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      Stalin’s Mustache


      in homage to Osip Mandelstam


      In Warsaw near the Tomb


      of the Unknown Soldier,


      in a treeless square,


      there used to scowl a statue


      of Feliks Dzierżyński,


      founder of the CheKa,


      the Bolshevik Secret Police.


      His nickname was “Bloody Felek.”


      Before the unveiling,


      someone managed to paint


      the statue’s hands blood-red.


      When the string was pulled,


      the dignitaries gasped:


      the blood of his victims


      seemed to drip


      from Bloody Felek’s hands.


      The speaker on the podium


      began to stammer.


      The military band


      struck up, then stopped; 


      feebly began again.


      To the stuttering tuba,


      the string was pulled back.


      Fifty years later, ten thousand


      people jammed the square


      to watch the demolition


      of a monument to a mass murderer.


      *


      My cousin Ewa tells the tale


      of yet another fallen icon:


      a giant statue of Stalin,


      the largest in the world.


      Taller than the Statue of Liberty,


      the dictator stained the sky


      at the joining of two great rivers:


      the Volga and the Don—


      his “sneer of cold command”


      staring down the starving


      Ukraine. The ten-story


      pedestal still stands.


      Stalin was toppled into the water—


      shallow enough, they say,


      that from the cruise boats one can see


      his colossal face.


      Ewa was on one of those boats:


      “From where I stood,


      I only caught a glimpse


      of Stalin’s mustache.”


      She giggles. She must have told


      this story countless times.


      We sit around the table smiling,


      sipping home-made hawthorn wine.


      Stalin’s mustache.


      The empty


      pedestal still stands.


      —Ioanna Warwick
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      Exile


      After sprinkling alcohol on the British sergeant’s left ear to singe the unsightly sprouting hairs, the barber Avraham Bahar ignited the liquid just as two men in long overcoats and black fedoras burst into the shop, pulled out machine pistols, fired, and fled, but not before one of them shouted, “Death to foreigners!”


      From the force of the shots, the barber’s chair slowly turned, though the sergeant remained motionless. As the red spot on the barbering cape rapidly blossomed into blood, Avraham removed it and grew faint. A gaping hole exposed the man’s slippery intestines, which slowly oozed, like eels, through the gore and down his legs. When the bloody snakes ran into the sergeant’s shoes, Avraham puked.


      Avraham, having never before witnessed death, staggered to the front door and cried into the rain for help. Minutes later, he heard the wailing siren of an ambulance. The gendarmerie and medical attendants pushed through a crowd of the curious. As the police interrogated him, an agitated Avraham walked backward and forward repeating, “Vey iz mir” (Woe is me). Could he identify the men? Why was the sergeant alone in the shop? Where were the other barbers?


      “I can tell you,” said the investigating officer, “it looks suspicious to me. You and Sergeant Jenkins by yourselves. Two unidentified men riddle the sergeant and leave you untouched. It smells like a setup.”


      By the time the police left, with the admonition that Avraham be available for further questioning, the barber had already begun his characteristic parsing of words. His mother, a literature teacher, had taught him that both letters and life require close reading. Had his aunt not read the meaning of a priest’s muttering at a café, his family would not have escaped the Kishinev pogrom of 1903—a time when the clergy incited mobs to kill Jews. On her advice, Mr. Bahar had bribed a Greek tailor to hide them in the event of a riot. Avraham and his family had escaped harm and emigrated to Tirana, where they resettled and changed their name in the hope of living free of anti-Semitism. But that was twenty-eight years ago, when Avraham was eighteen.


      But now Avraham had to face a new reality: “Death to foreigners.” The absence of the word “the,” as in “the foreigners,” meant the assassins wanted all non-Albanians out of the country, not just the British. His parents had openly spoken Russian and readily admitted that they had emigrated from Kishinev. And what of the police officer’s words, which all but accused him of engaging in a setup? “It looks more than a bit suspicious to me.” And the initial phrase, “I can tell you,” emphasized the point that the officer had no doubts about the killers’ accomplice. And don’t forget the accusatory diction, Avraham told himself. The word “riddled” he wouldn’t even begin to fractionate.


      The next day, as he followed his usual path to work through the bazaar, with its maze of cobbled, crooked streets, he was stopped at a roadblock by two Albanian soldiers in poorly fitting uniforms and unpolished leather boots. Groups of women dressed from head to toe in black burqas, with narrow eye slits, squatted by a wall, their embroideries spread out before them on inexpensive Turkish rugs, while across the way sat a chaos of other vendors, selling charcoal, vegetables, chickens, eggs, fruit, firewood, pots, trinkets, baskets, and rope. The only unveiled women were dark-skinned Gypsies, who were reading fortunes and using short-handled brooms to sweep up the market refuse. Off to one side, under a porch roof, moneylenders haggled over percentages. All across this city of thirty-two thousand people, the government, determined to catch the assassins, had posted descriptions of the killers and put up roadblocks.


      “Your papers!” demanded one of the soldiers, folding his arms and slyly holding out a hand to indicate that baksheesh would do as well.


      Avraham shook his head in despair. Reaching for his papers, he remarked, “I can remember when people doffed their caps at one another. Now they ask them for identification—or bribes.”


      “Idiot!” said the second soldier. “We are merely collecting for the poor.”


      “Preventing poverty with charity,” Avraham remarked, “is as effective as making a bullet out of shit.”


      The blow to the nose happened so quickly that Avraham never saw the soldier swing the butt of his rifle. Kneeling on the ground, he wiped the blood from his face. In the distance, he could hear one of the soldiers laughing and repeating, “A bullet out of shit.”


      Two days later, he paid the groundskeeper of the Jewish cemetery a large sum to have his parents’ plots cared for in perpetuity. In front of their marble stones, he silently spoke to them, occasionally reaching down to remove an offending weed. As he read the dates of their deaths, Esther Bahar, 1929, Isaac Bahar, 1927, he remembered attending one of his mother’s classes in Tirana, where she taught both Russian and English, and his father giving Turkish haircuts to men of every nationality: Muslims, Christians, and Jews. He consoled himself knowing that in exile he would be taking with him sacred memories and, of course, his handsomely painted matryoshka doll, the one that his mother had given him on his sixth birthday, the one that told Pushkin’s fairy tale of Ruslan and Liudmila. Avraham’s mother had used the nested doll to teach him that most great writers, even the incomparable Shakespeare, root their tales in a family. By exploring how parents and children relate to one another and how their travails affect other family members, even outsiders, writers create a nested fiction.


      On his way home from the cemetery, he felt the weight of his impending departure: whether to remain in Albania or leave for Russia. The comforts of his house would be hard to forsake—a bath and a kitchen range, a sitting room and a fireplace—even though a poor draft allowed smoke to befog the house and drive the scorpions from their hiding places. But at least he could afford the price of wood; these days, not many could. Best of all, the house had a large garden, enclosed by a high brick wall, and dozens of trees: walnut, cherry, plum, fig, and thorn. He likened gardening, his passion, to barbering. Both required pruning and trimming, clipping and cutting, and a sense of shape and design. Some trees leafed low, some high, just as he shaved some sideburns above the ears, some below.


      In the Jewish quarter, Avraham had heard whispers that a single silver candlestick could buy passage to Skopje, where fellow congregants would hide a person until it was safe to cross into Rumania, then Moldavia, and finally Ukraine, where a new society, a democratic one, had begun to take shape. When he had first shared his thoughts of emigrating with Rubin Bélawitz, his rotund childhood confidant and a woodcarver, Rubin had cut him short.


      “The Tsar may have been deposed, but Russia’s no paradise. If you think so, you’re dreaming. You know the adage: ‘Ivan will always be Ivan.’”


      Avraham had replied by mentioning some of the Jews in the new Soviet government: Kaganovich, Kamenev, Litvinov, Mekhlis, Pauker, Radek, Sverdlov, Trotsky, Uritsky, Yakolev, Zinoviev. Was their presence not a portent of a new order, one without religious hatred? At least in Russia, a Jew could live safely.


      “If the country’s so wonderful, why do all the different nationalities, including the Jews, want to speak their own language? They should all be glad to speak the same tongue. It’s just lucky for you that you know how to speak it—and Yiddish.”


      “We are dying here, Rubin. Albania is dying.”


      For many days after the grisly murder, Avraham ruefully looked out the front window of his barbershop, the same one his father had opened in the shadow of a mosque. At that moment, the muezzin’s voice sounded, calling the faithful to prayer, and Avraham recalled the old Muslim aristocracy demanding perfect pruning and perfume for their finely fashioned beards. But that was before the worldwide depression had put an end to silk robes and imported cigarettes and a costumed palace guard, a time before the Albanian government of King Ahmet Bey Zog was forced to import grain from Fascist Italy and dance to Mussolini’s tunes. The fancy carriages and plumed horses that used to sound a merry tune as they passed down the streets had disappeared into the vortex of European bankruptcy. Handsome homes had fallen into disrepair, gardens gone to seed. Even the professors and poets who would sit in the barbershop quoting from journals and exchanging literary ideas had disappeared. So too the gazettes featuring serialized literary novels, now replaced with patriotic stories extolling the impoverished homeland. The barbershop no longer rang with the political arguments among Greeks, Russians, Armenians, Serbs, Mingrelians, Azerians, and Kurds who would huddle around the charcoal burner, sipping Turkish tea, and weigh the virtues of independence or confederation. All gone. Now the barber chairs and benches stood empty, gaunt auguries of the future.


      Avraham had but one naches (joy) as he stared at the wind-tossed trash and watched two men fighting over the carcass of a dead cat. Thank god that his parents had not lived to witness these troubled times: Fascism in Italy, Nazis in Germany, the Balkans in turmoil, crushing debt in Albania, and the attempt the year before in Vienna on King Zog’s life. Little wonder that people of all faiths were fleeing, the roads clogged with wagons and carts. The newspapers were saying that planes would no longer take bookings and that Greece and Macedonia, unable to handle the mass exodus, had sent troops to seal their borders. It could be only a matter of time until Albania stopped issuing emigration visas.


      Should he leave or should he stay? Tirana was home to his parents’ graves, to his friends, like dear Rubin Bélawitz, to his barbershop, his house and trees, his memories. King Zog was a liberal monarch, well aware of the danger Italy posed. Political disruptions were fugacious; they came and went. Perhaps this one would also blow over, in which case why quit the country? The familiar streets of Tirana were as much a part of him as his own limbs. Here he could see dancing dervishes, sheep slaughtered in the squares for the Bajram feast, turbaned Muslim priests, and bearded Christian bishops. Tirana had airmail and passenger service, electric lights, military and civil hospitals, and traditional bakeries that still prepared his favorite bread dough, Valya, in the old-fashioned way: thin, coated with paprika and olive oil, and then shaped into a circle and baked. He had often brought his neighbors Valya bread to repay their many kindnesses. To leave such people and this city was tantamount to amputating a limb.


