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... How often we are being told that the Soviet man is nothing
but utopia, that he never existed, doesn’t exist, will never exist and
cannot exist! Read the book of a modern author who spent many
years in ‘prosperous’ Europe, and you will see that it’s not truth. The
Soviet man is alive and well today! He doesn’t measure life by money
and personal success. He is compassionate; he lives in work and
struggle...
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Preface to the English language
edition

‘Hello!
This is the story about my life,
And it goes like this...’

(Song of Bobby Farrell ‘Hoppa Hoppa’)

Why did | write this book? Because over the past twenty years I've
got sick and tired of listening to endless incredible lies about what it was
actually like living in the USSR. These lies have become so pervasive
today, from movies and books to newspapers and school textbooks, that
there is no escaping them anywhere. And it is not just a one-sided view of
the Soviet reality. If that were the case, it would be half the trouble. But,
paraphrasing the Russian saying, the deeper we go into the forest, the
more anti-Soviet ‘wood’ is being offered us: we are being showered with
more and more of what can only be qualified as rank falsehood. | cite
examples of this on many occasions in my book.

For 20 years now I've read, watched and listened to all this - and |
have not recognised my native country in what | read, saw and heard. |
have not recognised it at all. And these lies are not only about us, they
are also about our parents, grandparents, even great-grandparents...
Lying about our lives to our children and grandchildren, so that they
would not know what it was really like to be a Soviet citizen. Finally, | got
so tired of these shameless and endless lies that | felt what Tolstoy must
have felt: ‘I can no longer be silent’!

| see the world through the eyes of a Soviet person. Because | am a
Soviet person. And I'm proud of it. | was happy in the USSR, and | do not
make excuses for openly talking about it. | was not part of ‘the elite’ and |
was not an exception. Life as | describe it in my book was lived by most of
my generation. But abroad, and in my own country after the comprador
bourgeoisie came to power, it was decided to publicize the view of the

Soviet life as described by only an extremely small number, a marginal
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minority: by the so-called ‘dissidents’, whose ‘dissent’ is based primarily

on personal egoism, opposition to the majority of the people, belief in
their own ‘exclusiveness’, primacy of their worldview and their personal
‘human rights’ over the basic economic, social and political rights of the
majority of the nation, contempt for others and for their own country. In
the Soviet times, these people were considered traitors.

I am writing on behalf of the silent majority of our people, because
| hope that they will recognise themselves in my characters and in the
description of their lives. And then they will finally realise they are a
majority (which they are!) and will no longer stay inactive, tolerating the
endless slander, spitting and jeering of the traitors, calling themselves
‘reformers’ and ‘innovators.’

More than 20 years of my life in exile also gives me the right to
compare in full the so-called ‘free’ world and our Soviet reality. And this
comparison isn't in favour of the former. Of course, this is not what some
would like to hear. The West expects us to be in seventh heaven having
landed among the capitalist ‘rivers of milk and honey.’ Few people are
actually interested in how we feel there, what we think about the system,
and how we got there in the first place.

If | were asked to describe capitalism in one word, | would probably
choose the word ‘bestiality.” This fully applies to post-Soviet Russia and
its spiritual mentors - the so-called ‘developed’ countries.

If | were asked to describe socialism in one word, | would choose
the word ‘inspiration.’ That is what we experienced during the Soviet era
very often, if not every day.

Letters from Russian readers that | get in large quantities make me
feel very happy. They confirm that | have touched a live nerve in people,
that my book will help them to understand what happened to us and come
back to their true selves.

...If you look at the comments on my articles, for and against the
USSR, you will notice something remarkable. Those who are for the USSR
recall free education, advanced science, sports, free medical care,
housing, etc. And those who are against it, you know what their first and
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main argument is? It's ‘sausage.’ All they talk about is the lack of

‘sausage’ and of foreign-brand ‘stuff’ (exactly ‘stuff’, not things, for
things we had). And also about ‘queues.’ One of them remembered how
he got imported chewing gum and chewed it again and again (keeping it in
the fridge between chewing). It's disgusting when the human brain only
thinks in terms of ‘sausage,’ - as my reader Rita Shevchenko wrote.

I am also positive, that those left-wing activists, who thoughtlessly
brush aside our Soviet experience, labelling it ‘totalitarianism’, can be
immediately written off the revolutionary accounts: they won't produce
anything except a lot of hot air. | am deeply convinced that without
studying all the facets of our Soviet experience and creative application of
this experience in the variety of future practices, it will remain impossible
to construct any kind of ‘a different world.’

Sovietica is a trilogy; you are holding in your hands its Part 1. The
work on the translation of Parts 2 and 3 is being completed at the
moment. These parts are dedicated to struggle for justice in various parts
of the modern world.

I invite all those who do not live and think only in terms of sausage
to read my book. Those who do care how people around them live. Who
think about the way the system works. About what can be learned from
the historical experience of ‘a different world’, which, as we, the Soviet
people, know, is not just theoretically possible, but really existed and
continues to exist on our planet today.
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Dedicated to Alisa who would have had a very different life, if she

had been born in the USSR
Prologue. Refugee of perestroika

‘I’ll go around the world in search of a place with room for
outraged feeling’
(A. Griboedov, Woe from Wit)

... Speckles of the morning sun are pushing through the shutters and
curtains. On the grass yard in front of our house these speckles are
jumping all over the first dandelions, bouncing from their golden plates.
The grass is bright green. There is a strong smell of soil just recently dried
after the spring floods and of apple tree blossoms. All around our little
house nature is raging with blossoms: of apple trees, pear trees, cherry
trees, lilacs...

The most wonderful mornings are those of early summer, when you
don't have to go to school anymore. When you wake up slowly and can
indulge yourself to lying in bed and watching those sun speckles on the
curtains, foretasting a long, seemingly endless day, hot and full of
interesting events. But, unfortunately, you'll have to wait another few
weeks for this. And in June there will be no apple and lilac blossoms
anymore, the nightingales will stop singing and the dust will appear on the
roads...

| always have a strange, wrenching feeling in May: it is so beautiful
around that my heart begins to ache. On such days you really believe in
miracles (in a very different way than on New Year's Eve!) - and you feel
that it is not far away. It is such a waste to spend these marvellous days in
fear of the final tests of the school year or preparing for exams, but there
is nothing you can do about that... ‘A little further, a little more, the final
battle is the hardest...”

May begins with May Day. On the eve of May Day they mend roads, put
new asphalt everywhere, and it smells hot tar. People also put lime on
tree trunks in the streets, and the very sight of it makes your heart
rejoice.

For some reason on the First of May the weather is usually fine, but the
next day is always rainy and cold. May Day marks a sharp border between

" A line from the war song ‘The Last Battle’ by the Soviet actor & poet

Mikhail Nozhkin
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not yet real spring, as in April, - when the paths are dry one day, so that
you can almost wear your summer shoes, and the next day, when they
again become a mire, you have to get out your in-between-season boots
again, that you are already so fed up wearing, - and the time when ‘they
come rustling, the sounds of green, the sounds of green, the sounds of
spring!’? It seems in just one day young leaves will come out (how nice
they smell!), together with dandelions on the sides of the roads, and, if
you're lucky, you will be able to go to the parade wearing just a jumper,
with no raincoat on.

The parade is a big event, full of joy - not just for children, but for
adults as well. Whole families go there dressed up in their best clothes. |
didn’t always take part in the October Revolution parade, because of the
weather, but if | stayed at home there was no bigger pleasure for me than
to watch the celebrations and parade on TV! But May Day demonstrations
were something | had never missed. From early morning on - cheerful
music, full of the joy of life, played through loudspeakers in the streets.
The streets swept clean, the trees lime-washed at the bottom, and my
grandfather and all our neighbours would hang out red flags from their
houses early in the morning. Nobody forced us to do that - even such a
thought would seem ludicrous to us. On that day public transport in towns
didn’t run in the morning, and people would walk from all directions to
the venues, to the accompaniment of cheerful and lively music.

We, the children, would impatiently wait for the adults to blow up
holiday balloons for us, which we would tie to spring twigs with new
leaves just broken.

The balloons and lemonade were both strongly associated with May Day
and October Revolution Day, just as the New Year tree and mandarins
with New Year, sweet cherries and the strawberries with June and
watermelons with August. And oh, how great it was!

Those who gobble up beautiful plastic-tasting strawberries from Dutch
greenhouses in January or grapes brought from another hemisphere in
December, those who drink Coca Cola by the litre every day and get their
balloons with their Happy Meals at McDonald’s - will never understand
that. We, children of the Soviet times, had plenty of things to look

2 Fragment from the poem by the Russian poet N. Nekrasov ‘Green

Noise’ (1863).
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forward to and feel happy about. It was not about things, you see: things
didn't have such an absolute and all-absorbing, all-consuming value for us.
If somebody had a bicycle and somebody else did not, we would all take
turns riding it in the street. If you were going to the theatre, you would
just buy an extra ticket and offer it to somebody else to come with you.
We wanted to share our joy - not to monopolise it, arrogantly boast about
it and flaunt it in front of others to make them jealous.

Our parents could well afford to buy us plenty of lemonade and
balloons at any time, but nobody did that, because it was intended for
celebrations. Perhaps, the generation that has ‘chosen Pepsi’® wouldn't
understand it, but we were able to do what they are not able to:
anticipate and relish things to the fullest!

We were able to enjoy anticipation itself. Not that the slogan ‘I want it
all and | want it now’ was just completely alien to us as something
extraterrestrial. It was repulsive to us, though, as it bore strong
associations with the Bad Boy sitting on a barrel of jam from Arkady
Gaidar's book ‘Malchish Kibalchish’...* ‘On New Year's Day there will be a
Christmas tree (not a month in advance and thrown away the very day
after the holiday), and they will show Melodies and Rhythms of Foreign
Pop Music on TV.” ‘Come summer, and we'll have our own apples in the
garden’ (fresh and natural!l). ‘When October comes, we'll fire up the
furnace and bake potatoes in it’ (so different from the microwave any
time of the year, where, by the way, potatoes don't taste as they should!)
‘In March the snow will begin to melt and | can play with paper boats in
the streams’ (not in a bath or a pool all the year round). Do you get my
meaning? Or maybe already not?

But let's go back to our May First. The brass bands would play in the
streets. People would greet their acquaintances cheerfully on the way to
the gathering place of their column, congratulating them on the great
holiday. Then we would wait impatiently till we could finally begin to
walk in a procession. If we, the children, got tired, the adults would put

3 Reference to the early 1990-s slogan ‘Our generation chooses Pepsi!’
promoted in the former Soviet Union to advertise Coca and Pepsi Cola
products as an alternative to Soviet values.

4 Bad hero from the ‘Tale of the Military Secret, Boy Malchish
Kibalchish and His Firm Word’ written by Arkady Gaidar in 1935.
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us on huge trolleys with portraits of Politburo members. On the way we
looked with great interest at the holiday posters and read what was
written on the banners. People who had only recently moved to the city
from villages would come to the parade with their own accordions,
perform hearty dances and sing chastooshkas. ® Naturally, nobody forced
them to do it either. The feeling of festivity was sincere and universal.
Just as Great October Socialist Revolution Day (my grandfather called it
‘Oktyabrskaya’), this was OUR holiday - not Yeltsin's ‘Independence Day’.¢
Nor was it just ‘the day of spring and labour’, as it is officially called
today. The notion of the International Solidarity of Working People was
not unfamiliar to us then!

The closer we approached the central platform opposite the monument
of Lenin, the louder the music and holiday slogans sounded. Those slogans
were shouted by solemn voices through loudspeakers. This solemnity
inspired us. Our ‘hurray!’ expressed our joy - the joy of life, of knowing
that we were all together, united, the joy, which reverberated in this
beautiful warm day, the approaching summer! And when the loudspeakers
hailed ‘Long live the workers of (this or that) factory!’, the named
workers who were passing by the tribune would answer with such a loud
‘hurray!’ that the ground trembled from this sound...

After the parade people dispersed slowly. The transport was still not
running, and we would walk home unhurriedly treading on the tramway
line.

At home my granny plied us with pastry and other tasty food cooked on
the previous evening. Granddad was getting ready to drink his little glass
of vodka together with Uncle Tolik. (Twice a year, on May 1st and on
November 7th, my granddad's niece would always visit us with her
husband and son. He was eight years older than | and at the time | idolized
him and held him as an example to emulate. It was flattering for me that

5 A type of traditional short Russian folk poem parallels the poetic
genre of limericks in British culture. Chastushkas are often put to music.

6 In the 1990-s Russian government felt unable to cancel a Soviet
holiday as it would be an extremely unpopular step, however managed to
change the name of it from the 1 May International Workers Solidarity Day

to the vague ‘Day of Spring and Labour’.
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he always spoke and played with me as his peer, not as a naive young
child).

We were always eager to see these relations of ours. My granddad was
a war veteran, but he wasn't a Communist, had never been a Communist,
and was sufficiently cynical about life. Yet, he was the one who always
made communist holiday toasts and was the first to shout ‘hurray!” We
echoed him cheerfully.

...And then... then there were the fireworks in the evening! The sky
was lit up with multi-coloured fires, and all of us, from the youngest to
the oldest, poured out into the street to watch them. There were cries of
‘hurray!’ with each new volley - also whole-hearted and sincere.

Those who do not understand it, simply do not know what it means to
enjoy life and how savoury this joy is. And please do not come up with the
Philistine ‘You were happy with this because you didn't know anything
else’. For goodness’ sake, what did we not know that was worth knowing?
Strip bars, bordellos, narcotics? Glossy periodicals like Playboy? Trash
mass media? Stock exchange speculation? ‘One-armed gangsters’? Security
guards in each store and each school? Such notions as ‘racket’ and ‘gang-
war’? The way shots and explosions sound in real life? Some 64 positions of
the Kama Sutra? Or the feeling of being unemployed? Or what homeless
people - and street children! - look like? Or how one can die only because
one doesn't have enough money to pay for an operation? Or perhaps
holidays in the Maldives - while your former neighbour is digging for food
in rubbish bins? Or what the job description for sales manager of Herbalife
is? Or some other Western junk? Oh yeah, knowing it is such great
happiness, isn't it?!

...After the 1st of May the 9th of May’ came on foot. It was my
granddad's day. He never told us much about the war. Only when he drank
a shot glass on May 9th, he would say that god forbid us to witness what a
meat grinder it was...

‘It was a meatgrinder. The human being is the most vicious animal on
Earth...” Granddad had miraculously survived a combat in the environs of
Leningrad. He was badly wounded in the leg, and they carried him off the
battlefield. The splinters remained in his leg for the rest of his life.

7 Russian Victory in the Great Patriotic War 1941-1945 is celebrated on

the 9 May.
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Granddad said that in bad weather he felt the splinters move, and |
looking at his leg, tried to picture it to myself. My imagination sketched
something gray, alive - and evil.

We (my granddad included) did not feel any personal hatred for
Germans as a nation. The Germans and the ‘Fritzes’ (a nickname for the
Nazis) were two completely different things. True, for many years | still
involuntarily shivered at the sound of the German language: it was
automatically associated with the cries of ‘Halt’, ‘Hande hoch’, ‘Russische
Schwein’® and the sound of machine guns. But today | have exactly the
same associations with the sound of American English, with its retroflexive
‘R’ that sounds like the croaking of a frog. And any negative feelings
towards the German language are completely gone. This is not the time
for them: today mankind has another major enemy...

..Several days before Victory Day they would begin to show films about
the war on TV. When | was five, the film ‘The Dawns Here Are Quiet...”’
came out.

| remember well how this film shocked me when we watched it for the
first time. True, back then | did not cry after it: it is nowadays that | cry
my heart out each time | see this film. | cry both over the fates of the girls
- antiaircraft gunners - and over the fate of my country... But back then |
simply woke up the next morning and built in our backyard, under the
rowan tree, a memorial in honour of Rita, Zhenya, Lisa, Sonia and Galya.
Complete with a wreath-laying ceremony. Then | went to my granddad
and say: ‘Granddad, buy me a machine gun, please!’

My granddad was not surprised, but they were surprised at the toy
store where we came - a small, shoebox-like building next to the

8 ‘Stop!’, ‘Hands up’, ‘Russian swine’ (Germ.)

® ‘The Dawns Here Are Quiet..” - 1972 Soviet film directed by S.
Rostotsky. Nominated for an Oscar in 1973. The film is set in Karelia
forests near Finland in 1941. Senior Sergeant Vaskov is stationed with a
group of young female anti-craft gunners near the front line. Vaskov and
five of the women attempt to stop sexteen German paratroopers
appearing in the forest nearby. Outgunned and outnumbered Soviets
decide to hold the Germans for as long as possible with tragic

consequences.
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drugstore, where they sold toys and office supplies: ‘A toy machine gun?
For a girl?’

But they did not argue. And already that afternoon | and my best friend
Marussia, who had also apparently seen the film, along with her brother
Andryushka played war in the thick brushwood of burdocks behind their
vegetable plot. The burdocks were well above our heads. In their shadow
it was almost dark even during the sunniest summer day, and we imagined
ourselves to be partisans in the forest. We laid out our paths there,
arranged our ‘dugout’. My new machine gun rattled exactly like a real
one. Marussia was the sprightly Zhenka Komelkova, and one could hear
from the burdocks, along with the cracks of the gun, her loud singing of
the famous romance ‘Sweetly he told me: ‘Darling, be mine!’’ | was the
lyrical Lisa Brichkina, but | did not get drowned in the swamp as she did: |
managed to fetch help.

Probably from that very time | never wanted to be a weak romantic
heroine, rescued by a noble hero: | myself wanted to rescue others and be
a hero!

In my dreams | was the courageous captain of a spaceship and saved
the members of my crew from different dangers. The crew included both
real people whom | liked and invented heroes.

There was Janosik, Zorro and the Black Tulip, also the courageous
Latvians, who were fighting for their independence from the Swedes (in
the Latvian film ‘Servants of the Devil’), and Zoya Kosmodemyanskaya. '

| imagined myself to be Zorro's companion-in-arms, full-fledged, not
like Hortensia from the French film with Alain Delon.” When a colleague
of my mother’s tried to teach me the old Jewish wisdom ‘Get anything
given - run being beaten’ | was really angered and tried to convince that
man, whose hair had already turned grey with age, that when they beat

© Zoya Kosmodemyanskaya (1924-1941) was a Soviet partisan and a
Hero of the Soviet Union. Kosmodemyanskaya was captured, tortured by
the Germans and hanged. She is one of the most revered martyrs of the
Soviet Union and today's Russia.

" Alain Delon (b. 1935) - famous French actor. He played Zorro in the
1975 Italian version of ‘Zorro’. The film was very popular in the Soviet
Union. Hortensia in the film is rescued by Zorro, but doesn't stay and fight

alongside him.
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you, you should not run away, but beat them back! That's what my own
granddad was like: never ran away from the enemy, but beat them back in
retaliation. He would not have run even if there had been no chance of
victory whatever. Women dream about a man like this today - one ‘that
would not run away’..."”

... At 6 pm on May 9th there was always a minute of silence, and this
solemn silence really grabbed your heart.

At 9 pm there were fireworks again.... After the fireworks | climbed up
to the roof of our house and sat there squatted, for a long time, looking
into the infinite, endless expanse of the blossoming gardens.

An enormous spider, that spun a web on the rain pipe of our house, was
my only companion on the roof. It was so enormous that | called it ‘spider-
weaver-troglodyte’ as in the famous book of Kir Bulychev'® about Alisa.
The spider hung silently in his web looking at me. And even though | am
usually horribly afraid of spiders, for some reason | was not even a little
bit afraid of this one. Probably because it never attempted to crawl up to
me. It sat by itself in its web and was occupied with its own business.

As soon as twilight descended, nightingales and frogs began their
evening concert. There were many more frogs than nightingales, and they
shamelessly drowned out the latter. Yet there was something special,
something elusively attractive in that unlikely choir.

In the space under the roof Granddad's sleepy pigeons cooed calmly.
They were his love and pride. | knew all their breeds (for some reason it
always embarrassed my mother when | displayed this knowledge at
school). My favourite ones were those that my granddad called ‘lenistyi’™:
the white ones with a brown tail and a little brown ‘cap’ on their heads.

| was especially attached to a pigeon | called Wood Grouse. He earned
this name for large bulges over both his eyes, obviously caused by age,
that made him look like a wood grouse.

2 The line from the late 1990-s Russian pop song about then Russian
President V. Putin. The song content was quite flattering to the president.
3 Kir Bulychev (1934-2003) was a Soviet and Russian scientific fiction

writer and historian. A number of his novels were made into films, with
Guest from_the Future, based on Bulychev's novel One Hundred Years
Ahead , the most widely known about a girl Alice living in the future.

4 Pigeon race (rus.)
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Wood Grouse was not only a veteran among the pigeons, he was also
unusually clever. When he couldn't fly well, he was caught and carried off
by another pigeon fancier. But within a week Wood Grouse came running
back home to us up the fences! The pigeon fancier ran cursing after Wood
Grouse along the fences, but there was nothing he could do. When Wood
Grouse died, | buried him in the very same spot where | once erected my
memorial to the girls from The Dawns Here Are Quiet, and | made an
epitaph for him with the words ‘Wood Grouse. 1960-1977°...

Pigeon thefts were the only sort of crimes which took place from time
to time in our neighbourhood, and even they had begun to decline: in my
time, it only happened once to us, and that attempt was unsuccessful.

One night when | went out onto the inner porch ‘for the night matters’,
I saw a thin hand reaching through the garret window. | returned to the
house very quietly and woke granddad up, but instead of grabbing the
thief by the hand (it would have been impossible for him to escape, he
would be caught on the roof with his hand inside the house!), granddad
yelled at him loudly: ‘What the hell are you doing, you little sugar?!’

The intruder ran away... ‘Sugar’ and ‘flip’ were the strongest words in
my granddad's vocabulary. Grandmother never cursed at all; even instead
of ‘devil’ she would just say ‘the black word’.

Up to 15 years of age not only had | never heard obscene language, |
did not even know that such words existed, much less what they meant.
From my desk mate at school | heard the word ‘flip’ - completely
innocent, it seemed to me. But Mum explained that it was better not to
use this word too often. It didn't make any sense to me. ‘Why?’ - | was
puzzled.

‘Because when people use this word, they are thinking of another
word, a very bad one’. Naturally, | wanted to learn what the word was.
Mum brushed me off for a long time, but finally said that word to me -
whispering in my ear. It meant nothing at all to me; | had never heard this
word before. ‘What does it mean?’ - | asked innocently. Mum turned red
and tried to explain, but | understood very little. After that incident I
forgot about that word completely. | didn't have any desire to use it.

In more than 20 years that | lived in the Soviet Union, in our city with a
population of half a million people there were only two murders. A
murder was something completely exceptional, extraordinary. Something
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from the movies. Something almost as extraterrestrial as unemployment,
homelessness and hunger.

All these things existed in other places, on another planet that we
could only see on TV. Nobody had any firearms on their hands, and the
very thought of possessing them seemed completely weird to us.

The first murder case | heard of in our town, was a mentally ill mother
of one of Marussia’s classmates, Olya, killing her daughter. | was so
morally shaken by this, although | never knew the girl, that | dedicated a
poem to her.

In the second case somebody stabbed a man behind the railway track
near our house (our house was the last one, right next to the railway). It
was in winter, and the victim was a married man who had been meeting
his mistress in the forest. Apparently he was stabbed by someone from her
family (maybe even her husband?), because the murderer did not touch
the woman. He only uttered before running away: ‘Don’t yell, you fool!’

| remember that when | heard this news | climbed under the table with
fear, while the adults ran out into the street. They lay the injured man
(he was still alive) on the snow under the light of a street lamp, and our
men ran after the killer: yes, such were the times then - people did not
remain aloof! But he escaped across the frozen river to the other bank.

But nowadays...” Do | need to tell you about it?! My classmate Anton,
who after medical school worked in a morgue, could not take it anymore:
‘Each night they bring seven to ten corpses, and all of them are young
people!’ He finally reverted to religion and buried himself somewhere in a
mud hut, away from the world. Well, what a life we are having now...

... When | was six, mum once took me to Moscow; she managed to buy
tickets for the American ice show ‘Holiday on Ice’. We returned home
after that show with a night stop train.

The carriages were empty; | slept in Mum’s lap almost the whole way.
Then we walked home across the city at 4 A.M.! The summer night was
marvellous - warm and quiet. It was so fantastic, and nobody was afraid of
anything or anyone. Sometimes we came across occasional passers-by,
courting couples or workers returning from the night shift, and no one had
the idea of attacking someone for some infamous purpose. Such facts are

s Author refers to ‘post-perestroika’ years straight after the collapse of

the Soviet Union.



Irina Malenko
something that is absolutely beyond some today's ‘liberated’ &
‘democratic’ troglodytes. They would wonder how one could miss such a
chance to rape or rob a woman with a child, if they happened to be in
your way alone in the evening. Why did such a change happen to people?
As one film critic said, in complete earnest, ‘a transition took place in our
society, from the Soviet mentality to the norm’!

Oh God, why can't | fall asleep yet? Why does all this filth keeps coming
into my head? | have to think about something pleasant.... About May 9th,
the Victory Day, the nightingales.... About my evening sitting on the
roof... and how it gradually gets cooler at twilight... about the first
mosquitoes... no, it is better not to think about mosquitoes! About the
house, then? Yes, our house! A small, wooden house, just one room and a
small kitchen, but it was so cosy, so beloved. It is cool the entrance hall in
summer; mice sometimes rustle in the store-room. In summer Granny
cooks there on a kerosene stove, and in winter she cooks in the kitchen,
on a big, warm, real Russian stove.... How tasty were the baked potatoes
she made in it, with smoke and a slight aftertaste of ashes! It was so nice
to warm your back on granny's stove bench in winter.

