



[image: Cover: Art in the Time of Unbearable Crisis: Women Writers Respond to the Call by Stephanie Raffelock]














[image: image]




WOMEN WRITERSRESPOND TO THE CALL





EDITED BY STEPHANIE RAFFELOCKFOREWORD BY BROOKE WARNER




[image: image]




SHE WRITES PRESS











Copyright © 2022, Stephanie Raffelock


All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, including photocopying, recording, digital scanning, or other electronic or mechanical methods, without the prior written permission of the publisher, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical reviews and certain other noncommercial uses permitted by copyright law. For permission requests, please address She Writes Press.


Published 2022


Printed in the United States of America


Print ISBN: 978-1-64742-489-3


E-ISBN: 978-1-64742-490-9


Library of Congress Control Number: 2022910400


For information, address:


She Writes Press


1569 Solano Ave #546


Berkeley, CA 94707


Interior design by Tabitha Lahr


She Writes Press is a division of SparkPoint Studio, LLC.


All company and/or product names may be trade names, logos, trademarks, and/or registered trademarks and are the property of their respective owners.


Names and identifying characteristics have been changed to protect the privacy of certain individuals.











Dedicated to the indomitable spirit of the Ukrainian people.














Foreword


Brooke Warner





When Stephanie Raffelock approached me with the idea to create this anthology as a compilation of She Writes Press authors’ work in response to the many crises we currently face, nationally and globally, my first and immediate response was ambivalence. I wondered, as many writers and creators have been wondering in the face of the giant crises we face, whether a collection like this would make a difference, whether it would be additive. And then there was the work it would involve, during a time when the world—as if to make up for the lull of the early months of COVID—seems to be moving at breakneck speed.


I asked for the weekend to think through her proposal. Alone with my thoughts, I began to think more expansively, as we do when not driven by fear and overwhelm. It touched me that we, the authors of She Writes Press, might come together as a community of sister-writers to make something beautiful and lasting during this time when we’re all struggling so much—individually and collectively.


Agreeing to move forward turned out to be a balm. All writing is both a mirror and a testament, and I needed both. When living through something big or trying, sometimes it’s all we can do to put one foot in front of the other as an act of survival. Our written words, though, show us what we sometimes can’t see. How the filter of our minds brings deeper awareness to our lived experiences is what makes writing (and all art) so magical. Making a record, sharing a collective experience, creating intimacies through your words—all of these are reasons to write and to create. To be on the receiving end of making, sharing, and creating is to witness humanity. A collective breath. A moment in time. Captured in all its beauty and heartbreak and despair.


This anthology came to be because we’re hurting. As a people, we have been sick and we have lost loved ones. We have been isolated, dealing with the fallout of distance and endings. With the war in Ukraine, cellular losses have crashed to the surface for refugees and their children and their children’s children—not to mention the impact on all of us of the immediate tragedies and atrocities we see unfold each and every day. We live in a toxic political wasteland where public discourse has devolved to such a degree that most of us carry hatred in our hearts for people we don’t even know. The social justice movement, a bright spot on the stain of this historical moment in time, exists in response to deep-seated hurts that will take generations to heal. Basic rights I once took for granted—to love who we want to love, to express how we want to express, to live free from attacks on our identities—feel threatened.


Throughout the pandemic, I’ve sat in Zoom circles—of writers in classes I’ve taught, and of seekers in classes where I’ve been blessed to support Mark Nepo and Parker Palmer, both teachers and best-selling authors who bring deep wisdom and comfort to the aching hearts of the souls they gather. These pandemic-era Zoom rooms are our modern gathering spaces, the only spaces most of us have had to connect. Many writers and creators in these rooms have shared their deep ambivalence, not so different from that which I felt upon Stephanie’s proposal for Art in the Time of Unbearable Crisis. Blocking people’s creative spirits is ambivalence, but also grief and aimlessness and guilt. Creators will question why their art matters when there’s so much suffering in the world. I’ve not felt so much grief or guilt myself, but I’ve been besieged by outrage. I’ve felt tired, too, like a cliff buttressed up against a rugged sea getting bashed with waves and pelted by sand picked up by high winds—worn by the elements of this existence. Not exactly the best conditions for feeling inspired to write or create.