      On the other hand, Tirana had no sewer lines or water pipes, no buses or trams, no railways. Roads were generally deep-worn tracks that became muddy ditches in the rain. Half-naked beggars constantly pulled at one’s sleeves; fanatical Sunni Turks conspired in cafés and swore allegiance to the sultan; corruption was rampant; eligible Jewish women were in short supply. And, perhaps worst of all, he feared that the freedoms he enjoyed as a Jew would be lost under Fascism.


      Assiduously studying the newspapers and questioning his every customer, he worried that if he remained too long, he might lose the chance to leave. Like a spiritual accountant, he totted up and weighed all his outstanding moral debts and loans and collateral and promissory notes and good intentions, met and unmet. As so often happens, his decision came not from a careful reading of his human balance sheet, but from events beyond his control. When he saw Albanian brown shirts marching in the street and read Mussolini’s demands that Albania pay for its debts to Italy by granting Il Duce control of the sugar, telegraph, and electrical monopolies, and that King Zog make the teaching of the Italian language compulsory in all schools, he lost all his parsing reservations and decided to flee before all the borders closed and checkpoints appeared on the roads leading in and out of major towns.


      To purchase his escape, Avraham sold his barbering equipment at a loss to a competitor on the other side of Tirana. His shop was purchased by a Tajik barber who attended the neighboring mosque. Well known for his haggling, the man pursued a simple strategy: he stated his price and then fell silent. In the end, Avraham received half of what he had asked for. His last painful task was to say goodbye to Rubin. They agreed to have dinner at the Juvenilja restaurant on Avraham’s last night in Tirana. Fortunately neither man, unlike their parents, observed the dietary laws, because Rubin suggested a main course of kukurec, stuffed sheep’s intestines, dipped in yogurt and red wine, followed by a salad of roasted red peppers, onions, and toasted walnuts. At first, Avraham’s broken nose sustained the conversation. But then Rubin, wishing to make light of that unfortunate subject, tried another tack. “Do you remember our camping trips in the Dajti Mountains? Such wonderful days!”


      “When it didn’t rain.”


      “Who noticed? We made a fire and played cards and talked about which girls we had and we hadn’t. And no matter how many times you tried, you could never persuade Dominika.”


      “True,” said Avraham, fondling the corner of his napkin.


      “Such a dark-haired temptress. Now she’s married to a farmer.”


      “Marta, remember her?” He paused. “I thought I loved her.”


      “Did she ever answer your letters?”


      “Never,” he sighed.


      “Just as well. She was too religious for your tastes.”


      “My tastes?” He held up the palms of his hands. “What are they? How does anyone know himself? Our heads always get in the way.”


      Through the restaurant window, they observed in the distance fractured lightning marbling the darkness.


      “Albania is black,” Avraham remarked, “but in Russia a new day is dawning.”


      Scoffing, Rubin said, “I don’t believe in omens.”


      “I’m no political philosopher, Rubin, but from the reading I’ve done, I really think the measure of a government is not how well it treats the powerful but rather the weak.”


      “Avraham, tell me. Who are these weak you cry over: thieving Gypsies and Muslims with four wives and fifteen children?”


      “No,” Avraham sadly replied, “most of the people.”


      Rubin shook his head skeptically. Avraham looked at Rubin’s fat cheeks and thought that he had never wanted for a meal.


      “You can’t name a dozen.”


      “The crippled, the paralyzed, the limbless, the blind, the beggars, the hungry, the out of work, the stateless refugees, the dispossessed, the Christians, the Jews . . .”


      “Genug (Enough)! That’s twelve. In other words, you’re mostly talking about the sick and the poor.”


      “Which is most of the world.”


      “No government can solve the problem of hunger.”


      “Socialism?”


      “Even if you could persuade people to share—and I don’t believe you can—there are only so many steaks, so many houses, so many jobs.” He laughed censoriously. “Even just so much caviar.”


      Avraham studied the fading light. The lightning had ceased, and the moon sat on a ridge, as if resting before rising. To lighten the weight of parting, Rubin manufactured a chuckle and said:


      “You mentioned our camping trips. Do you remember our lying on the ground and imagining that above us, somewhere in that starry plenitude, planets existed where people lived the Law?”


      Rubin wiped his mouth with the napkin and slapped the table. “When Hillel said, ‘What is hateful to you, do not do to your neighbor. This is the whole Torah; all the rest is commentary,’ he was stating the Golden Rule. A dream it is. You notice, don’t you, he left out all the difficult parts, the commentary.”


      With more hope than assurance, Avraham responded, “Where I’m going is a better world.”


      “Such a place exists only in words.”


      Eventually theirs faltered, a sign that it was time to part. Rubin insisted on paying for the meal, but before leaving the table, he touched his friend on the hand and said:


      “I have a gift for you.”


      He handed Avraham a small package.


      Rubin watched intently as Avraham untied the string and opened a teakwood box, revealing a hand-carved razor that Rubin had fashioned.


      “It’s a copy of my favorite . . .”


      Rubin interjected, “Same color, same length, same turquoise facing.” He added proudly, “A perfect replica, even to the raised edge that looks like a closed blade.”


      “It’s a work of art.”


      “Feel the finish . . . like your own razor. See for yourself.”


      Avraham turned the carving over and over, admiring its exactitude. His smile indicated pleasure but also mystification.


      “Yes, I know, you’re thinking what can I do with this wood carving. I could say treat it as a knickknack or display it in your barbershop.” He shyly looked at his hands. “I just wanted to give you something that would remind you of Tirana . . . and me.”


      “But I have nothing for you.”


      “You’ve given me years of friendship.”


      “If you keep talking this way, Rubin . . .” He choked on the words.


      * * *


      At the Lana River, where the bullfrogs filled the still darkness of summer nights, they embraced and parted. Rubin, sick with sorrow, slunk across the bridge, remembering how Avraham used to make loneliness strange with his presence. But Avraham was now persuaded that survival eclipsed friendship. He unlocked his front door, packed two cane baskets, one with food, the other with his barbering equipment and personal items, like the nested doll he had removed from his shop. In his bathroom mirror, he studied his collapsed nose bridge. His was no longer the handsome face and Roman visage that an Italian client had once compared to Vatican canvases, perhaps because of his Mediterranean coloring and the sensuous full lips he had inherited from his mother. From his father he owed his soft-spokenness, strong hands, and long narrow fingers. His sharp facial features were accentuated by high cheekbones and a narrow chin. Having always wished to stand six feet tall, he had missed the mark by three inches. Besides his broken nose, he bore other signs of wear: a thinning hairline and legs with prominent varicose veins, a barber’s bane.


      He made it a point to leave his small house unlocked, for beggars to bed there. Wending his way along the cobblestone alleys in the wretched precincts of the Gypsy village, from which the government drew its hamals (blacksmiths) and Gypsy men to execute stray dogs and cart away rubbish, he was stopped by a woman who begged a penny to read his palm. A small charcoal brazier glowed in the dark, casting a copper light across her uneven features and dark eyes. With his future in mind, the barber dug out a coin and seated himself on her rug. In the cold night, the Gypsy’s words left him bewildered.


      “Beware the man who wants his face


      Visible in every place.


      The devil has just one intent,


      To change the world to excrement.


      Goodness has a thousand cares,


      And can’t escape the Hydra’s stares.”


      * * *


      When he entered the Dajti Mountains, east of Tirana, he wore on his back his whole store of clothes: three shirts, two pairs of pants, a heavy sheepskin jacket and mittens, a woolen cap with earflaps, and a muffler that his mother had knit. From his innumerable walks in these woods, many of the paths were as familiar as Tirana’s streets and buildings, as were the mountain eagles and hawks, roosting in the trees, and the black woodpeckers, beating their recognizable rat-a-tat-tat. Here resided the real soul of Albania: the beech trees and Eve’s Edenic song issuing from the rictuses of birds.


      He had taken the precaution of wearing galoshes, knowing that underfoot the ground would be wet from the frequent rains. Soon the forest floor would be blanketed with snow, and each morning would reveal the footprints of hares and otters and wolves, to say nothing of the numerous bird tracks. As he walked, he looked behind him to see if he was leaving tracks. But the falling leaves and light rain erased the marks of his presence as soon as he passed. A life, he thought, was no different. As the religious texts say, we are only passing from one world to the next. Why, he mused, are some people remembered and others not? Through countless years of evolution, the different species had learned to survive by refining memory, remembering their enemies and avoiding pitfalls, like quicksand and sticky amber. And yet, he often heard people say that to survive, one must learn to forget; that the remembrance of pain past can kill. So who was right? He voted with those who celebrated memory, a form of bearing witness, without which he deemed progress impossible.


      He had been told to move only at night and sleep during the day. More than once he was awakened by curious animals led to his scent. Eventually, he made his way southeast from Tirana to the rutted road leading to Bitola. From a hilly vantage point in the woods, he could see the border and guards turning back emigrants. The barber would have to bribe not only the Albanian sentries but also the Macedonian ones, whom he could see at a checkpoint down the road. His first impulse was to follow the barbed-wire border fence into the forest and crawl under the divide undetected; but he remembered that land mines had been planted to deter political adventurers. Several hours expired before he saw a means to escape. An itinerant cook, harnessed like a donkey, dragged behind him a two-wheeled cart. The cook had not yet reached a point at which he could be seen by the guards. Avraham scooted down the hill and asked the man if he might join him. The presence of a barber might prove especially profitable, one person preparing a meal for the soldiers, the other cutting their hair. When the cook paused, Avraham gave him a lek, worth a hundred qintars.


      “Have you a government pass to be in the area?” asked the peddler. “It’s off-limits to those without a license.”


      From one of his cane baskets, Avraham removed a framed photograph of himself and an aide of King Zog’s, whom he’d barbered. “Will this do?”


      The peddler stared at the picture, wiped his nose on his arm, and said. “Come on.”


      At the border, the two guards, awed by Avraham’s picture bearing a flourishing signature, vied to be the first to have his ear hairs singed. Delighted with the results, they urged him to travel down the road to the Macedonian checkpoint, where their counterparts, friends from the old days of open borders, would have the pleasure of the barber’s pyrotechnics. And so it was that Avraham passed from one group to the next on the wings of his wondrous barbering, waving goodbye to cook and country.


