else was simply cheap: transport, food and drink, museums. Yet, somewhere deep in their hearts, together with the shame and discomfort that they felt toward money, they were also in awe of it. Still, on a regular-day basis, even talking about money was considered undignified, and certain dealings in it were illegal. In this way, a visit to the doctor’s was something like a drug deal, something the police might ask you about later. So, when my father left his patients to ponder over the fee, their faces would flush with embarrassment and confusion. My father understood his audience: he knew people needed to pay something for their doctor, otherwise they would not trust him. In the end, each one left what they could, what it was worth to them. In most cases they could not afford much, but others among his patients were mighty rich, and they displayed a fine sense of responsibility in the way they paid. Some left 120 rubles, the entire monthly salary for a lesser doctor; and then there were those who paid him no less than 500 rubles.


At the end of the day, my father would ask me to count the money he had made. My math was not all that good, but he didn’t care. He wanted me to count and not be afraid of money. He was training me in the forbidden science of capitalist economics, to the horror of my mother and our relatives who thought that speaking of money was dirty and unbecoming. I wanted to please him and make him think I was smart. So, I counted his money, and if I got muddled somewhere in the middle, he pretended not to notice. He thanked me, and I was happy. I asked if he thought I was smart, and he told me I was still a very silly girl.


I wanted to be an actress and to be famous like my grandmother Marina. My father thought it silly and superficial of me. Being a doctor, who could help people and make a living anywhere, was the thing to do, especially if we wanted to go to America one day. His vision for me, for us, was very practical. He almost enjoyed telling me how in America all actors waited tables, while waiting a lifetime for a phone call from an agent for that one-in-a-million shot. I kept insisting that I was the exception. He laughed at me.


My father came of age in the period known as the Khrushchev Thaw. After Stalin’s death in 1953, Krushchev acknowledged Stalin’s crimes and released millions of political prisoners from the Gulag. Censorship was relaxed, allowing the publication of Aleksander Solzhenitsyn’s One Day in the Life of Ivan Denisovich. What was not allowed had become permitted, what had lain hidden, canceled, and anathemized, was reborn. There was a renaissance of the arts, as people read again the literature and poetry that had been censored for thirty years, and enjoyed new currents in prose and in poetry, music and film. Voices of such artists as Tarkovsky, Evtushenko, Shostakovich, Akhmatova, were not afraid to expose the country’s false ethics; they spoke of their pain, of human vulnerability, of sanctity of life, and Russia’s obsessive glorification of death.


My father loved poetry and loaded my mind with verses I had no way of understanding. Yes, perhaps, I had a glib understanding of Pushkin or Lermontov, but I was desperately lost when I heard Mayakovski’s uncomfortable rhymes, when he recited to me Akhmatova’s strange, proud verses, or Tzvetaeva’s poems soaking with shamelessness and passion. He read from Pasternak, from Mandelstam and Gumilev, and a host of others whose names are not well known in the West. As soon as I thought I had captured one idea, it escaped from me like some frisky butterfly. My father always told me understanding poetry was not necessary, but feeling it was. Poetry gave him a sense of freedom, which meant everything to him.


Many of my father’s school friends, those freedom-and poetryloving Thaw youngsters, all sobered up when the time came. They got proper jobs with proper wives, and with the exception of those who emigrated to Israel or America, they all turned into proper Homo Sovieticus. They wanted freedom in theory, but they could live without it.


My father couldn’t do that; he challenged the absence of freedom in every way he could. By introducing me to poetry, by reciting it to me, almost insisting that I let it run through the fibers of my body, by making me understand and accept what its duplicity meant, he showed me it was a mechanism through which one could exercise independence of spirit.


My father enveloped me with his thoughts, his ideas, and defended me against the outdated provincial attitudes of some of my loving relatives. He took personal responsibility for my education, deciding when I was six that I was to go to the best school in Moscow, the In-Depth English Language Program School #23. If we were going to America, I had better learn how to speak English. He interviewed the teachers in that school, to see which would best suit my personality and my educational needs. No parent in the Soviet Union dared to handpick teachers for his or her child, that was the height of bourgeois arrogance, a confusion of traditional roles. In the Soviet Union a teacher was an important figure, vested with his authority by the state, commanding the respect of the child and parents whether freely given or not, and above all not to be questioned or argued with. A student could consider himself lucky if he was taught by a wise and sympathetic teacher, but nobody got to go shopping the way my father did. I wasn’t even supposed to be in that school, reserved as it was for the children of the party elite. We didn’t even live in the neighborhood. But my father, with his contacts and his charm, somehow got me in. He wanted the best for me, not only the quality of education, but the sort of people I was surrounded by, who my friends were. It was about my education, my life, my future.


Today I can see that he was right, and I was silly to quarrel with him about the theatre. I would have ended as a used up eastern European bimbo, always at someone’s beck and call, with larger-than-life table-waiting experience, still waiting for that phone to ring.


In today’s America, my father might be criticized for not giving enough respect to his daughter’s dreams, but in Russia, my opinion counted for exactly nothing. My father might have been more sensitive than Dedushka, but he was no less serious about his plan for family success. This plan required his daughter to play a role. He never praised me to my face, but he told my mother about my good memory, about my writing, about my willingness to discuss things. He was raising me to be his successor. We were going to America, and I was going to be a doctor and that was that, but unless I wanted it, unless I chose it freely, this plan would never work. By surrounding me with his gravely ill patients whose helplessness and cluelessness left one feeling both humble and sad, taking me on night expeditions to save our Dedushka or his other patients, he was showing me the joy of his profession.