It is the only place on the planet which | still consider my real home.
When | was young | shied away from the words ‘love for ones native land’
and ‘patriotism’.

| thought that this was just an official show-off. What a fool | was then!
When | left, our house came to me in my dreams for several years in a
row, almost each night. These were agonizing dreams. One of them came
to me especially frequently: | was transformed into a sheet of paper
(don’t ask me how: it was a dream!) in order to get home, at least in an
envelope, together with the letter.... | would wake up crying, while
nobody saw me....

| would turn over on my other side, shut my eyes and attempt to
visualize it. On my street they called me Corner Zhenya - because our
house was at the corner of the street. Two windows looking on the main
street and three on the court, a shed, a garden with apple trees and pear
trees, two apple trees in front of the house and a vegetable-plot next to
it.... | remember each leaf of sorrel from this vegetable-plot by its taste. |
remember the resinous smell of the swings, which Granddad built for me
from old railway sleepers. | remember their shrill squeak, by their sound
my grandmother could tell that | was in the vegetable plot (the rope was
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attached to the rusted metallic ‘shoeings’ that were suspended on an iron
pipe for a cross-beam). | remember each little dent on the wooden seat of
my swings; | took it into the house from the vegetable plot in the evening,
so that it wouldn't get soaked by the rain or the dew.

| remember how | swung almost as high as the cross-beam and how |
jumped from the highest point, flying through the air, across the
vegetable plot, landing on the potato beds.

| remember how to braid diadems from dandelions. How they soil your
clothes with their white juice, for which grandmother would reprove you -
because it is virtually impossible to wash it off! And how to correctly turn
a leaf of burdock around a stem of nettle in order not to burn your hand
when you take part in a stinging nettle battle. The nettle was used in our
war games, when we went into a bayonet assault.... | recall a hot day and
mum collecting Colorado beetles in a jar on our vegetable plot - | even
remember the time they first appeared in our country. | remember a little
oak tree that | planted at the far end of the vegetable plot, when | was a
first-formr. It grew from an acorn that | found in the park, when we were
there on a class excursion....

Behind the vegetable plot there was a ditch where thawing water
bubbled in spring, and behind it - a big mound, and on it ran the railway.
In childhood | was terribly afraid of the whistles of steam locomotives; |
don’t know why. Once | went out for a walk in winter, and a locomotive
passing along the line suddenly began to whistle. | howled and, without
looking in front of me, dived head first into a pile of snow.... When my
relatives came out of the house in response to my cry, they could only see
the soles of my felt boots sticking out of the snow pile! Tamarochka (may
she rest in peace!) even made up a verse for me - ‘Train driver, whistle
you not, wake not Zhenya in her cot!’ and | liked it very much...

| was afraid of trains my entire life - because | saw how enormous they
were, if you stood next to them. The wheels alone were taller than you!
Ugh... When you live next to a railroad, you get accustomed to the noise.
You even sleep through it without noticing. In 1976, when there was a
devastating earthquake in Romania, its echoes reached us, but we didn’t
even notice it, as our house and everything in it regularly shook with quite
the same force!

Once a girlfriend persuaded me to go and sit on the railway track: a
gipsy camp was rumoured to have arrived and parked out on the other
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side of it, and we wanted to see it. | was five, she was four, and we were
not afraid of trains then. | was certain that if a train came, we would have
plenty of time to see it and get off the rails.

We squatted on the rails and tried to see the camp behind the trees.
Just then my mother was coming home from work and saw us from the hill
across the street (‘the mountain’, as we called it). She later said she
herself didn’t know how she ran to us from so far away! There was no
train in the offing, yet she slapped me for the first and only time in my
life. | was very hurt: had she actually thought that | would not see the
train? But never in my life did | come near a railway track again without
an adult.

Behind the railway were a dump and a forest, not a common Russian
forest of birch trees and oaks, but an artificially planted one since
Khrushchev’s time (Nikita Sergeyevich wanted to discourage people from
planting potatoes arbitrarily for themselves on river banks, so seedlings of
the American maple, which spread rapidly like a jungle, were set on the
field).

Once in the past | walked there with my granddad, then | ceased doing
it, but he still did - for firewood. Not that he couldn't buy any, of course,
but in order to rid the forest of that nasty tree. Behind the artificial forest
was our river - slow, medium-wide, calm, which had once been clean, but
ceased being so even before my generation. In spring it flooded strongly,
and we (only with an adult!) would walk to the railway to throw stones
into the melting snow. Once, when | was about three, the flood was so
high that our house was knee-deep in water. We all left to spend the night
with Tamarochka, and | saw the whole thing as one big adventure! To my
granddad it was, of course, not a laughing matter.

In winter people would ski behind the railway and sleigh down from the
dam. In spring people planted potatoes on its slope, and only rarely (in
barren years) would some stranger steal any. But generally - everyone just
knew where his section was, and no one else would touch it. There were
not even any fences. No security guards, no barbed wire, no dogs. It was
in the Antilles 15 years ago that | saw security guards in shops for the first
time in my life. We in Russia have now ‘developed’ enough to attain such
‘civilization’!

Oh, am | getting carried away again?... This way | will never fall asleep!

| have to get up early for work....
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To wake up with a feeling of happiness. With an expectation of
miracle. This is what | am really deprived of since the Soviet Union is no
more. Do | really expect too much of life? For whom was it such a pain in
the neck that | and millions of other people like me would wake up with
this tranquil and blissful feeling of happiness?...

And | will never wake up with a feeling of happiness again. From the
very moment Lisa' fell ill. The last few months were one continuous
nightmare, like a soap opera. | am only getting over it now. But how can
you completely get over anything like this?

...Spring, spring... May... after May 9th it was not long before the
annual tests at school which always turned my stomach upside down, even
though | was a good student. In late May - when bird-cherry trees began to
flower - it would suddenly get cold again.... If | close my eyes | can almost
feel their cloying sweet smell. And sleep, together with the aroma of
blossoming bird-cherry trees of my imagination, finally gets hold of me....

...But what is that? Why | am again in Rotterdam? Where did it come
from, that damned Rotterdam? There he is, Sonny "7, with his evil
handsome face, searching for me and Lisa.... | hide together with her in a
shop and silently pray that he wouldn't come in! There he is, turning very
slowly, as is possible only in dreams, heading for the shop door!

| wake up from my own scream, covered with cold sweat.

For some time | cannot understand, who | am, where | am, what | am
doing here. Where are my lawn and my sunbeam reflections that smell of
the bird-cherry tree blossoms?

| am a Soviet person. Not just Russian, not a ‘new Dutchwoman’ and
definitely not a ‘citizen of the world’.

Through the window there comes a pleasant smoky smell of burning
peat. | am in Ireland. | recall now how | came to be here and why. For a
moment | feel a short relief: at least, this is not Rotterdam! But the relief
doesn't last long.

What happened? Where did |, and all of us, take a wrong turn? Why did
history take ‘an alternative route’?

'® Heroine's daughter
" Heroine's ex-husband
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This isn't my life, but somebody else's. That's the problem. All of it is
happening not to me, but to somebody else. And soon | will awake and
begin a normal life, not a plastic one.

Bread will smell like bread again and will get hard on the third day, as
it should, rather than mouldy and damp. Roses will smell roses again - not
Dutch pesticides. Chocolate will taste chocolate, rather than a strange
substance coloured like a baby's poo. Young girls will dream of first love
and romantic strolls under the moon, rather than winning a ‘Miss Topless’
contest. People will not hide their faces and shy away in fear at the sight
of hooliganism and caddishness, pretending not to see. There will be no
homeless children, nor perverts, now called this fashionable Western word
- ‘pedophiles’, hunting for them. A doctor, called to a very sick child,
whose life is measured by the minute, will not ask you: ‘So, who's going to
pay?’

This feeling has pursued me here for years now. Just hold on a little
longer and - and you will wake up, and everything will come back to
normal. And all these years | have lived ‘out of suitcases’ - ready to go
any time.

But | wake up - and everything remains as it was the previous evening.
Alien, not mine, very strange to me....

Is it ridiculous or sad that everything that people on our planet are
fighting for, we already had before? And we were so stupid as to think
that all of these weren't the achievements of socialism, but of some
mythical ‘general human progress’ - so natural they came to us. So
natural, indeed, that we thought nobody would ever be able to take them
away from us. As natural as the air. But here people still think of all these
public boons as of something almost unreachable....

| turn on the other side and try to visualise boundless collective farm
fields with blooming buckwheat that smells like honey: open, not fenced
in by barbed wire, without signs saying ‘Private property! Keep out!
Trespassing is prosecuted!’” That very field is now built over by private
cottages...

...Perhaps, | could sleep just a little longer? It's just 4 a.m., after all....



Irina Malenko

Chapter 1. A jumper that smells of

sheep

‘...Drank a pint of beer, My grief and tears to smother,

Then off to reap the corn, And leave where | was born,

I cut a stout blackthorn, To banish ghost and goblin,

In a brand new pair of brogues, | rattled o'er the bogs,

And frightened all the dogs, On the rocky road to Dublin’

(‘Rocky Road to Dublin’, Irish folk song)

But still, | wake up early enough and stretch out. | don't want to get out
of bed, but | have to. It's good that | live so close to my work now. And
how lucky | am to have a job at all!

| live, using Mum's expression, ‘in somebody else's basement’, but it
seems a palace to me after other dwellings in which | sojourned during my
first few months in Ireland. Here | have a room, a kitchen and a shower -
with my own entrance and even my own small asphalted courtyard. The
courtyard is under the windows of my landlord's kitchen. The landlord - a
retired English old salt - has expressed a slight hope that | will want to
sunbathe there sometime ... No harm in dreaming!

To share a room with another person when youre already thirty is
hardly the most pleasant thing in the world. Even if this room is in a new,
beautiful house. My first landlady had squashed her tenants into rooms
like sardines in a tin: not because she was greedy, but simply because
otherwise she wouldn't have afforded to pay her own mortgage. She
worked as a stewardess, came home only occasionally and reserved for
herself the largest room en-suite. And the other three rooms were rented
out to students. | first arrived here as a student too, probably because |
was afraid to start a real adult life. There had been severe unemployment
in the Netherlands, and for a long time | was simply afraid to graduate to
end up on the dole. But in Ireland, thank God, life was quite different. All
young Europeans were heading for Dublin because there was so much work
there - especially for people with a good command of languages...

To tell the truth, | was afraid to come straight to Dublin to live - it was
too big a dream. Perhaps you will understand me better if | tell you that |
arrived in Ireland in such a state of mind that for some time | could not
even select products at the supermarket: | did not dare to make choices.

)
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Sonny had taught me for a long time that to make choices was always his
business. It began at the time when we had to survive on 50 guilders a
week: in such conditions you didn't have many choices, but | still wanted
to eat something tasty, because of my Soviet habits (in the USSR food did
not cost such sky-high prices as here!). And from then on it was just that
way. If | asked why he always decided everything for both of us, Sonny
just shook the front part of his jeans in front of me, with his Latin
American fervour: ‘Because | have this, this is why!’ As a Soviet person, |
did not see the slightest connection between the presence of this
particular body part and the right to make all decisions by oneself, so to
some extent our marriage was doomed from the very beginning...

| signed up for a one-year post-graduate course in the village of
Maynooth near Dublin, for which | did not have to pay (it was a European
project). Maynooth is a small cosy village, permeated with tasty smoke of
peat used for domestic heating. The main street, as in many lIrish villages,
is called just that - Main Street. On Main Street there were four pubs,
three of which were mainly for students, and one was where the local
older generation usually had drinks. Students here start to ‘celebrate’
weekends from Thursday on and quiet down only by Sunday night. At
Maynooth there are two major sights - the ruins of FitzGeralds’ castle and
the National University of Ireland, - mysterious ancient buildings scattered
around in a park with huge century-old trees. In the same place is St
Patrick's College - a Catholic seminary. There is also a couple of small
shops, a hotel, where, to my astonishment, local residents often drop in
for a meal or drink, by local custom (in my country, people don't stay at
hotels of the same town where they live - why would they? A hotel is for
tourists, for guests). And these were about all the sights of the town.

At first | shared a room with a young Dutch girl from Groningen, called
Anita, who had arrived at the University of Maynooth some months before
on an exchange program. Probably, they had decided to put us up
together because | had arrived from the Netherlands, too. The Irish
wanted to please my neighbour: they obviously did not know how much
the notion of ‘allochtoons’ mattered to the Dutch.®

8Allochtoon (Dutch) -inhabitant of the Netherlands one of whose
parents (or even grandparents) was born outside of that country. In
practice this term is being used mainly for migrants from the Third World
22
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However, to Anita's credit, she was nice to me. And in general she was
a likeable girl, with moist and kind eyes, as if to confirm the fact that she
was Pisces by the Zodiac. A bit too straightforward, like all Dutch - but
such is their nature. Once she came home with tears in her eyes: she had
had a misfortune to broach the subject of abortion to some young Irish
people her age (ten years or so younger than me), which is rather a
sensitive issue here.... There are some things you'd better not speak about
to the Irish - there are such things for the Dutch too, only the list of
forbidden subjects is different with different nations. So why provoke
people? Just venture, for example, talking to the Dutch on the subject of
betraying Jews during the war (ask who betrayed Anne Frank to the Nazis,
for one!). Or on the issue of head scarves and other Muslim attire (though
one would think it is none of their business!). Well, that's a sure way to
start a brawl!...

She couldn't have been unaware of the general view on this issue in
Ireland before she arrived there. But what made her pout was why it
wasn't even possible to discuss things. Sure it is, my dear, only you have to
face the consequences...

The thing is, in the Dutch mentality, people begin discussions not to
change the opinion of their opponents or persuade them, but for the sake
of the discussion itself. A person practices the selection of logical
arguments; it is some kind of a mental gymnastics. There is usually no
result expected and coming from such discussions whatever, but for the
Dutch it is not important. Like Lieutenant Rzhevsky®, they just ‘find the
discussion itself pleasant’. Whereas both Irish and Russians experience
attempts to start a discussion on such hot issues as an endeavour to
change their views, their beliefs, as an assault on their way of life. ‘Nos ta
katoliko, no sigui insisti!’? - as Mai would say.

and Eastern European countries.

® Lieutenant Rzhevsky is a fictional young cavalry officer who appears
in popular Russian jokes that poke fun at social sophistication and
decorum.

2¢We are Catholics; do not continue to insist!” (a door sign meant for

Jehovah’s Witnesses in Curacao) (Papiamento)
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Anita was crying on my shoulder, and | made a discovery. It appeared |
understood her, but | also understood the Irish! More than that, | myself
held a third, a different point of view!

| did not suspect that | had managed to become Dutch-like to such an
extent during these years. My Russian friend from school, Alla, had
noticed that something wasn't quite right with me: when she wanted to
hold me by the arm, by our old custom, to walk together arm-in-arm along
the street, | nearly jumped up and drew back my hand.?' It was an
involuntary, almost automatic reaction. The silliest thing is that even |
myself cannot explain why | did it! (Was it Academician Pavlov's
conditioned reflex?) But the Dutch would provide a detailed explanation
of all their motives! Just as detailed, as the account of your Dutch
colleagues, when, excusing themselves to the bathroom, they tell you
what exactly they are going to do there.

Well, luckily | hadn't quite got hollandised that much, but it took me a
couple of weeks ‘to tune myself in’ and adjust to the Irish sense of
humour.

| can give you yet another example to illustrate the mental gap
between the Dutch and the lIrish, which | managed to overcome in a
relatively short space of time. While in Holland | saw a program about life
on the Emerald Isle made by some Dutch journalists. ... An Irish farmer,
who was earning extra money in his free time by manufacturing local
home-made alcohol - poitin - for sale, which he hid from servants of the
law in secluded corners of his farm, was one of heroes of this program.
‘Aren’t you afraid that they will come to arrest you?’ - asked him some
law-abiding kaaskoppen (cheese-heads) in horror. ‘You bet! Of course, |
am! For the last 20 years | have been afraid all the time! | have set some
money aside for the fine that I'll have to pay when they catch me!’ - he
answered with a straight face. And the Dutch, naturally, took all of it in
good faith.

| was also like them: when | just arrived in Ireland, for some time | took
everything that was told me literally and because of this | was often
trapped. (Oh, | will tell you about it later!). It went on till | finally
understood: if you do not want the Irish to lose their charm for you, try to

2 In Holland two girls who walk holding each other by the arm, are

usually lesbians
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learn not to take their fantasies in earnest. And you'd even better learn to
pay them in kind, they will value it! Thank God, unlike the Dutch, you
don't have to be taught to fantasize.... ‘Slagging’, according to the
English- Russian dictionary, is translated as ‘offending, slandering,
discrediting’, but in Ireland it is a kind of national sport consisting in an
exchange of sharp but harmless jibes at one another. The faster you
master it, the faster the Irish will accept you in their company: one of the
most valued things here is a good sense of humour. But how can you
master slagging if you got used to taking everything literally?

For that reason | pitied Anita so much. For me, it was a bit easier, |
only had to come back to the condition which deep in my heart was far
more natural for me than the straightforwardness | had contracted in
Holland, as annoying as haemorrhoids.

But then for some reason | told her what had happened to Lisa (and
that wasn't necessary, to be honest! Well, who made me tell her?). Anita
sympathised with me - quite sincerely, because she had an autistic
disabled brother. ‘Mum looked after him till he became sixteen years old,
and then she handed him over to a respite care. At last she's got married,
and | am glad for her; she deserves a bit of happiness so much!’.

| tried to picture this ‘deserved happiness’ with some bloke, after
handing over my little Lisa to some care home - no matter what sort of
difficulties | might have with her! - and almost got physically sick.
Perhaps, now you will understand why Anita and | didn't become real
friends. | cannot be a real friend - at least, real in our way - with
somebody who thinks it is possible and even desirable to get some sort of
‘happiness’ after rejecting your own child.

But Anita was obviously very lonely in Ireland (it was her first long
independent stay abroad!), and she still considered me one of her own.
When she was on the phone with some friends or relatives back home and
presented me to them as ‘this other Dutch girl’ (‘dat andere Nederlandse
meisje’), | understood that | was given her highest esteem! For all my
eight years in the Netherlands nobody had ever called me that. | never
was ‘dat Nederlandse meisje’ when | was living among the Dutch - for
them | became Dutch only abroad... It was ridiculous and strange. There
came the ‘recognition’ that was not needed any more.

... I had arrived in Ireland right after my divorce. More precisely, when
it wasn't even officially issued yet. | well remember that cold January day.
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| walked out of the small, cosy Dublin airport, inhaled fresh air with a tang
of smoke from burning peat - and nearly burst out crying. For ten minutes
or so | literally could not move, as my knees were shaking. To understand
it, one has to bear in mind what Ireland meant to me back then.

| had left behind the idiotic soap opera into which some higher forces
unknown had transformed my life in the past five years. | felt as if | had
successfully escaped from a high-security prison, though | was still afraid
of pursuit (not a soul in the Netherlands, not any of my few friends there,
knew | was here). It was an escape from prison where | was not only
forbidden to work, but to have any hobbies either, any circle of my own
friends, or even my own thoughts. No matter what | tried to say, | was
immediately told to shut up: ‘Shut up, it doesn't interest me!’, ‘I don’t
know and | don’t want to know about this!’

| was fed up with this feeling of being a stranger. Of course, being an
immigrant, you do not expect yourself to become 100% accepted in a new
society. But at least you wish to feel that you do not disturb people by
your presence and that they regard you as a person, a human being,
rather than a mere ‘native of...’! It does not surprise me now that it was
the descendants of the Dutch who invented apartheid: no matter how
hard you tried to ‘integrate’, no matter how well you spoke the Dutch
language, you, your children and even grandchildren were doomed to
remain ‘allochtoon’ to them. And when you become aware of it, any
desire to be a part of such a society vanishes completely. Yes, you can be
different from other people - in my native land | used to be different from
most of my coevals in my predilections and choice of interests - but to
feel that you are constantly being evaluated not by your personal
qualities, but purely on the basis of your ethnic origin, to see that people
adjust their estimation of you to fit their cut and dried stereotypes - that's
quite another kettle of fish.

... A Dutchman who sold tickets for the Eurobus did not even allow me
to open my mouth when | walked into his office.

- You are going to Belgrade, - he declared to me in a tone that did not
allow any objections.

-No, I...

- Then to Warsaw, - he did not give up.

- Helemaal niet! Not at all! - | flew into a temper, - Not even close: to

Dublin!
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... From the moment | found myself among the Irish - having changed in
London from a Dutch bus to an Irish one, with a picture of a running dog
drawn on its side - | felt at home. Unlike on the Dutch bus where everyone
sat on one's own, as a mouse on its groats (with the words of a Russian
saying), and talking to one’s neighbours was viewed as something quite
abnormal, on the lIrish bus, which we boarded at six o'clock in the
morning, the din began at once. An hour later everyone on the bus had
already got acquainted with each other, and by the end of the journey -
very much in the same way as on trains in my country! - many of us
already knew all the life history of our fellow travellers. People
exchanged jokes and disclosed personal tragedies; they shared meals and
sang songs. No, they were not at all like Russians, these small-statured,
freckled, merry fellows and jokers with an implausible gift of speech, but
they were simply able to make you feel at home! And owing to that | grew
fond of them once and for all, definitively and irrevocably.

When | alighted at the bus station Busaras in Dublin, a place completely
unfamiliar to me, it was already dark. It began to rain, and unfortunately |
did not take an umbrella with me (a big mistake!). | did not know yet that
that dark October evening would be so fateful for me.

... To begin with, | was almost frightened to death by a green double-
decker bus (so many things were green there!) that whizzed past me with
a whistling noise, missing me by just a couple of inches: | had plain
forgotten that the road traffic there was right-hand!

| had a city map with me, and | went looking for a hotel in which Sonny
was staying - the posh Burlington Hotel. By the way, Alla Pugacheva®
stayed there during her fiasco performance at Eurovision. It was a two-
mile walk from the bus station - in the rain and with no umbrella. When |
finally entered its magnificent lobby, water flowed down from me in
streams.

- Are you OK? - the receptionist asked me sympathetically, so it seemed
to me.

‘Do | really look so terrible that he thinks there is something wrong
with me? What caring people!’ - | thought. | did not yet know that ‘are
you OK?’ was the Irish equivalent for ‘may | help you?’

22 Alla Pugacheva - popular Soviet singer who later changed her creative

image in accordance with the new, more Western fashion.
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My senses had been pleasantly surprised with what | saw and heard on
my way there. Schoolchildren (teenagers!) went along the street in pairs,
holding hands. There was no pornography around. The streets were not
soiled with dog excrements. People generously gave alms to those who
asked for them. They said ‘Sorry!’ to you, if you accidentally pushed
them! Churches were full of people (I can't tell if that was for good or for
bad, but what a contrast with Holland where they were open only at
weekends, and even then mainly for foreigners!). | was impressed by the
dark green and brown tones of the city, its cosy provinciality made me
feel bitter-sweet. The city looked so low-built and homelike. | was
amazed at the cheerful chaos in its streets - instead of the Good Friday-
faced, sour Dutch ‘order’. When | saw Dubliners nimbly run across the
road near Trinity College against the red light, | almost shouted with glee,
‘Hurray! Finally | am among live people again, instead of robots!’

However, sometimes this chaos took extreme forms. At weekends
Dubliners got nearly dead drunk, and the nooks and corners around
O'Connell Street were filled with youth throwing up, reminding me of our
old New Year joke: ‘Look, while you are still doing your shopping, some
people are already celebrating!’ In the price-lists of Dublin taxis there was
even a special rate - ‘for a soiled seat’, twenty pounds.

Ireland appeared to be the complete antithesis of the Netherlands.
Unpredictable as its weather, green, full of free space, mysterious and
alive. Rebellious and artistic. | was getting back to life by the minute.

Sonny was not impressed by it. | sat and waited for him after his work -
under the O'Connell Monument pooped over by pigeons, and passersby
glanced at me with a strange understanding. About ten minutes later |
found out why: on the ground near where | was sitting was a huge half-
empty cognac bottle!

Sonny got angry and swore at traffic jams in Dublin (he was taken to
and from work throughout the city by taxi), at the fact that nobody was
there for his arrival, that at work he had to explain to people everything
several times, that nothing began on time. That when you ask for tea,
they added milk without even asking you!

- They are all stupid farmers and racists, - he declared to me.

- Sonny, is there at least anything in Ireland that you like?

- Well, yes. That there are no Turks here.....
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While he worked, | wandered about the town all day and soaked up its
atmosphere little by little. | liked the conservatism of the local customs
and the fact that Ireland was not cosmopolitan - a ‘country of the world’:
it had its own strong distinctive national colouring, wrapping it around,
like some homely fog. | was greatly surprised that the Irish youth loved
their folk music and dances. | had not seen any European country where
multitudes of youth would take immense interest in their own folk music!
And where people en masse would be so musically talented. Builders,
while constructing buildings, produced such trills of national songs that in
my country they would have long been invited to join a professional vocal
group!

The food was simple and tasty. No sandwiches with bananas and
pineapples mixed with ham. Potatoes and meat! Amazingly, my
grandfather, who had never been to Ireland and wasn't even interested in
it, ate the same things for breakfast as the Irish and also loved his tea
with milk. Perhaps we, the Slavs, and the lIrish really have common
ancestors?...

There was always strong wind here. The same as in Blok's®® poem - ‘The
wind, the wind, it lays you low,/ The wind, the wind,/ Across God's world
it blows...” Pale children, unfamiliar with sunburns, played in the streets
of Dublin - hide-and-seek, run-and-catch, the same games as we played in
our childhood. (Dutch children generally do not play in the streets.) On
the walls there were only political slogans and innocent, childish scrawls,
such as Paddy + Fiona = heart. Not a sign of foul words or graphic
pornography.

People are probably right when they say everything we love stems from
childhood. | also wanted to move here because Ireland reminded me of my
childhood.

... Far outside of Dublin mysterious mountains loomed green. Not so
high, of course, as in some parts of Austria, but to me, who lived for such
a long time in the Netherlands, even they were impressive enough. |
decided at least to get a glimpse of Ireland outside Dublin and | bought a
ticket for a bus tour to the Wicklow Mountains.

2 Aleksandr Blok (1880-1921) was one of the most gifted Russian
symbolist poets of the Silver Age. Author refers to the Blok's poem ‘The

Twelve* (1918).


http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Twelve
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Twelve

Irina Malenko

It was an absolutely different world. It was the end of October.
Downpours and sunshine alternated in quick turns, within half an hour. Or
even occurred simultaneously. The green mountains were especially
gorgeous during what we call ‘mushroom rain’ (sun shower), rain together
with sunshine, which in my country happens only in summer, and even
then it is very rare. The mountains, bathed in all shades of green that
only exist in nature, were especially fascinating when flaky and fleeting
shadows of clouds ran across them. All around there were boundless open
spaces full of wildness and naturalness, which just does not exist in clean-
licked, close-cropped Holland. Along the road wooden electric poles stuck
out of the ground, just in my childhood in our small street (where else in
Europe would you see anything like this?), real mushrooms grew in the
woods, which | had not seen for at least seven years! Old men and women
in villages were dressed almost as in our villages, wearing caps with
padded jackets and long floral dresses with head scarves. And when the
stately view of Killiney Bay opened up in front of me, my imagination
simply refused to believe that such beauty actually existed in nature.