      From Macedonia, he traveled to Moldavia or, to be exact, the Moldavian Autonomous Soviet Socialist Republic, where the local Jewish population advised him to continue east until he arrived in the pale. Moldavia, they said, harbored only criminals and corrupt government officials who would steal your toenails if they could market them. During his trek, he supported himself with stops in dozens of villages, exchanging barbering for a bed. In November 1931, still on the road, he arrived at a train station occupied by hundreds of Soviet military personnel. Here was an ideal place to pick up a few extra coins. Most of the men needed a shave, and with the train temporarily stalled on its way to northern Caucasia and Ukraine, a modest bribe to the stationmaster enabled Avraham to use the primus stove to boil water, and use the waiting room for his shop. When the train was ready to depart, the Soviet troops pressed him to join them, at least as far as Ukraine. His indecision moved them to describe the beautiful landscape, drawing on quotations from Lermontov and Tolstoy.


      Through his train window he watched the great steppes, as the famed prairies of grain turned russet in the autumn light and gray in the morning fogs. Although his command of Russian diction and nuance fell short of his parents’, he knew that the oft-repeated word “kulak” was being used pejoratively. What did it mean? By the end of the first day, he had made the acquaintance of a young Jewish soldier, with whom he conversed in Russian and Yiddish.


      “Kulak,” breathed the boy, “I doubt even Stalin could define it. Generally, the word refers to rich farmers who lend money, employ peasants for pennies, buy and sell, and refuse to let the government confiscate their grain and animals in exchange for foreign currency.” The boy paused. Someone passed. “They hide or destroy their possessions, or even fight. But we know how to break their will.” The soldier looked around and barely whispered. “We starve them. But you never heard me use that word. It is forbidden.”


      As the train lumbered along, it passed countless stations, all of them looking the same. Women and children, with distended bellies and bony limbs, stood with outstretched hands, begging for food. That first night, the train pulled off to a siding to replenish the steam engine’s water supply. Most of the troops were asleep. Avraham slipped off the train to stretch and saw in the dark the outlines of a village that seemed utterly deserted. In the moonless night he stumbled down blue pestilential streets, past dozens of dark windows, past burned houses and barns, past dead animals, past strange wall posters, stamped “GPU.” From days of rain, the ground had turned to mud. Taking a different path back to the train, he heard a rustling noise and stopped to listen. Nothing. At length, he detected a human whimper that came from a dilapidated pig shed. A woman and two children, a boy and a girl no older than five and seven, were huddled together under a threadbare blanket, eating leaves and tree bark. Next to them lay a dead dog that the woman, with a pile of twigs at her feet, was preparing to cook. The skeletons of cats, frogs, mice, and birds lay scattered about, all of them devoured to the bone. Catching sight of Avraham, the woman scooped the starving boy into her arms. She handed the barber the living corpse, hairless and wrinkled, with greenish stumps for arms. Her mumbled dialect was unintelligible to Avraham, who held up the palms of his hands and shrugged to signify that he could not understand. Pointing a bony finger, she indicated that she wanted Avraham to take the boy and feed him. The emaciated child felt like a skin stuffed with feathers. Avraham would have given the boy back to his mother had he not suddenly spied in the corner of the shed, peeking out from a thin layer of straw, the skeletal remains of a man. His genitals lay rotting to one side. He had been cannibalized.


      Avraham took the boy, ran to the train, and laid him in the baggage car, which always stood open waiting for whatever farm equipment the eager young troops could requisition from those villages targeted for collectivization. The baggage master, asleep on a sack of corn, awoke and shook his head disapprovingly. “Too late,” he said. “Bury him.”


      “But he’s still alive!” a shocked Avraham exclaimed.


      “Technically speaking but actually not,” said the baggage master, picking up the child and throwing him off the train as carelessly as one would dispose of a cigarette.


      Back in his own car, Avraham awakened the Jewish soldier and told him what had just happened. “Is all of Ukraine this way?”


      “It’s especially bad in those villages that refuse to give up their private property for the greater good of the collectives.”


      “Is any part of Russia untouched by this . . .” he wanted to say “madness,” but instead he said “policy?”


      “One place, Birobidzhan. Although it’s not been officially established, Jews from the pale are moving there.”


      “Where is this place?”


      “Thousands of miles away on the Chinese border.”


      * * *


      The reason Avraham changed his Albanian names was owed to one man, Gimpel, who recommended that they bear some resemblance to his trade. Hence, Avraham Bahar became Razeer Shtube.


      How Razeer met Gimpel is a story in itself. The night before reaching Birobidzhan, Razeer had stayed in a small village, where the local butcher, Mr. Cleves, had offered him a hot meal and a night’s lodging to cut the hair of his daughter, Anne, whom the butcher hoped to marry off to “the Yid baker, Gimpel.” So great was Anne’s body odor and bad breath that Razeer could barely cut her hair. When the barber was introduced to Gimpel and learned that a marriage broker had arranged for the baker to marry Anne, Razeer told him that the family was not frum (pious), ate traif (non-kosher food), and never bathed. She smelled of urine and feces. Her foul breath brought to mind the sulfuric fumes of a sty. Gimpel, who could not think poorly of any soul, man or woman, sighed and remarked:


      “A bath and a toothbrush can cure many ills.”


      “Not a limp and a squint.”


      “That too?”


      “More.” He shook his finger. “She’s twice your age, flat-chested, and has four grown children, all penniless.”


      Gimpel’s face fell. “You know this for sure?”


      “From my own eyes and nose.”


      “But the go-between promised . . .”


      “Never trust a marriage broker. They are liars by trade.”


      From this encounter dated the friendship of Razeer Shtube and Gimpel, who traveled together to the shtetl of Birobidzhan, where it was said that a Jew need never fear religious persecution. Living among two hundred Israelites and a few Sabbath goys, Razeer would have been happy in his new home, even though the land resembled a desert, but for the fact that the Orthodox don’t barber their beards. Taught to cut hair in the Turkish manner by his father, who in turn had learned his craft from Albanian Muslims, Razeer had little opportunity in Birobidzhan to show, with scissors, hand clippers, and Damascene razor, the range of his art. The women shaved their heads and wore wigs, and the men grew side locks and beards and long hair, which Leviticus prohibited them from trimming. Some of those Hasidic men, in their broad-brimmed beaver hats, had actually taken to heart the story of Samson and believed that hair loss would result in enervation and impotence. Baldness, akin to nakedness, diminished a man’s holiness, forcing him to wear his side locks down to his waist. But as Razeer told Gimpel, it took a mensch to cut another man’s hair, to say nothing of rounding his beard so that the whiskers did not strain the evening borscht. To shave with a razor? Virtually unheard of among the Orthodox. If not for the few secular Jews, most of them young and lacking a full face of hair, the Damascene razor, a bar-mitzvah gift from his father, would never have been removed from its finely grained teakwood box, lined with blue flannel.


      Mr. Bahar would have preferred that Avraham attend university, but the young man had seemed bent from an early age on becoming a barber, and had commanded the second chair in the family barbershop from the time of its opening in Tirana. In those days, expert barbers, always refined and well dressed, never regarded a haircut and shave as complete until they had flossed the patron’s face with two thin strings to eliminate any cheek fuzz, singed the hairs in and around the ears, massaged the person’s neck, popped his cervical vertebrae, and applied a cologne made from attar of roses. As an apprentice, he cut the hair of children and the lower classes; as well, he swept up the locks that fell on the floor, lit the samovar, served the customers coffee and tea, and, in his free moments, learned the craft by attentively observing his father. So quickly did Avraham master the trade that before long, some of his father’s own regulars requested that the son attend to their barbering, shaving, flossing, and flambéing of ear hairs. Avraham’s father took pride in his son’s dexterous hands, one clipping, the other gently guiding the movement of the client’s head, but he could see that soon he would not brook competition from any barber. A kindly man, Mr. Bahar, at the moment of Avraham’s ripeness, quit the first chair in favor of his son. In his new position, Avraham would occasionally step across to the second chair and whisper corrections to his father. “You need to cut more off the left side” or “The goatee is uneven.” His father never argued but smiled inwardly, knowing that his son would one day learn that even perfection perishes.


      To stave off starvation, Razeer had to travel once a week to Brovensk, where the town’s barber had recently died. At first, the local population worried about his place of residence, Birobidzhan.


      “Are you a Jew?” they inquired.


      “Do I look like one?” he said, pointing to his nose.


      “You live in Birobidzhan.”


      “A bitter joke.”


      “Who?”


      “Ah,” he said, piously clasping his hands. “If I told, you’d hear about the treachery of mortals, but since I don’t want you to doubt the goodness of men, which leads to despair, I’ll spare you my story.”


      “The Lord bless your kindness.”


      If not for his flattened nose, the townspeople might have thought him a Jew. Instead, they treated him as a man of faith, cruelly used. Even so, they came to him cautiously. The previous barber’s palsied hand had pulled their beards; he had also used a bowl to cut their hair. Razeer’s first customer, an elderly widower who walked with a stick, had decided that if the haircut turned out badly, he could always say that he had cut his own hair, as most people did. But the old man came away so handsomely barbered that several unmarried women urged him to come to their homes for a meal. With Razeer’s artistry now proved, both men and women—healthy, crippled, one-eyed, blind, beggars, hawkers, priests, and prostitutes—eagerly sought his artful hands. They put aside every Thursday for “the barber” and seated themselves on a low wall, waiting for Razeer to cut their dark wild hair. Given the harshness of winter, the widower let Razeer use his barn, though the Arctic winds whistled through the cracks in the boards. He would have been the first to admit that even with woolen knuckle gloves, he could not do his best when his hands burned from cold and hair froze.


      His winter ordeals—as well as his life—radically changed when death came to Brovensk for Pyotr Lipnoskii, the blacksmith. His wife, Anna, invited Razeer to set up a chair next to the forge, which one of her three sons had inherited at her unfaithful husband’s death from an excess of vodka. After a night of reveling at the tavern, he had stumbled on his way home and fallen into the creek, where his body lay face down until her oldest boy had discovered him at dawn. Out of respect for Mr. Lipnoskii, a regular customer, Razeer had made it a point to attend the church service. At Anna’s request, he trimmed Pyotr’s bushy mustache before the dead man, twenty years his wife’s senior, lay in an open coffin in the municipal hall and joined his ancestors in the local cemetery.