While I’ve not been inspired to write or create due to these conditions, I have been devouring books and audiobooks. I read somewhere that the reciprocity of writing and reading is like exhaling and inhaling. A beautiful metaphor for how we need both—the exhale being the creative release, the inhale being the inspiring intake that feeds us.


Art in the Time of Unbearable Crisis is that collective exhale, of She Writes Press authors answering a call and giving voice to this moment. This thoughtful chorus of women is offering the essays, poems, and art in these pages as a means to connect, to bear witness, and to log a record of these times. In these pages are stories of family histories carried through the generations. There is confession—of loneliness, of grief, of fear of what the future holds. There are stories of death and having to survive its lonely aftermath. And there are stories of birth—of babies born during the pandemic—and rebirth, as some of us have discovered or recovered aspects of ourselves during this time, too. There are stories of longing and of laughing even when nothing is funny, because sometimes that’s all we can do.


The response to the call for submissions for this collection was swift. The authors had two weeks—and we received nearly one hundred submissions. The reading of all the pieces was the inhale I needed to take. My ambivalence was smothered from the very first line of the first submission I read, and I was reminded yet again of the power of words to heal, to connect, to inspire. In the groundswell of submissions, I witnessed the profound power of women creators rising up to say yes. Yes, our voices matter. Yes, our words and our art can soothe angsting hearts. Yes, connection matters. Yes, I want to be seen. Yes, I see you too.
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Introduction: Making Art While the World Appears to Fall Apart


Stephanie Raffelock





The spirit of creativity is the spirit


of beauty, the broken and the whole.


Art is a mirror unto the soul.


As World War II came to an end, a young soldier stationed in Germany took photos of what was left of the city streets he patrolled in Berlin. Small black-and-white images framed in white borders with scalloped edges show piles of rubble and people wandering. In one picture a man carries a chair, a single stick of furniture with which to begin anew. Another shows a woman digging in the debris for something that used to be but no longer is. An entire country undone—the one-time great destroyer now destroyed—was the subject of the young man’s photographs.


The aftermath of that war and all its horrific suffering must have been grief and bewilderment as to how the world would ever again know good.


The soldier documenting the story with his camera was my father, and the year was 1945.


The pictures of life beginning to rise up from the burned-out shell of survival were not the only things that the young soldier brought back from the war. Among his belongings he had wrapped in blankets and carefully tucked away a cocoon of memory, and upon arriving home he slid it under the bed to collect dust until his death. Within that walled-off slice of his life was a series of drawings done in pencil and charcoal—beautiful, serene scenes of deer grazing in the shelter of the forest. I saw the drawings when I was a little girl and I knew that they were my father’s treasures. He told me they represented a brief relationship with an artist that led to the purchase of the drawings, which he paid for with packs of cigarettes and chocolate bars.


He loved them so much, he told me, that he carried them back over an ocean and into his life at home. But they were never framed or displayed. He hid them under the bed, along with other things from the war that I would never see or understand.


When my father died in 1980, I pulled the wrapped drawings from their dusty tomb and brought them home with me, framing them and finally giving them the display that they deserved. I know that in spite of hiding them he did look at the drawings from time to time, remembering a friend whose fate was unknown.


Each time I walk by the framed drawings now, I wonder how it is that an artist living in the face of such horror could create such beauty. In these unrelenting days of pandemic and bloodsport politics, the drawings reach out to me from another terrible time, whispering that I should not forget that there is always something left in the ashes of loss.


That’s what art does. It keeps good alive in the worst of times. That’s what Amanda Gorman did when she stood on the steps of the Capitol building and recited her poem—she was a light, enlivening inspiration in human hearts broken by so much ugliness, pain, and death. What she gave to us was one long, deep breath that exhaled the healing imagining of new possibility.


The works of an unknown German artist who preserved the beauty of his heart and the well-praised poet who will surely experience fame for her work did the exact same thing. They did what artists are called to do in atrocious times. They affirmed life with their creations. They provided nourishment for the dried-up well of deep goodness for which we are now longing.