Our driver, a joker and willing singer, sang all the way, joked non-stop
and told us funny one-liners. ‘See that bridge over there? Three years ago
an English lady tourist bumped into it headlong. The bridge has never
been the same ever since...” Or ‘it rains in Ireland only twice a year: the
first time - for half a year, and the second time - for six months.” He
showed us ‘the only church in Ireland where they accept alms by credit
cards’ - and we, listening open-mouthed, believed his every word. He did
it so naturally that it looked as if he improvised on the spot. Only when |
happened to be in Dublin again a year later, took the same bus and heard
all the same jokes, did | understand how they fooled those ninny tourists.
‘Do not trust the smiles of kings - you will lose your head!’ - a hero from
Kir Bulychev's book used to say. Wasn't it about the Irish?.. With my Dutch
frankness, | then spoiled the driver's day, telling him | had been on that
tour before. After that, his jokes faded and became strained. | had to live
in Ireland for some time before | realised that here it is better to pretend
sometimes you do not see or do not understand something. This is the
Irish lore of human relations.

Most of the Irish were far from handsome by their looks, but they were
full of humanity, archness and humour combined with cordiality. And,
surprisingly, it made them good-looking. | had never been attracted to
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white men (except when | was a teenager), but here my heart gave in. |
felt they had a completely different attitude to women there than the
Netherlanders. An Irishman can see a woman as his friend, as an equal
without any stretch; he does not consider himself more important because
of his sex. His vanity is not offended if his boss at work is a woman. For
him it is simply insignificant, while for Dutch men it would be the first
thing they would notice (one would think of Germans during the war, our
captured Zoya Kosmodemyanskaya and their ‘Frau Partisan! Frau
Partisan!’). And | also understood how the Irish charm women: not by
their appearance, not by giving them flowers, but by... their ability to
speak. Nowhere else would you find such beautiful compliments and fairy-
tale narratives of one's own life! They were so much unlike Dutchmen,
who reminded me of fresh-frozen hakes in a fishmonger's shopwindow; the
Dutch even had to open special courses so that they could learn to express
their own emotions and feelings. The Irish are not shy of their emotions,
just as they are not shy about singing. Perhaps it is simply because they
are talented? How would they land on this planet at all, such a people?!

But three things here in Ireland particularly struck me: the smell of
smoke from chimneys, exactly the same as back at home during the
winter, baked potatoes -the same as from my granny's oven, and people's
attitude to life!

Even in those few days in Ireland, | could feel how much happier people
were there than the Dutch and even than us, the Russians: simply because
they looked at life differently. It was not just life itself that mattered, it
was also one's attitude to it, | understood. ‘If you wish to be happy, be.’
The Irish do not bring all the stress from work back home with them every
night. They do not worry in vain about things they cannot change anyway.
They experience life easier and in a more carefree way; they do not take
all the bad things so close to heart and do not read everything so literally
as the Dutch. They can laugh at things over which others would only cry.

Many of us would think that the Irish just don't give a damn. But it is
not so. They simply do not rub against the grain of life. And consequently
they are much more mentally healthy.

Suddenly | wanted so desperately to learn from them how to do it. In
the Netherlands | had been tormented for years by severe depression,
which receded a bit in summer, but invariably came back sharply as
September approached (before emigration | hadn't known such a thing!).
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And | understood that the only way for me to get rid of it was to adopt the
Irish style of life. If | did not learn it, another couple of years and | would
simply be lost.

But to do that, | had to move to Ireland and get to know its people
more closely. Judging by Sonny’s comments, | could not count on him. |
suggested that he should go out of town for a weekend, so that his opinion
of Ireland would not only be based on traffic jams, but, being more
interested in shopping, he refused.

... When we returned to Amsterdam, | was almost in mourning. We
were waiting at Shiphol airport for our suitcases. A ginger-haired young
man looked around perplexedly, as if he was searching for someone in the
crowd. Then he singled me out of all the people, came up and asked:

- Excuse me, are you lIrish?

And this sealed my fate. At that moment | decided | would connect my
life with that country in every way.

... Just like the Princess from An Ordinary Miracle, the famous play by
E. Schwartz, who only read books about bears?*, from that moment on |
only read about the Irish. | searched for an Aran jumper everywhere. | still
did not know that in Ireland those jumpers distinguished tourists from
local residents, who rarely wore them. When | finally found such a jumper
- grey-brown, smelling heavily of sheep - | wore it almost day and night. |
registered with a Dutch club of fans of Ireland that produced a quarterly
magazine. In it the club members shared their impressions of trips to
Ireland, counting the days before their next holiday when they could go
there again, and they complained endlessly about the Dutch life. But for
some reason none of them would actually get up and say, ‘Wait, boys, if
we like it there so much and are so unhappy here, why don't we leave it
all behind?’...

| continually listened to heart-breaking melancholy Irish ballads - it was
so unlike me, a fan of disco, reggae and bubbling. Sonny only laughed at
my ‘eccentricities.” When | saw the film Michael Collins in a small cinema
in Amsterdam (they wouldn't show it in a big cinema in Holland: by the

2 Soviet playwright Yevgeny Schwartz (1896-1958) wrote a popular play
An Ordinary Miracle where the main character - Princess falls in love with
a young man who supposed to be under a magic spell and would turn into

a bear if she kisses him.
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Dutch standards, that film was not a box office hit), it looked and felt so
much like a Soviet film that I, who lived in a place where even the word
‘revolution’ was regarded as something very indecent, literally tread on
air walking from the cinema...

| had a secret! | gained life inspiration, which | had not had for so long!
It felt as if | was back in childhood, when | had fallen in love with Alain
Delon's Zorro. There appeared light at the end of the tunnel. There are
still people in the world who make - and watch! - such films. There is also
other life in the world, apart from just ‘shop-till-you-drop.’ | cheered
up....

. | didn't stay in Maynooth for long. After just a month from the
beginning of the course | got a job in Dublin. | was amazed at how easy it
was to find it. Employment agencies were almost fighting for candidates
with knowledge of foreign languages. | originally intended only to earn
some extra money - to work only part time somewhere, but the agencies
told me the companies needed full-time people very urgently. In the
beginning | still intended to combine work with study somehow, but as it
often happens to me, ‘I had too much on my plate.’ Anita grimaced when
| involuntarily disturbed her sleep in the morning, getting ready to travel
to work in Dublin by eight o'clock (taking into account all the traffic jams
and public transport, | had to leave the house almost by six a.m.!). ‘What
do you need this for?’ - she asked squeamishly, as if work was something
beneath her dignity (though she did work part-time herself at a local pub
two nights a week and sometimes disturbed my sleep, too).

For what? To be able to move my daughter to Ireland as soon as
possible! To find good doctors for her, to continue her rehabilitation. |
believed Lisa could still fully recover - and that it only depended on me. |
couldn't wait. | arrived in Ireland with 2,000 pounds in my pocket - all my
savings from one big translation job in Holland shortly before my
departure. This money was ‘eaten up’ day by day - by bills and transport.
And to live on student's money, especially sharing your accommodation
with other people...

| went to work by train. A small green train whose doors opened with
great difficulty, pleasantly smelling of smoke, so fully packed in the
morning that it was not easy to even find a place to stand. Sometimes |
took a bus, but it took longer to get to Dublin by bus. | was awfully proud
of my first job - customer service agent at a call centre of a big hotel
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chain, or rather, a switchboard operator used to make hotel reservations.
But | did not yet realise then that | was a mere telephonist. My colleagues
were all young graduates of various universities: for them, as well as for
me, it was the first job position, and all of us thought that we had
achieved something very important. Probably also because during the
training our instructors constantly told us with very important faces that
we would be the face of that company and other usual corporate rubbish.

| did not understand back then why, at signing the contract, we were
asked to promise that we would hold on to this job for at least six months.
Because of the salary, of course! | did not know that 10,000 pounds a year
was very little for life in Dublin. To me this sum seemed astronomic. | was
in seventh heaven. My colleagues were very pleasant and friendly, our
office was cosy and comfortable, just two steps away from the well-
known park, St. Steven's Green. | thought | was a real yuppee, a young
professional. And when | got off the train at Connolly Station of a frosty
morning, | would proudly walk to the office on foot, admiring Dublin and
still unable to believe my luck: not even half a year had passed since the
most awful nightmare in my life, and | had already realised my treasured
dream: | was in Ireland! | was working in Dublin, near St. Steven's Green,
where once upon a time Sonny swore about Irish habits. If he could only
know...!

But Sonny did not know, and thank God for that. At the end of January
| finally received by mail the notice that my divorce was final. And despite
all my feelings for Sonny (I did not hate him at all, to the surprise of those
who knew our story - to me it was most painful and it was such a pity that
it had all turned out like that), I felt relieved.

Soon | found myself a room in Dublin: | was fed up with travelling from
Maynooth every day, it cost me too much time and energy. To find a place
in Dublin appeared quite difficult: all Dublin dwellings that were more or
less affordable with my salary and were advertised in papers were gone
almost immediately after the issue came out - ‘like hot rolls over the

counter’.?

% Dutch expression’als warme broodjes over de toonbank gaan’- to sell

very quickly
-q:
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The room in an old Georgian house in Ranelagh®* was on the ground
floor, with a window onto the street, bedraggled, with ragged furniture
and smelling of mould. And | almost had to fight even for such a room: by
the time appointed for the viewing five people had come to see it. Three
did not wait for the owner, who, as a true Irishman, was almost an hour
late, and the fourth, an American who probably imagined himself worth
something more decent than ‘this dump,’ felt sorry for me and conceded
the room to me.

The house had three floors and a converted roof space; | glimpsed at
least ten other tenants in it: we shared the main entrance door and a
common telephone next to the staircase. Each Monday the owner - an
elderly scruffy little man - came and made a round of all the rooms
collecting rent. Each week he received from us more than the average
monthly salary of a good programmer. He could kick any of us out into the
street at any moment, at only a month’s notice. Unlike in Holland, where
the rights of a tenant were then well protected, here it was a real
Klondike, the Wild West. But the new residence had three main
advantages compared with my half room in the smart new house in
Maynooth: | had my own kitchen corner and my own shower, which | did
not have to share with anybody; it was near my workplace; and that
pleasant old Dublin residential quarter was just to my taste. It took me at
most twenty minutes to get to work from there - on foot.

| had to inform my former landlady, the stewardess, that | was leaving.
And then | suddenly found that something had cracked inside me, probably
after the laborious divorce proceedings with all their complications. |
wished to avoid any confrontation, even the most innocent one, with
anybody, at any cost. | was simply unable to cope with it emotionally. |
did something that | did a couple of times later on in Dublin while
changing jobs: | simply vanished. | took my things from Maynooth under
the cover of the night (actually, of the evening, when Anita was working
in the pub and the other girls were also out) - to avoid their
inquiries...What is happening to me, can anybody tell me? - | kept asking
myself....

% Area in Southern Dublin, mainly with old houses & student population
2R
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| didn't stay long in the new place either, just about one month. |
received a phone call in response to my ad in the paper that a young
professional woman was looking for a nice small apartment....

... When | first saw that magnificent ‘palace’ in Rathmines?, behind
the fence, with a huge green lawn in front of the house and the lantern
above the door that automatically turned on when you approached, | first
thought | had a wrong address. To live in such a place would obviously be
far too expensive for me! But as it turned out, everything was right. The
owners were hospitality itself - a retired English captain of the merchant
navy, who looked like a hero of the poem Post by Samuil Marshak? (‘Thin
as a lath, in Bobkin Street / there walks a postman, Mr. Smith, / he wears
a dark blue postman cap, / in his brisk walk his coat flaps’), and his
slightly obese but very nice wife who ran a B&B in the main house. The
apartment (by local standards, it was really an apartment, not
‘somebody's basement!’) cost me only seventy pounds a month more than
my ‘peasant hut’ in Ranelagh. | had my own entrance, at the side of the
landlord's house, protected by the locked trellised gate. Behind it stone
steps led down to the entrance door. There were bars on the windows
everywhere - true, they were elegant, but, nevertheless, bars they
remained. The room was modestly furnished and old-fashioned, but cosy.
Here absolute silence and peace reigned, and the only window looked into
the courtyard enclosed on four sides, which | have already mentioned.
Needless to say, | did not deliberate for long and rented that room! And |
did the same thing to my Dublin landlord as | did to the landlady from
Maynooth. Only this time | didn't feel any pity at all: | knew the old

27 Another area in Southern Dublin, near Ranelagh
2 Samuil Yakovlevich Marshak (1887-1964) - a very popular Russian and
Soviet writer, translator and children's poet. The exerpt is from his

children’'s poem ‘The Post’ (1927).
-'27
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Plushkin? would be quick to find another tenant to make money out of and
dispose with!

For the first time in many years | was content with myself. | had been
there just for three months, had had no acquaintances when | arrived -
and there | was, finding a decent accommodation that | could afford and
decent work, which | by and large liked. Apparently, | could do something
for myself, without ‘jeans and their contents’ next to me! | was very
afraid of becoming disappointed with Ireland, but it really appeared to be
just as | dreamt. | had never regretted coming there.

| quickly learned the Irish attitude to life, even a bit too much. So
much so that my own Mum now indignantly called me ‘happy-go-lucky’:
she couldn't stand my manner of taking it easy it while she got worked up
on the slightest pretext. | became a bit like comrade Sukhov* who, in
reply to jeers of the enemy: ‘Would you like us to do you in at once, or
would you like to suffer a bit first?’ imperturbably answers: ‘It is better to
suffer, of course.’” That is truly Irish sense of humour!

And indeed, | got happier. | would have been absolutely happy, if it
weren't for Lisa's illness...

By April | had changed three workplaces in three months. Never in my
life had | thought | would become what they called ‘a flyer’ in the Soviet
Union, but the existing possibilities were too seductive: it was so easy to

2 The author refers to one of the characters of the Russian writer's
Nikolay Gogol (1809-1852) novel ‘Dead Souls’. The plot of the novel is not
complex - a scheme to buy, from landlords, serfs who have died since the
last census, in order to perpetrate the hero's own real estate deal in
eastern Russia. Pliushkin is an elderly and wealthy landowner, Scrooge-
type man who the main hero Chichikov meets in his trip through Russia.
He possesses more than a thousand serfs and owns storehouses and
mansions, yet he lives in a miserable, filthy house crammed with old
silver, glassware, jewellery, oil paintings, china, old rags, manuscripts,
ink-encrusted pens, broken furniture, old clothes, shoes, and rugs. The
character's name is still used in Russia to describe a person accumulating
objects out of greed.

30 A reference to the Red Army soldier Fedor Sukhov from the ‘White
Sun of the Desert’ (1969), cult Soviet adventure movie, still popular

today.
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change work for a more highly paid one. Not that | was greedy, but simply
because | was now the sole provider for my family. Every weekend |
phoned home and asked how my Lisa was... There was some improvement
in her condition, but not enough to rejoice. And in order to survive and
hold on in my everyday life, | tried to block all thoughts of her and put all
my energy to work, trying to feel like a young, free and single professional
three sheets to the wind...

| have stopped being a tourist there for a long time now. And my
jumper that smells of unwashed Irish sheep is now gathering dust in the
wardrobe....
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Chapter 2. Confession of the Captain of a
Spaceship

‘I have dreamt of rustling rain,

And your footsteps in the mist -

Dear memories of the Earth,

Roaming space, | forever you miss.’

(Song ‘I have dreamt of rustling rain’, Ye. Doga. V. Lazarev)

... My first memories of childhood (no joking, in earnest!) were of the
pale-green walls of the maternity hospital and a feeling of being bound
hand and foot. From time to time this feeling was replaced by a feeling of
freedom of movement - when they changed my nappies.

It never lasted long, though, and | did not have much time to straighten
out my arms and legs properly as they rolled me up again in a cloth cone,
tied around with bands - accompanied by the sounds of my loud crying. |
have a hunch that if instead of me the author of this book were some
dissident ‘democrat’, she would immediately declare that from infancy
she had been deprived of freedom and would see some deep symbolism of
‘communist dictatorship’ in these memories. This rubbish, though, would
have nothing whatsoever to do with reality. To bind babies like this is an
ancient Russian tradition: people say in this way a child's legs won’t be O-
shaped.

| also remember an inexplicable vague feeling of alarm growing every
evening as twilight came (probably it was that time of the day when
babies usually cry).

My next memory is the smell of a zinc washtub warmed up by boiled
water; my grandmother bathed me in it. Do any of you know how heated
zinc smells? | think very few people do...

My grandmother Sima always radiated calmness and warmth. Not only
did she never raise her hand to any of us children - she did not even raise
her voice to us, and yet everybody obeyed her, even the Grandfather. Her
most disparaging condemnation of a person was ‘I despise this man’! If |
behaved badly, she would simply give me an upset look. And that was
enough. ‘There is a heavy stone growing at my heart when you behave like
this,” - she said reproachfully, and | aspired to do everything in my
childish power that this stone should remove itself from grandmother's
heart as quickly as possible. | asked every half an hour: ‘Tell me, Granny,
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is it smaller now?’ - until, at last, | was finally convinced the ‘stone’ had
resolved itself to the last bit.

For decades Grandmother had neither days off nor holidays, but she
never complained. She had no time to sit and pity herself like some
refined aristocratic ladies: ‘Have | graduated from Smolny*' for such a kind
of life?” ‘While your eyes are afraid of the task, your hands are just doing
it’” was her favourite saying. And if somebody shouted, making their ‘bad
nerves’ an excuse, - the grandmother just said calmly: ‘It's not bad
nerves, it's just loose conduct’!

And we got used to taking her motherly care of all of us for granted.
Just as much for granted as the Soviet system itself.

On the eve of holidays she baked pies and cooked meat jelly at night
while all of us slept. In summer she made pickled gherkins and tomatoes
and cooked different sorts of jam. | tried to help her; and sometimes she
let me, but more frequently not, and | recollect with shame, how quickly |
gave up, when she said to me: ‘Zhenechka, you are still a little girl; go
play, you will still have enough time to work in the future’ or ‘Go do your
homework, that's your work for now, and we will manage by ourselves!’...
But | still remember what herbs were needed to make pickled gherkins (in
Europe for some reason they always put vinegar in pickles, somehow
Europeans cannot imagine that gherkins can be perfectly pickled without
it!)

In summer Grandmother went to the market and came back short of
breath from the heat and fast walk; she had asthma attacks. She sat and
tried to recover her breath, and her breath was coming out of her chest
with a heavy whizzing sound. | felt great pity for her and wanted so much
to do something that would ease her suffering!

One more thing is also deeply engraved in my memory - our afternoon
winterly sleeps next to the warm oven, at about four o'clock in the
afternoon, when the dinner was already cooked, but Mum and Shurek
hadn’t come from work yet. The Grandmother would lay me down on the
couch, then lie down next to me and tell me a fairy tale so that | would
fall asleep. Through the window we could see how lilac winter twilight

3 The Smolny Institute in St. Petersburg was Russia's first educational
establishment for women and continued to function under the personal
patronage of the Russian Empress until just before the 1917 revolution.
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was slowly deepening, the oven made your back warm, it was so good and
so quiet...

My Grandmother was born in a family, where several generations had
been metal workers. Her father was not only hard-working, but also
known in their neighbourhood as a merry fellow and a singer of
chastushkas. They even nicknamed him ‘Vaska - the record player’. During
the week-ends he'd go out for a walk with his daughters Sima and
Tamarochka and would start to sing impromptu: ‘Eh, there is an apple-
tree, yes, with small leaves and petals, and there goes Vassil-the-Player
with his little daughters!” On some weekdays he came home from work
with a terrible pain in the back that was healed with a ‘folk remedy’: he
lay down on a floor and asked his children to run up and down on his
back... Grandmother's Mum, Vera, was half-Polish. She had to toil from the
age of thirteen as a servant for rich masters; then she got married. They
could never have imagined that fifty years later their grandchildren would
be engineers. The relationship between Mum and my Grandmother was
not easy - probably because Mum by nature was Granny's complete
opposite. The Grandmother was modesty itself, did not use cosmetics, did
not really follow fashion (though she was an excellent seamstress) and was
very strict in private life (even her own children addressed her politely -
‘you’ instead of familiar ‘thou’, a usual way of address for relations in
Russia). Mum, in contrast, was gorgeous, fashionable and from an early
age she enjoyed big success with the opposite sex. She also had a very
strong character, a man's mentality in fact, and a propensity to dump
some onerous duties (for example, looking after me) on others, easily and
even artistically, with an air as if it was a natural business (‘your
Grandmother sits at home all the same, doing nothing!’). And for
whatever she didn't succeed in, she blamed somebody else. ‘It is your
Grandmother who taught me all people were good!’ - she exclaimed when
it came to speaking about her marriage fiasco with my father. It was from
Mum that | adopted the belief that all housewives were idlers. Though
now, with my own life experience | can tell that it is easier to work six
days in a week than to ‘have rest’ at home like my Grandmother! My
Mother also considered my uncle Shurek to be Grandmother's pet, without
thinking at all that even if it were true, it was so because he was so easy-
going, so good to deal with, and he did not cause any difficulties to others

at home by his adventures!
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True, Mum loved me very much, she always took me with her
everywhere on holidays; and, unlike my Grandmother, with her | could
discuss all personal life problems, when | got grown up. But she was still
young and, of course, had another life apart from me. She came home
from work with a paper cone full of sweets (she shared Granddad's habit
of spending a lot on gifts on a pay-day!), pushed the whole cone over to
me at once, to indignant Grandmother's remark ‘She'll have it all at once,
and then she will have nothing?’ - and then disappeared again.

But | am glad | was brought up by my Grandmother. Who knows what
would become of me now and what my childhood would be like without
her? The Grandmother gave me the most essential thing necessary for a
child: a quiet life and stability. | often envy her: if only | could have one
third of her patience! Impatience is one of the most annoying traits of my
character.

For too long in life had | tried to resemble Mum and live up to her
expectations, though at heart | was much closer to my Grandmother, as |
later realized! A paradox: many of my Grandmother's norms and values
took their origin from the Bible, but neither | nor she realised that. It was
simply the way her own parents had brought her up. And | thought all
those wise saws | heard from her were just our national, traditional
proverbs and sayings. In fact, my Grandmother in her youth was a member
of ‘The League of Militant Atheists’*2. And she considered her values in life
to be just the norms of behaviour of any decent normal people.

One more of my memories is about lullabies. In the language of
‘civilised' nations putting a child to sleep is called ‘comforting techniques’.
How about just calling it singing him a lullaby? Tough? When | was a little
girl, unwilling to sleep, they put me to sleep by lullabies, singing them in
turns at home. Mum and Grandmother, Grandfather and Uncle. When one

%2 ‘The League of Militant Atheists’ was a mass volunteer antireligious
organization of Soviet workers and others in 1925-1947. It consisted of
millions of Party members, members of the Komsomol youth movement,

workers and army veterans. It aimed at forming scientific mindset among
the workers and popularised atheism and scientific achievements. In the

late 30's and early 40's the paper ‘Atheist’ called for patient and tactful
individual work without offending the believers, but re-educating them.
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of them got tired, the duty was transferred to another. Each of them had
his or her own repertoire.

‘l am the Earth,

| am bidding farewell to my nurslings,

Go, my daughters and sons,

Soar to faraway stars, farthest corners,

And come back to your Motherland soon!’® - The Grandfather sang in a
deep voice after coming back from an evening shift at his factory.

My first lessons in our history also came from lullabies.

‘Soldiers on the river bank,

Oh, they’re far from home.

Walking under the banner red

With their commander Shchors.

Oh, his head is bandaged,

His shirt is sleek with blood,

And the blood is trailing

O’er the dew-wet grass.

‘Boys, whose soldiers are you?

Under whom d’you fight?

Who’s that walking there,

Who’s that wounded man?’

‘We are sons of labourers,

We’re for a new world,

Walking under the banner red

Is Red Commander Shchors’** - My Uncle Shurek sang to me quietly.

It was the only song in his repertoire, but he sang it in such a way that
from that time on and to the present time I still remember all the text by
heart. My childish imagination pictured the bank of our small river
overgrown with goose-foot on which this detachment walked armed with
sabres and carrying blazing scarlet banners. | did not know yet what it
meant - ‘sons of labourers’, but | already felt in this song that they were
‘friends’!

From lullabies | also learned my first lessons in domestic geography.

3 Refrain from the 60-s Soviet song ‘| am the Earth’ devoted to pilots.
3 ‘Song About Shchors’(1935). Nikolai Shchors (1895-1919) Red Army
Commander during Civil War in Russia renowned for his personal couraie.
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Mum sang me songs of all the fifteen Union republics. | demanded that
she must sing all fifteen - and was very much upset when she could not
remember any Kirghiz songs at all. But she knew at least one song from all
the other Soviet republics, the names of which | had already learned by
then.

From ‘Nights in Narrow Small Streets of Riga’ and ‘There a Swarthy
Moldovan Girl Gathered Vine’ to Belarusian ‘From a Bag Take a Potato and
Eat It’. From Georgian ‘Suliko’ to Azerbaijani ‘All My Love for You,
Azerbaijan’. She even tried to sing some songs to me in the languages of
the peoples of these republics, picking up by ear their sounding after
hearing them on the radio.

When somebody says to me now, ‘The USSR was an empire’, | try to
picture a British mum singing to her children as lullabies Indian, African or
at the very least Irish songs - and | cannot. One would need to have the
imagination of a science fiction writer for that, and even that might not
help. The attitude of most ordinary Englishmen (and accordingly, of their
children, brought up by them) to the (former) subjects of the British
empire and their knowledge of these peoples, at the expense of whom
they have lived and continue to live even today, in the twenty-first
century, is well described by the words of a hero of an old play about
Charley's Brazilian aunt: ‘So, the name of your aunt is D'Alvadorez? Is she
Irish or something?’

‘The Silent Working Town’ was my favourite song in Mum'’s repertoire.
But when | persistently refused to sleep, even though she had finished
singing songs of all the fifteen republics of the USSR, Grandmother came
to Mum'’s help. In her repertoire there was a lullaby so old and so plaintive
that | fell asleep quickly, just not to hear the end of it.

It began like this :

‘It was evening, stars sparkled,

Outside things cracked from frost,

There was a baby walking on the street,

Turned blue and shivering...

‘My God’, the baby speaks,

| am cold and hungry...’