      After the interment, Anna asked Razeer to share a meal with the family: three sons, ages twenty-nine, twenty-seven, and twenty-five, and one daughter, turning eighteen. He gladly accepted. As they passed under the roofed walkway that connected the house and the forge, Razeer saw the rows of meticulously stacked firewood. Behind the house stood a vegetable garden planted with radishes, carrots, beetroot, turnips, and small onions, but no potatoes. Like many peasants, Anna considered potatoes the forbidden fruit that Eve had used to tempt Adam. Those who eat them, it was said, disobey God, violate the holy testament, and deny themselves the kingdom of heaven. Beyond the fenced garden were rows of fruit trees: plum, apple, and pear. On entering the house, Razeer discovered rooms without wallpaper, each wall painted a different bright color: red, blue, and yellow. Anna and her daughter laid the table with bowls of cabbage soup, sweet pea porridge, baked mushrooms, a bottle of kvas, and a prodigiously large pike, which had been packed in ice and shipped from the Volga region. One of the sons held up three fingers, and the family bowed their heads to say grace. Looking around the table, Razeer saw all the children peeking at him. He could read distrust in their eyes. It was not until much later that Anna, seeing him undressed, discovered his secret.

    

  


  
    
      Making the Family Skeletons Dance


      All of Anna’s children had inherited her talent for survival. That three sons—Pavel, Dimitri, and Gregori—came first led the peasants to say that their births were a sign of the blessed Trinity, and that having a beautiful daughter, Natasha, was a further sign of God’s love. Pavel, the oldest, was now the new blacksmith, and he looked the part with his expansive chest and muscular arms. Having managed his father’s forge for the last several years during Pyotr’s drunken absences, he knew well how to shoe a horse, hammer an axe head into shape, and repair metal plows. In addition, he had an artistic flare for wrought-iron furniture, which he fashioned whenever traffic was slow. The handsomest pieces in Anna’s house had come from Pavel’s sensitive fingers, including a table with a glass top and metal legs that looked like delicate flowering vines rooted to the floor. The mirror frames were all his own design, and so too were the handsome metal fence and gate in front of the house. He had one other skill that attracted notice: horseshoe playing. Crowned the Brovensk champion, he had traveled to other towns where he likewise won acclaim. As every horseshoe player knows, the clay that fills the pit must be just the right consistency to hold the horseshoes fast once they land. To stay in practice, Pavel built a professional pit in Brovensk, and with the mayor’s help imported blue clay from the Maloarkhangel’skoe deposit in the Far North, making Brovensk a center for horseshoe pitching, and Pavel, with his curly black hair and long eyelashes, a local hero and heartthrob.


      Dimitri, the second son, seemed impervious to feeling, but his mother knew that his stony exterior concealed a great gentleness. From an early age, he had been a serious student, a fact that appealed to the GPU, the secret police, for whom he worked. A handsome man, sturdily built and always freshly shaven, his intelligence and Praetorian bearing led the GPU to bring him to Moscow for training in the black arts of spying. Like most of his colleagues, he had sworn to live a sober life, devoted to leader and country, and never to compromise the organization. Impeccably groomed, he made it a point to have his hair cut every Thursday at Paul’s Hairdressers, popular with Moscow’s beau monde. Despite the interminable wait that tempted him to exercise his right as a GPU agent to jump the line, he judiciously refrained from disclosing his government status and his attraction to Paul’s assistant, Yuri Suzdal. Hoping that the two men might meet in the park one night and secretly exchange loving touches, Dimitri had never so much as hinted at his secret wish—and did not until he felt safe.


      To dispel his homoerotic feelings, Dimitri frequently studied his signed photograph of Iosif Vissarionovich Dzhugashvili, who had taken the revolutionary code name “Stalin,” which combined the Russian word stal (steel) with Lenin; and he kept on the nightstand of his cramped room a picture of Feliks (the Iron Felix) Edmundovich Dzerzhinsky, the well-groomed founder of Cheka, the first Soviet secret police, and a copy of Antigone to remind him of Creon’s predicament. Dimitri’s devotion to the state was evident in his worshipful letters home about Stalin, whom he also affectionately called “Vozhd,” “Supreme Leader,” “Soso,” “Koba,” and “the Boss.” His mother kept those letters, which eventually caught Razeer’s eye. In Birobidzhan, he had heard it said that the secret police, taking for their model Dzerhzinsky, prided themselves in their grooming. Perhaps, thought Razeer, a splendid Turkish haircut could make a friend of Dimitri, who might one day prove a valuable ally, as he eventually did.


      Gregori, the third son, a seminarian in Leningrad, was a stooped, sweaty-palmed, pensive, pale, knock-kneed, pervious seeker. In prophetic tutors and tomes, he tried to discover the Word, the one Truth, by which to live—and for which to die. On his twelfth birthday, Gregori had accompanied his father to Kiev Pechersk Lavra, the eleventh-century Kiev Monastery of the Caves, the source of his faith. A center of Orthodox Christianity, the monastery sheltered rock caves that had been the original churches when Christians had been persecuted for practicing their religion. The walls of the dimly lit passageways and stairs had been fitted with glass cases that shelved thousands of skulls and skeletal remains. A number of open coffins contained the mummified remains of ancient Christians, their bodies covered with a faded fabric, their faces hidden under an ornate cloth. Some wore crowns to signify their church eminence. Only their parched hands, resembling tight-fitting brown leather gloves, lay uncovered, petrified by the porous rock that, like desert sands, had absorbed the moisture.


      For hundreds of years, the Orthodox Church had said that the stuffy rooms were the place where saints rose from the dead. But when the Soviets came to power, they discovered that the monks had rigged several of the mummified saints with springs. As the ignorant peasants passed through the shadowy caves, the monks pressed levers to make the skeletons slowly rise and recline. The faithful regarded these movements as a miracle and gave what little money they had to the church. The Soviets, of course, hoped that by debunking these frauds they would turn people away from Russian Orthodoxy or to atheism. But at twelve, Gregori paid no heed to deception and tricks. He was moved by the fact that people had once cared enough to hew caves from the rocks to practice their faith. At that moment, in the heavy air, thick with incense and candle smoke, peering into the glass cases, he felt his soul swoon, and he knew his calling: He would study for the priesthood and serve the Higher Authority.


      Natasha, an alabaster-skinned, blond, bountiful beauty—physically perfect but for one deviant eye that occasionally led to double vision—had the instincts of a magpie, always gathering to herself loose items. Her hands were never idle, picking up one object and purloining another. The items she kept for herself had, in fact, little or no financial value. Sensitive, she had a weakness for tales of woe, especially romantic stories of abandoned women, for whom she always cried. Like most girls her age, she wanted to look pretty and be desired by the most eligible young men. She rouged her cheeks and reddened her lips and kept her nails, both fingers and toes, pared and clean. For the most part, she sewed her own clothes, which she always designed with an eye to showing off her bulging bosom. The local shoemaker, whom she had bewitched with her fluttering eyes, had made her two pairs of handsome shoes and had charged her for one. Because numerous boys sought her, she came to believe that to attract flies all one needed was honey. Good looks and an attractive figure were a poor girl’s best friend. She therefore, like many young women, traded on her beauty and drove her suitors to distraction with her practiced blushes, winks, wiggles, sighs, and coquetry. But from her mother she learned that what is obtained cheaply is valued lightly, and that what we regard as most rare is what we consider most dear. Alas, no one had ever told her that her greatest chance for success lay in the schooling that came to her easily and that she passed off so lightly.


      * * *


      Razeer had long wished to marry, but had never found a woman to his liking, neither in person nor in religion nor in politics. A practical man, he saw in Anna the same balance between order and aspiration that he embraced. In her movements, he detected a feral heat, and in her role as the village storyteller, he heard echoes of his mother’s tales. She was only the second woman who had ever truly arrested his attention. The first, a Tirana widow with plump cheeks, full lips, and an ample derrière had regularly brought her young son to him for a haircut. Razeer had courted her briefly, and he had once even accompanied her to church. On the appointed Sunday, he waited on the porch steps under the rose window. She arrived, as always, with a babushka covering her head and dressed in black. He listened intently to the priest but could not bring his rational mind to accept the miracles that lay at the heart of her faith. Her obedience to the church finally overruled the pleasure he took in her company; so he let the friendship languish.


      Again, Anna asked him to dinner. She hoped that before Gregori and Dimitri left Brovensk, they would feel, as she did, that Razeer was a good man who felt kindly toward their mother and wished them no harm. After hot soup and a buttered roll, Razeer kvelled and shivered with pleasure as Anna Lipnoskaya served him a river trout, skillfully boned and perfectly seasoned. But the four children remained unreconciled to this man who came from Birobidzhan.


      The townspeople, however, liked the barber and treated him as a Gentile, a characterization that the Lipnoskii children found hard to accept. So when Anna suggested that Razeer sleep on a straw mattress with new ticking that she had placed next to the forge, where he could escape winter’s chill, her children mumbled that first she had invited the devil to dine with the family and now to sleep in their midst. Did she wish to have the nonbeliever slit her throat—and theirs—or poison the family well, the best in Brovensk? What could she possibly be thinking?


      Her husband, Pyotr, had virtually abandoned her bed shortly after Natasha’s birth. He preferred wenching to wiving, and drink to domesticity. Even if Razeer were an apostate Jew, how could he not make a good husband? A shrewd hot-blooded woman, Anna could see the twinkle in Razeer’s eyes and knew from local gossip that Jews eschewed drunkenness and wife beating. She in turn could offer him ample breasts in which to bury his face; full thighs, thin ankles, and small feet to envelop his body; a generous, though not ungainly, backside; hands hardened by labor but gentle in bed; a thick head of black hair braided across the back; a wide light-skinned face, distinguished by dark eyes, broad cheekbones, and healthy teeth. An enterprising woman, driven by boundless energy, she was fearless. Razeer had no doubt that she could assuage his perturbations with passionate lovemaking. Just sitting in her presence excited him, and he could foresee a sensual life of physical pleasures, to say nothing of the joys of gardening. By the time the blossoms of spring had transformed the bleak steppes into cascades of color, Anna and Razeer had declared their intentions and, when Pavel was off playing horseshoes, had already been naughty, which is when Anna saw Razeer’s circumcision and told him that his being Jewish mattered not a straw.


      A dismayed Gimpel repeatedly told his friend that Gentiles had but one word for Jews: “vermin.” When Razeer registered to marry, Gimpel persuaded the local rabbi, Lev Kanoff, to share with Razeer his Talmudic wisdom. The old rabbi, leaning on a crutch to ease the pain of his arthritic back, walked the entire distance because the shtetl donkey had cut a forepaw on a barbed-wire fence. As the rabbi sat next to the forge in colloquy with the apostate, he employed the time-honored method of telling a story to instruct.