Divisiveness and lies, death and destruction, can threaten to strangle our efforts to keep creating. How can creativity be meaningful or significant in these challenging times? How could that German artist even think of drawing when he took in the magnitude of horror around him? How could Amanda Gorman create such a profound moment from steps upon which darkness had been unleashed only days before? These artists created boldly out of grief and the mud of chaos, the cramping labor of what it means to birth love.


The emerging archetype of midlife women is the Creatrix, a word that means a woman who makes things. There has never been a greater calling in our lifetime to make things as a life-affirming action, as a way to let in the light. The great poet Jonas Mekas said, “In the very end, civilizations perish because they listen to their politicians and not to their poets.” I take his words as a warning to not be daunted by the power-hungry, to instead find a way to share what is both painful and beautiful in the human condition.


There are piles of rubble everywhere in our collective heartbreak. To write, to sing, to dance, to be playful and silly, to make things, to gather things and arrange them, to praise, to pay homage to grief upon an altar in the corner of our garden, to plant the seeds of gratitude—this is the beginning of how we contribute to the cleanup and the rebuilding of a nation’s soul. This is our time to make things.
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STEPHANIE RAFFELOCK is a podcaster, speaker, voice-over artist, and writer. She is the author of Creatrix Rising: Unlocking the Power of Midlife Women (She Writes Press, 2021). She also penned the award-winning book A Delightful Little Book on Aging (She Writes Press, 2020).














Believe



Maria Kostaki





“What’s up, you Russian!?”


My friend’s already-loud voice deafens me like the sirens I hear in Kyiv on CNN; I shrink into myself, as I feel that she’s insulting me, though she—unaware of the new meaning the word “Russian” has taken on as Putin strides his army of atrocious madness into Ukraine—thinks she’s being funny. I thought its long list of associations had reached completion after the fall of the Berlin Wall, the dissolution of the USSR, and the embarrassment of Yeltsin, and as the memory of the influx of Eastern Bloc sex workers into Europe that so influenced my teenage years finally faded in everyone’s mind. I was okay with “Russian” simply meaning “conniving, hot, model-like woman who was married for money.”


Really, I was.


“Don’t call me that,” I manage to say.


All my life, I have been a privileged refugee. A refugee in that I spent my formative years in the USSR, shaped inevitably by oppression and brainwashing, holding on to my grandma’s bony, veined hand while we waited in lines for things like butter and bread for hours in the cold. I have no true home, no sense of belonging, no family waiting for me anywhere. In Greece—where I’ve lived most of my life—I’m either “the dumb American” or the “hooker Russian”; in the US—where I lived the most inclusive years of my life—I was the “dirty Greek”; and during the few short visits I made to Russia as an adult, I was more of an outsider than I had been anywhere else. But privileged nonetheless, because I’ve always had a warm home and a room to call my own, because I’ve never come close to poverty or hunger or immediate persecution, never been in danger from a war or natural disaster. All the things real refugees are faced with. But this self-appointed status has ingrained in me a constant need to help others—a need that’s almost infantile, for I act and react as a young child would whenever a disaster hits, and my lack of a place in the world seems to be the key.


As a first grader in Moscow, my dream was to get to high school as soon as possible so I could go on the school trips that take you to help the women gather potatoes on the collective farms. I’d seen a sepia photo somewhere of a woman kneeling in the field of dirt, face streaked in brushes of mud, exhausted eyes looking into the bottom of the camera lens. I thought she was on the verge of tears, and I, my own eyes glistening with tears of love, wanted to go help her out. And all the others that our teacher told us worked hard for the state. Looking back, I’m thankful I never got the opportunity.


Since then, I have yet to accomplish anything grand—I haven’t shifted history—but I do strive to help in the little ways I can until the sadness begins to crush me. When Syrian children started washing up on Greece’s shores, my own son was three, a detail that made the footage of a dead boy of the same age lying on a beach hit closer to home than anything I’d seen. Scores of expats began heading to the islands where volunteers were most needed, and my longing to go with them brought me to tantrum-like tears.