It goes on to say that there is nobody to shelter and warm the orphan
and he will have to freeze in the street. But even the prospect that,
probably, somebody would pity the child and ‘feed and warm him up’, did
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not calm me. | imagined that infant (though wrapped up in a black rabbit
fur coat | had myself: | could not imagine ‘rags’), wandering in the dark,
snow-covered street when all the people had taken cover beside their
warm hearths - and literally all my being began to sob.

‘Mum, why do you sing such a song to a child?’ - Mum could not stand
it. But the Grandmother was wiser. She was fostering in me a feeling of
compassion for people from the earliest days of my life. Already back then
| correctly understood that what my Grandmother sang about was the
Past: the terrible, disgusting, prehistoric past. Antiquity. In our time
children do not freeze in the streets. Each of them has a warm little bed,
they all have loving people around them who look after them. And until
recently | could not imagine that that disgusting, prehistoric past would
return - moreover, not just return, but it would be presented to us as
‘freedom, democracy and unprecedented progress’ in our lives. That,
apparently, we have now returned to the bosom of civilisation from where
we have temporarily dropped out, when our children - what a shame! -
ceased to freeze in the streets for over seventy years!...

...In the civilised West average parents do not sing lullabies to their
children. Remember the Soviet film ‘This Merry Planet’ and its ‘Couplets
of Aliens?’ ‘They give zero attention to songs there, so that they won't
waste their voice in vain..’ An average civilised parent cannot even
imagine spending hours and hours sitting with the child every evening.
Especially since the user’s manual - sorry, instructions for upbringing! - for
parents says nothing about how they can put to a child to sleep with the
help of singing lullabies. A child should be locked in a separate room -
after checking up first that it is not hungry, doesn't need a nappy change,
and that the room temperature is normal. Occasionally, you can leave the
night light on - and leave. After all, the parents ought to spend some time
together without it, ‘some quality time’ as they call it - that is, with a cup
of tea at the TV-set, waiting for the next part of some soap opera or a
fascinating talk show in which one woman tells how she has pulled ‘a
three-inch bird's feather’ out of her own nipple, and a doctor educates his
millions-strong audience on ‘what the colour of your urine tells about you’
(I am not joking, both examples are taken from popular British TV shows.)
Why would anyone be diverted from anything so fascinating for the sake
of some little shouter? And as a general rule, let it get used to that, as

Sonny used to say, ‘You were born alone and you will die alone.’
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If a child who is locked in a separate room continues to cry - so teach
us the Western experts - you may approach the door and check upon it,
whether everything is in order. But under no circumstances take it out of
bed and avoid any eye contact. Otherwise it will never become silent!

It should understand from an early age that it will not receive any
reward for crying.

Perhaps this is why these kiddies grow up into adults, who find sadistic
pleasure in torturing captives in Iraq, etc. today? Perhaps, their parents
thought simple expressions of love for a child, such as holding him in their
hands, hugging him, stroking him, giving him a kiss, calming him down -
were not only a waste of their own precious time, but a ‘harmful’
business, ‘a reward for crying’? Perhaps from an early childhood these kids
did not know what love is: not the quantity of Nike trainers, bought by
their parents, but that feeling of warmth and security which | remember
so well from the time my granny swung me in a blanket, without any
thoughts of soap operas, or the colour of urine, or how to leave herself
more free time having sent all of us as far away as possible?

Perhaps for this reason mothers of our soldiers feel pain at the sight of
all human suffering, no matter where in the world. (‘I am a mother too,
and | do not want suffering for the other mothers and their children as
well’), while so many mothers of US soldiers are proud of their sonnies at
the service of modern fascism and begin to think about what their ‘nice
boys’ were actually doing in other countries only after their bodies are
brought back home in zinc coffins? It is obvious that nobody sang to these
mothers, when they were children, any lullabies about the freezing baby.
And, as their own children, they too, probably grew falling asleep to the
monotonous sounds of clockwork musical toys attached to cradles,
designed to relieve the unbearable parental fate...

...With each new song sung to me by my relatives, my child's outlook
broadened. Soon | learned about the existence of other countries and
about such phenomena as friendship of peoples:

‘There comes a Bulgarian girl on the Danube,

Throwing a flower awash...

Slovaks then see this fair gift there a-floating,

From their banks faraway

They begin throwing awash scarlet poppies,

Sweetly received by the stream.
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Danube, Danube, please, guess, our friend,

Which gift is whose?

Flower to flower the diadem’s plaited,

By all of us, fair and bright!’

‘March on, we go towards an ideal

knowing that we have to prevail

for the sake of peace and prosperity

we all fight for freedom.

Forward Cubans

Cuba will award our gallantry

because we are soldiers

who go on to liberate the fatherland

to clean up with fire

what has been devastated by this infernal plague

of undesirable rulers

and insatiable tyrants

who made Cuba

sink in the mess...’

Even before school | had known by heart little poems like:

‘When one says the name of Motherland,

In your mind’s eye you can see

Your old house, currant orchard,

At the gate - a poplar-tree...’

| did not yet know then how lucky | was. Lucky that we weren't
‘civilised.” Where | grew up, everything was living and breathing the spirit
of times, there were fast ties between generations, the connection
between the past and the present: my grandfather still wore the padded
jacket in the late 1920s’ style, similar to the one they now show in the
film Dog's Heart, and on our table there still stood the glass jug my
grandparents had owned, and the clock we had hanging on the wall had
once belonged even to Grandad's parents, and every morning the mother
of my friend, Katya, passed by our windows on her way back from the
water pump with buckets full of water hanging on a shoulder yoke.... And
high over our house, on the ‘mountain’, as the local hillock was called, in
the shadow of huge poplars, brand new Czech trams that creaked on the
turns until late at night, would take you to the city centre in twenty

minutes...
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Today, as they assure us, we just have another little bit to go, one final
leap - and my Motherland with its black currants in the orchard whose
smell | still remember, will finally become ‘civilised.” Will finally enter
the world where children actually do not have grandmothers and
granddads, there are no fairy tales before sleep, there are no outdoor
games in the streets - and that's probably why there is also no compassion
towards street children or to anybody else. ‘Burn, you motherfucker,
burn!’ - cries out an American soldier from his tank in Iraqg, shooting
civilians at close range, to the sounds of hard rock music coming from his
earphones: a fellow who has grown up with a joystick in his hand...

Do we really want this? The world where housewives do not cook home-
made jam (‘We will break the habit of Russian women to make jam!’ some
German canneries bragged at the very beginning of ‘democracy’, as if it
was some valid criterion of our progress). The world where people change
their objects of affection like gloves, loving not what's in their heart, but
what is ‘in’ (‘in fashion’): only in ‘uncivilised’ Russia people still
remember who the ‘Smokey’, Afric Simone and ‘Boney M’ are - and we
still love them! The world where people put their feet on a seat in public
transport right next to a special sign saying that it is forbidden to do so (in
the USSR we never even needed such signs - none of us would even think
of doing this). Probably because of ‘totalitarianism’ and ‘lack of
freedom!’

The world where nobody, except foreigners from Eastern Europe (out
of long habit) and from the Third World, knows that it would be nice to
give your place in public transport to elderly people, disabled, pregnant
women and young children... The World where you cannot name things
straight by their names.

The world in which you are not allowed to call a racist a racist, if he
has a thick purse (that's ‘defamation’!). The world where it is impossible
to have your own opinion, different from what ‘is acceptable’ to think (or,
at least, it is impossible to express this different opinion aloud).

In this world there is no place for children's lullabies with which my
knowledge of the world began. Because the less a future consumer and
future canon fodder knows, the less he learns to think and feel, the
better.

Lullabies remain to him something abnormal, associated with ‘the
underdeveloped’ (bad) countries: recently in the West some local ‘anti-
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globalists’ even produced a CD with lullabies from Syria, Iraq, Iran,
Afghanistan, Cuba and North Korea, under the name ‘Lullabies From ‘The
Axis of Evil’!

...They sang lullabies to me in turns back at home, and | slept in the
same bed with all my relatives in turn, and none of us would even get an
inkling that there might be anything ‘indecent’ in it. And | remember to
this day the smell of each of my family members close to me. And that
feeling of peace and confidence in tomorrow that each of them radiated.

...Unlike my quiet Grandmother, my Grandfather Ilya was a person of
an explosive temperament, but very easily appeased. He could say some
nasty things to you (within the limits of decency: he did not use obscene
words, but he was very categorical and sharp in his valuations of others
and very direct, almost like the Dutch!), but then he would walk around
you with a guilty look and try to soften his words. He deeply respected my
Grandmother. Though it wasn't easy for her to live with him because of his
difficult character: at home my grandfather never rowed, instead he had
a habit of going out to get ‘a discussion’ with neighbours! My Grandmother
at such moments heroically blocked his way, and he then went and lay
down on a trestle bed beside the furnace in the kitchen, drank some
cucumber brine and groaned: ‘Oh, what a fool | am! Oh, | feel so bad! I
will never drink anymore!’....

Like many men, Grandfather Ilya didn’t mind a drink, - and, because he
had an easy access to spirits at his work, at some stage that problem had
grown to grave proportions. In those days men were punished strictly for
bingeing at work, up to a few days’ imprisonment - so Ilya ‘gulped in’
some alcohol literally five minutes before the end of his working day, and
then ran in a gallop to the entrance checkpoints of his factory, while he
could ‘contain his drink.” By the time he approached home, it had already
got the better of him...

Grandmother and Grandfather got acquainted at the factory where
they worked together at a chemical-galvanic laboratory. Grandfather was
a galvaniser by profession. Having only completed seven forms at school,
he could not always express himself accurately in writing or put his
thoughts clearly on paper, - and that's where Grandmother came to his
aid. After her editing, his thoughts took a legible and lucid form, and the
Grandfather proposed many an innovation and improvement and received

many an award for them at his factory.
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However, time had chastened the Grandfather. Before the retirement
he drank only on big holidays and only in a good company. And | did not
see him in his most ‘madcap’ years. | was three years old when the
Grandfather retired. | remember even how we went together to his
factory to sign up for his pension.

And in a sober state he was simply fantastic: he would work at home
and in the garden non-stop, both in summer and in winter. He found
himself something to do all the time: bringing firewood from the forest,
fixing something, digging the garden, banking up potatoes, running in the
mornings with his milk can to buy some milk... He told me stories made up
by himself - about sixteen little girls who lived by themselves, without
parents in a house in Metalworkers Street (I even searched there for their
house for a long time!). Yulia, the eldest girl, was sixteen. Alenka and
Vika, the youngest, were five. There were always some improbable
adventures happening to those girls, a favourite of his was one about
different little animals - from a rabbit to a squirrel - getting into their
backpacks when they went to the forest to pick some mushrooms.

‘Alenka sits in the electric train, suddenly the backpack gives her su-u-
uch a push to her side!’ - told the Grandfather to me for the hundredth
time, to my same full delight as for the first time. And he also told me
true stories - about his cat, whom he brought his leftover pancakes from
the factory canteen at his work in the time of dearth, and the cat knew
precisely at what time he came home from work and waited for him at
the street corner; and about his other cat - the rat-catcher. And about a
pig that danced a waltz when somebody played the accordion in the
street, and knocked down with his snout a neighbour whom it disliked for
some reason.

Grandfather sang to me his own version of the folk song ‘In a Field
there Stood a Birch Tree’ in which he included a mysterious derry:
‘choovil na choovil, choovil na vil-vil-vil-vill’ (we never found out what
those words meant!), he took me with him to pick mushrooms in the
forest and to fish, he made me a swing in the vegetable garden, together
we went along the railway to get some spring water and to swim in the
river. And he pulled me on a sledge in winter for my enjoyment. From
Grandfather | learned, even before | started school, the names of various
trees and plants. This constantly amazed my Western acquaintances (‘how
have you learned the names of all these trees?’). | also learned from him
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which mushrooms are edible and which are not (Sonny was horrified when
| brought some ceps - the best mushrooms in the world!- from the Dutch
woods and tried to fry them for him!) and how to dig potatoes (however,
the Grandfather did not trust any of us with this important job all the
same!).

We still lived in his parents’ house, in an old part of the city - very
close to the city centre, but living there felt almost as in a village. All of
us there knew each other personally, - however, in course of time, more
and more migrants from the countryside started to appear in our quarters,
whom the Grandfather, born and bred city man, could not stand. It was
their different way of life, their different conduct: constant nibbling
sunflower seeds in the street, petty-bourgeois love of material things
(often tasteless) and of money, desire ‘to live so that Manya and Tanya
would envy me’ - all these trademarks of theirs were disgusting to him,
and he always openly spoke about it. He also was a genuine pigeon
fancier, like many of our born and bred city men of his generation.

When we had something especially tasty at home, the Grandfather
never ate that tasty stuff: ‘keep it for the kids’ (for us); but when food
then began to get bad, he ate it - ‘so that we won't have to throw it out.’
He wouldn’t let even a crumb go to waste. All stale bread went to
pigeons, for everything else too there was some use. | have been brought
up in such traditions, so that even now, almost twenty years later, | am
horrified to see how spoilt Westerners throw out still good food by the
tonne...

Grandfather Ilya was also born and grew up in a family of generations
of factory workers, the lIlyichev family. Great-grandmother Marfa, his
mother, was a very strict woman. Great-grandfather Semyon, his father,
veteran of the First World War (actually, they should not have drafted him
into the army, because he was a father of many children, but some
merchant son had bought himself off out of service, and, instead of him,
they had dispatched Semyon to the frontline). He died young, just 46
years old, - of dysentery; and Marfa alone raised six children (some others
died in early childhood). The Grandfather spoke of her with invariable
respect and only chuckled at how during the February Revolution ‘my
mother went on demonstrations and shouted: ‘Freedom! Freedom!’ (and
he demonstrated her high pitched voice in a very comical way). Once in
childhood he also saw ‘the saint’ Nikolay Romanov whom he recalled
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rather scornfully (‘He looked rather bedraggled, ‘like a plucked hen’, in
his plain military coat, sitting on a horse... You wouldn't even notice him
next to our stately Governor!’). He was the only one of all my relatives
who still remembered ‘the old world’ (at the time of the Revolution he
was ten) - and he didn’t have good remembrances of it....

For two years Ilya went to a pre-revolutionary grammar school and still
remembered such prehistoric - to us - subjects as ‘religious studies.’
However, the Grandfather did not go to church and was unaffected by
religion. He did not like priests. In the days of the Civil War Ilya, as the
senior man in his family (being just a teenager), took desperately
dangerous trips to Ukraine: to exchange things for bread. He told us how
he had travelled underneath train cars, and how once during such a trip of
his he was whipped by Batka (father) Ataman Makhno®.

The Grandfather used to be a very good-looking guy, but very few girls
could cope with his character: straightforward, sharp, sarcastic. He was
not one of those fellows who knew how to court girls romantically. On the
contrary, he could, for example, bring from work hydrogen sulphide with
him in a tube to a dancehall, hide this test tube in his pocket and open it
secretly during the most romantic dance with a girl...

Grandfather had never been a Communist. He had never joined the
Party. On the other hand, almost all the family of his future wife were
active members of the Komsomol and of the Party: the Grandmother and
her sister were Komsomol activists, and their two brothers even became
professional party workers. The eldest of them, also Ilya, began to work at
a metal plant when he was nine (!) years old and joined the party in 1917
at the age of 17. This fact happened to result in the Pozdnyakov family
going through much hardship in the 1930s. Ilya and his brother Vladimir
were arrested as ‘enemies of the people.’ Ilya by then had worked in
Leningrad close to Sergey Mironovich Kirov. Tamarochka (we'll hear about
her later on) had also been arrested for some time, and my Grandmother
Sima, lost her job. She told a colleague with whom she was walking to
work that morning, that she was intending to go to the Communist Party
Committee, to tell about the arrest of her brother (that was required back

% Nestor Makhno (1888-1934) was a Ukrainian anarcho-communist
guerrilla leader turned army commander who led an independent

anarchist army in Ukraine during the Russian Civil War.
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then). Great was her surprise when she was summoned to the Communist
Party Committee even before she was able to get there! ‘I felt it was my
duty to inform them’ - declared her colleague to her without a shade of
embarrassment, that same colleague whom she had trusted with her
plans. Well, in those years - as well as now - such behaviour sometimes
did occur. But human meanness has nothing to do with communism. And
they all knew it, Tamarochka and my Grandmother, and their brothers.

The Grandmother's brother had forever remained a convinced
communist. He settled in the Ural Mountains, eventually became the
Honorary Citizen* of a small town there and sometimes came to us on a
visit. | remember how he, already elderly and absolutely bald, remarkably
sang in a young, strong voice. And how he laughingly recollected his prison
years: ‘Hoisted by our own petard!’

He had neither umbrage, nor hard feelings for Stalin. (I wonder, has
anybody ever collected memoirs of ordinary people living at the time of
the reforms of Peter the Great? | am sure, there were not less and maybe
even more of ‘the offended ones’ then, than during Stalin’s times!)

...The Pozdnyakovs shared the fate of many: the brothers were
resettled to the Ural for twenty years, where they developed new lands
and raised industries valourously, and the sisters found other jobs.
Tamarochka had worked after that for over forty years at a regional sports
committee as a secretary. Rather than her arrest, she liked to recollect
how she had written a letter to Stalin, complaining of injustice, and Stalin
sorted it all out, understood it all and ‘gave her a permit for an all-
expenses-paid trip to a resort® (putyovka) on the Black Sea.’ As for Sima,

% The title of Honorary Citizen was awarded in the Soviet Union to the
citizens who actively participated in the revolutionary movement and
establishment of the Soviet authority, shown high courage and heroism in
the struggle against German-fascist aggressors during the Great Patriotic
war, had special merits in the field of industrial, economic and cultural
construction.

% Putyovka - authorization to a sanatorium or health resort in the
Soviet Union. In 1919, V. I. Lenin signed a decree transferring all health
resorts and therapeutic localities to the republics to be used for
therapeutic purposes providing rest and treatment for more than 19
million people. Patients were selected and sent for sanatorium and health

54
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her future husband helped her to get a new job. They had known each
other from her old workplace. All their life he joked at her and her sister:
‘Pretty Komsomol girls, in red kerchiefs!” And when Grandfather wanted
to tease them about their having been accused of Trotskyism, he made a
serious face and began like this: ‘Lev Davydovich (Trotsky) was such a
wise head... And what an orator, you know!’ - and glanced at them
cunningly out of the corner of his eye.

In 1941 Grandfather departed to the frontline. Before that he had
asked my Grandmother to wait for him. The battles near Leningrad were
so severe that he survived only by chance: he was wounded and carried to
hospital. According to him, nobody else from his detachment survived. |
remember him claim that the anaesthetic they had used for his operation
‘cut my life short by seven years.’ But if Grandfather had lived for seven
more years, he would have lived through the dissolution of the Soviet
Union, through the Gaidar-Chubais® robbery of our people, through all our
today's life reality that is worth the pen of Gorky and Gogol®... Knowing

resort treatment following the order established by the Ministry of Public
Health, in collaboration with the All-Union Central Council of Trade
Unions. Patients were sent to sanatorium and health resort establishments
often without charge, at reduced prices, or sometimes at full cost.

% Yegor Gaidar (1956-2009) was the Acting Prime Minister of Russia
from 15 June 1992 to 14 December 1992. He was best known as the
architect of the controversial shock therapy reforms administered in

Russia after the collapse of the Soviet Union which resulted in mass

poverty. Many Russians hold him responsible for the economic hardships
that continues plagueing the country today.

Anatoly Chubais (born 1955) is a Russian business manager who
was responsible for privatisation in Russia as an influential member of

Boris Yeltsin's administration. His methods of privatisation produced gross
unfairness and social tensions.

39 Aleksey Gorky (1868 -1936) - Soviet writer, a founder of the socialist
realism literary method.

Nikolai Gogol (1809-1852) was a Ukrainian-born Russian novelist,
humourist, and dramatist. His most famous works ‘Taras Bulba’, ‘Dead
Souls’, ‘The Inspector-General’, ‘Evenings on a Farm Near Dikanka’ as
well as his biography are studied in depth in all Russian Schools.
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his character, | can certainly say he wouldn't have kept quiet and just
borne it all humbly. And that means he would have worn himself in
fighting: maybe it is even better that he hadn't seen any of it?

Sima possessed the character traits, which were particularly valued in
those times - very modest and clever (‘Your Mother’s a headful!’ - Ilya
always said about her proudly), calm, forbearing, hard-working. These
Komsomol comrades were not callow youths when they got acquainted,
and when they got married in 1944, Ilya was 37 and Sima - 30.

After the war they had two children, Mum and my uncle Shurek. ‘We
had an amazingly happy childhood!’ - Mum recollects. ‘So interesting, so
full of events and things to do!’. And also, Ilya had taken on the
upbringing of his niece, a fifteen year-old daughter of his sister, who had
been left an orphan. She lived together with Ilya and Sima for another
fifteen years, until her marriage. And all her life she was grateful to and
adored them.

...When | was still a student, the Grandfather had a brain hemorrhage.
He had worried too much about the Grandmother who had been taken to
hospital for some time. But while with the Grandmother it appeared to be
all right, the Grandfather was left paralysed. With great difficulty did we
pull him out of the cellar, where it had all had happened to him. We
phoned for an ambulance: it took us around forty minutes to find a
working phone booth, and then three or four more hours we waited for
the doctors (it was already later Gorbachev's Perestroika with its
disorganisation and burgeoning chaos). The doctors who were already
‘restructured’ (Perestroika - restructuring), arrived, looked at him and
told us: ‘Well, what do you expect? That's an old person you are having
there...” - and left.

Grandfather still lived for almost two years, without getting up. His
mind was generally clear, and it was very embarrassing for him that he
caused us ‘so much hassle’ - to look after him. In a rare minute of
blackout he once asked my Grandmother: ‘Are you married?’ In shocked
surprise, she even had to sit down: ‘llyusha, what are you asking me of?
Certainly, | am!” ‘It is a pity’, - he said. ‘Why?’ ‘I’d love to invite you to
the cinema...’

Mum tried to set him up - with various medicines, massages, therapies,
- and she nearly succeeded. If it were not for the attending GP, who once
came to our house, found my Granddad sitting up in his bed and
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exclaimed lightly in astonishment: ‘Wow, Ilya Semenych! You are sitting
up! And | thought you would never get up anymore...’ It turned out to be
suggestive, and after that Granddad didn't make any attempts to get out
of bed anymore.

In November, 1990 my Grandfather died in his sleep. He had never
been a Party member, he was critical of many things, but he was a deeply
Soviet person by nature, and he died just shortly before our country
disappeared from the map.

One can say he was lucky: without suspecting it himself, he left our
world along with the whole great era... It was a tragic, but jubilant, heroic
and glorious epoch, unlike the one which has come to replace it: a lot
more tragic, but also stupid to the point of caricature, hopelessly dark
and ridiculous in the senselessness with which people lost their honour,
dignity, health and life itself, every day... An Epoch of Time Lost...

My name is Yevgenia. Yevgenia Kalashnikova. This surname was
inherited from my other Grandmother, a Kuban Cossack woman. And my
first name was given me in honour of my aunt, my Mother’s cousin, my
Granddad's niece, whom he had reared.

| was born in the year of the 50th anniversary of the Great October
Socialist Revolution, and not only myself, but also my parents did not
know any other life except the Soviet one. As | have already said, at that
time we did not yet realise the measure of our happiness, of our good
luck. To be born in this country and in this particular period of history, if
you compare it with the world history of mankind, was a far greater luck
than to win some miserable million dollars or euros in a lottery. The life
around us - happy, noble, quiet, steady, without fears and stress, without
humiliations and tears - seemed natural to us, like a fresh wind in
springtime. It felt as if there simply could not be any other life.

| come from an average-size city in Central Russia. When | was little, |
sincerely did not understand why Moscow was the capital of both the USSR
and Russia. ‘Let Moscow remain the capital of the USSR, and let our city
be the capital of Russial’ - | used to say to my relatives quite seriously. (It
was much the same as, with children's egocentrism, | was perplexed when
I met children younger than myself: why have them, if | had already been
born! Why do people still want children?) Moscow was nearby
geographically, but at the same time it was far: it was associated with
something stately, solemn and bright.
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| visited Moscow for the first time when | was two years old. Naturally |
do not remember anything about it. Mum says that | fell asleep next to the
monument of the first printer, Ivan Fedorov® - and then slept almost until
we got home. Our small city - green in summer and covered with snow in
winter, with vast floods of the river in spring and sweet tasty apples in
autumn - consisted of the ancient two-storeyed city centre, a couple of
quarters with new high-rise apartment blocks - five to nine storeys (for us
they were such a novelty that my friends and | sometimes went there -
just to go up and down in an elevator!). And the rest consisted of two
ancient working class quarters with one-storeyed small houses with iron-
covered roofs, surrounded with gardens and vegetable plots. In some
places there was no asphalt yet, and the roadway was paved with cobble-
stones. When | grew up a bit, it became a huge pleasure for me to tour
round our quarter on a bicycle. | knew all the little dents on the road and
imagined myself to be a courageous horseman on a fiery horse - a fighter
for the people’s interests...

My parents got divorced soon. Separated when | was two, officially
divorced when | was four. Divorces back then were still rare enough, but
Mum was a very emancipated woman (she was one of the first women in
our city who began to wear trousers), and if something was not to her
liking, there was no stopping her. Sometimes it seems to me that it would
have been better, if she, with her character, was born a man, and my
father, inasmuch as | can picture his character based on the stories about
him, a woman. Then, maybe, their union would have had a chance.

As a matter of fact, | hardly remember what my father was like (save
his looks in the photos). Yet never in all the years of my childhood did I
feel | was deprived of anything: at home we had two wonderful men - my
grandfather and my uncle Shurek, Mum's younger brother, whom | even
stopped calling Uncle when | was about five: he became simply my best
friend. And looking at some fathers of my schoolmates, in those years |
was sometimes just glad that my parents had been divorced! So, to feel
sorry for me would have been not appropriate at all.