      “I once knew a Jew from Frampol,” the Rabbi patiently explained, “who married a Gentile woman reputed to be as pure as a mountain stream. Six months after the marriage, she presented him with a son. ‘Who is the father?’ asked the man. ‘You, of course. Are you a fool and so addled that you do not remember when we lay together?’ The Jew counted on his fingers and said, ‘But that was six months ago, and here already you have a child.’ The woman shook her head in despair. ‘Do you not believe in miracles, you who believe the Messiah will return riding a white horse?’ The Jew thought a moment and replied, ‘Yes, you are right.’ To which she said, ‘Of course I am right. You have often told me that behind this world lies another, the real one, and it is there, in that other realm, that the real truth resides. Here, in this place, we see only shadows.’ The Jew nodded in agreement and apologized to his wife, who never again lay with him and yet gave birth to eleven children. Is this the life you wish to live? The Gentile takes our own beliefs and turns them against us.” The Rabbi spat. “And of all the twisters of truth, the worst are women. Think of Eve, think of Delilah, think of any number of women who have misled their husbands. Bad enough a whining Jewish wife, but a Gentile one is worse. She turns your head and makes you think horseradish is honey. Marriage at best is a mixed blessing. So why start out with all the odds against you? Stick to your own. At least with a Jewish wife you’ll be familiar with her shtiklech; a Gentile wife will use tricks you’ve never seen before.”


      Razeer nodded and gave the rabbi a few coins for the needy, but remained steadfast in his decision to marry Anna Lipnoskaya. He had often savored Anna’s apple pie and told Lev Kanoff that if she was imprudent enough to marry a barber, he felt confident that he could support her with a good garden. Lev shook his head, grumbled “nonsense,” took Gimpel’s arm, and hobbled back to the shtetl, where Razeer’s name was struck the next day from the synagogue rolls.


      So upsetting did Gimpel find this excommunication that he tried one last time to persuade Razeer to marry in the faith. He said that for the Jews to survive they had to remain one people and not dilute the culture, and that the religion was greater and more important than any one person.


      Razeer complained, “Now you sound like a Bolshevik zealot. They say the party matters more than the individual and that, in fact, the individual—the ‘new man’—finds his identity in the party.”


      “An army cannot go to war if everyone is pursuing his own self-interest,” said Gimpel, chewing a cuticle. “Jews, like soldiers, must observe the same values and rules. Otherwise, chaos ensues. If we mix with barbarians, we lose our identity.”


      “Aristotle,” said the barber proudly, “have you ever read him?”


      Gimpel shook his head no.


      “Me neither. But according to our rabbi in Tirana, the age-old conflict between the individual and the state—and its consequences—even appears in his work. Let me tell you what I know.”


      The baker anxious to return to his oven, which he had left in charge of an apprentice, ran his hand through his hair and asked Razeer “to make it brief.”


      “The great Aristotle says there is a difference between what is just according to the law and what is just according to the person. He says that sometimes it is just to act contrary to the law, such as when religious rites are at odds with the decrees of the state. In other words, Gimpel, there is no right answer, only the one that issues from each individual soul.”


      Not until Gimpel had tasted Anna’s pirogies and blintzes did he agree to serve as best man, a service he proudly rendered when the couple were wed by a minor official. Her deceased husband’s relatives could not believe the news and thought the barber must have given her a potion. Similarly, her children found it hard to accept their mother’s new married name, Shtuba, but slowly resigned themselves. Razeer, after all, never struck her, nor even cuffed her with his open hand, never drank himself into a stupor, never in fact scolded Anna for buying hens high and selling fryers low. Pyotr would have whipped her for such poor husbandry. Did she not to this day bear welts on her back from his belt?


      With the ease of a native-born Russian, Razeer fell in with the flow of the seasons and events. In autumn, when thick clusters of mushrooms sprang up in the woods and fields, he and Anna, armed with baskets and buckets, scoured the countryside for the many varieties of edible fungi, and especially beliy grib, which they took home either to eat raw or to add to one of Anna’s incomparable soups or to dry for future use. Those forays took on a special meaning because on warm days they would put aside their baskets and make love in the grass, even though the evening frosts had stiffened the stalks, which scratched his backside. After coitus, he would hold her close, and she would thank him for his kindness. He in turn appreciated her physical generosity and spirited independence. Razeer often wished that the fall would never end. But when the dark winter closed in around them, they played dominoes and chess in front of a potbellied stove, while a puffing samovar, heated by a central tube filled with pines and kindled by charcoal, stood at the ready for their weak black tea. On those days when the winter snows abated, he and Anna took pleasure in skating on the frozen ponds that the locals swept clean of snow. Cross-country skiing, a favorite sport of the locals, never appealed to Razeer, but he did enjoy ice fishing. He and the like-minded anglers built rough shacks around the holes they bore with drills and built fires for warmth. Although the ponds froze entirely from top to bottom, the lake ice stopped a few feet from the bottom, where the fish, thick with fat, pooled to feed. The spring, every poet’s delight, brought wild flowers and migratory birds, drawing hikers and ornithologists. Summers they swam and picnicked next to a favorite stream, from which they drank the clear, pure water.


      Yes, Razeer indeed treated Anna with kindness. He had even changed his name at her request to “Razan”—to honor a deceased friend—and plied his barbering trade professionally, never objecting when ignorant peasants refused to pay on the pretext that Razan had given them the evil eye. What Razan didn’t know was that Anna used Dimitri as her collection agent. From his desk in the secret police office, Dimitri wrote more than one letter to the local party secretary, at his mother’s behest.


      The Brovensk Communist Party secretary, Basil von Fresser, thought himself superior to the locals because his family had immigrated to Russia under Peter the Great, who had brought thousands of Germans into the country to help westernize it. Initially, Basil moderated his aristocratic pretensions, a ruse that made possible his election as party secretary. But the day after the vote was counted, he appeared in lederhosen and a green alpine hat topped with a white feather, and he strutted with such airs that one would have thought he was the kaiser’s cousin. As Razan trimmed his beard and, in the Turkish manner, flambéed the hairs in his ears, a part of the haircutting ceremony that the party secretary always requested and that never failed to give him a start, he would talk about his noble German family, whose roots went back to the Middle Ages in Freiburg. These peasants—they were lucky to have a party secretary who spoke German and whose ancestors had worn armor and had been granted from the king a coat of arms, which to this day could be seen in a flag on the bedroom wall behind his bed. The Communist Party members, in fact, had elected him secretary in the late 1920s when reconciliation of the different social classes was still a hope and one’s past forgiven. His comrades, most of whom were illiterate, looked to him to attract the attention of the many traders, some nomadic and Asian, some familiar and European, who passed through the city. And indeed he had arranged for one of the collective farms to be equipped with an electric generator that would have been the envy of Brovensk had the town been wired for electricity. But sadly, kerosene, coal, and candles provided the only available energy.


      Every three days, the secretary came to the “Forge,” as the barbershop came to be called, to have “the usual.” Natasha’s Botticellian beauty, not surprisingly, caught his attention. A corpulent, married man, with a neck as wide as his head, who had long ago discontinued marital cohabitation and comity, although he kept his wife on the party payroll, Basil always asked about Natasha. Whenever she appeared, he could not prevent his left foot from tapping rapidly, his right hand from smoothing his beard, and his chest from swelling as he recited some official state poem extolling tractors or trains or the Five-Year Plan. Sweet Natasha would blush and make some excuse allowing her to exit quickly. The secretary would sigh and repeat the same statement, “Such a paragon!” On this particular day, upon seeing Natasha, he blurted, “Miss Lipnoskaya, I have need of . . .” He paused for effect. “An amanuensis.” Neither Natasha nor Razan had ever heard the word. “Well?” asked Basil?


      Now it was true that Natasha seemed unfit for any kind of work except sewing and cooking, crafts that made her eminently suitable for marriage. But her stepfather was not about to see her deflowered by a married man, no matter what his title. Anna, on the other hand, knew that a pregnant girl could command a large dowry from a wealthy wrongdoer, lest she bring shame on his house. And with a proper sum, a great many handsome young men could be induced to marry her. Unlike myriad country lasses of her age, she could read and write, two of the benefits bestowed by the state, and she had once seen a typewriter in a government office in Minsk, where she had gone to inquire about a boyfriend garrisoned there. She later learned that the young man had married a Belorussian lass whose father was an officer in the People’s Army. To repay the cost of that trip, she had taken odd jobs that included swabbing out pigeon roosts and slopping hogs.


      Natasha found Secretary von Fresser’s attentions flattering and finally summoned enough courage to ask about the word “amanuensis.” She then volunteered that she could both print and write in cursive. Typewrite? No, but she was certainly willing to learn. Could the secretary or one of his party functionaries teach her? He said that his wife had always typed his papers. Perhaps she could be prevailed upon to teach Miss Lipnoskaya to at least hunt and peck. He therefore proposed that Natasha come to his residence on Wednesday morning, a suggestion that Natasha keenly accepted, until Razan asked wasn’t that the day Mrs. von Fresser took the train to Bira to visit her mother, and Basil smacked his forehead and said, “How stupid of me to have forgotten. Make it Tuesday instead.” But Razan knew that Mrs. von Fresser, embarrassed by the heavy hair growth on her upper lip, went on those mornings to a woman bristle dealer who specialized in hog depilation.


      To overcome Razan’s calendric memory, the secretary said that his family needed a housekeeper and a cook, and that Natasha could live in the bunkhouse, which had once been the playroom of his only child, Alexei, now a medical student in Leningrad. With the party secretary’s offer to assume Natasha’s entire support, Razan could not overcome Anna’s insistence that only good could come from Basil’s proposal. Would she not be given, Anna knowingly asked Razan, her own quarters, light work, and a modest fee to pay for her hygienic needs? And what of the secretarial skills she would learn? How could a sensible person say no!


      More important, she had long ago surmised that Alexei, the von Fressers’ son, had a yen for her daughter, yet another reason for letting the girl work in their home. Before sending her off, Anna told her how to prevent unwanted intercourse—a linen cloth cut in lengths to fill the aperture—how to promise, delay, and never deliver, and how to snatch the golden ring. When Alexei, unaware of Natasha’s hiring, returned home on a school holiday, he found a delightful surprise: Natasha working in the von Fresser house. Unable to hide his affection for this young woman, whom he had long admired, he knew that even though the country had officially banned class differences, the disparity in their social positions, as well as her eye troubles, would make her unacceptable to his parents.