But that would be illogical, leaving one’s toddler to go help others. Instead, I convinced my son’s nursery school to let me host a drive for shoes and socks, which was what the refugee children needed most, the news told us. (No war and their parents were what they actually needed most.) I hauled garbage bags and boxes, asked a friend to clear her schedule so she could help me transport whatever I collected to the friend of a friend who was taking a ferry to the refugee camp. I expected to get at least a pair or two from each family at the school; Kids grow so fast at this age, I thought; surely they’ll have worn shoes, surely they’ll go buy socks. Two moms contributed. One pair of shoes. Three pairs of old socks. I gave away stuff my kid was still wearing.


The friend that had referred me to the woman gathering supplies was a professor from my undergrad years. She began volunteering at a camp here in Athens, playing with the kids, helping them draw. It shocked me because she was hardly the motherly type, but I suppose being motherly is not a prerequisite for kindness.


I self-published a children’s book. Started a Kickstarter campaign, vowed to donate all proceeds to a new NGO working to house lone refugee minors. The campaign barely raised half the funds for publication, the publisher refused to cut my agreed print run to the number of copies I could afford, and the book never sold enough copies to cover the difference, let alone make anything to donate. But today, that NGO has fourteen homes that have sheltered over seven hundred children. And as life works in serendipitous ways, I freelance for them from afar—not saving the children, but hopefully helping them to do so.


The refugees gave way to the International Women’s March. Trump won and the adopted American in me came raging out. Athens is not the biggest hub of women’s rights (not even close before #MeToo, when dozens upon dozens of women finally began speaking out), it’s not pro-American, and the women I knew would come march with me I could count on one hand. But suddenly, I found my face in The Guardian, and a few days later I stood on the curb outside the US embassy, one of my best friends by my side holding the blowhorn that was attached to some form of other apparatus that I had to speak into, with only five minutes to get rid of my fear of public speaking. We had a permit for a quiet gathering—“30-50 mothers and children,” I’d sincerely written on the police application for peaceful protest—but there was a field of heads covered in pink hats with signs waving in the air at the foot of my makeshift soapbox. After I spoke, we marched, and another group, there to champion refugee rights and marching in the other direction, turned around and joined us. Or did we join them? It doesn’t matter.


I have never felt so high.


I have never been so proud.


I have never felt so strong.


I have never been so one with the world.


Not even the next year, when we upped our game and moved to Constitution Square—real mic, speakers, soundtrack, and all. There, where a twenty-something girl working at a café asked me what we were doing taking up public space, asked me why we think women don’t have equal rights when in Greece, at least, they absolutely do. For years, I looked for her every time I walked by that café. I’m assuming that by now, she knows. Maybe she’s looking for me too, to tell me we were onto something back in 2018, to say “me too.”


And now, Ukraine. A fourth of my blood runs blue and yellow, something I was unaware of until the day Vladimir Putin decided to “recognize” the Donbas region, where my grandmother was born. I never knew this part of my already-fragmented history—not because it was a secret but because nobody thought to tell me, for it was part of the USSR when all of us were born and for much of my grandmother’s life. That’s my theory, at least. And by the time that fell apart, I had a Greek passport, though I barely spoke the language, living in the bubble of an international school, and though I cared about becoming American more than anything. Shortly after the nation of my birth ceased to exist, the US bases in Athens began to shut down. The threat was gone. The Cold War was over. But for me, what mattered was that it was the end of American onsite festivals (“Zucchini Dayz,” an autumn one was called) that my friend’s military dad would have to get special permission to sign me in for. Gone were the hot dogs, the Doritos, grape Hubba Bubba, bouncy castles; gone were the days of being questioned at the gate by soldiers probably less than a decade older than me about my Soviet passport. I had so wanted to display my Greek one, but I never got the chance.


In my late teens, as communism began to see one fall after the other, the Eastern Bloc sex workers trickled into Southern Europe. Taking a taxi late at night was tricky. I never knew what to pretend to be, so I often innocently told the truth. And then it all faded. I moved to New York, the Towers fell, Bush told us to go shop to help the city as he stood on top of the massive heap of rubble. I did as I was told. I felt like a New Yorker, I felt like I belonged, I still thought that mattered then. But now, again, I’m a Russian.