40 lvan Fedorov (1520-1583) - was a first known Russian printer. He is
also considered to be the founder of book printing in Ukraine. He worked
in Moscow. His first dated book ‘Apostle’ was printed in 1563-64 in Lviv

(Western Ukraine).
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Mum worked at a factory as an engineer (when | was born, she was still
a student, and my father was a post-graduate student), by the time |
turned fifteen, she became head of a big factory department, she loved
her work and earned good money (and the further, the better!), my daddy
regularly paid the alimony and did not show up (I was even grateful to him
he didn't. Not only because | would not know how to conduct myself with
him and what to talk to him about, but also because he did not intrude
upon the joys of my childhood. Nobody dragged me under compulsion to
strange houses at week-ends, as it happens with children of divorced
parents in the West, no matter whether children want it or not: because
‘the father, too, has his rights.’ | believe all these court decisions about
visits are made not so much in the interest of the child, as in the interest
of the other parent, and they can even be harmful to the child. | am very
grateful to my father that he was not such an egoist and did not disturb
my happy childhood!).

...Father came once to my school after lessons when | had already hit
fifteen. | did not even recognise him at all at first. | just looked at him
and thought: ‘Oh, what impudent eyes! Just like mine when | am being
cheeky...” - and only at this thought | guessed it was he. He came to wish
me a happy birthday and he, too, felt awkward. Both of us, predictably,
did not know what to say. He pushed some technical book into my hands:
‘Of course, you will not understand anything here, but it is one of my
scientific publications.” He was right: resistance of materials did not
interest me too much, though | was an A pupil in all the subjects, except
for PE (I did not take after my dad: he was a regional champion in sprint
in his younger days!) ‘Well, and what's your character like?’ - he asked. |
shrugged my shoulders. How can | possibly briefly describe my own
character to a stranger?

‘l often have mood swings. Sometimes | feel good, but then for no
particular reason | feel like crying’ He nodded: ‘It is familiar to me...’

Now | have good relations both with him and with his new family.

...Sometimes my other grandmother, a Cossack woman speaking with a
strong, nearly excessively sweet southern accent, came to visit me by car,
together with my other grandfather. She used to call me ‘my little fish’,
using an Ukrainian caressing expression. When my parents still lived
together, this Cossack grandmother received a nickname from me,
‘Stenka’ (the Russian for ‘wall’), because we used to play like this: |
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banged my feet at the high white-tiled wall of her furnace (the only thing
| remember well from her whole house!), and she swore at the furnace for
that: ‘Bad Wall, don’t you beat little Zhenya!’ Then the whole Mum's
Cossack family began to call her that name: ‘Zhenya, go, Grandma Stenka
has come for a visit!” And for me it was each time a bit awkward: from
Mum | heard a couple of reprobative stories about that Grandmother (two
women, probably, simply could not get on together, but in childhood, of
course, you trust only your mum and only her version!). ‘Your Grandma
wrapped you in old rags from Granddad's garage instead of a nappy’, ‘your
Grandma is a pathological liar: she tried to foist on me a rabbit for dinner
instead of a chicken, knowing | do not eat rabbit meat!’... If she really
was that type of a person, why did | have to keep meeting her? ‘It is
necessary, Zhenia, it is necessary!’ - sighed my relatives and sent me out
to see her.

Grandmother Stenka strongly smelt of perfume (she was one of those
grandmothers who always remain ‘just forty-five’), and she brought me all
sorts of tasty things, like hard smoked sausages (she worked as a cashier
at a grocery shop). And she also brought some exotic things: Georgian
sweets called churchkhela (hazelnuts covered with dried grape juice that
tasted a bit like rubber) and a multi-coloured long-eared Abkhazian
knitted hat made of sheep wool. Her mother, my great-grandmother, a
Cossack woman too, was married to a Georgian, and they lived in
Abkhazia on the Black Sea coast. People said the great-grandmother
Nastya had such a stern temper that the whole village stood in awe of her,
despite the fact that she was small and thin. The Georgian husband
laughed behind her back: ‘You know how I’ve become the real boss in the
house? I’ve never contradicted her, but then I’ve always done everything
my own way! And that's how I’ve become the real boss in the house...’
Nastya, who was a bit hard of hearing, heard only the last phrase: ‘Who is
the boss in the house? You are the boss in the house?!” ‘No, no, | didn't say
anything, darling...” - backed down great-grandfather Vakhtang... Their
Georgian daughter-in-law said that when grandma Nastya went to them
for a visit, their dog sensed her from the other end of the village, howled
and hid!

| ate the smoked sausage with pleasure, and the Grandfather - my
grandmother’s second husband (whom she married after the father of my
father, a handsome young Soviet officer originally from the Volga region,
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was killed at the frontline in Poland in 1944) - a tall as a telegraph pole,
thin Ukrainian - drove us around the neighbourhood in his white Volga car,
to the delight of all my street friends. He too was a frontline soldier - a
wartime driver - and he brought from the war a couple of beautiful
Hungarian handmade embroideries (which, according to Mum,
Grandmother Stenka used to pass as her own needlework at some contest.
Even if it were so, did it do anybody harm?) and a ridiculous phrase-book,
that taught our soldiers to give refined compliments to Hungarian girls. By
the way, it was published by Hungarians themselves, rather than the
Soviet command! At home we laughed heartily, even to tears in our eyes,
when we read it!

The Grandfather took great interest in hunting and sometimes brought
me as a gift soft hare tails which fell to the floor in a funny manner,
spinning around, if you threw them from a height. He spoke little, but
smoked a lot. Everybody called this grandfather by his patronymic -
‘Porfirich’. Nobody was bothered that one of my grandfathers was
Ukrainian, and the great-grandfather Georgian. Just as it didn't bother
anybody that my great-great-grandmother on the other side was Polish. Or
that the best friend of my second cousin was Korean (more than that, this
friend of his was literally adored by the whole city! They simply doted on
him). As regards the ethnic question, people were innocent and pure: only
personal qualities of anyone counted for them. ‘lzya, so what’s your
nationality, a Tatar?” - asked one of Mum's classmates her other
classmate, Israel by name, naively. ‘I am a Jew, silly!” ‘Oh, really? A real
one?’ - she exclaimed with delight. ‘Well of course, real - what do you
think | am, a toy one?’ ‘And it is also written in your passport that you are
a Jew ? Let me have a look at it, will you? | have never seen it!’...

Once Grandmother and Grandfather brought with them a snotty black-
eyed chubby boy and told me that it was my younger brother. The boy was
called the same as grandfather - Petr. Petrusha. He was five years
younger than |I. We were asked to hold hands, and to both of us it was
very awkward - after all, we actually did not know each other. Though, I
always wished to have brothers and sisters - but to me it somehow
automatically concerned Mum.... And Mum did not want any more
children. ‘Isn’t it good indeed: you don't have to share anything with
anybody!.’ | eventually got used to this idea myself. And | became quite

an egoist, like many in my generation...
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Soon Grandfather Petro got ill and died, the car was sold, and
Grandmother could not come to me anymore. Not that it was absolutely
impossible: though she lived quite a long distance from us, she could
reach our house within an hour by bus and tram, but, probably it was
already difficult for her. And | just sighed with relief and had not seen her
(nor Petrusha) - till | waste twenty-seven...

| try to recollect at least something of how we had lived on the eve of
the divorce of my parents - but nothing emerges in my memory, except
for some latent feeling of anxiety. | remember only that | was taken all
the time from one house to another, from one grandmother to the hostel
where my parents then lived, and from there to another grandmother and
back. | did not like the hostel, my stomach started to turn when the tram
only approached it. And when Mum had eventually divorced my father and
returned to her parents, | was just glad about it, because | finally had a
home. | didn't have to leave for anywhere any more. It is a great thing - a
feeling of being at home!! It is just more than the words can tell. It is such
a thing, that even memories of it make you happy - no matter how big
your actual house is and what the furnishings there are like...

| do not remember any parental quarrels or wranglings. Only from my
grandmother Sima | heard that once Mother came home with a black eye
and cried bitterly, but when Grandmother began to soothe her, she said
proudly: ‘I cry because | feel so sorry for Gagarin!’ On that day our first
cosmonaut Yuri Gagarin died in a plane crash...

...And that's how we began to live together: me, Mum, Grandfather,
Grandmother and Shurek

Grandmother's sister, Tamarochka was another person in our
household, a visiting member of the family. ‘Tamara the Medic’, as |
called her, after Agniya Barto’s children’s verse ‘Me and Tam are thick as
peas, we are medics, orderlies.” Tamarochka and Shurek were my best
friends. | will tell more about Shurek later, and now some words about
Tamarochka.

Tamarochka was quite an eccentric woman - and had an angel-like
character. She could easily go out of doors with two different socks on, if
she had not found a pair. | think that in all her life she did not hurt even a
fly. To me she seemed a person without age, though actually she was
three years older than my grandmother. Small, thin, with a hairstyle of
the 1930s, she was able to carry out all household tasks a man might do
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and often did something eccentric, like an amateur ‘restoration’ of an old
icon which she had at her place: ‘I freshened up that icon a bit!’ - she told
us, showing the brightly painted Holy Mary: ‘It became far too faded!’

| always waited with impatience for the weekends: on both Saturdays
and Sundays Tamarochka stayed at our place almost all day long. When
she was on her annual leave from work, she came to us every day. But she
stayed overnight only once a year - for New Year's night. And | really loved
to visit her, in her old house on the other end of the city where some
pieces of Mum's furniture still stood (there was simply no place to put it in
Grandma’s house after Mum’s divorce). In the backyard, Tamarochka had
old cherry- and plum-trees and her old neighbour Tonya - in a separate
house (she and Tamarochka had a common backyard). Tamarochka could
bake exquisitely tasty, piping hot, light as air pancakes (for some reason,
my grandmother’s pancakes just never turned out like hers), and she
played hide-and-seek with me. She, of course, knew perfectly well where
my favourite hiding place was: behind her wardrobe, but each time she
pretended she could not find me...

In her house she had a heap of interesting knick-knacks which weren't
really of any use, but were so great for children to play with: on Saturdays
she liked to shop for some amusing souvenirs with marked-down prices.
And another thing we liked to do together was walk about the block,
observing different cars passing by (trying to guess what colour the next
one would be!) and classing chimneys of the houses we passed by by their
shape (in our classification, there were about twenty different kinds: from
‘candle end in the wind’ to my favourite ‘old Boyar house’). We also loved
to go for rides about the town on trams. The tram ticket cost just three
kopecks (the price of a glass of sparkling water with syrup from an
automatic machine - very tasty, burning your tongue, beyong comparison
with some soap-tasting Coca Cola!) And with that ticket we could go for a
ride in circles, on the same tram all day long! Only if you changed it for
another, you had to buy a new ticket. | had favourite places where | went
with great pleasure by tram. For example, a wooden house in Zarechye
(over the river), to which the tram passed so close, that it almost touched
its fence, and made a full circle around it! | wondered a lot what it was
like for people to live in that house. In our quarter there was also another
unusual house: a two-storeyed brick house that stood literally end-to-end
to the railway, and next to a bend. This house was covered with huge
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trees on all other sides, | never saw anybody either entering or coming out
of it, and this made it even more mysterious. But people certainly lived in
it: there were fresh plants growing behind the windows, the curtains were
clean, and from time to time somebody changed them... | wondered if it
was scary to be there at night. Then one day Mum told me that before the
war a girl had lived there, by a strange name of Rufa, for whom once my
grandfather had a fancy...

Tamarochka also took me to the amusement park. The park was far
away, and | went there not every week. Each visit there was a kind of
holiday. To get me ready for this visit, they put huge stiff bows on my
head, as people did with all girls of my generation back then. | loved the
swing most of all, and the most hated bit for me was the ‘big wheel’
because | was awfully afraid of heights, just like my father. You could also
drive around on hired little pedal cars, which | loved tremendously.
Cheerful music played there the whole day, children ran with balloons,
and their enthusiastic squeals accompanied their feeding of cheeky nice
little red squirrels with nuts and cookies. And then we ate wonderful fruit
ice-cream in small wafer ‘horns’ for seven kopecks and went home by
tram...

Mum took me to the park as well - on her days off and sometimes in the
evenings after work when she went there with her colleagues on a VPW-
Voluntary People's Watch*. ‘Druzhinniks’ (combatants), as they were
called using the old Russian word, walked usually in threes, slowly, as if
on a promenade, with red bands around their arms. They were armed with
a whistle to call for militia - in case of need. Their task was to keep good
order and prevent any hooliganism. But there was nothing to prevent,
really. For all the time | was on this watch with Mum | remember only one
occasion, when their intervention was required: it was with a drunk

41 Voluntary People’s Watch were voluntary detachments for
maintaining public order in the Soviet Union similar to the Neighborhood
Watch. The VPW were not subordinated to militia and the management
staff was established from various Soviet organizations: Soviets, trade

unions, Komsomol, etc. The patrolling volunteers themselves were often
accompanied by police officers, for general guidance and official support.
Although the organisation was informal, volunteers could perform citizen

arrests of various petty offenders: drunkards, hooligans, etc.
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citizen who has sprawled asleep on a lawn. That was serious for those
times, a ‘state of emergency’! And there was also a district militiaman in
our everyday life, whom we all knew by name and patronymic and who
also knew everybody in his district and often just came to people for a
chat, to get to know them, to find out if they had any complaints. The
militiaman was a well-respected person, not ‘a cop’, like today. He was
an authority figure even for disobedient children: to tell them, ‘I will tell
the militiaman about your conduct’ was an extreme measure, if all other
measures failed.

And when many years later, during the days of perestroika, for the first
time in my life | saw a militiaman in Moscow with a baton hanging from his
side, at first | could not believe my eyes. Whom was he going to beat with
it? What need was there to do such a thing? Back then, there were neither
mass riots yet, nor hooliganism, nor such criminality as today. The sight
seemed to me so ridiculous that | simply choked with laughter. The
militiaman did not see me - | walked behind him and could not resist
taking his picture with my camera that | had in my hand: to show at
home, otherwise they might not believe me. Passers-by noticed what |
was doing, looked at the militiaman and they, too, began to laugh, still
unaware of the commotion he had caused.

But there was nothing to laugh at... The thing is that it was no longer
our militiaman, not a Soviet one, and now there was somebody he had to
protect from the people - with baton charges. We simply did not know it
yet, but at least that should have given me food for thought. It appears in
order ‘to return to the civilised world’, to move on to the ‘new thinking’
and to adopt ‘universal human values’, it was necessary to arm militiamen
with batons in the first place. Nice ‘universal values’ they are, no doubt
about it...

... Just like my Grandfather, Tamarochka told me a lot of different
stories that she made up herself. Her stories were about Vicka: a naughty
red-haired little girl from whose mischief nobody could escape. Vicka was
the daughter of ‘a widow called Tamara’ (I have made it up that Tamara
was a widow: after all, she did get Vicka from somewhere!) and the
younger sister of a sensible and serious girl called Toma. Vicka did all the
tricks | wouldn't have dared to do myself: ate sour cream with a shoe
instead of a spoon, secretly stayed at the cinema after the end of the film
for the following performance and fought with Swedes (Swedes at that



Irina Malenko
time temporarily became my invented enemy No1, thanks to the Latvian
film ‘Servants of the Devil on the Devil's Mill’)*.

Of course, Tamarochka wasn't a widow at all. She did not have a
family. In youth they called her ‘Tamara -The Trendy’ in her street, and,
unlike her sister Sima, she had a retinue of boyfriends - in the old, ‘non-
physical’ sense of the word. Especially military were charmed by her. And
exactly for this reason she never got married: to marry a military man
would mean having to move along with him about the country, and her
mother had contracted cancer... So Tamarochka, who by then was the
only one of her children still living with her mother, stayed to look after
her....

Some picture old spinsters are some kind of evil, frustrated creatures,
angry with life, who do not know how to deal with children. Those who do
so have never met our Tamarochka. There was not a drop of resentment
in her that her life happened to be the way it was. With laughter, she told
us about her old ‘boyfriends.’ She considered Mum and Shurek to be her
children, and me to be her granddaughter. Mum and Shurek called her
‘Godmother’ (they were still christened in childhood, out of habit or
tradition), and | - the only non-baptised one in our family - called her
more informally: just Tamara. Tamarochka was the only one in our family
who knew when Easter was each year. And the only one who once a year
went to the church: on Easter's eve, to bless Paskha and Kulich®. In spite
of the fact that our family was not religious at all, we did celebrate Easter
at home: with the preparation of these special Easter foods and painting

42 Riga Film Studio was founded in Latvia by the Soviet government in
1940 on the base of several smaller private studios. The Studio was
making from 10 -15 films a year, out of which half where full screen
movies. Its screen pavilions were and still remain the biggest in Northern
Europe. Since the end of 80's however film production has virtually
stopped. The film ‘Servants of the Devil on the Devil's Mill’ was made in
1972 and became one of the favourite Soviet comedies.

43 Paskha - a traditional Easter dish made from tvorog (unsalted dry and
crumbly cottage cheese).

Kulich - is a kind of Easter bread, traditional in the Orthodox
Christian faith - Russia, Belarus, Bulgaria, Serbia. In recipe kulich is quite

similar to italian panettone.
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of hard-boiled eggs. | liked two things at Easter: Paskha - white, sweet
cheesecakes with raisins (you could eat it only once a year), and that on
this day, apparently, you could kiss anybody: with words ‘Christ is risen!’
(I imagined myself kissing with these words Gojko Mitic* who was
kidnapped from the Earth to join the crew of my spaceship!). You had to
reply, ‘He is risen indeed!” Who was this Christ and why he was risen |
knew but vaguely. Probably it was the fellow who was painted in an old
icon hanging in the corner of our house (actually, in this icon it wasn't he,
but St. Nicholas).

But Tamarochka did have another family too: all the sportsmen of our
region! All of them knew her by her work. She was well respected, people
consulted her on different issues, even about their private lives.

To go to her place of work was immensely interesting: and not just
because it was possible to meet any local sports celebrity there without
ceremony, but also because it was the only place where | could use a
typewriter! Of course, | typed all sorts of nonsense, like a daily schedule
for the crew of my spaceship, but it looked to me like a very important
and interesting place to work at. Tamarochka spent forty-five years at her
typewriter...

Tamarochka got us tickets for the velodrome. From time immemorial
cycling used to be for our city what football is for Manchester. In this
velodrome my grandfather and grandmother spent all the weekends of
their young years. My mum and Shurek spent all their childhood and youth
there. And | had practically grown up there, too. Though none of us was a
cyclist (only Shurek used to cycle on a highway in summer - for pleasure).
We were fans!

It was almost impossible to buy tickets for important competitions.
People sat even in the trees around the velodrome - in tall poplars. People
came to the velodrome with their whole families, in their best suits - as if
going to a theatre. If during a competition it began to rain, people did not
disperse, but sheltered themselves from it, hoping it would stop raining.
And then they sat and patiently waited until the track dried up...

4 Gojko Miti¢ (born 1940) is a Serbian director, actor, stuntman, and
author. He is known for a series of Westerns from the GDR DEFA Studios,
featuring Native Americans as the heroes, rather than white settlers as in

American Westerns.
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Finals usually began towards evening on Sunday. My most beloved part
of the programme was sprint. | remember as if it was yesterday, the
sprinters frozen in their places on the track-bend, to the reverent silence
of the spectators. Light summer evening breeze blows over our heads,
cooling the skin. The sprinters are still standing on their marks, their
outlined muscles rippling under the suntanned skin of their calves. Then
finally, one of them loses nerve and off he darts... | remember the ring of
the bell, announcing the last circuit (in everyday life this very bell lay
behind the door in Tamarochka's office!). Sprinters showed such miracles
of reckless bravery at bends that it would take your breath away!
Naturally, they were our heroes. The medal ceremony often took place
when it was already twilight, and we went home, when lanterns were
already lit.

Tamarochka and Mum knew all our champions personally. Tamarochka
and | could easily pass under the tribunes into dark boxes. And the local
cyclo-celebrity Uncle Vova with an Estonian surname - blond and ruddy-
skinned with sunburn, to my pride, introduced me to everybody as his
‘fiancee.’ | was three, ‘Uncle Vova’ was about twenty years old. | liked to
exchange jokes with him. But my favourite was the swarthy and brave
sprinter with an exotic name Omar Phakadze, inaccessible to fans, whom
Tamarochka tenderly called ‘Omarik.” Cyclists, especially those who
compete at velodrome tracks, up to this day seem to me very special
people.

In childhood | also enjoyed going to... the polyclinic. Sister Lidochka
was my favourite community nurse. ‘I’ll go have a chat with the doctors!’
- | used to say, in an important tone, getting ready to go there. In general,
as a child | talked to strangers with pleasure. For example, in a queue in
the bathhouse, where we went for a wash because our house didn't have a
bathroom. (Washing in a bathhouse is something absolutely different from
the house facility bathroom. You come out of doors steamed up literally
to the bone and you sleep so well afterwards! The only thing | found
awfully unpleasant about the bathhouse was to come out of the bathing-
room into the locker-room that was so mercilessly cold!)

Once | quite embarrassed Mum when | started to retell to women in the
bathhouse queue one of the dreams she saw: ‘Mum was running along the
street, and some Georgians pursued her, and she was crying as loud as she
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could: Misha! Nozhkin!” The women took my story in good faith and for a
long time skewed disapprovingly at Mum.

For a Soviet child to speak to strangers did not in itself import any
danger. There was no need of guards at kindergartens and schools to
protect us from terrorists and loonies. We knew well that we were
children, and that adults looked at us accordingly. Children in the Soviet
society were loved and protected. And though | was warned that |
shouldn't take sweets from strangers - just in case, there weren't any
‘cases’ of that kind within my recollections, neither with me, nor with any
of my acquaintances. Under Mum's supervision | even ‘chatted up
Georgians’ in the market (that's how | described it myself, but in fact, it
was just an ordinary childish talk with them on my part). Most people
were kind, though sometimes a bit grumpy: they often admonished you
and gave you advice in the street, without even knowing you - up to what
would be better for you to wear. Yet they did not do it maliciously, but
because they cared about others. They were not indifferent.

Social control was very strongly developed, and | can tell you - it wasn't
such a bad thing! If somebody got into trouble, people did not turn away,
pretending they had not noticed, but hurried to help. We were taught: do
not just pass by! If a hooligan attacked you - offer resistance, instead of
giving to him your purse as they teach you in the West, where the state
has the monopoly on use of force and does not want people to trust in
themselves and protect their own dignity. After all, the majority of
hooligans are cowards, and it is often enough to tell them off in no
uncertain terms.

The most important thing was that in the USSR you never had the
feeling that you were on your own. That nobody will come to your rescue,
if something happens. (Therefore | can never understand or like the
heroes of American films - heroes who always ‘play a lone hand.’ This
inspiring feeling gave a person unbelievable strength. It is important not
to be reconciled with evil - and all they try to knock into my head in this
‘civilised society’ is the necessity of being reconciled with it!

We, pre-school children, ran in the streets in very short dresses from
under which panties sometimes flashed. Nobody paid any attention to it.
It did not ‘excite’ anyone, nobody considered it to be ‘sexy.” Even
conversations with children about ‘fiances’ and ‘fiancees’ in our
environment were considered to be something smacking of backward
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feudalism. ‘Village people!” - one would say to those who spoke to
children of such things, with a slight contempt.

When somebody asked me what would I like to be in the future, when |
grow up (and for us it was the most important question, not some idiotic
one, in relation to a child, e.g. ‘do you have a girlfriend / boyfriend?’!),
at first | answered that | will be a ‘ballerina’! When | was five, Mum took
me for the first time to a ballet to see ‘Swan Lake.’ The ballet caught my
imagination, and all the summer long my friends and | played ‘Swan Lake’
in the street (from my description of it): we ran around the quarter,
swinging hands like wings, and Marusya's brother Andryusha pursued us as
the Malicious Wizard!

| was also crazy about figure skating. Every time when winter began,
and broadcasts of the championships began on TV - from the Moscow News
Prize Tournament to National, European and World Championships - | got
a special notebook and wrote down in it my own marks for the performing
sportsmen. My own results were not always the same as the official ones. |
had my own favourites. For example, a German from the GDR, Sonja
Morgenstern® (I liked her to such degree that for a long time | seriously
demanded from Mum to officially change my name to Sonya!). And, of
course, all of us loved our Irochka Rodnina* and all as one condemned
Alexey Ulanov, her partner, when he left her, and rejoiced for her when
she won again, now with a brand-new partner, Sasha Zaytsev. Figure
skating, as well as ice hockey, was watched on TV by whole families. |
remember matches of our guys with the Canadian professionals - the long-
haired player called Phil Esposito, how the Canadians often started fights

4 Sonja Morgenstern (born 1955) is a German figure skater and figure

skating coach.
6 Irina Rodnina (born 1949, USSR) is one of the most successful figure
skaters ever and the only pair skater to win ten successive World

Championships (1969-78) and three successive Olympic gold medals. Irina

initially competed together with Alexei Ulanov.
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on ice and the indignant voice of Nikolay Ozerov*: ‘No, such hockey we do
not need!’

| tried to learn to skate, but it wasn't so easy as it appeared. The
problem was with skates: at first | got only the ice hockey ones, with short
tops in which my feet were unstable and | felt like a cow on ice! Then
they bought me the real figure skating ones, and things became much
easier. My uncle also made me a snow slide in winter near our house and
poured it with water, and then he and |, together with all the
neighbourhood's children, went for a slide on it, and slid down at a speed
of wind!

When | was five, | decided | would become a famous writer (not just a
writer, no - a famous one!). That is, when | wrote my first book: with
printed letters. It was called Adventures of Vicka (yes, that one, from
Tamarochka's stories!). | did not know yet the rules of spelling (it was
before | went to school), | wrote as | heard, and so now it is especially
funny for me to read it. | learned to read when | was four, and my first
book was... You will never guess! Uncle Tom’s Cabin. Not the entire book,
of course: it was far too thick for a four-year old, but nevertheless, the
fact remains. Now | see a deep symbolism in it...

| learned to read from toy bricks with letters, and my family did not yet
know that | already could read, when one day Grandmother suddenly
heard me sobbing from under the table.

In panic she looked under the table, thinking that something had
happened to me: ‘Zhenechka, what's wrong?’ ‘I feel sorry for Eve!” ‘What
Eve?’ ‘Here, in the book..’ - And | gave her the book with crumpled pages,
wet with my tears.

It so happened that in early childhood | socialised more with adults
than with children.