      Indeed, the party secretary and his wife used every subterfuge to keep their son from being alone with Natasha. They never let him out of their sight and took every opportunity to criticize her provincial habits and modest schooling, and to rail about her mother, “the conniving harlot,” and her stepfather, “that sneaky Albanian.” But Alexei found the most compelling argument to be Natasha’s physical charms, and the greatest obstacle his father’s lust. To keep the first unsullied meant keeping the second at bay. Alexei therefore counseled Natasha that in his absence, she should flatter his mother and request that Mrs. von Fresser teach Natasha all that she’d learned during her commercial training in Moscow, before her marriage to Basil. And to get around Mrs. von Fresser’s fierce temper, Alexei advised Natasha to appeal to her voracious appetite. Given Mrs. von Fresser’s culinary ineptness, Natasha could win her affection by preparing a honey-glazed duck, red cabbage with walnuts, and a blueberry pie. To no one’s surprise, Mrs. von Fresser soon found that she liked having both a tidy house and a tasty meal. The surprise was that Mrs. von Fresser actually enjoyed tutoring Natasha. Not since her marriage had she found an opportunity to use her few skills. Teaching came naturally to her, and Natasha proved an able student, learning to type in both Cyrillic and roman.


      The principles of bookkeeping Natasha easily mastered, but the demand on the part of the new Soviet government that separate accounts be kept for two groups—poor farmers and prosperous ones, labeled kulaks—taxed her talents. This additional work caused Mrs. von Fresser to throw up her arms in despair. Poor Natasha was even worse off; her double vision caused her to confuse the accounts. But in the end, her diplopia proved a great asset because she always halved the production numbers as a precaution against doubling them, which she had previously done. The Brovensk farmers were therefore credited with half as much grain as they had actually harvested and half the livestock that they actually owned. But balancing debits and credits was not the same as confronting marauding soldiers.


      When Stalin’s death trains began to eviscerate landholdings, causing farmers to flee from their ruined villages, the people rightly called the troops harbingers of famine. In Brovensk, as the Soviets prodded their balking horses out of the freight cars, the thud of their hoofs on the wooden gangways and the clanging of their shoes on the stone platform sounded like a funereal knell. People silently watched as the horses were led, rearing, across the tracks, saddled, and mounted. Their riders, soldiers trained to find hidden stores of food and farm animals, arrested or shot anyone hoarding supplies.


      Anticipating the arrival of these Communist locusts, the farmers hid their grain in mattresses, under floorboards, in furrowed fields, at the bottom of wells, in hollow trees, under haystacks, in pits dug beneath pig sties, behind false facades, in forests, and in forges. Their animals they either butchered and ate or tethered deep in the woods. The soldiers, convinced that the fat-faced people of Brovensk would lead them to a cornucopia, had some success but less than expected. With the help of an informer, they unearthed the grain sacks of those who had foolishly hidden them under their floors. Amidst keening and cursing, they drove the hoarders into a cattle car and bolted the door. A special freight car, painted bright red, had been equipped to show films, short agitprop stories with an unmistakable moral about the evil of kulaks and the goodness of workers. But even after the awed peasants saw these marvelous moving pictures, they still insisted that Brovensk had no natural riches for the Soviets to remove and sell to the west for hard cash. In frustration, the chief officer asked to see the books of the party secretary. Enter Natasha.


      Her entries indicated that whatever crops and livestock the farmers had raised had gone toward feeding the farmers. Nothing remained. Suspicious but lacking proof, the soldiers boarded the train, pulled out of Brovensk, and moved to the next town. Party secretary von Fresser counseled his constituents to wait a week before recovering their stores, lest the soldiers double back and catch them red-handed. The week that they waited was the only time that the village felt the pinch of want. When asked what could be done for the arrested farmers, Secretary von Fresser swore that he would buy them back from the Soviets, a promise that he kept with his own kopeks.


      The informer, never having ridden on a train and fearing for his life, had asked the soldiers to take him along on their forays. But the marauders left him behind to be dealt with by a mob intent on revenge. At the urging of a former priest, the crowd let him go in peace, albeit with only the clothes on his back and galoshes made of old rubber tires.


      With Natasha settled, at least for the nonce, Razan concentrated on increasing his business. Pavel built him a room, attached to the forge, with a heating conduit. The barber had cards printed that Anna and her friends liberally distributed when they traveled outside the town. A few advertisements in the provincial papers brought curious men wishing to experience this thing called a Turkish haircut. Word spread, particularly about the barber’s skill at dipping cotton sticks in alcohol, swabbing the ears, lighting the alcohol, and burning the ear hairs without the client suffering injury. Enterprising Anna served Turkish coffee or strong tea, and hired a young girl, an émigré from Anatolia, to make Turkish pastries to serve with the drinks, earning a few extra kopeks. Soon the cash register rang with rising profits, to the delight of Razan, Anna, Pavel, Natasha, and, strangely, Dimitri, who wrote to his mother that good tidings would shortly arrive for her and her husband.


      Only Gregori remained unreconciled to his stepfather, whom he had tried, without success, to convert. On a recent trip to Brovensk, Gregori had insisted on showing his humility by washing Razan’s feet, and had even soaped them with a loofah sponge. In return, Gregori asked his stepfather to pray with him in the cellar pantry, which Gregori had converted into a small chapel. A framed picture of Stalin hung above a low altar that supported an icon of the crucified Jesus. A votary candle flickered in the darkness, as Gregori and Razan knelt on a Bukharan rug to give thanks for the family’s good fortune.


      In the dancing flame, with the gold and silver paint of the icon shimmering like magical motes, Gregori tearfully begged Razan to see the light and truth of Christianity. Razan thanked him but declined. The two men then rose from their genuflections on the finely crafted red rug and repaired to the kitchen for chai. Razan felt uneasy. After the revolution, religion had fallen into disfavor, and yet to everyone’s surprise, Gregori had not only joined the Renovationist Church, but also thrived as one of the obnovlentsy: those who lent themselves to a reduced liturgy and the curtailment of priests.


      Sipping his black tea, Gregori said, “The faithful will live in a land of milk and honey.” He then spooned two helpings of sugar into his cup.


      “From your mouth to God’s ear,” said Razan, not wishing to be captious. “But tell me, in your religion, who comes first, God or the state? Both promise paradise.” Pause. “Please pass the honey.”


      Caught off guard by the question, Gregori wished to appear neither anti-Orthodox nor counterrevolutionary. He mulled over the question, slowly stirring his tea. “Cannot a man believe in paradise on earth as well as in heaven?”


      “So you equate Stalin and God?” asked Razan with raised eyebrows.


      Crossing himself, Gregori replied, “Christ is our heavenly Savior, and the Vozhd our earthly one. Both love the people, and the people love them.”


      But Razan had heard the disquieting rumors that the priesthood was cooperating with the government. “The Soviets, like the Tsar, want priests to report the secrets of the confessional. Are you not troubled?”


      “Can the state peer into a man’s soul?” he asked evasively.


      The barber used Gregori’s defensive reply to probe into the Renovationist Church. “I see. Like the Marranos, you practice your faith in secret.”


      Gregori knew the allusion: Spanish Jews who had outwardly professed Christianity and secretly clung to Judaism as a means to stay alive during the Inquisition. “How can we know,” shrugged Gregori, “what people will store up in their ghostly hearts?”


      Razan concluded that Gregori was a catacomb Christian, one of those who practiced in secret a creed they could not publicly profess. Taking a dish of sugared yeast cakes, Gregori nibbled them cautiously, as if expecting to bite into a stone. Razan only then realized that Gregori had a dental plate with false teeth. His poor diet in the seminary had no doubt introduced gum disease. Unlike Stalin, who reputedly wore a dental plate because of the rancid effects of tobacco and alcohol, Gregori eschewed both. He stared at Razan and slowly rocked in his chair, as if mimicking a davening Jew. “You’re a clever man, Razan, so tell me: Do you love God and Stalin?”


      “Who doesn’t?”


      “Mensheviks, socialist revolutionaries, monarchists, Trotskyites, Zinovievites, Kadets, anarchists, foreigners, saboteurs, spies.”


      Oddly, the group missing from Gregori’s list was priests, and their children, few of whom, branded pariahs, could ever find work.


      “Those who hate the proletariat,” continued Gregori, pushing his teacup aside, “hate Comrade Stalin, just as the money changers hated Christ.” He stood and started to pace, clearly agitated. “For hundreds of years church councils argued. Instead of bringing harmony, the church introduced schisms and hatred. Now we have the Renovationist Church, endorsed by the Vozhd, so all may embrace it.”


      Razan, imbued with a barber’s truth that the proof was in the cut of the hair, retorted, “And for those who wish to have their mustache shaped differently . . . what of them?”


      Gregori explained that religious sects should yield to the state for the greater good of the nation; and the state had approved of the Renovationists. “Since we have no infallible way of knowing which church is right, what’s the harm, Citizen Shtube, in your believing in mine? If your belief proves right, you will spend eternity in paradise. If it proves wrong . . .” Gregori fell silent.


      Razan wondered whether it could cost him his life or a place in heaven if he made the wrong choice. Gregori had joined a church that was on the right side of Stalin. But of God?


      “In such hard times,” asked Razan, “why seek ordination?”


      “When I kneel before the altar . . . the candles illuminating the gold of the icons . . . I feel exalted, ecstatic.” Sliding a hand across the table, Gregori murmured, “Perhaps if you followed a different faith . . . to believe is to know.”


      “I was always taught that to know is to believe.”


      Gregori withdrew his hand. “You are playing with words.”


      “My mother, a teacher, told me to beware of all beliefs not amenable to proof.”


      “The presence of the world is proof of God’s greatest creation. To doubt is to put your mortal soul in peril.”


      “Whenever I burn the hairs in a Cossack’s ears, I run that risk.”


      “Have you never felt yourself spiritually transported?”


      “Yes, from your mother’s love.”


      “Surely you believe in powers higher than yourself and causes worthy of martyrdom.”


      “Communism?”


      “The Holy Spirit.”


      “Razan!” Anna called from another room. “The mayor wishes a shave.”


      Gregori, without clearing his dishes, started for the door, stopped, and remarked cryptically, “The higher cause is what we feel.”

    

  


  
    
      Purging the Party


      Fortunately, Regional Secretary Basil von Fresser received the official letter ordering him to screen the ranks of the Communist Party membership before the envoy from Moscow arrived. No doubt the chistka (purge) had come to Brovensk because the town had been elevated to the status of a territorial seat. The letter ordered him to think like a tovarishch (comrade) in ridding the local party of undesirables. Secretary von Fresser, whose own preening behavior could have landed him in trouble, reminded the party faithful how he had protected them against the “death trains” and had gladly issued them membership cards, albeit for a price, a fact he preferred to ignore. As he spread the word of the official visit, he made a point of extolling the value of membership in the party and the privileges that belonging bestowed, like keeping one safe from purges.