But this time I see kindness everywhere. This time I know I’ll never change the course of history—that none of us everyday people can. As Putin began to roll his steel caterpillars into a land that was never his, the internet exploded with humanity. Almost overnight, hundreds of thousands of people formed groups, blindly and wholeheartedly threw open the doors of their homes, organized food and supply drives, texted with those running for their lives, and more. I saw it all happen on my screen; I was mesmerized for days. Two million refugees and counting. Nothing we can do is enough. But many bits of things are something. It’s better than a pair of shoes and old socks.


I dreamed of going to a bunker to read bedtime stories to children hiding underground. My mother’s husband—a lawyer, policeman, and political refugee who survived not only Putin’s persecution but also the siege of St. Petersburg as an infant—wanted to pick up his rifle and head to Ukraine to help them fight; he was hindered only by his age. A Polish woman in Athens asked for help for a Ukrainian friend of a friend of a friend who was preparing to drive from Athens to the border of Poland and Ukraine to pick up her cousins. She was gathering all the medical supplies, baby food, and blankets that she could fit into the car to leave there. I bought baby formula and nuts. My friend helped her find places to stay on her journey.


Some others have given me money to do more. I don’t know what more to do. Bombs keep falling. People keep dying. Madmen keep on living. My grandma in Moscow speaks of military operations against the Nazis. Protesters and the very few independent presses still in operation are using code words so as to not be caught and arrested. All I can do is hope that it’s over by the time your eyes skim these words.


The Native Americans say that we inherit the trauma of our ancestors. I hope that’s not so, though I’m possibly living proof of that beautiful, sad theory. But if we inherit trauma, maybe we also inherit the joy, the kindness, the love.


I feel others’ pain more than I feel my own. I am at an age where I’m comfortable with not belonging, at ease with constantly being swayed by the suffering of others, even at peace with the failure to rally up big troops for my cause. Because on this journey I’ve been touched by the kindness of others; I’ve been injected with the adrenaline of the crowd below my blowhorn; maybe I even edited a paragraph that got that NGO the coveted grant it so desperately needed. Tiny pieces of a difference are all that I’ve gathered in my basket.


My child will inherit this. Not the evil in my history. I know he’s been watching. I think he sees that I’m everywhere and nowhere at the same time, that I’m no one and I’m everyone. That’s my superpower.
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MARIA KOSTAKI is the author of Pieces and When Clouds Embrace. A freelance writer and journalist based in Athens, Greece, she’s currently working on a collection of short stories. She’s the mom of a nine-year-old kid, and, most importantly, she believes.













Ode to Morphine


Deborah Tobola





Who knew it would be blue? I fill the dropper—


my mother opens her mouth like a baby


bird. Baby Bird, that’s your new nickname, I say.


I think it’s sky blue,


the morphine, but I need to know the exact


color of the elixir that transports her.


So I google “color of morphine” and find


an analogy


by poet Sarah Hannah, who tended to her


dying mother. Pale blue Canterbury Bells


are the color of liquid morphine, she wrote.


Of course a poet


is the one who gives the answer. Her mother


was an artist who loved flowers. My mother


is not an artist. But my father called her


his little flower.
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In January 2020, DEBORAH TOBOLA began caring for her then eighty-six-year-old mother. Somehow (hypervigilance), they made it through the pandemic. Her mother recently entered hospice care in Deborah’s home. Reading and writing poetry helps Deborah stay connected to the world, in all of its beauty and anguish. She’s recently fallen in love with the Sapphic ode.













Packing Essentials


Irena Smith





SEPTEMBER 1977: My parents and I leave the Soviet Union to seek political asylum in the US. We have four suitcases—brown, cheaply made. They hold everything you might need when you’re fleeing a country that never recognized you as a full citizen even if you lived there for generations: a hot plate, a few pots and pans, shoes, toothbrushes, an umbrella, clothes, an electric converter, an assortment of my father’s tools, and a fat book with an orange-brown cover scored by three vertical lines: The Collected Works of Mikhail Bulgakov.