When | was three, | went to a kindergarden, but not for long. The
kindergarden belonged to Mum's factory, it was far from our house. Mum
brought me there on her way to work and picked me up after work. | had
to get up awfully early. Lingering in the entrance hall, | did not want to

47 Nikolai Ozerov (1922 - 1997) won nation-wide fame and acclaim as an
all-time Soviet-era sports commentator. Millions of soviet people literally
fell in love with sports thanks to Ozerov’s energetic and emotional reports

that made him a household name in the Soviet Union.
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let Mum go for a long time every morning: ‘Mummy, wait a minute, just a
minute, please!’ | was frightened by the prospect of having something for
breakfast | did not like (at kindergardens there were three hot meals a
day, included in monthly payments for it. The amount of the payment
depended on the salary of a parent. Mum paid twelve roubles for me (out
of her salary of one hundred and forty roubles). | was in the dumps
because other children there were what | called ‘backward’: | simply did
not understand what was so amusing in giving each other some silly
nicknames. It was below my intellectual level. | was a bit ahead of many
other children in my development, and it was unpleasant for me that
teachers tried to teach me what | already knew without them. As well as
the fact that after lunch we had to have a midday nap - no matter if you
wanted it or not, under compulsion. Although | liked the small creaking
folding bed. | was lying down with my eyes shut, pretending to be
sleeping, and listening as our teachers gossiped and discussed some new
fashionable styles. Then | retold their conversations at home. Sometimes
my grandmother clutched her head when she heard it...

Every day in the evening | came to stand at the window in the
kindergarden - alone, without toys, paying no attention to other children -
and began to dream. It was then that for the first time | imagined myself
the captain of a spaceship. The spaceship was huge, eight-storeyed, like
an apartment block in shape. It took me and my brave crew to faraway
planets. But my most vivid memory of the kindergarden was rather trivial:
the only day | did not rush to get out was the day when there was my
favourite pudding with hot kissel® for supper, and it was precisely on that
day that Mum came early from work to collect me, and | had to go home
without having eaten it up...

Since | started attending the kindergarden | began to contract the usual
children’s illnesses. | remember the first time | was raving with fever. |
distinctly understood that | was talking nonsense, but my tongue did not
obey me, as if it spoke by itself. | remember even what | was saying then:
‘Mum, was the Pencil for the Frost?’ - and my own thoughts: ‘Oh, what
kind of rubbish am | saying?!” The Pencil was one of the heroes of a
children’'s magazine Cheerful Pictures that | liked very much.

4 Kissel or kisel - is a jelly like fruit soup, popular as a dessert in
Eastern and Northern Europe.
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Mum'’s big bed in the daytime served as a place to lay numerous bundles
of old clothes and pieces of material from which Grandma from time to
time sewed something new. When we made the bed ready for sleeping,
we had to remove all of them from it and put them away. When | was
sick, | was allowed to build a high ‘wall’ from them on top of the bed for
myself, and | lay behind the heap and imagined | suffered from thirst in a
besieged fortress.... At that time my imagination was captured by Soviet
Easterns, so | tried hard to braid my still very thin hair into many, many
plaits and wished to be called Zulphia®.

While attending kindergarden | fell ill so often that Grandpa felt sorry
for me and finally said to Grandma: ‘Listen, Mother, we are together at
home all day long. Let Nadya (Mum) take Zhenka away from that nursery
school for good, the child has had enough.’ Grandma tried to tell him that
a nursery school was a place where | could something useful. ‘Nonsense!’ -
Grandfather was, as usual, categorical. - ‘What can she learn there? That
‘Miron is a snotty dumbhead’? (It was one of teasing songs | picked up
from other kids). | did not have to go there anymore, and | was very glad
about that. At present | feel remorse that | was too much of an
individualist to fit in the collective - while all my life | had always prized
being part of a good, steady, healthy collective! But friends of my own
age appeared in my life a bit later.

The summer of 1972 was terribly hot. | do not remember any such
summer either before or after that year. The earth in front of our house
cracked from the heat into small squares. When you ran along the street,
you got hot wind into your face, rather than refreshing one. There was
drought, on the outskirts of our city the woods were on fire. One day new
neighbours arrived at a nearby house in our street. They had a daughter -
my namesake, two years older than me, a dark-complexioned girl with a
stern face, deep voice and unusual, slanting Asian eyes (the new
neighbours were Chuvashs from the Volga). She first approached me in the
street and said: ‘Let's play together!” And that's how | began to socialize
with other children. She soon gathered around her all the little girls of our
neighbourhood. Zhenya Nikolaeva was a born street leader. All of us were
crazy about her. Zhenya was the soul of any company! She knew loads of

4 Reference to the 1960s popular Soviet adventure film White Sun of

the Desert. Zulphia is a cameo role in it.
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games and taught us. We played classical hide-and-seek and catch-and-
run, ‘edible-inedible’ (my favourite game!), ‘smitten chains’, ‘deaf
person’s telephone’, ‘Boyars, we have come to you...” and millions of
other games. And of course, ‘mothers and daughters’ and ‘a shop’ - with
our dolls. Most of all I liked to make ‘fruit juice’ for the shop, mixing
different coloured water paints in a cup.

So we were friends for about a year when | noticed that something
wasn't right. Quarrels between us became quite a usual thing. Once
Zhenya left us for a month (she went on holidays to her native village),
and in her absence two other girls, Marusya and Lyusya, and | played
together perfectly well without her and never quarrelled with each other.
Not even once! There was such harmony between us that | involuntarily
recalled how we had constantly quarrelled - sometimes because of this
and that, but in general, always because of some nonsense, when Zhenya
was around. And it hit me like lighting: | recollected how she turned us
against each other, in turns, stealthily, persistently! Why she did it, | do
not know to this day. But the fact remains. | told Marusya and Lyusya
about my discovery, and they too were surprised that they had not
noticed that before. We decided unanimously not to play with Zhenya
anymore, and that the one who would break our joint decision, would be
considered a traitor. | had never regretted that decision. Marusya and |
remained friends for life, we have never quarrelled any more, and as a
matter of fact, we did not really need anybody else. Lyusya was ‘both to
ours and to yours, let's have a dance’ and from time to time she still
played with Zhenya, but we usually forgave her, after a little scolding. But
in the person of Zhenya | had the first ever enemy in my life... It did not
really frighten me. At least, since that time | had never allowed anyone to
manipulate me!

...A couple of years later, when all of us began to go to school, | found
by accident an old homework book of Zhenya’s with grades, lying about in
our vegetable plot. Our ringleader and street authority had continuously
had C’s in the Russian Language! And she finally and definitively ceased to
be any authority for me, just miserable and ridiculous in her attempts to
show off. | discovered that a leader in the street can be a C-grade pupil at
school! So, there is nothing to be surprised about, just look at those who
now rule our country and have declared themselves to be our ‘elite’! So
many C-graders! But all of them - like Zhenya - with so much aplomb. And
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trying to manipulate us, too. Aren’t we living in such a beastly way now,
because we have not cut them down to size in due time?!

...The generation of my Grandmother and Grandfather is amazing. All
the difficulties that had fallen to their lot were accepted by them with
good grace, as a part of life. They never whined over failures nor blamed
anybody for them. And they never asked themselves the question whether
they would like to do something or not: if it had to be done, it had to be
done. ‘You don't know how - we’ll teach you, you don’t want to - we’ll
force you; you mustn’t discredit the team!’ For them there was nothing
impossible in life. And that is why they were capable of working wonders!
My spoilt generation, which has grown under the motto ‘You mustn’t - but
if you really want to, what the hell!’, is now simply incapable of imagining
what pleasure it is to create, what joy to construct a new society, without
‘so, what's in it for me?’

And | envy my grandmother and grandfather so much! | was born too
late. If only | could have swapped places in time with some speculator or
conman, subjected to repressions back in the 1930s! They would become
‘respected businessmen’ in our time, maybe even ‘oligarchs’, and | would
get the opportunity to live an unselfish life!

How can | explain it? No charity work will ever replace it. Charity is
humiliating already as it is (O’Henry expressed it very aptly through one of
his characters, Soapy®), besides, it serves not so much as to help those
who need help, as to calm the conscience of those who are engaged in it.
And | did love it to live in the world of selfless collectivism, where, to put
it in Mayakovsky’s words, ‘A ‘1’ is nonsense. A ‘1’ is zero!” Where, if a
newspaper writes about any wrong deed or ill, each one feels responsible,
and measures are taken there and then, instead of just moaning together
and then dispersing again, as they do in ‘the free world!” And, unlike
those who are twenty now and have grown up stuffed with horror stories
about Stalin and communism - to the point of fully blocking any
intellectual ability to ask questions on the subject, - | remember well that
such a world is possible... | have lived in it only a little bit. But it was such

50 ¢...to one of Soapy’s proud spirit the gifts of charity are encumbered.
If not in coin you must pay in humiliation of spirit for every benefit
received at the hands of philanthropy. If not in coin you must pay in
humiliation of spirit for every benefit at the hands of philanthropy.’
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a bright, humanly beautiful world that no artificial neon lights of Coca-
Cola advertising would ever be able to eclipse it. | am a human being, not
a ruminant or rodent. And | want to live for people, not for dragging nuts
into my own nest!

...I was distracted from thinking about my childhood by a phone call. |
quickly looked at the display of the office phone. Thank God, it was not a
client! It was actually an unusually quiet today: a stupid company, this!
We worked for the Dutch market, but were closed for the Irish holidays,
and on the Dutch national holidays were open. Today was just one of
them - Queen’s Day. Well, who in his senses would call us from Holland on
such a day? Clients did not know that they were calling abroad. They
dialled a local number - and were unpleasantly surprised, when, for
example, on March the 17th® the answering machine informed them that
the line was closed ‘on account of the national holiday!’

...When | just started to work on the phone, | was permanently in a
state of emotional pressure. Not only because | had to talk to complete
strangers, and | had barely begun to dare to select products in a
supermarket for myself (see above). Phones showed how many calls were
awaiting the line (depending on the company it could be from one or two
to fifteen!) And it worked on my nerves very much. It made me want to
solve the problem of a client as quickly as possible and finish up the
conversation, so that the others would not have to wait for so long.
Probably that resulted from my Soviet upbringing too. | was used to taking
other people’s needs into account automatically.

That's the way | was brought up. Whatever | do in life, | always think
how my actions will affect others in the first place. Since childhood it has
become such an automatic thing for me, that not only do | not turn music
on loudly in my apartment, but also while I'm in a queue in a shop, before
| even approach the counter, try to count up in advance the sum | will be
paying, and find the correct amount so that | will not need the change.
That's done in order not to delay others. And nothing irritates me more
than not taking into consideration other people! Sometimes | feel as if in
Ireland people go to the post-office, to shops and banks just to have a
chat with the employees. To share news and gossip. More and more

51 St. Patrick’s Day, national holiday in Ireland
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people line up behind them, and all of them have business to attend to,
but they just calmly continue their cheerful ‘blah-blah’ for about ten
minutes - about the weather, and how things are with old Mary Doherty
who has arthritis, and whether it is a right time to open a new savings
account now, or it is better to wait a bit. In Russia people would have long
voiced their reprimand, and, probably, not in the politest of ways (‘hurry
up, lady, you are not the only one here!’), but in Ireland it is
unacceptable. Here you cannot ‘upset’ a person by a reprimand, no
matter how they behave, as well as refuse categorically (it is better to
promise and then make nothing of it happen). Is that what is called
‘cultural differences?’

But the thing is that this quality - the ability to think of others first -
appears to be moribund in our country too. Because it was a Soviet human
value in the first place.

After | had been away from home for five years and returned to the
new Russia that had adopted the so-called ‘universal values’, | was deeply
shocked by a scene in a shop: a boy of ten years or so roughly pushed
everybody around with his elbows, and his father instead of telling him off
for that, only encouraged it: ‘Come on, push them! That's how you should
be in life!” And everybody was silent, as if they had become mute. What
has happened to our people? Where have all our brave, ubiquitous
Grandmothers - keepers of public order - gone?

Myself, | was not going to be silent. When some impudent bloke
grabbed my knee in the street, | immediately hit him on the head with my
umbrella with a crunching sound. And then | saw horror in the eyes of
passers-by: not because of his rudeness, but because | dared to reject his
advances. People, what's wrong with you? Who turned you into zombies?
The boor himself was inexpressibly surprised: ‘Whoa, whoa, what's the
matter with you?...” - and hastily retired. So! What was there in it to be as
timid as rabbits?

What kind of life is this? Who shouts till they are blue in the face in
Russian-speaking forums on the Internet about ‘a worthy life’: when you
receive three thousand dollars in America for washing somebody's cars
instead of one thousand and five hundred you would receive in Russia for
working as an airline pilot? Is it human dignity and living ‘a worthy life?’
Also, if you have to be humiliatingly afraid of everything - no matter how

much you are paid?...
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| grabbed the phone.

- Shall we have lunch together? - it was my colleague Koen, a short,
almost a head lower than me, curly-haired funny Flemish polyglot who
was very valued at work for his knowledge of languages .

Koen was a lot like me in relation to Ireland. (‘I am Belgian Irish!’ - he
used to say quite earnestly. - ‘Call me Seamus!’). He, too, was divorced.
He hardly ever talked about his former wife (and I, of course, did not
inquire), but in his tone of voice you could feel some sarcastic bitterness.
And he was a very emotional person - just a volcano of passion! If
something or someone were not to his liking, all feathers would fly. The
Flemish are completely different from the Dutch, though they allegedly
speak the same language. They have this sparkly sense of humour. | had
felt it before, watching Flemish films. Words fail to describe this sense of
humour: it is too refined. | also loved to listen to the Flemish speech with
its soft pleasant accent (Mum once told me that the Dutch language in the
mouth of the Dutch themselves sounded as if a person is constantly
chewing on a raw cabbage leaf). They use pure Dutch words where the
Dutch have long got accustomed to using English words instead, sprinkled
with occasional French words which, | feel, the Flemish use not for the
sake of show-off (‘look, | can speak French!’), but when they wish to
express certain attitudes to a subject discussed. | often regretted that |
learned the Dutch language in Twente, rather than Limburg. The Dutch
often took me for a Belgian because of my accent, but the Belgians, of
course, could hear from any distance that | wasn't their kin.

Once Koen and | were on duty at the office on Saturday. We were
called by a rather annoyed Dutch client. In fact, no happy clients had ever
phoned us, but | noticed that Dutch clients were more impatient on the
phone and rougher than Belgians in expressing discontent.

When | started to speak to him, he interrupted me in a vexed manner:

- Mevrouw®, do you have only Belgians working there? | have just
spoken to a Belgian, and now | have you...

- Excuse me, mijnheer®, but | am not Belgian. | am Russian.

52 Madam (Dutch)
%3 Sir (Dutch)
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There was intense silence at the other end of the telephone; and then
the client snapped:

- Forgive me, mevrouw, you are probably very clever, but this is just
too much for me...

And he hung up.

... ‘Groe (-n-) tjes’ (les petits legumes)’> - Koen humourously used to
write in his e-mails to me.

- Let's go! - | agreed. We had lunch on the ground floor in a smoking-
room, having taken some hot food from a chippie van outside. This time |
took baked potatoes. Plain. Koen took potatoes for himself too and the
Irish stew.

It was easy and simple to talk to Koen. He did not make advances and
was himself. He was full of interesting stories. He was one of those
foreigners in Ireland who never stop wearing their Aran jumper. He was
quite happy with life here, did not wish to go back home, but dreamt of
taking his elderly mother to Dublin. Only with the salary we were paid, it
would have been impossible not just to take out an Irish mortgage, but
even to rent a decent apartment with more than one room. | sympathised
with him. In Belgium he and his mother had their own house, but his
mother, naturally, did not wish to sell it and ‘burn her bridges.’ Such
things you do only when you are young, and even Koen himself was six
years older than I. Looking back now at how | ended up in Holland, | am
not sure | would dare to repeat this experience at a more mature age.
Such adventures would be too much for me now. Back then, | was only
twent-three.

- Well, are there many calls today? - asked Koen, coughing and
disgustedly waving away with both hands the deep smoke covering the
smoking-room. The same smoke constantly hung in all Irish pubs, so before
entering them, | always took a deep breath of fresh air, like before diving
in a pool. After such a visit your clothes would stink of tobacco for weeks.
A separate canteen wasn't provided in our office. In the smoking-room it
was stuffy, and at least twenty people or more were jammed behind the
tables. We were barely able to find a place for ourselves. People did not
notice each other, everyone was preoccupied with himself: in general,

5 Play on words: groetjes -little greetings, groentjes- little vegetables

(Dutch)
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here very few people knew each other. There was a constant flow of
personnel in this office.

- No, of course, not, total hush. It's Queens Day, after all. And thank
God for that. Sjoerd is on holidays for two weeks, and people constantly
call me about the program, which he's the only one of us to support. What
shall | tell them? ‘We did not have training for it, please call back in two
weeks?’ Look, | can't take it anymore, Koen. They did not prepare us for
any of this, at all. Promised us such great training when they hired us,
but... | was just ‘flung’ into the phone work on the third day of training
and told | would ‘learn everything myself, in the process of working.’
Well, that isn't the way to do things, is it? Clients are simply raging. | have
now developed immunity from their abuse. But | have a sore head from it.
In the mornings | don't even feel like getting up for work.

- Yep, and yesterday there was a corporate party - for that they have
both time and money. You did not go? | did not see you there anyway...

- No, such things are not for me.

- And you were right, you did not lose anything. There was a
stripogram. Both female and male.

- In Ireland?!

- Yep. | was fed up with this filth myself back home.

- Well, this is the last straw! They'd better hire a training specialist,
idiots that they are! Next week | have two job interviews at other
companies. | will leave this place, and that's final.

- Maybe you'll stay for a while, heh? Without you, life here will become
absolutely intolerable. | won't even have anybody to talk to. And with
whom will | eat my potatoes?

- That's right, ‘stripograms’ don't eat potatoes, do they?...

We pictured a stripper dressed as a policeman, red skinned with
artificial suntan (the Irish are like Mum: their skin becomes not darkish,
but red as a lobster!), greedily eating a hot potato that falls apart in his
hands - and laughed. Cosmopolitan office people looked at us. Here
worked Italians and Portuguese, Germans and Frenchmen, Spaniards and
Dutch. And even one girl from Aruba. When | said to her ‘Konta bai,
dushi?®*, she was delighted as if | were her compatriot. She came to
Ireland following her Irish boyfriend. Before that they had lived in

% How are you, darling? (Papiamento)
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Germany for a long time, where Germans took him for a local and her -
for a Turkish woman. That's exactly what forced them to move out of
Germany eventually...

There weren't any Russians though, except for me. And there weren't
any Soviets, even more so!.

...In the first month of my stay in Ireland | took notice of one of the
girls working at a local rural pizzeria, who was obviously not Irish. Back
then there were so few immigrants in the depth of the country, that it
was simply impossible not to notice one.

- Where are you from? - | asked her out of interest.

- I am from Turkey, - she answered.

- Oh, we are neighbours then! | am from Russia, - exclaimed I.

And then her eyes widened, and she cried out in pure Russian:

- | can't believe my eyes!! How is it possible? | am from Baku!

- And why do you say you are from Turkey?

- That's because people here do not know what Azerbaijan is...

Socialising with compatriots abroad never filled me with any special
enthusiasm. Perhaps it is usually a certain type of people who want to
emigrate: their reasons don't appeal to me much. (To all rules there are
exceptions, but in this case they are so rare that theyre not worth
attention). More than that: to be honest, | tried to avoid their company.

The Irish do not understand it: for them, it is usual to rejoice if you
meet a compatriot in another country, even somebody who only had an
Irish grandmother, like Che Guevara. | found it hard to explain to them,
that when people of the ruined USSR meet a compatriot abroad, one way
or another, sooner or later, they start talking about politics and inevitably
start engaging in personalities over hot topics, especially if their political
views do not coincide. And that | do not find any pleasure in socializing
with conmen and crooks hiding from a mafia; with wives of foreigners who
begin every phrase with the words ‘and my husband..’, puffed out with
importance over ‘their achievement’, as though by themselves, without
that foreign husband, they were not human beings at all; with deserters,
ready to give out any secret and cast any slander on their own country, if
only that would provide for them their treasured residence permit (there
was a man of that ilk in Dublin - a former Soviet Navy officer). | feel like
three Soviet warriors of World War Il from Sergey Mikhalkov’s verse Three
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Comrades, who, when caught by the Nazis, were tortured to death, but
refused to talk to the enemies®:

‘The third comrade couldn't endure it,

The third one unlocked his tongue.

‘There’s nothing for us to talk about’ -

He said before being hung.’

Before death or not, but there was really nothing for us to talk about. |
noticed that in ‘our’ emigrant circles, meeting a new person, people first
of all reckoned whether their new acquaintance could be of any benefit to
them. The benefit might be understood differently by each of them: from
a desire to match you for marriage to their younger brother, so he could
move abroad (‘my Guena is a nice fellow; he is a doctor!’) to a desire to
set up a ‘joint business venture for the delivery to Holland of our girls of
loose morality’, as was offered to me in the mid-nineties by one
immoderately enterprising former Komsomol worker from Moscow called
Valentin. But one thing is certain: as soon as they understand that there is
no benefit to expect, their passionate desire to communicate with you
(which | didn't have from the start), quickly disappears. And thank God, to
be honest.

| did not plan to emigrate at all. And when | married Sonny, marriages
to foreigners were still, if not a taboo, then at least a phenomenon rather
unwelcome. ‘I wouldn't say it was actually a heroic deed, but there was
definitely something heroic about it.”” In my time, people shunned
foreigners like the plague. Probably only very few people remember it
now, but ‘to marry a foreigner’ became a status symbol among our women
only four years after my romantic acquaintance with Sonny. Today it has
become a status symbol, so that they shamelessly offer themselves ‘to the
highest bidder’ in large numbers. Try to say to these women that you got
married not just for love, but also because you wanted to build a better
life with your spouse in his native land, oppressed by colonialism, that you
do not want to live in the West, and you weren't in the slightest interested
if your husband had any real estate or cars - and they will have a short
circuit in their brains. Their brains will start smoking from overstrain.

% Sergey Mikhalkov (1913-2009) was a popular Soviet and Russian
author of children's books and satirical fables.

5 ‘That very Munchausen’, play by Grigory Gorin
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| also just wanted to see the world. But while | was away, ‘the enemies

burnt my house to ashes’*®

, and it appeared there was just nowhere to
come back to....

At the office of my new employer there reigned complete chaos. |
changed my job not so much because they paid one thousand pounds a
year more, but mainly because they promised to make real technical
support specialists out of us linguists. But there was not a chance...
People came to work here and left at such speed that Abebe Bikila®
himself would envy them. Because of such a flow of personnel the
company did not have time to train new workers properly for work on the
phone, to familiarise them as they should with products and so forth.
Instead of that newcomers were flung on the phone lines as on the
enemies’ machine-gun. There weren't many of those whose mentality
would sustain such a refined psychological attack, when, for eight hours a
day five days a week, unfamiliar people angrily accused you on the phone
of complete incompetence, and you didn't even have the right to tell
them what was actually going on! The personnel left - just for that reason
alonel... Left to go to other companies sometimes - in large numbers,
almost whole departments! It turned out to be some kind of vicious circle:
the company was again forced to hire new personnel, who did not have
even those few skills that the ‘escapees’ barely managed to acquire with
their own effort. And all of this was repeated over and over again! Hey,
where are those who had harped in the days of perestroika on ‘the
efficiency of private companies?!’ Little did we know....

| managed to stay there a month or two. But my patience was
overtaxed, too. Koen was agreeable, but not enough so to suffer for the
sake of him the fact that my stomach began to ache badly every morning,

% Reference to a 1945 Soviet war song (lyrics by M. Blanter). It begins
with the words: ‘The Nazis burnt his house to ashes,/ they murdered all
his family there./ Where shall the soldier home from battle,/ Go now, to
whom his sorrow bear?’.

% Abebe Bikila (1932-1973) was a two-time Olympic marathon
champion from Ethiopia. He was the first black African in history to win a
gold medal in the Olympics. A stadium in Addis Ababa is named in his

honour.
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just at the sight of our office building. And anyway, | can see him any time
in my off-hours. After all, we lived in the same city...

It was Friday, and on Monday | intended to phone to the office and say |
was ill. At 10 o'clock on Monday | had an interview with an employment
agency specialising in ‘experts of customer service and technical support’
for a big computer company, and at 12 o'clock - at the call centre of an
equally well-known airline company... | could hardly wait for the end of
the working day!

Koen was already waiting for me at the bus stop. Ours was the terminus
. It took about 45 minutes to get to the city centre from there. There was
not even a roof over your head: only a single little green sign to mark the
stop, in the middle of a field. Buses were green double-deckers. On the
bus | usually went upstairs straight away and chose the most convenient
place for dozing off until we arrived in the city. But this time Koen was
next to me, and to sleep would be a bit impolite. We got upstairs and took
front seats, from where we had a wonderful view of the surroundings.

The bus pulled off. We were looking out of the window at how people
were going home from work. Many headed for pubs straight from work.
Irish women in strict business suits leaving their work places habitually
changed their high-heeled shoes for dirty trainers and splotched in them
along the streets walking in a manner rather unpleasant to look at, faintly
resembling sports walking - with elbows going in large circles. There were
plenty of pretty and even beautiful Irish women, however, they were
often foul-mouthed. | remember how deeply shocked | was the first time |
heard one such Celtic beauty: a tiny brunette with a tiara on her head, in
an evening dress, with a beautiful face, densely smeared with tan
foundation, in contrast to which her neck looked white as chalk. She stood
at a bus stop, shaking out a stone from a shoe and using such foul
language that my ears simply cracked. It seemed that in her lexicon there
wasn't place for any words, except for the variations of the ‘f***’ word.
And she did not seem to be swearing at that - just gently talking to her
boy-friend (who was a lot more restrained in his expressions). And when |
saw lrish women easily drinking five to seven pints in one evening... (I
could never drink more than two, and if | did, I'd probably be sick!). The
Irish women are hard-working, independent, strong and wouldn't stand it
if anybody (especially the Irish men!) tries to take them for a ride. But at
the same time, you couldn’t expect from young Irish ladies abundance of
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femininity. It is interesting how our girls manage to preserve it, despite
the post-perestroika vulgarity, artificially cultivated in them, and the
reputation of Russian women widely known from pre-revolutionary times:
‘A run-away horse she will master, / Walk straight to a hut that’s
aflame’?%°

| noticed that Koen, too, looked at them through the bus window and
laughed.

- Yes... Just like the Amazons, aren't they? | say, had you known many
Irish people before you arrived here?

- None at all, Koen. | only had pen friends. | started to get acquainted
with them personally when already here - and during my first month in
Ireland | got an impression that people here are either improbably
eccentric, or just a little bit crazy!

- Why? Well, well, tell me more about it, it's interesting!