      “It allows you all manner of liberties,” he harangued his listeners, “and provides special food rations and clothing. Even now, as collective farms promise a bright new future, we still need the protection of a party card. It provides immunity from arrest by the civil authorities, and the guarantee of a good job, as well as the respect of the community.” He held up his card. “This marks me as a trusted tovarishch, wherever I go. Therefore, we must be ever vigilant to keep the party card from those who have been disbarred from holding it: terrorists, White Army officers, Tsarist officials, Old Believers, Trotskyites, and Mensheviks. And we must, as Comrade Zhdanov in Moscow orders, strip the card from those unworthy of it.” He paused. “We will be examining party members as soon as the GPU men arrive.”


      But only one person stepped from the train, Irina Vostoyeva. The two policemen accompanying her had left the train when diagnosed with whooping cough. A stalwart party member, proud of the brave new Communist world that treated men and women equally, she had come from a long line of priests; in fact, her father had held a prominent place in the church before he stood up and renounced the cloth. His public renunciation had won favor for his daughter because it reinforced the Soviet position that religion was a superstitious habit that had been discredited by modern science. Her father had claimed that religion deceived the gullible and that he no longer wished to serve enemies of the people. At that point, he had thrown off his vestment, passed down the aisle, and left the church, accompanied by the wails and lamentations of the fanatical old women in the congregation.


      Tall and bony, with closely cropped red curly hair and black-rimmed eyes that peered out of caves, Irina had honed her ripsaw cross-examining skills in Tashkent, prosecuting Islamic separatists. In Uzbekistan, her great talent was to make defendants think that she was a kindred spirit. Wearing a head scarf in court to give the impression of female modesty, she removed it when pulling off her mask and closing in for the kill. Her insomniac habits included the dangerous pastime of translating into German, under the assumed name of Katerina Tershina, the banned and self-exiled Russian writer Ivan Bunin, a critic of the Soviet system. To smuggle her translations into Germany—the Soviet postal system routinely opened the mails—she used couriers who moved translations of forbidden books between Odessa and Istanbul. Although a devoted Communist, her love of Bunin’s work transcended her political convictions, even though she was risking her freedom and perhaps even her life.


      Irina Vostoyeva requested a private meeting with Secretary Basil von Fresser. She came to his office dressed austerely in black with a high collar, white and starched, that accurately reflected her pinched moral views, except of course for her translations. Basil tried to make light of her visit, though he knew from her demeanor that she had come bearing complaints. “You’ve probably discovered,” he said laughingly, “that our party membership has been swelled by dead souls.”


      “That and worse.” She seemed to rise on her toes. “I have unearthed treachery.” Basil looked at her uncomprehendingly. “Hundreds hold party membership cards that have been bought or stolen or forged. Children use the cards of deceased relatives. In the provinces, I learned that people routinely carry the card of a father, uncle, or brother. You know the conditions of membership: sobriety, familiarity with socialism, activism, probity. Among the peasants I have seen anything but.” She clicked her heels. “We will have to institute a chistka and rid the party of all those who do not meet our high standards. Call your typist!”


      Boris summoned Natasha, whose loveliness even Irina paused to appreciate. Looking at the girl and the party secretary, Irina immediately began to spin webs. Surely, here was a conspiracy unlike any other. In return for favors rendered to the party secretary, what did the girl receive? No doubt, all of her relatives owned party cards and received untold benefits.


      “You do take shorthand?” asked Irina curtly.


      “N-n-no,” she stuttered, “but I can type.”


      Before a dumbstruck Irina could respond, Natasha had wheeled the portable table with its typewriter next to the prosecutor’s chair.


      “I can type over a hundred words a minute, so please start.”


      “Incroyable!” said Irina.


      “How do you spell that? It’s not a word that the secretary uses.”


      “Never mind. Just take down the following.”


      The typewriter sounded.


      “What are you writing?”


      Again it sounded.


      “Stop!”


      And again.


      Irina leaned over and pulled the sheet of paper from the typewriter and read out loud: “Never mind. Just take down the following. What are you writing? Stop.” Irina sighed. “My dear child, put a new piece of paper in the machine and type only when I say go. But you needn’t type the word ‘go.’”


      Natasha shook her head in agreement at this frightening woman.


      “To all party members.”


      Natasha’s hands didn’t move.


      “Well, why aren’t you typing?”


      “You didn’t say go.”


      Irina chafed at Basil’s chuckling. “You ass, leave us alone.” Quickly turning to Natasha, she said, “Don’t take that down.” Once Boris had left the room, Irina composed herself with a cigarette; in fact, she smoked three. Finally, extinguishing the last cigarette and taking a deep breath, she laid a hand on the typewriter and said softly, “Go.”


      Natasha smiled and readied her hands like a pianist poised to begin her concerto.


      “Dear Members of Our Beloved Communist Party, I hail you, comrades, for your tireless work on behalf of the motherland. We have before us yet another task, one that may prove far greater than any previous work we have undertaken. Saboteurs, spies, foreigners, and counterrevolutionaries have insinuated themselves into the party and must be purged. We will therefore, two days from now, be reviewing party membership cards. You who live at a distance from Brovensk need not worry. The period of review will take place for a week.


      “Please come to party headquarters with your membership card and any documentation that will prove that you are the person whose name appears on the card. Your local registrar or Communist manager can give you a letter certifying your identity, if you have no documents.


      “To guarantee the purity of the party, this purge is necessary, though not punitive.” Irina smiled at her alliteration, knowing that few party members had the literary sophistication to appreciate its effect. “Comradely yours, Irina Vostoyeva, Moscow Prosecutor for the Tenth District, USSR.” She lit a cigarette and inhaled deeply.


      Natasha handed Irina the piece of paper. After looking it over, Irina complimented the comely young woman on her flawless typing, eliciting a blush from the amanuensis.


      Natasha hazarded, “If I may be so forward . . .”


      “Yes?”


      “Most of the people in this area, including the party members, are illiterate. They can’t read or even sign their names. No one will read it. Secretary von Fresser has often complained about the difficulty of reaching the masses.” She would have continued, but Irina slumped in her chair, her posture signaling defeat. Lighting another cigarette, she said, “Govnaw (shit)!”


      The woman from Moscow, determined to clean up the Brovensk Party, announced she would be staying in town until every family in the province knew her mission. To her question, “Is there a boardinghouse nearby?” the party secretary told her no but she was welcome to stay at his home. Not wishing to incur the taint of compromise, she thanked Basil and inquired if another family would be kind enough to board her. Natasha volunteered the Lipnoskii house, to the chagrin of her mother, who regarded all authority with suspicion. Irina readily accepted, convinced that by keeping an eye on “Miss Prettiness” she would be led to all manner of official mischief.


      Over dinner the first night, Irina met the family still resident in Brovensk: Anna, Razan, and Pavel. From the oldest boy, she learned that his father, Pyotr, had died from a surfeit of drink and that Razan had moved in with the mother shortly before they had married. Her nose for wrongdoing at first made her think that perhaps Razan and Anna had plotted Pyotr’s demise; after all, Razan had almost immediately found accommodation in the house and a bed that Pyotr had ruled. So Irina, who foraged for fault, plied Anna for details of Pyotr’s drowning. Anna repeated the story that she had pitifully shared with her neighbors and the local officials. When Pyotr failed to return, she had taken her coat and looked for him along the footpath that he normally followed. But though she crossed the icy stream in which he had drowned, she never saw him. Irina condoled with her hostess, smiled at Natasha, and asked, “How late does the local tavern stay open?” She lit a cigarette.


      “It’s not really a tavern,” said Pavel, “so much as a roadside inn for travelers heading east.”


      “So they serve at all hours?” she said, exhaling smoke.


      Pavel knew in fact that one could purchase a drink at any hour of the day but did not wish to make trouble for his fellow townsmen. “By midnight the inn is usually dark.”


      “Usually?”


      “I’d say almost always.”


      “Then your poor father had to make his way home in the early hours. Did no one help him?” she asked with alarm.


      “Not that we know of,” replied Natasha.


      “What are comrades for?” Irina said loudly, but to no one in particular.


      Razan sat sipping his tea, fascinated by Irina’s probing of the dunghill that was Pyotr. Anna, though, felt the air charged with suspicion, and took care not to fall into some Bolshevik trap designed to catch the unwary. She knew these officials for prigs, and wondered whether her having shared her bed with Razan before marriage would render her morally unfit in the eyes of the party, which paid lip service to proper behavior.


      “You must have been worried to death when he didn’t return,” Irina continued, “especially when the inn closed at midnight and at one o’clock he still wasn’t home. You did say that it was shortly after one that you put on your coat to look for him along the road?”


      “Yes,” Anna said, volunteering no more than a syllable.


      “The creek, I gather, isn’t very deep. But how does one cross it? There’s no footbridge.” She extinguished her cigarette.


      Pavel answered, “We step on the rocks.”


      “In spring, when the water is high, are the rocks covered?”


      “No,” Pavel said, as Irina watched Anna’s face, “but they are slippery when wet.”


      “Presumably a slick rock caused the accident.”


      “It was winter,” Pavel replied. “The rocks were icy.”


      “And you, Mrs. Shtuba, do you agree?” She lit another cigarette.


      “Yes.”


      As Natasha began removing the dishes, her mother rose to help.


      “Permit me, Mrs. Shtuba, to ask your opinion about one point.” Anna resumed her seat. “Might the poor man have been alive but unconscious for some length of time?” Smoke issued from her nose.


      While Anna pondered the question, Pavel rushed in to dispel the silence. “Not with his head face down in the freezing water.”


      Losing patience, Irina asked, “And if his head had originally been face up, is it possible that someone turned him over?”


      “Why in the world,” Anna said heatedly, standing up, “would anyone do that?”


      “Ah! The very question I’ve been asking myself.”


      Razan, fondly devoted to his wife, finally spoke. “Are you suggesting a murder was committed?”


      “Your use of the passive voice suggests your unwillingness to give the murderer a name.”


      “Murderer!” several people said in unison.


      Spreading her hands and stroking the air, Irina tried to indicate that she had no family member in mind. “I am still concerned that a comrade would let this man leave drunk without accompanying him home. And if a tovarishch was at his side, which one, and why did he not extricate the poor man from the creek? Comrades do not let other comrades suffer.” She paused, clearly struck by an idea. “Perhaps then that explains what happened. The drunken man was so badly hurt that his fellows could not stand to see him suffer, and turned him over so that he would die without pain.”