We travel via Austria and Italy because there are no direct routes for Russian-Jewish refugees to the US in 1977. We depart for Vienna from Sheremetyevo Airport in Moscow wearing multiple layers—two pairs of underwear, two pairs of pants, short-sleeve shirts under long-sleeve shirts under sweaters under coats—because not everything fits into the suitcases. Partly because of that book. That heavy, unwieldy book that my parents didn’t have to bring, but did. The book that edged out my stuffed rabbit who beat on a drum when you wound him up.


OCTOBER 1975: My uncle Boris, who lives in Odessa, befriends two East German women he worked with on a rail project in East Germany. He gives them my parents’ contact information, and when they visit Moscow, they look up my parents and stay with us for a few nights. They bring gifts: a semaphore orange sweater for me, The Collected Works of Mikhail Bulgakov for my parents.


Bulgakov is legendary in the Soviet Union, but his work is almost impossible to find. Excerpts from his novels appear in magazines, but they’re heavily censored; his novels, which have been issued in laughably small print runs, are censored as well. The Collected Works of Mikhail Bulgakov contains three novels: White Guard, A Theatrical Novel, and The Master and Margarita. Because they were published abroad, they are uncensored.


NOVEMBER 1977: After two weeks in a residential hotel in Vienna, my parents and I rent a room in a four-bedroom apartment in Rome, where we wait to be granted refugee status by the United States. Two other Russian-Jewish families, also émigrés, rent the other two rooms. There is one kitchen and one bathroom. The apartment is near the Vatican and has tall windows and stone floors and an old, extraordinarily small, and extraordinarily mean landlady named Maria who lives in the fourth bedroom and polices our use of the gas stove.


While we’re waiting, I begin reading The Master and Margarita. I’m nine years old. Why my parents decide to let me read Bulgakov, I’m not sure, other than that they may be distracted by the slow-moving chaos of waiting in long lines for documents and then waiting in other long lines with those documents to get new ones. I’ve already read Anna Karenina, which came from a Russian-language library run by the Hebrew Immigrant Aid Society. I’m enchanted by Anna’s devastatingly simple black velvet dress and the way she mesmerizes everyone at the ball and her small skillful hands and the descriptions of food I’ve never tasted or seen and Levin’s long, patient courtship of Kitty. Reading the last novel in the orange-brown book in our suitcase seems like a logical next step.


Anna Karenina enchanted me, but reading The Master and Margarita feels like an invisible power has picked me up and plunged me into a stereoscopic world, more real than reality itself. The yellow flowers against Margarita’s black coat; the sudden violence of the train severing Berlioz’s head; the consuming, octopus-like fear spreading its tentacles into the Master’s cozy basement apartment; the severe, majestic cadences of the Jerusalem chapters, where the itinerant philosopher Yeshua Ha-Notsri faces Pontius Pilate; Hella’s greenish hand slowly reaching through the transom in the dead of night. Behemoth, the enormous talking black cat who drinks vodka. Matthew the Levite’s agony as Yeshua slowly perishes on Golgotha. The twin thunderstorms that swallow ancient Jerusalem and 1930s Moscow. And the heavy, thudding finality of this sentence, uttered by Satan himself in a dim, candlelit bedroom: “Manuscripts don’t burn.”


There’s a lot I don’t know as a nine-year-old; it’s not until I’m in college that I understand the significance of Bezdomny’s plunge into the Moscow River or Pilate’s incessant rubbing of his hands. At nine, I don’t understand why the Master burns his manuscript in his stove or why he disappears following a midnight knock on his door or what it means that he reappears in his courtyard three months later, wearing the same coat but with the buttons torn off, or why someone else now lives in his apartment. My mother explains to me that the Master was arrested and likely tortured and that, too, is something I struggle to understand.


I’m puzzled by so many other things as well: why we had to leave behind my wind-up rabbit, why I will never become a Young Pioneer and receive a flaming red kerchief to wear proudly around my neck, how it could be that everything I was taught at school was a lie. Later, I will read Bulgakov’s White Guard and learn that the people I learned to call enemies of the people—private property owners, aristocrats, intellectuals—were not actually enemies. White Guard is set in Kiev during the First World War and the Russian revolution, and its central characters, two brothers and a sister, struggle to hold on to the vestiges of a life that is brutally, methodically, being destroyed. The sister, Elena, keeps picking up Ivan Bunin’s short story “The Gentleman from San Francisco.” We have art, Albert Camus wrote, so we don’t perish from the truth.