- Oh, go along with you, Koen! You will laugh!

- Have | ever laughed at you? | laugh only at the cheese-heads! That's
my cheval de bataille.

- Well, OK then.... Just don't complain afterwards, because | have
warned you! For example, the first of my pen pals was a former monk,
schoolmaster and Christian Brother who had spent almost 40 years with his
church and then somehow got an inkling that that life was not for him,
and left it for the worldly life. But, of course, he still smelt of church
being miles away from you! The second one was in his fifties, still living
with his mum, who had devoted all his life to an Indian tribe in Mexico to
whom twice a year he brought cooking pans and warm blankets. ‘Wow,
what a noble, altruistic individual’ - | thought when | first heard his story.
But during our next meeting he hinted that he was going again on one of
his dangerous expeditions for the delivery of blankets to the long-suffering
redskin brothers, that he didn’t know, whether he would return from
there alive, and that he would like to experience a little bit of female

% The quote is from the poem ‘Moroz Krasniy Nos’ (‘The Red Nose
Frost’) written by a Russian poet-realist Nikolai Nekrasov (1821-1878). The
poem describes hardship endured by Russian peasants, lovingly describes
19th century rural Russia. In one of the parts of his poem Nekrasov writes
about Russian women. N. Nekrasov's works are studied in Russian schools.

Translated into English by Juliet M. Soskice.
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tenderness before his departure, for the first time in his life.... | found it
immensely hard to keep a straight face and not roar with laughter! Then
there was a boozer from Cork with a romantic name Pierce who assured
me that a local lady millionaire had been crazy about him and wished to
marry him, but he had stoically resisted her temptations. He presented
me with an Irish brooch worth five pounds, and then got soused in a pub
to such a degree that he did not have any money left for his way back to
Cork. | refused to pay for his ticket, and a few days later he sent me a
letter angrily demanding the return of his present: the five pound brooch!
Probably he was going to take it to a pawnshop...

Then there was a baker from Donegal who wrote to me that he was an
important person in his village. When | informed him that | had arrived in
Ireland and sent him my phone number, he did not even bother to phone
me, but simply sent me a card: ‘ | am coming for you Saturday!’ | was
indignant: what if | had some other plans, and he had not even asked me
at all if | was free! So | deliberately went out for the whole day on
Saturday. The poor thing dragged along such a distance in his pickup truck
and ended up empty-handed!

- Ouch, apparently, you are an awful woman! - Koen could hardly help
laughing out loud. We spoke to each other in Dutch, so other people on
the bus did not understand us.

- Oh, those Irish men, mysterious and misunderstood! - | continued
ironically. They can kiss you on the very first evening of acquaintance
without any reason for that, all of a sudden, and then just as all of a
sudden begin hanging up on you when you phone them, assuring you that
tomorrow they will be leaving for Spain for two years (men of other
nationalities at least would have tried to achieve something more
‘tangible’ first!). And how about a farmer who ingenuously says to you
he’s started to correspond because his mother wants him to get married
at last? And a security guard at the airport who in a voice that would
freeze your blood says he has to tell you about something awful? You
prepare yourself mentally to hear at the very least that he is a maniac
murderer or that he has an incurable illness and only has a few days left
to live, and he tragically tells you: ‘The trouble is that | am married!’.
Though it is unclear why ever he decided that this should be such a
tragedy for you.
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And a hotel owner from Kerry from whom his Polish wife had just run
away, and who self-confidently inquired, if you would like to take her
place while it was still vacant? ‘Why are you vegetating there, in that
Dublin? What’s in there for you? You know how nice it is over here!’... And
how about a bank clerk without any formal education, who was a big goof
when slightly younger, constantly truanting school, until finally his father,
who had been fed up with it, took him by the hand and led him to an
acquaintance of his in a bank: ‘Enough of your stupidities, son. That’s
where you will now work!” And that's how his career began! Or a red-
skinned gardener from Galway, suffering from burns he’d received in a
suntan salon, who sincerely believed that that red colour of skin would
make him more attractive - offering you his hand, along with his
greenhouse, on the first date? There was also a student - named Brendan,
| think... | always thought the Irish were talkative people by nature, but
that one was silent all the evening, as silent as a guerrilla under
interrogation. | thought: well, I’ll start speaking myself and hopefully,
draw him out, too. And you know what, Koen? | entertained him the whole
evening with long stories from my life, like a real clown! And he was just
sitting there and only mumbled to himself from time to time: ‘Yes, that's
right: yes, that's right.’ | thought my company was not to his liking, but he
was shy to tell me directly about it, and | finally decided to say goodbye.
And then he suddenly opened his mouth and blurted out: ‘Maybe we could
go to my place and have some coffee?” My jaw just drooped at those
words... There were also two Englishmen: one was as vapid as unsalted
fish, persistently calling the Irish village of Avoca ‘Ballykissangel®'‘, and
the other, a sales manager for Eastern Europe, who considered himself to
be a huge expert on Russia, without knowing a word of Russian.

| remember the story of his first trip beyond our two capitals - | think,
it was to Chelyabinsk. It was late November. Our ‘expert’ has gone there
in his British winter clothes. He arrives to find out that it is -23 C in
Chelyabinsk... Nobody sees him in at the station, nobody speaks English
and not a single public phone box in the vicinity! They should send such
saboteurs to us to these remote places more often: to teach them that
one cannot understand Russia just theoretically! Somehow he got into his

& Avoca - a village in county Wicklow where BBC has filmed its soap

opera ‘Ballykissangel’
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hotel and was dying for a bite to eat. He went to a restaurant. At the
restaurant there was just only a waitress counting eggs with some
unknown purpose. With a bored face. He waited and waited for her to
serve on him - but received zero attention. After about ten minutes he
couldn't take it anymore. With a phrase book in his hands, he explained at
an elementary level that he would like something to eat. The woman
looked at him like the Show Queen: ‘We are closed!’ He returned back to
Moscow barely alive, with tonsillitis. It looked as if he calmed down for a
while. But then he started shouting again: ‘You had a military dictatorship
before! But now at last you have individual freedoms!’ Well, once this
‘free individual’ decided to walk in Moscow in the evening through a park
- he wanted to take a short cut.... He regained consciousness in a pile of
snow, without his wallet, without his passport and without his set of false
teeth. Thank God, some granny of ours pulled him from there all by
herself all the way to her apartment, otherwise that would definitely be
an end to the sales of his company’s mobile phones in Moscow...

It appears the granny was idealistic - a vestige of the times of ‘military
dictatorship.’ If | were her, | would have left this dung to lie in that snow
pile - in the hope he'd come out if it at least a little bit wiser! | said to
him: ‘Perhaps it was a dictatorship that we had, but at that time at least
your teeth would remain in place!’ In Ireland he pulled unhappy faces
every time A Nation Once Again was played in a pub - but he managed to
remain unbeaten! The thing is that at such moments he always turned his
face into the shadows: so nobody could see it. That's your ‘freedom’! And
he was lying non-stop, what we call like a grey gelding - even about such
silly things as his age. He diminished it by two years - big deal, two years,
as if it would make any difference! He was a pathological liar, and | don't
know up to this day whether it was because he was a manager, or because
he was an Englishman, or because of both. Most likely, the latter! Just
look at Tony Blair, the same diagnosis. Clinical. | complained to Mum
about all of them: why are they like that? Are there any normal people at
all? And Mum told me one thing about which | had never thought before.
‘Well, what do you want? Normal fellows don't write letters!’

- Enough, enough, you were right, | can’t take any more! - In his seat
Koen was bent in two with laughter. By then we were approaching St.
Stephen's Green.
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...And there was also a Frenchman who escaped to work in Ireland
because of an unhappy love life back at home: ugly, long-nosed and
awfully well-mannered. He was the only one from all my new
acquaintances who kissed my hand at parting (I tried to shake his!) and
also who did not start to hint that he would like to come in for a cup of
tea...

Then there was an Irish military man - the big-bellied corporal called
Paul, suffering from attacks of talkativeness; there was a black-eyed and
empty-headed prattler-broker called Frank who was posing as a
‘successful professional’ and who was thrown out of the house by his own
friend after that friend had handed over to him 20,000 pounds and Frank
lost it all on the stock exchange....

There was a seller of car paints in Cavan called Seamus - cheerful, with
an easy temper, resembling Adriano Celentano®?, who for some reason was
very shy of his own hairiness. From time to time he assured me that he
was leaving the mother of their child (they had a difficult relationship and
were a mixed pair: he was Catholic, she was Protestant). The first time
we met was when there was a rugby match in Dublin between Ireland and
Scotland, and the city was flooded with Scottish fans. For some reason all
the men were wearing kilts, but all the women accompanying them were
wearing trousers! Ireland won, but none of the Scots began to fight with
the Irish because of it. Instead, they went to the pubs together where,
having got drunk, suddenly started to chant in chorus: ‘We hate the
English! We hate the English!” One of the Scots - a fellow big as a
wardrobe in a dark blue tartan kilt - suddenly pulled me by the hand for a
dance! Seamus colourfully related to me how he was a rugby star of a
local school in his youth, and | mistrustfully glanced at his thin legs even
though they were complemented by broad shoulders...

There was a snub-nosed bearded guy from the local multi-storeyed
ghetto called Ballymun who invited me to admire the great views from the
balcony of his apartment on the 16th floor (by Dublin standards, it was a
big rarity: Dublin is a city of very low buildings). And that was really all
we were doing in his apartment: for several hours we admired the

62 Adriano Celentano is an ltalian singer, songwriter, comedian, actor,

film director and TV host. His music was incredibly popular in the 1970's

Soviet Union.
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panorama of planes flying up from Dublin airport, and of Dublin Bay (it
was visible up as far as Dun Laoghaire). Then he treated me to a self-
prepared supper and politely took me home on his motorcycle! And some
days later he sent me a touching e-mail which | keep until this day. ‘I
wasn't sure at all that it was you - in that street near a pub, but decided
to take the chance and approach you. And | so am glad | did it! The
woman | met at the pub was much more beautiful than the photo you sent
me by e-mail - in every respect. You were definitely two different
persons. Not many nowadays have in them all the qualities of a true lady,
and you have plenty of those qualities.’

And to this day, when | feel especially bad, | re-read these lines. | have
printed them out specially at work. Thanks, Chris. To a person of such
defective self-esteem as | had been after my seven-year-long marriage to
my Latin macho, your words were simply necessary...

But if | tell about all of this to Koen, he could draw wrong conclusions
about me. As Anita drew them once, hastily, still not knowing any real life
outside of books. ‘There are always some men calling you’ - she hemmed
disapprovingly, hinting that in my position of a mother of a sick child it
was indiscreet and frivolous. But the child was still not with me, despite
all my diligence, and | did not know precisely when she would finally be...
And the days-off impended regularly, and every time by Friday night,
when there was finally nothing to do, melancholy came over me in a
mighty wave, so | just felt like sobbing all night long and all the day long
without a break into a pillow. But it was impossible to sob; the only way
to begin to cry for me consisted in drinking at least half of bottle of red
wine. Then | started to lament loudly ‘Sonny, Sonny, why, why, but why
has it turned out so?’ And tears poured then like hailstones, without a
stop. Naturally, I could not allow myself such behaviour living in the same
house with strangers. And that was why, whenever possible, | ran away
from them for the weekends: ran into the city, ran into meetings with
pen-friends unfamiliar to me. It was also a flight from myself. | would like
to feel that | was still alive, when all inside of me had become lifeless.
For the first time in my life | finally understood my namesake Zhenka
Komelkova. ‘And what about the colonel, Evguenia? How could you?’... ‘I
just could! | could. Will you begin lecturing me now or after the end of
the duty?’
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Yes, before that time | had not understood Zhenka Komelkova®. Now |
do.

| was very lucky that none of my penfriends happened to be either a
maniac, or a pervert. | feel that statistically in Ireland there are much
more normal decent people than in the Netherlands or than in what
appeared now in place of my country. At least, it was so when | arrived in
Ireland. Nowadays it is inevitably pulled into the so-called ‘pan-European
progress’... But honestly, | was taking risks, meeting all those people,
absolutely unfamiliar to me, only back then | did not think of it so. | was
preoccupied with something else: to forget this awful pain. To feel that
one is not alone. At least for a short while. The same as Zhenka...

It was just plain terrible for me at weekends. During the week | simply
did not have time and energy left over to think about it. It was terrible,
because | was absolutely alone, even though in such a marvellous country.

| felt lonely from realising my huge responsibility for the future of my
sick daughter, the responsibility | could not share with anybody. Because
nobody really cared about us. If you remain all the time alone with all
these thoughts and this melancholy, you can simply go nuts. And | did not
have the right to do that. | had to survive. Not for the sake of myself - |
totally ceased to be afraid for myself now. After what I'd already been
through, it could never be any worse. For the sake of Lisa - because who,
except me, would need her now? All of this cannot be explained to a
person, who hasn't been in a similar situation themselves. And | also
understood for the first time in my life that you cannot judge others
superficially, because different people react even to similar stressful
situations in a different way!

...Yes, an absolutely different life began for me now than the one | had
in Holland - an independent, interesting one. | stopped being afraid to
select food in a supermarket, | plunged with pleasure into a new world:
the world of contacts with people! | felt as if the years of my youth had
returned. But no, it is impossible to compare, because in my youth | was
far too serious for it. ‘You have such a look as if you are ready to sacrifice
yourself all the time!’” - a classmate who wasn't famous for her good
behaviour said to me contemptuously, when | was about eighteen... Still, |

8 Zhenka Komelkova - one of the main characters from the Soviet book

and film The Dawns Here Are Quiet (1972).
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gradually ceased to be afraid of people and after a long while at last was
becoming myself. Like | was in my pre-school years, still in the Soviet
period. Karlsson® would say: ‘cheerful and playful, like a young seal’!

God forbid, | wasn't even thinking about any ‘new love’ or even about
searching for it. | am not one of those who leave Caribbean husbands in
search for ‘British gentlemen.’ | simply began to learn anew how to
communicate and simultaneously learned a lot new to me about human
nature. Sonny reiterated that he was only protecting me from the harm of
this world, and | decided to find out for myself, whether there was really
something out there that he had to protect me from to such a degree.

And again: maybe, | missed something in life, being so silent all those
years, so introvert and so well-behaved? Perhaps, | was really deprived of
something, as they try to convince us now? | did not need much time to
come to an unequivocal conclusion: of course not! Been there, done that,
got that T-shirt - and now | know for certain that all those ‘freedoms’ of
behaviour with which they try to tempt our young people, are not worth a
dry dead fly!

... It was time to get off the bus.

- If you feel like it, we could go to the Aran Islands for the weekend
together? - offered Koen when we parted.

- Thanks, some other time - definitely!

| did not know it yet, but that was the last time | saw him. On Monday
both companies at once offered me to begin the new job straight away...

And never had it even crossed my mind in all the time | knew Koen,
that apparently he was silently in love with me! Well, ‘silently’ is
probably not the right word. He was never silent, not even for a second.
But he never even hinted to me about his feelings. Later on, much later
he confessed it to me by e-mail: when he was already back in Belgium
(because of his Mum) three and a half years later!

& Karlsson-on-the-Roof is a fictional character in a series of children's
books created by the Swedish author Astrid Lindgren. The cartoon
adaptation became popular in the USSR with its release in the 1970s. To
this day, the adaptations are still celebrated as an integral part of the
Russian cartoon industry, with Karlsson being recognised as a national

icon.
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| felt very awkward about it, though it was a bit flattering. | did not
reply to him: what | could reply? But deep inside | was very surprised: how
is it possible? You think you know the person, but you don't notice such
elementary things... But he really didn't show any signs of it at the time...

...There was one more pen friend | didn't tell Koen about then.
‘Australian’ Conor from Portobello. Because | did not know precisely,
should | cry or should | laugh about him.

Conor was a native of Dublin's working class quarter Rialto. He did not
like to recollect his childhood: an eternally drunk jobless father, a sister
who ended up in a psychiatric hospital, a girl he had to marry at the age
of 16 because he had made her pregnant (as if somebody forced him to do
it!) ...Briefly, it was a life ‘at the bottom.’ Soon the newly-weds left for
Australia, and Conor spent most of his life there. | do not know what
happened to their child, but it was unequivocally clear that he or she was
no longer alive: when | told Conor about Lisa, it brought tears to his eyes,
and he turned his face away. Later on he and his wife got divorced (luckily
for him, in Australia, unlike in Ireland, it was possible), and he began to
live by and for himself. He became a refrigerating machinery engineer,
with his own business. But 20 years later something pulled his heart
strings to get back home. He wanted to change career.

‘Computers are the future!’ - he liked to repeat. Conor bought a tiny
house in cosy Portobello and was sitting inside for days, mastering the art
of CAD through self-study books. He did not want to sign up for any
courses out of principle, and it did not bother him that self-study
occupied so much of his time (by his own calculations, it would take him
at least half a year to complete the study) - he did not work, but ‘his
money was working for him’, as they used to say in that idiotic TV advert
in Yeltsin's Russia: he was renting out a house somewhere, and someone
supervised his small firm in Sydney in his absence...

Conor was short, like most Dubliners, his height compensated by means
of high-heeled cowboy boots a la Crocodile Dundee that he wouldn't take
off even at home. He had a big blond head with delicate facial features
that pointed to Viking genes. His face was the colour of red brick, the
same as that of the majority of those Irish who had a misfortune to
sunbathe, only in his case it wasn't temporary sunburn anymore, but a
result of his 20-years’ stay in Sydney, so Conor was like the fir-tree in our

children’s riddle: ‘same colour in winter and summer.’
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Like many Irish men, Conor believed himself to be a philosopher,
especially when he was drunk. His favourite pub was The Barge Inn on
Charlemont Street. He never looked drunk: he simply started haranguing
on abstract subjects. He liked to brag of how he shocked some American
Irish during his trip to America when he pointed out similarities between
the IRA struggle (which so many of them supported) and the struggle of
Palestinians (whom the same Yankees of Celtic blood considered to be
terrorists!) with the Israeli occupation. What sort of dumbos they must
have been in the first place, to need an Australian to point it out to them!

Conor surprised me first of all by the fact that he persistently offered
me help - if | just even hinted, for example, that I should be in some place
at a certain time, he suggested straight away taking me there in his car (I
still lived in Maynooth at the time). Or he offered to repair something for
me when it broke down. Surprised, | agreed: who would refuse, if the
person apparently offers it so sincerely? Also, he didn't demand anything
in return. But after a while, as if some sort of a demon got into him, and
he would start to shout that everybody exploited his kindness, was sitting
on his back, because he couldn't say No to people (not only to me, to his
relatives, for example, too!). And he should be really sitting with his
computer, and all of us were only disturbing him... | would take offence -
excuse me, sir, may | remind you that | had not asked of you any help at
all, it was you who had very much forced it on me! - and leave. But after
a while he would call, and the story would repeat itself in the old fashion.
It was very interesting to talk to him: he was so wise with his life
experience, in some way melancholic and even unhappy, and | was lonely,
and we went to The Barge together again and again... ‘Beware or you'll
end up an alcoholic there, in that Ireland, God forbid!” - Mum expressed
her worries to me on the phone.

Things got derailed when Anita's boyfriend came to visit her for five
days from Holland. She asked me ‘to move somewhere from our mutual
room for this time...” ‘You have so many friends here!’” - was her
argument. Friends?! Of course, but | couldn't ask any of them for
something like putting me up... Except for Conor. He had three bedrooms
in his house, he lived alone, treated me politely and friendly, besides, |
promised not to distract him from his computer. ‘I will just go from here
to work and after work I'll get here and go to sleep, at once - that's all.’
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Good intentions... Conor himself didn't want me simply to go to sleep
straight away after work. He was dying to come off the computer for a
chat!

One thing after another, a small bottle of red wine... A couple of Irish
songs (he adored singing ‘Only Our Rivers Run Free’ and did it, despite not
having a great voice, very musically and heartily)... Somehow
inadvertently our talk came to Holland, and I, not being fussy in choosing
my expressions, stated to him exactly what | thought of it, and why I
wanted so much to leave it for Ireland. But it is well known that
‘opposites attract’, and Conor began trying to convince me, until his voice
became hoarse, why Holland, in his opinion, was more progressive:
because what had happened to him in his youth, would not have happened
in Holland, it would have been possible for his girlfriend to have an
abortion! Of course, his arguments were rather ineffectual.

- You should have kept your trousers belted and zipped up, instead of
making abortions! - | became angry. | can be pretty bad-tempered if a
conversation comes close to some sensitive subjects. - | do not think your
former wife jumped at you herself when she was mere 16!

He blushed and for some reason began to convince me with great
passion how important it was to be ‘liberated’ in that field. Well, you
know what, Conor, | will make mincemeat of you now!

- Oh yeah? - | said derisively. - There are things | simply don't like,
even though your liberated ‘glamour’ magazines assure us that all women
are obliged to be crazy about them. And nobody would force me to
believe | am abnormal only because | don't like something that is so
persistently ‘recommended’ by some idiotic magazines out there!

- Shall we give it a try? - he offered unexpectedly. - | bet you just
simply have not met yet a person who is able.... H-m-m...

I was just struck dumb at such shamelessness. And then | became
angry as hell. What does he hope, that I will run away from him in horror,
making a sign of the cross as | go? Is that what he counts on?

- OK, go ahead. Look at him, what an expert!

And that's how it happened, something that shouldn't have happened...

- Well, how is it? - asked Conor every five minutes.

- Well, so-so. Nothing special, - | answered honestly. - Maybe it's
better not to? You are just wasting your talents, really.
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- How is it possible? - He sounded sincerely surprised, as if his
professional pride was hurt. But | could hardly help bursting out laughing.
It just felt awfully tickly. - What about that?...

- All the same... Listen, when is it going to finish?

| must say, Conor was not disagreeable to me - if he was, | would
probably really have run away, making a sign of the cross on the move.
And even though | did not change my opinion on this particular issue,
despite all his attempts, my attitude towards him after that changed a
little: | didn't mind our relationship remaining as it was, and did not see
the reason for him to be against that. After all, wasn't it he himself who
had constantly repeated that he did not wish to bind himself to anybody?

| completely realistically understood that in my position | had no right
to something binding - that is, a proper relationship with any man. It
would have been the top of egoism on my part: first of all, with respect to
Lisa. Not to mention that | was emotionally incapable of such relations at
that stage of my life. | simply would that there were a person with me -
and the main thing, not under the same roof! -, a person with whom |
could be myself: a person with whom | could from time to time talk about
things and sometimes be a little bit close.

However, Conor either did not understand it or began to panic: he got
obsessed with the thought that | might want a serious relationship with
him. I listened to the sheer delirium that he spun out, and kept wondering
whether he was convincing himself that what he wished was for real, or
he was just ego-tripping through it in his own head: by firstly ‘taming’
women through imposing his help on them, and then, when they really
wanted something more (and let's face it, we, women, easily get used to a
man!..), he would proudly reject them. When | let him know that |
accepted everything the way it was, it must have just ruined his little
plan, worked out in such detail, to achieve the experience of nirvana
through the humiliation of another victim... And thus he tried to convince
(not only himself, but me, too!) that in reality I, of course, would like
more serious relations with him, only | was afraid to admit it openly!

Is he really having delirium tremens?

| felt deeply offended. To how many more victims did he sing his ‘Only
Our Rivers Run Free’, that frustrated son of an alcoholic with a heap of
strange inferiority complexes, vented profusely by him on the opposite
sex? And what do | really have to do about him: cry or laugh?
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...It was Friday again, but | did not go anywhere. I've had enough. ‘You
need a respite, and the chest needs its cover to be shut’,- as a saying
from a Turkmen fairy-tale goes. At last | had a self-contained flat, and
now | finally had a chance of getting drunk and lamenting for week-ends
at home - properly and without disturbing anybody. Two glasses of liquor
did the trick... | could only hope that the landlord’s family had soundproof
walls in the basement to which the wall of my room was linked. By about
10 o'clock | fell into a leaden sleep.

But around midnight a phone call unexpectedly woke me up. | got a
fright: maybe something had happened at home with Lisa? | jumped up
and rushed to the phone, seeing nothing, half asleep, bumping into
furniture headlong. But the receiver was silent, then | heard some far
faint sound similar to weeping. And they hung up. While | was trying to
figure out what was going on, and who it could be, they called again. A
female voice with a pleasant French accent, after some hesitation, asked
for my name. | was absolutely confused: who can it be, and why would
this person need me at the weekend in the middle of the night?

- Do you know Will? - the stranger asked me unexpectedly.

- Will who?

- Will Sharkey from Roscommon.

Still half asleep (and not 100% sober), | was thinking very slowly.

- Ah, yes. He is my pen-friend.

- Are you seeing him?

God was merciful, | had not even had time to meet that one yet. Will
Sharkey from Roscommon wrote poems, played, as he claimed, a guitar
and was of romantic nature. An unsuccessful poet at 40+ - probably half of
Ireland are like this!

- No, of course not. | haven't even met him in real life yet. | saw him
only in a photo.

- Is it true?

- Listen, young lady, excuse me, | do not know your name, why would |
lie to you?

And then at the other end of the phone the dam burst. The unknown
Frenchwoman began to sob. She told me that her name was Amandine.
She began to say how madly she was in love with Will Sharkey and how,
until recently, she had not even suspected that, apart from her, he also
wrote to other women, and that the letters were almost identical, like
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carbon copies. She accidentally found one of my letters among his papers
too, with my phone number, and decided to phone me in order to expose
that Irish bastard. Bastard or not, she was, apparently, really completely
mad about that bloke: because a second after some angry charges against
him, she started to tell me how wonderful he really was. | did not argue, |
listened more than | spoke. | felt pity for her.

- What can | do for you, Amandine? If you wish, | will stop writing to
him altogether, and all his letters | have, well, | can send them to you.

- Really? - she gave a sob once again and calmed down.

That's how oddly | got acquainted with my first female friend in
Ireland. By the end of our conversation we agreed that on Sunday
Amandine would come to Dublin, and together we would go to the zoo!
Just like two schoolgirls.

...l sighed. | didn't want to sleep anymore. | got up, got dressed and
under the cover of dark night went to Conor's house: to hang on his front
door a huge bra (each cup was nearly as big as my head in size!) that |
bought at a charity shop for 50 pence. We'll teach these Irish men to break
hearts of poor foreign girls!

As my former spouse Sonny Zomerberg used to say, ‘don’t you mess
with mel!’.

Chapter 3. ‘Why did you come to us?’