      “Is this the way prosecutors split hairs and shave facts?” asked Razan. “Because if it is, then no man is safe from the law.”


      “Charles Dickens said the same thing,” Irina observed, with a knowing smirk, and put out her cigarette.


      That night, as Razan and Anna lay in bed, neither could sleep. He kindly tried to comfort his wife by assuring her that just as a barber wants a face to shave, a prosecutor wants a case to solve. But Anna kept returning to the fact that for some reason, Irina Vostoyeva refused to use Pyotr’s name.


      “She must have a reason,” said Anna, rolling over to face her husband, “and I can’t get to sleep until I’ve worked it out.”


      * * *


      The chistka took place on the second floor of a storehouse, smelling of grain dust and exhibiting a large picture of Stalin. No one had thought to remove the cobwebs or to sweep the floor. In the stifling air, the light from the one window illuminated the millions of motes and admitted from outside the constant sound of chatter and animal noises, reminiscent of a scene from the Middle Ages. A long table covered with a green felt cloth that Basil supplied—he thought it gave the provincial proceedings an air of authority—rested in the center of the room. Three chairs stood behind the table, for Irina, for Party Secretary von Fresser, and for Natasha, who was present to record the proceedings on her typewriter. Two chairs faced the table: one for the party member and, if needed, one for his witness. The party secretary had arranged for the hammer and sickle, like the sword of Damocles, to hang from the ceiling, while another flag fluttered outside the building.


      In the front yard, dozens of people waited to be called. Some had come with their families, some with witnesses, some with a faithful pet, like a dog or goat or pony or pig. Dressed in khaki green, Irina evinced austerity, while Natasha wore a flaming red dress and colorful babushka. For the occasion, Basil had brushed his brown gabardine suit, polished his black shoes, and oiled his hair.


      Irina had looked over the list of party members the night before, noting the absence of last names. How was the party to tell one Ivan from another? When she asked Basil this question, he had replied: by their village, their street, or their occupation. Ivan the mason, with his immense hands, now stood before them, tipping his cap and waiting for his superiors to tell him to sit.


      “We are all comrades here,” said Irina, striking a note of equality. “Sit and relax. I have just a few questions to ask you.”


      Ivan perched on a chair, twisting his cap in his hands.


      “May I see your party card?” she asked, as the typewriter began its interminable clicking.


      “Which one?”


      “Yours.”


      “I have several. From my dead father and uncle and brother.”


      “Your own.”


      “Why do I need my own when I have three others?”


      “Please give me all three cards.” Ivan passed them across the table. “Thank you.” Turning to Basil, she said peremptorily, “Strike his name from your membership list.” Straightening her back, she said to Ivan, “As you leave, please send in the next person.”


      The tanner, Jury Stas, smelling of some chemical, explained that he had lost his party card and had been too busy to request a new one.


      “Comrade Stas, tell us,” said Irina, “who was Karl Marx?”


      “Sounds German to me.”


      “He was.”


      “Maybe a friend of the kaiser. Yeah, I think I heard that from my wife. He was the kaiser’s friend.”


      Disgusted, Irina baited him. “Which one, Wilhelm the first or second?”


      Basil held up two fingers on the side of his cheek farthest from Irina and mouthed the word “second.”


      “The second.”


      “Good. To have your membership card restored, you will have to take classes in socialism. Please take note, Secretary von Fresser.”


      “Right. We will offer courses starting next month.”


      Stas exited dispirited but not completely discouraged. In no time, word spread that to pass the purge a person would have to identify Karl Marx and answer questions about socialism. Outside, the few literate peasants shared what they could with the others, as fear gripped the group.


      “What was your father’s occupation?” Irina asked the next man, Ivan Merski, who had lost his left thumb in a sawmill.


      “A farmer.”


      “Did he own his own farm?”


      He laughed. “Peasants don’t own anything.”


      Irina shuffled some papers in front of her and replied, “According to local land deeds, your father owned sixty acres.”


      “My father? He never told me.”


      “He was a kulak.”


      “What’s that? I never heard the word.”


      “A landowner, a moneylender, a parasite, an enemy of the people.”


      “If he owned land, how come I have to work in a sawmill?”


      “The government confiscated his property. Hand over your card.”


      Natasha couldn’t keep up, though she kept typing as rapidly as her fingers could cover the keys. Taking one sheet of paper from the machine, she quickly replaced it with another, dropping the finished sheet in a wooden box, bearing an official seal.


      Bogdan, a drunkard with a long-suffering wife, asked Irina to repeat her question, as he slouched in his chair.


      “You are accused of passivity. How do you plead?”


      “My papers are all in order,” answered the red-faced and bulbous-nosed former shoemaker, passively ignorant of the word.


      “Yes, I can see that for myself, but the party secretary tells me that you show no enthusiasm for party activities and, in fact, you have never attended a party meeting. Slackers and shirkers forfeit their rights, unless of course . . . you can identify any Trotskyites, Mensheviks, White Army officers, or Tsarist police among the local population.”


      Bogdan sneezed, held a forefinger to his nostril, blew the mucus on the floor, and considered Irina’s offer. “I can point out some drunks and womanizers, but those other kinds I don’t know.”


      “Give us the names of the drunks and womanizers, and don’t fail to include yourself.”


      Bogdan reeled off several names and rose to leave.


      “Your card, please,” said Irina.


      “You said I would get to keep my card!”


      “Only if you become active in the affairs of the party.”


      He handed her his card and spat on the floor.


      “Basil,” Irina ordered loudly for Bogdan’s sake, “I want that man punished for a lack of hygiene. Understand?”


      “By all means,” said Basil, putting a black mark next to Bogdan’s name. “For starters, I’ll require him to sweep out this warehouse.”


      Before Arkady Ivanovich entered the cavernous room, Basil said, to the surprise of Natasha, who looked up from her typewriter and gaped, that Arkady’s membership card was probably forged.


      “How do I know?” he asked rhetorically, troubled by Irina’s comment in private that the books failed to balance. “Isn’t the man a printer, with ink-stained hands, and didn’t you imply, Comrade Vostoyeva, that the local membership rolls were padded?”


      When confronted by Secretary von Fresser’s accusation, Arkady Ivanovich stared at him incredulously. But when Irina pressed him with questions, Basil repeatedly winked at Arkady behind her back.


      A moment later, Arkady admitted his forgery and added, “Now that I got that off my chest, I feel much better.”


      “How many cards have you forged?” asked Irina.


      Behind her back, Basil held up both hands and opened and closed them three times.


      “About thirty or so,” Arkady said.


      “I want the names,” Irina ordered, nearly touching him as she reached across the table with an extended arm and pointed finger.


      Basil interrupted. “Arkady, get someone to record them tonight, and I’ll collect them in the morning.”


      “Your card!” Irina demanded.


      Arkady passed it to her, apologized, and bowed out of the room.


      “Thirty forgeries still doesn’t account for the discrepancy between members and dues.”


      “Brovensk,” said the secretary, “is not without thieves. Though I am reluctant to admit it, we have our fair share.”


      “How many people have keys to the files?”


      He could have implicated his wife and Natasha, but he chose to limit the damage. “I have the only key.”


      That evening at dinner, Irina Vostoyeva imbibed plum brandy far more potent than her usual glass of white wine. In a slightly tipsy state, she told the family that she loved them and asked Anna and Razan to join the Communist Party.


      “I’ll spoon . . . sor you. No one would drear . . . dare doubt my word.” Her eyelids drooped, and her jaw sagged.


      Razan pleaded that he was a foreigner, and Anna said she would think it over.


      “What’s to wink over, what with all the prib . . . ledges you’ll . . . an-joy.” She would have continued had she not slipped from her chair to the floor and passed out.


      Pavel lifted her onto his huge shoulders, as a child might a rag doll, and put her to bed. A short time later, Anna crept into her room and removed her briefcase, which she searched and then returned to its former place. In the morning, Irina complained of a migraine, but she managed nonetheless to take her briefcase and stagger off to the warehouse.


      Party Secretary Basil von Fresser had spent the evening in the company of Arkady Ivanovich, the two of them composing fictitious names in faraway villages and hamlets. Basil also assured his good friend that after the woman from Moscow had left, Arkady would be given a real membership card, one from the dozens stacked neatly on his desk.


      Irina’s foul mood colored her questioning. Poor Petrovich, the tailor, had the misfortune of facing her first. Fingering a thimble, his constant companion and, until then, unfailing talisman, he faced Irina’s withering interrogatives.


      Previously, he had counted his worst moments as those coming from Razan, who had hounded him for months to make an overcoat that would be the envy of all. Money, the barber had said, was no object, and insisted that the coat be fashioned from sable and reach his knees, with a fur collar of marten, a hood lined with velvet, and a thick padding of calico wool sewn with fine double seams of heavy silk thread. The tailor could hardly believe his ears. In front of him stood a Jewish barber who had taken up with Anna Lipnoskaya and was now requesting an overcoat fit for a Tsar. When the tailor tried to dissuade him, Razan had answered, “I found it in a book.” Although Razan was Albanian, he believed, like most literate Russians, that the ideas found in books enjoyed a divinity not found anywhere else.


      Agreeing to make such a coat, Petrovich had opened the door to the very devil. Hardly a day passed that Razan did not stop to ask about the progress of the great creation or insist on yet another fitting. The coat, after all, had to be perfect. Nothing less would satisfy this crazy barber. What could explain Razan’s obsession?


      How could Petrovich have known that as a young boy, Razan had been given a blue snowsuit—the talk of his friends—made from the skin of a bear, with a zipper running from neck to knee? But one day, after the school bell had sounded, when he slid back the door of the cloakroom, he discovered that his coat had been stolen. So distraught was the little boy that he swore to himself that someday he would own the grandest overcoat in Kishinev. But living now in Brovensk, he would settle for the handsomest work that Petrovich the master tailor could make. And so it was that Razan hounded the poor man until he had produced what Petrovich himself admitted was his masterpiece.


      “Identify Karl Marx, Friedrich Engels, V. I. Ulyanov . . .” Two other names, forbidden names, flowed from Irina’s lips, though she couldn’t remember summoning them forth: “Ivan Bunin and Osip Mandelstam.” She attributed this slip to the plum brandy. To protect herself, she said, “Forget the names and tell me about the socialist theory of value. Is it the labor that goes into the manufacture of an object that determines its worth, or supply and demand?”
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