APRIL 1985: Abram, my father’s cousin, who left Odessa for Israel decades ago, comes to visit. We’ve assimilated: my parents work as engineers, we live in a three-bedroom house in Silicon Valley, I speak fluent English. I’m cocky in a way that only sixteen-year-olds who believe they know everything can be. We start to talk about literature, and I mock the two English-language translations of The Master and Margarita I’ve read (one based on a censored original, one based on a complete copy but semantically and stylistically clunky). Abram fixes me with a stern look from beneath his graying eyebrows and says, “Why don’t you translate it yourself then?”


His words are a revelation. Why don’t I, indeed? I sit in my room with a typewriter and a Russian-English dictionary and the orange-brown book and quickly discover that translating—or at least translating well—is hard. I limp through the first chapter, where the poet Bezdomny and the editor Berlioz meet Satan on the outskirts of Moscow, and find myself utterly stymied by the first line of the second chapter: “Early morning on the fourteenth day of Nissan, clad in a white cloak with blood-red lining, Pontius Pilate, the Procurator of Judea, entered the covered colonnade between the two wings of the palace of Herod the Great with the shuffling gait of a cavalry officer.”


Russian speakers will know that this is not a faithful translation. Russian permits a heavier accumulation of prepositional phrases than English; translated verbatim, that first sentence is, “In a white coat with blood-red lining, with the shuffling gait of a cavalry officer, in the early morning of the fourteenth day of Nissan, into the covered colonnade between two wings of the palace of Herod the Great walked the Procurator of Judea, Pontius Pilate.” The sentence catches me in a trap: Do I stay faithful to the text or do I rearrange the sentence? I rearrange the sentence, but the discomfort of failing to capture the majestic, unhurried rhythm of the Russian is too much. I want the sentence to end, as does the Russian original, with Pontius Pilate’s name, but I can’t figure out a way to make it work. I stop translating.


OCTOBER 1986: I’m a freshman at UCLA. For reasons I can’t entirely articulate, I bring the five typewritten pages with me and show them to Irina Paperno, my professor in Advanced Russian Language and Literature. She stops me after class two days later and tells me she showed the translation to Michael Heim another professor in the Slavic department. He would like to meet me.


When I go in, I don’t know that Michael Heim is Milan Kundera’s American translator, that he speaks eight languages fluently, that he is the preeminent translator of his generation. All I know is that he has collar-length hair and a sharp, stubborn jaw and dark, dancing eyes and an office filled floor to ceiling with books. We spend over an hour parsing my translation, discussing the treacherous stylistic shifts between the Moscow and Jerusalem chapters, the pitfalls of semantically faithful but stylistically awkward translations, ways of capturing the essence of an author’s voice.


I never finish the translation (instead, I write a dissertation about semantic instability and what it means to be American in the novels of Vladimir Nabokov and Henry James), but The Master and Margarita remains a lodestar. I tell others about it, and they report back, sometimes years later, to tell me how it changed their life. There is something uncanny about that book, I’m convinced of it. Before I was born, my parents went to Sadovaya 302-b, the Moscow house where Berlioz lived and where Satan and his retinue took up residence after his death. The entire house was dark and only one window, right where apartment 50 would have been, was illuminated by a candle.


I think, often, about the ponderous weight of that line, “Manuscripts don’t burn.” Except that they do. They are burning now, all over Ukraine, just as they burned across Europe during World War II, and at other times in Japan and Korea and Africa and Iran and Chechnya and Georgia and Afghanistan and Syria and Iraq. No supernatural force can rescue them from the conflagration, nothing can comfort the untold millions fleeing without the luxury my parents had to curate their few belongings, to pack, to grab a beloved book. Bulgakov himself burned his own manuscripts, trembled in fear of the midnight knock on the door, witnessed the death and desecration of war.