Years passed, and as my father became even more famous, our family moved to a new apartment in the center of the city at Kutuzovsky Prospect #18. Our new neighborhood was the most fashionable and prestigious in Moscow, where Leonid Brezhnev lived. It was an imperial apartment, five rooms with high ceilings and huge windows off a long, arched hallway. He wanted it very much, for his vision was to build an oasis and live the kind of life that was inconceivable by Soviet standards, in a grand Moscow apartment where he could see his patients and raise his family.


Such was the nature of the Soviet Union that the apartment my father found was a kommunalka with five families sharing a toilet. It was also the nature of the Soviet Union that anything was possible if you had enough money and influence, and he did. Huge bribes had to be paid to any number of officials and nice apartments were secured for all five families, who happily moved out to make way for a nine-month renovation project.


Soviet people typically did not renovate their own apartments or hire tradesmen. There were no stores where you could buy things like plumbing fixtures or floorboards. Every door, windowpane, every light bulb, every switch, tile, can of paint, every basic piece of furniture, and curtains, had to be specially ordered from factories. My father had patients in every sphere of the manufacturing and consumer goods industry. He charmed, bribed, overpaid, and the work went forward.


Our father’s study, where he saw patients, was my favorite, a large hexagonal room with three oversized windows overlooking the magnificent avenue. A wall-to-wall built-in bookshelf was filled with Russian literature, Western literature, medical books in English and in Russian, art books with wonderful pictures. Across, right next to those bright windows, stood a friendly beige sofa complemented by two friendly chairs. Finally, to the left was my father’s desk, and a leather chair for the patient to sit.


The desk was a late nineteenth-century mahogany partners desk with a green leather writing surface, a relic of an older world, painstakingly restored. He bought it in some antique shop in Moscow at a time when no one wanted to buy antique furniture, only to sell their old relatives’ stuff for a few miserable rubles. Its most miraculous feature was the drawers: their quantity, their size, their secret chambers. This was where my father kept his money. One day after he died, I sat at the desk thinking of him, opening and shutting those drawers, inhaling the sweet wooden aroma. I reached deeper inside and felt a couple of thick sturdy envelopes. It was money! We were in such need of it at that moment.


When the apartment was finished, it was the only one of its kind in the city of Moscow, a bourgeois fantasia like you’d see in Paris, or New York. In the USSR, everyone had to be equal, but since everyone else’s standard of living was equally mediocre, everyone had to live in an equally mediocre way. Soviet people’s apartments differed only when it came to their bookshelves; they were the only thing where you could collect as many of as you wanted as long as they were the right kind of books. Even those who had money were not allowed to desire things that had traces of luxury, because wanting things other people didn’t have so as to excite their envy belonged to the realm of capitalist inequity and selfish individualism.


Individualism was a bad word in the USSR, to be an individual went against the Soviet paradigm and was strongly discouraged by the authorities, starting in school. You had to be just like everyone else, because if you were different, you stood out and if you stood out you attracted attention and you quickly learned that was not good for you.


Only the elite were allowed to retain the trappings of imperial Russia and enjoy the luxuries of the decadent West. These were the people in my new neighborhood: members of the Politburo, top ministers, cultural superstars, important scientists. They had regal apartments, dachas in the country with chauffeured cars to take them there, specialty supermarkets, exclusive vacation spots, fancy clubs and restaurants ordinary people couldn’t even enter. This way the system rewarded its most important servants, ensuring their loyalty and devotion.


As a good Soviet, you were not supposed to want to join the elite. You were supposed to wait to be invited. Certainly, a Jewish doctor openly and notoriously engaged in the illegal private practice of medicine down the street from Brezhnev’s apartment had no place in it, but somehow my father turned the Russian paradox inside out. He created for us an oasis of autonomy in the heart of an empire whose only creed was obsession with control over all its citizens. Somehow, none of these stony-faced apparatchiks, who ran the fearsome army and the ten thousand jails, ever objected to having a doctor in the neighborhood. From formidable officials they turned into regular patients, desperate parents of sick children.


Into this beautiful bourgeois apartment came a parade of characters representing all of Russia: peasants in traditional clothes waited alongside the Foreign Minister, forsaken aristocrats rubbed elbows with Nobel Prize winners, mediocre apparatchiks, former political prisoners, policemen, firemen, prostitutes, priests, former political prisoners, movie stars, writers, scientists, teachers, everyone coughing and sneezing and wheezing and often not smelling too good. Sometimes, coming home from school, I would find exhausted patients resting in our beds, strange, sickly children playing with our toys. Sometimes they even ate with us. This was not sympathy, it was empathy; my father felt their physical and emotional despair.


Patients waited in the living room, where the furniture was covered in white sheets. As at the old place, the line continued down the corridor and into the hall, then downstairs into the backyard and the playground. My father saw his first patient at about 9:30 in the morning; his last patient left sometime in the middle of the night, sometimes as late as three in the morning. He took his time with each patient, and many quarrels were had, and friendships made in his waiting room.
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