And yet. A censored version of The Master and Margarita appeared in a Soviet literary magazine in 1967, the year before I was born. That same year, a manuscript was smuggled out of the USSR and published in Paris. A version containing the omitted and censored parts was typed and duplicated by hand and circulated clandestinely in the Soviet Union; that version was published in Frankfurt in 1969, and in 1975 two young East German women gave it to my parents, who packed it in a cheap brown suitcase and, in September 1977, left a homeland that was not really a homeland.


The first law of thermodynamics holds that energy cannot be destroyed; it can only take a different form. And so, as the world convulses once again, I try to hold Bulgakov’s words to myself—to remember that manuscripts may burn, but art does not.
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Blue(For Irina)


Cheryl Krauter





Irina’s eyes were blue


stunning


bright


like cornflowers


warmed by the yellow sun


they shone with the innocent dreams of a young life


that was just beginning.


When we sailed from Moscow on the Lev Tolstoy, a river cruiser once used for the pleasure of high-ranking Kremlin officials, in 2008, we knew you as a twenty-three-year-old Ukrainian woman studying for your university exams. Given one chance to succeed at the only prospect that might grant you a future, you were frightened, anxious, hopeful that your destiny might open wide into the blue of a vast prairie sky. Dreams were fragile because of the pressure, the one shot you had for transcending a life as a server on a tourist boat for rich Westerners who would never know or care where you went when another frozen winter descended on the Volga River at summer’s end and you returned home to Ukraine.


Irina would gather pastries


stacking them in mounds


on a delicate blue-patterned china plate


stuffing the sweet delicacies into her mouth as if it was


her last meal.


Did she know what was coming


did they all know?


In the evenings we gathered to listen to the articulate university professor from Moscow, her lectures so entertaining, so intelligent. She taught us the history of Russia. During each talk she would manage to work in a few moments of praise for Vladimir Putin—revering his leadership, holding him in high esteem—and then she’d continue on with her monologue. At first we were confused, shocked, until we understood that she feared being monitored, watched, listened to by someone on the boat. Were we all being watched?


The professor had passed her tests


had made it through flaming, fiery hoops


to success


did anyone know or care where she went


when she returned home in Russia


were her eyes blue


we never knew


we never got close enough.


Irina


the others were not so innocent


they had long been denied their emancipation


when they spoke of their dreams of freedom


the sound was like the grinding of gravel in their mouths.


I am alone on the weathered, aged deck of the Tolstoy as it floats along the Volga. Gazing out across vast, fathomless pine forests that stretch into an infinite horizon, looking up into a cerulean blue sky, I become aware that there are no wires, no planes—the world is, for once, soundless. This moment of stillness remains the purest of my life. I stare into the abyss of the ancient trees, wondering if there are humans living there among the wild beasts who, unlike them, wander freely.


Irina


you would be in your thirties now


where are you?


In Ukraine, alive and running for your life? Did you ever pass your tests and make it to university, or did the innocent hopes of a young woman fade into a tattered blue memory? Are you in a massive crowd at the train station, running for safety, hiding beneath a bridge, carrying a child, holding them to your breast, terrified in the chaos? When you look up do you see a patch of blue sky or chunks of broken buildings hailing down on you? The pastries on the boat are a distant memory. Are you hungry, hungrier than you were those long years ago on a peaceful river in Russia—starving, freezing, frightened?




University professor


where are you today


alive


silenced


dead


forever quiet?


Women of Ukraine


I see you


Women of Russia


I hear you


you are not forgotten behind the cold blue tombstone eyes of


a megalomaniac


his face a stone


his heart a jagged, bloodless rock.


I look into your grieving blue eyes


and imagine your dreams


of drinking from a cup of longed-for freedom


and


finally


finally


tasting the nourishment


that will end the starvation of your bodies, your minds, your


souls.


I see you


I hear you


I stand for you


I surround you


in fields of sunflowers


beneath


an azure blue


sky of peace.
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Frankenstein’s Monster


Jill McCroskey Coupe





Two reviewers described my first novel, published the year Donald Trump was elected, as being about tyranny. My second novel, published the day after George Floyd was murdered, is about race. Both books were completed long before publication, making any mirroring of current events entirely coincidental.
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