‘I have dreamed of seas, of seaweed and corals,

I have yearned to eat turtle soup and anchovies,

I have stepped on board a ship, but the shiplet

Crumpled and limpened, made of yesterday’s paper.’

(Shiplet song)®

& Shiplet is the song written in 1973 by the Soviet poetess and bard
Novella Matveyeva (born 1934). Perhaps because of her simple poetics and
guitar she became associated with the founders of the bard genre in the
late Soviet Union. Her songs are full of romancing, spiritual highness and

idealistic aspirations, typical of the late Soviet art.
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...Saturday. Not to wake up in the middle of the night - that’s the most
important thing. Because if | do, different thoughts start creeping into my
head, which can last for hours. And memories, from which it’s impossible
to escape, the ones into which you want to plunge and never ever emerge
back again. The same feeling haunts me when | watch old Soviet films -
the bitter-sweet feeling. | often burst into tears, inconceivable to anybody
who hasn’t come from the Soviet Union, at the end of even most light and
cheerful of these films, precisely because they are over, and that world
has gone for ever and aye, and I, like Ivan Vasilyevich from the movie Ivan
Vasilyevich Changes Profession®®, am suddenly pierced by the thought:
‘Gosh, | really forgot where | am now! | forgot!’. And at the same time |
feel happy from the thought that | have experienced that kind of life
myself - not just learnt of it from hearsay! | have actually lived it, and |
know that this life and the people shown in these films aren’t a fairy-tale.
And no one can ever prove to me that Little Vera® is truth and The Tigers
on Ice® is fiction. If someone has had a misfortune to be reared in a
pigsty, it doesn’t mean that there are only pigs in the world! Or that the
pig’s lifestyle should become the norm for people. And not only open foes,
but also traitors. How could The Bad Guy from Arkady Gaidar’s Malchish
Kibalchish® ever properly understand the Soviet reality, sitting on his box
of biscuit, hugging a jar of jam? How could a turncoat ‘pioneer’ ever
defend his country and his people, if he voluntarily warmed sauna water
for the Nazi occupiers in his village, grazed chickens for them and

%]van Vasliyevich Changes Profession is a Soviet comedy film produced
by the state film company Mosfilm. Full of sprightly humour, it was one of
the most attended movies in the Soviet Union in 1973 with more than 60
million tickets sold. In it, Ivan IV ‘the Terrible’ exchanges places in time
with a modest Soviet officer Ivan Vasilyevich.

67 Little Vera is a sample of ‘all-is-black’, mocking and heart-lacerating
art and journalism (‘4epHyxa’), implanted in the USSR in the times of
Perestroika and post-Perestroika. The film was released in 1988. It was
one of the first Soviet movies with explicit sexual scenes.

%Tigers on Ice - Soviet children's television film (1971) about a boy
whose dream to become a hockey player comes true. The film reflected
an optimistic view of Soviet childhood.

% see ref. on Arkady Gaidar and his works.



Irina Malenko
probably was secretly dreaming all his conscious life that people would
stop calling him ‘Comrade’ and began calling him ‘Herr’ or ‘Sir?’

... Well, | am certainly awake now. | feel thirsty. It would be so great
to have a cup of grandfather’s home-made sparkling water... Even if |
pour a glass of sparkling mineral water into blackcurrant syrup here now,
it won’t be the same. The very process of its preparation was full of
mystery. Firstly, he did use not syrup to make it, but my grandmother’s
blackcurrant filling: a layer of black currants from our own garden,
followed by a layer of sugar, then again a layer of black currants, and so
on, in a five-liter jar that she left to stand for a few months before the
filling was ready. A few spoonfuls of that tasty and sugary filling in a
metal cup that would leave a strange taste in one’s mouth was diluted by
ice-cold water from a bucket, and then Grandfather would solemnly get a
small jar of citric acid from one of his shelves with reagents (in his heart
he was still a chemist, even in retirement!), and add a tiny little bit, less
than half a teaspoon, of this white powder into a cup. Finally, he would
take a jar with drinking soda from another shelf, and I, to my delight, was
allowed to stir it into the cup with a spoon. A stormy foam rose in the cup
in front of our very eyes, and you had to stop stirring just in time, to keep
it from overflowing, and quickly drink it before the foam was gone! The
bubbles immediately hit my nose and | squealed with delight caused by
the combination of the noise of the rising foam, the tickling sensation in
my nose and the taste of what | managed to drink before the water
calmed down and began to have a flavour of drinking soda. To try to
prepare it here by myself would only be a pale shadow of the original, and
not only because of the ingredients. It would be more or less like in
Zhvanetsky’s™ story: ‘You can serve yourself coffee in bed. But for that

0 Mikhail Zhvanetsky (born 1934) is a popular Soviet and Russian satiric

writer and a stand-up comedian.
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you’d need to get up, get dressed, make the coffee, and then get
undressed, lie down and drink it.’

It’s just that there is no one here | could share this feeling with. Even
if there was somebody, | simply have no common past with these people.
I’ve never understood before how important this could be. Recently, a
Dublin taxi driver asked me in all seriousness why people in the USSR
wanted to study to become a doctor, for example, if a doctor received no
more and sometimes even less than an ordinary factory worker. And to get
into his head that a man might want to study and help people not only for
monetary gain was much harder than it was for Shurik to explain to lvan IV
that he wasn’t a demon.” Even after my attempt to explain he simply
couldn’t get it. Why should you strain your brain, if it wasn’t to make
‘loads of money’? Well, how can | explain it to you, Cheburashka’? - as
Guena the Crocodile would say...

... Well, and now, of course, I'll spend hours tossing and turning from
side to side. At such moments it’s particularly sickening to remember
precisely all those things that usually help me here to forget myself. It’s
sickening to remember all these Conors and Seamuses. All this is trivial, so
trivial that | want to erase it from my memory like a dirty spot from the
table. And also to disinfect it properly!

™ Shurik - a character from a Soviet comedy Ivan Vasilyevich Changes
Profession.

"2 Cheburashka - is a character in Soviet children’s literature, from a
1966 story by the writer Eduard Uspensky. He is a funny little creature,
unknown to science, who lived in the tropical forest. Once he fell asleep
in a box of fresh opranges and was transported to a big city, where he
finds good friends. Cheburashka is a protagonist of the stop-motion
animated films made in 1969 after the release of which he became a cult

character.
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Today, intergirls and interboys” of all sorts and shapes bandy about the
unfortunate joke that ‘there was no sex in the USSR’ (alleging the overly
chastity of the Soviet people), but they say nothing about what there
actually was there and what they themselves totally lack: spirituality,
purity, adoration, self-denial, romanticism, palpitation, deep respect for
one’s beloved. To explain these to them is like trying to explain the
fragrance of a rose to a person with chronic congestion. For instance, in
an article or TV programme on the subject of ‘love during war’
(concubinage with the enemies, rape, etc.) they quite seriously (and with
open relish!) discuss something that decent people should classify as war
crimes, if anything. The ideologues of our time and their tools, who had
been trying so hard to force on the Soviet people the bestial way of life
for over two decades now, resemble a freak from one of the books by Yuri
Bondarev™: ‘someone shining bald, hunched in an ugly way, also naked,
peeped out of the bushes and maliciously, filthily laughed, fidgeting his
hairy legs...’

3 Intergirl is a screen adaptation of the eponymous story by Vladimir
Kunin, set in Leningrad (now St. Petersburg) in the time of Perestroika
during the late 1980s. Main character Tatyana is a Russian nurse who gets
fed up with her hospital job, so she turns a prostitute catering to
international tourists.

™ Yuri Bondarev (born1924) is a Soviet writer. In his idiom, he leans to
realism and national Russian traditionalism. Apart from masterly
expression, he is remarkable for his singing of the superlative morality of
the Soviet person, their will-power and ability for self-sacrifice for the
sake of others. He is well-known for his staunchness in opposing
Gorbachev and his entourage’s policy of laxity and over-compromising,
bordering on direct sabotage and high treason, as well as their swerve

from socialism.
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One can only feel sorry for the people manipulated by these
ideologues. For them, love is lust. For them, passion is just physical
desire. For them, ‘you’ll have sex with anyone you choose, if you use our
medication to increase your penis size.” For them ‘erotic is part of world
culture.” How about the culture of feelings? Do you know what it is? How
about the notion that love is best expressed by the Armenian word
‘tsavatanem’ (‘I’ll take your pain on me’), rather than by some stupid
panting and sweating under a blanket? That love is not when he ‘fires’ his
‘giant love gun’ and she moans in every manner, like Karlsson pretending
to be a ghost: he may suspect that she didn’t quite like it, God forbid!
Have they ever heard of ‘Die but don’t ever give a kiss without love!’ (a
phrase from Chernyshevsky’s”™ What Is to Be Done), an appeal to fight for
one’s right to love? These poor prostitutes of the soul can’t imagine
anything like this, even in their dreams.

In the Soviet Union the concepts of love and hate were viewed in a
totally different way: they were regarded as spiritual entities, largely
intertwined. Nikolay Nekrasov wrote: ‘The heart that is reluctant to
detest / Will never learn to love, so don’t you tire.” And | never tired: |
had been brought up in such way that for me, love itself could be defined
only on the background of its opposite. You can only truly love people by
hating all that and all those who don’t permit them to have a life, worthy
of a human being. To love people means to fight for them and for their
future, rather than to light a candle in church for them. To make sure

s Nikolai Chernyshevsky (1828-1889) - philosopher, writer, critic, and

socialist. He was the spiritual leader of the Russian revolutionary
democratic movement of the 1860's, and an influence on V. Lenin.
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that there are no homeless and hungry people on the streets. That those
whose proper place is on a prison bunk never become masters of our
streets after darkness. That no mothers abandon their babies in the
streets because they can’t feed them. That no human beings are ever sold
like cattle on the market. That no one is afraid of losing their job and of
being left without a livelihood. That there is never a need for parents of
critically ill children to throw themselves at some ‘sponsors’’ feet to beg
for money for a life-saving operation. That the pensioners do not need to
fear having to survive on bread and water until the end of the month.
That squandering thieves, whose true place is in prison, with pimps and
killers, couldn’t waste on yachts and villas all the wealth of our country,
created by decades and centenaries of labour of the robbed people.
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| feel like laughing when intergirls and interboys allege that this hate
for rascals results from the ‘envy’ for them. Envy implies you would like
to step into the shoes of the person you are jealous of. And you can hardly
suspect that | would like to end up in the company of ordinary thieves,
even though on a large scale, in some exclusive bar or castle, from which
they promptly chased away its former British owners, quickly replacing
those owners’ portraits on the walls with their own? One may envy
Svetlana Savitskaya’, Yuri Gagarin, Che Guevara, Fidel, Amilcar Cabral”,
Yegorov and Kantaria’®, Dean Reed”, the builders of the BAM®, or, at

8 Svetlana Savitskaya is a former Soviet female aviator and cosmonaut
who flew aboard Soyuz T-7 in 1982, becoming the second woman in space
some nineteen years after Valentina Tereshkova.

7 Amilcar Lopes da Costa Cabral was a Guinea-Bissaunian agronomic
engineer, writer, Marxist and nationalist guerrilla and politician. Cabral
led African nationalist movements in Guinea-Bissau and the Cape Verde
Islands and led Guinea-Bissau's independence movement. He was
assassinated in 1973 by Guinea-native agents of the Portuguese colonial
authorities

8 For millions of Soviet people Mikhail Yegorov and Meliton Kantaria
symbolise the USSR’s victory over Nazi Germany in Great Patriotic War.
The two men were Red Army soldiers who unfurled a red banner over the
battered Reichstag in Berlin on 30 April 1945.

" Dean Cyril Reed was a popular American actor, singer and songwriter
who lived a great part of his adult life in South America and then in
communist East Germany. His progressive music and many songs were very
popular in Socialist countries of Eastern Europe.

8 The Baikal-Amur Mainline (BAM) is a broad gauge railway line in
Russia. Traversing Eastern Siberia and the Russian Far East, the 4,324 km
(2,687 mile) long BAM runs about 610 to 770 km (380 to 480 miles) north
of and parallel to the Trans-Siberian railway. Due to the severe terrain,
weather, length and cost the Soviet Union government described BAM as
the construction project of the century. Tens of thousands of young Soviet
people volunteered to go and help with building of the railway. The work
and life there were tough, weather conditions difficult, but the
overwhelming mood of people who were building it was romantic and

enthusiastic.
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least, those who attended a concert of Boney M in Moscow in 1978 and
those who had the chance to see and hear Kola Beldy ¥ live.

There are just people in this world who are enemies: not my personal
ones, but enemies of all the honestly working mankind. And that’s not
because youre such a ‘bad guy’ that you have enemies; no, they just
objectively exist, and they will not stop being there because you turn the
other cheek, because of your vows of ‘Christian love’ for them or even
from their political rehabilitation. It’s like a bedbug that emerged in your
mattress: it will not stop sucking your blood, no matter how many
educational talks you have with it. Of course, it’s your personal business,
if you wish to turn it your other cheek. But I’m too fond of people to do
this, and I’ll deal with the bugs that prevent them from living a worthy
life, as long as | have the strength... | won’t even hesitate to burn the
mattresses, if need be. Hatred could be sacred, as ‘The Sacred War’®.
The main thing is that it has to be ultimately aimed at something positive,
at creation, not just let fruitlessly corrode you on the inside like nitric
acid. And the riddance of humanity of parasites, not necessarily getting
rid of them physically (some can eventually be re-educated), is also a
creative work, paving the way for a better life!

8 Kola Beldy (1929-1993) was a pop singer from Siberia, the Soviet
Union, who had a number of Soviet-era hits, most famously ‘YBe3y Teba a
B TyHApY’ (‘I Will Take You to the Tundra’).

82 The author refers to one of the most famous Soviet songs written by
Vasily Lebedev-Kumach about the Great Patriotic War 1941-1945. It was
written in 1941 in the first days of the German invasion of the Soviet
Union and immediately became a peoples' hymn of the defenders of the

Motherland.
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As for love... Love is what’s in your heart, not what’s below your
waistline. Love is what gives you wings, what frees you from fear of math
tests at school and gives you bravery in front of an enemy’s bunker
embrasure. It’s your most wonderful secret, not some letter to a tabloid
newspaper with a question ‘how can | get him into bed?’ It is the joy and
sadness of your life, rather than pondering ‘Well now, and where shall we
put our wardrobe?.’

Apart from a slight fancy for the clown Oleg Popov that | experienced
at the age of three, my first great love in childhood was the French actor
Jean Marais. | mean, not Jean Marais himself, of course, but his character
Fandor from the films about Fantomas. Children under sixteen weren't
allowed to see this film (so that such a hooligan as Fantomas wouldn’t set
a bad example: a bad example is contagious, as we all know), but Mum
convinced the ushers at the cinema to let me in, because | wasn’t even
seven years old yet: what kind of bad behaviour could be expected from
such a gosling? - and they let me in.

Fandor attracted me so much, not because he was a hero but because
he was noble and in need of protection: in the opening scene, Fantomas’
henchmen put a brand on his chest. | felt my heart sink strangely and
begin to beat fast as never before. | wanted to protect him, even when
during the film it became more and more obvious that he was perfectly
able to stand up for himself. | wanted to hover over him when he was in
trouble, to give him some water when he was thirsty. And when | came
out of the cinema, | didn’t want to rob jewellery stores wearing a blue
sock over my face: | wanted to catch Fantomases! On my way home | felt
as if | had wings!
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| was at a cinema only once before that: my mother took me to watch
the comedy Gentlemen of Fortune® when | was three years old. | was so
happy that | was big enough to go to a real cinema! Remembering the
fiasco that happened a year earlier in the circus, when | began to cry as
soon as the orchestra began to play loud, | did my best to be calm during
the newsreel. But when the opening credits of the feature appeared on
the screen and a camel spat in the face of the hero of Savely Kramarov,
and the audience began to laugh, | thought that my mission had been
accomplished and | said loudly to Mum: ‘Well, the movie is over, so let’s
go home!” And Mum, afraid that I’d cry if she started to explain to me
that the movie was only beginning, immediately got up and took me
home. | didn’t even have time for crying; | was just sure that the film had
ended! Soon | forgot the very thought of the incident.

But to my surprise, | did not forget the film about Fantomas the next
day. Fandor was the first thought | woke up with. The desire to become
like him and deal with Fantomas only became stronger over the night.

| kept imagining how | would handle what even Fandor had failed to
handle and how he would be amazed at my courage and dexterity, and a
wonderful feeling arose in my heart: that | have some bright and grand
mystery unknown to anybody else on Earth, except me! And it made
myself marvellous, unusual. When this feeling didn’t pass on the third day
after the film, | was even more surprised and said to myself: ‘Zhenya, are
you in love or something?.’

8 ‘Gentlemen of Fortune’ is a Soviet comedy, made at Mosfilm. The
film was the leader of Soviet distribution in 1972 having more than 65

million viewers.
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It was such a strange feeling - love... Naturally, | didn’t realise that
Jean Marais was the same age as my Grandma and that | was still so small
that | could ‘walk under a table.” For me he was ageless. And that he
wasn’t really Fandor didn’t matter either. | didn’t care if | would ever see
him in reality (because he was with me more than in reality: he was even
in my dreams, which really meant all the time!). And | cared even less
what his sexual orientation was (at that time we didn’t indulge in such
nonsense, thank God. And this was a case where knowledge wasn’t
necessarily power, and, as the Russian saying goes, ‘the less you know the
more soundly you sleep’). For me, it was enough to know that he existed
somewhere in the world.

Soon Native Americans appeared in my life, and Gojko Mitic. There was
nobody in the world more noble and handsome than his heroes! And since
then ‘pale-face’ became one of the worst curses in my lexicon. While |
was still a preschooler | learned what the colonialists and imperial
‘civilizing’ were like - things that in the West even secondary schools
graduates don’t really know: they don’t teach them such ‘small details’.
Because if they studied properly facts about all the millions of human lives
wiped out by the West across the globe, then there would be no place for
the Holocaust left in the school curriculum...

- Mum, was all this true? Can it be true that the Indians were murdered
like that? And why? Wasn’t it easier just to live next to them? What
bastards these colonialists were! How can the Earth bear such people! Are
there still Indians now? - | asked. That’s how | learned another new word -
‘reservation’...

The heroes of Gojko Mitic needed protection much more than Fandor,
despite all their fearlessness. With my hair hanging loose (which,
according to my grandmother, looked very messy, but otherwise how
could | look like an Indian?), | tied a band around my head, painted my
face with Mum’s old lipstick and, with hallooing, chased about the streets
with my friends, armed with homemade bows and arrows. We rescued
whole tribes from the reservations, and the pale-faces, those who were
greedy for other people’s lands, were put on their ships, - after a good
flogging with nettles, that would teach them to hurt the weak! - and
carried back to their filthy Europe! Let them stay put there and keep a
low profile.
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A worn picture of Gojko’s Mitic as Vigilant Falcon lay under my pillow
at night. Yes, this is real love - when you and your hero have common
goals and ideals!

| didn’t yet know in detail what was happening in the world. But |
realized already that we were on the right side of the barricades. That
there is a terrible evil on our Earth but this evil is somewhere far away,
almost on another planet. Still, you have to fight it; it is like a cancer, if
you allow it to spread, it will eventually afflict a healthy body. And | had
no doubt that our body was healthy. People around me, not just my
relatives but even strangers, were good; life was unhurried and calm,
without fear and doubts. People were discontented only about minor
things. Sometimes we listened to Voice of America - out of curiosity; but
when their tedious voices began to read some church sermons or the
boring Archipelago Gulag, we quickly switched the radio off. Not because
of some kind of fear, but simply because no one in our house was
interested in that.
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The Time news program on TV solemnly reported that at last, after a
long and heroic struggle, yet another African country had achieved
independence. Among those mentioned | remember such countries as
Guinea-Bissau, Angola and Mozambique. | also remember - though vaguely
- the revolution in Ethiopia. | was too young to know the details of the
apartheid regime in South Africa, and sometimes | mixed it up with
Southern Rhodesia. But two events at that time left a special imprint on
my memory: first, the celebration of the victory of the Vietnamese people
over the U.S. aggressors (it was broadcast on our television live, and |
remember how we hurrahed in chorus at home when the Viethamese flag
was hoisted over Saigon); second, what appeared to me a black storm
cloud that fell oppressively on the earth, - the coup in Chile in September
1973, the assassination of President Allende and the ominous Pinochet, his
eyes hidden behind sunglasses. We contemptuously called him Pinya. The
song ‘El pueblo unido jamas sera vencido’ literally surrounded me from all
sides at that time. | got goose bumps on my back from it. Then we began
to receive the news about torture, about Victor Jara® and saw his head
severed by the local Nazis’ hands...

- Mum, but why hasn’t our country done something to prevent this
abominable Pinya and his junta from making that coup? - | tried to find
out when | was six years old. How could mum answer me: to lecture me on
the Brezhnev doctrine? Of course, she could tell me about the principle of
non-interference in the internal affairs of other countries (which, by the
way, nobody has abolished today either, you, ‘civilized’ Western
gentlemen!). But in that case | would have certainly asked: ‘Then why do

8 Victor Lidio Jara Martinez (1932-1973) was a Chilean teacher, theatre

director, poet, singer-songwriter, political activist and member of the
Communist Party of Chile. Soon after the Chilean coup of 11 September
1973, he was arrested, tortured and ultimately shot to death by machine
gun fire. His body was later thrown out into the street of a shanty town in

Santiago. The contrast between the themes of his songs, on love, peace
and social justice and the brutal way in which he was murdered
transformed Jara into a symbol of struggle for human rights and justice
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across Latin America.
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these arrogant Americans go crawling everywhere, as if there is a
honeypot in each country for them?’...

At home | had wonderful children's books: Masha’s Big Journey in which
a Soviet doll called Masha arrives as a present from Soviet children to a
Vietnamese girl Tran Thi Vee in militant Vietnam and Perlita - about the
youngest Communist in the fascist Paraguay. | almost wore their pages
out. To this day | remember almost every word in those books.

It was probably from that time, the time of Vietnam, Allende, MPLA®
and FRELIMO, ZANU and ZAPU, the ANC and Mengistu, Gojko Mitic,
Fandor, Black Tulip, Yanosik®, Kolya Kondratyev® and Zorro, that |
became such an incurable romantic.

8 MPLA - The People’s Movement for the Liberation of Angola is an
Angolan political party that has ruled the country since Angola's
independence in 1975. The MPLA fought against the Portuguese army in
the war for independence from 1961 to 1975 and against UNITA and FNLA
in the civil war from 1975 to 2002.

FRELIMO - The Liberation Front of Mozambique, political party
which was created to make colonial Mozambique independent from

Portugal. After ten years of fighting FRELIMO managed to control 2/3 of
the country. In 1975 Mozambique became independent.

ZANU - The Zimbabwe African National Union is a militant
organization that fought against white minority rule in Rhodesia, ZANU
won the 1980 elections under the leadership of Robert Mugabe.

ANC - African National Congress, the oldest political anti-

apartheid organisation in South Africa. Since 1994 it is the ruling party.
Mengistu Haile Mariam - state leader of Ethiopia, one of the
leaders of Ethiopian revolution.

8 Yanosik - The Robin Hood of Polish legend, Yanosik was a leader of a
band of outlaws in the Tatra Mountains, robbing from the rich and giving
to the poor.

8 Kolya Kondratyev - character from the 1976 Soviet film ‘Born by the
Revolution’ about history of Soviet Militia. In the film the former young
worker from the Putilov factory Nikolay Kondratyev begins his new life as
a volunteer for Petrograd Militia Criminal Investigation Department.
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| also went to the cinema to watch Zorro with Alain Delon twelve
times! | knew the words of its heroes by heart, but | just couldn’t get
enough of this film. Up until now | have a lot of similarities in character
with its heroine, Hortensia. There is nothing more awful than an
impulsively romantic woman. Women's romanticism is an untenable
quality, almost so much so as inspirational labour enthusiasm under
capitalism. Later in life | often thought that it would have been better for
me to be born a man, with the masculine type of mindset. Women at least
appreciate the rare romantic men who can surprise them with non-trivial
acts. But men - what do they know about romance! At best they make
faces when you bring them a bag full of fresh apricots in winter. (‘I hate
to see you dragging along with heavy bags, for all the world like an old
woman’, that arrogant Ethiopian, Said, used to say while he was gobbling
up the fruits that | brought him.)

Or when you almost magically manage to find out their home address
and mail them a giant gingerbread for their birthday (they do not even
know that you know when their birthday is!), when you are making
‘honour rounds’ about their house (in another city!), when only your best
friends know that you have gone to see the ‘home town of my hero’, - and
the ‘hero’ himself is naively surprised to hear about this: ‘Why haven’t
you come in for a cup of tea?..” And even worse: a man is utterly
frightened when you send him a Valentine’s card with your own verses!
Not because the lyrics are so bad, but because he has never experienced
such courtesy before!
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Mum was often in love, too. But not in the same way as |, though she
did fall in love with people who were just as out of reach, as my crushes.
With the famous ice hockey player Vyacheslav Starshinov and the Belgian
singer Salvatore Adamo, whom my Grandfather, dissatisfied with her
fancy, stubbornly called ‘voiceless.” She made a drawing of Adamo (Mum
can draw very well), and we would sing together ‘Tombe la neige.” And |
also remember how | cried for Mum when Starshinov finished his sport
career. How was she going to live without Starshinov now?

Many years later, when she met the biggest secret love of her
adolescent years, a well-known cyclist, in real life, and he asked her for
dinner, Mum was terribly scared and refused. ‘I had such beautiful dreams
about him. But what if in real life he turns out to just ‘as single-celled as
protozoa’?’ | didn’t share her fears: if | were her, | wouldn’t have missed
the chance to meet my idol in person! He might be single-celled, but
you’d never know that for sure if you refused to meet him altogether. And
what if he was very smart and is even better and more interesting than
your old dreams about him?.. From my early years | liked the Dagestani®
proverb: ‘Better take and regret, than not take and regret still.’

My mother was red-haired, cheerful and very beautiful, almost like
Zhenya Komelkova.® She was so beautiful that | am not fit even to hold a
candle to her with respect to pulchritude. But that never bothered me; by
nature we are very different, Mum had always enjoyed the attention of
the opposite sex, and | wanted to stay in the shadows, | didn’t aim to be
admitted to the ranks of beauties and was quite happy with my
appearance (if only | could be a bit more tanned). | didn’t care about
fashion to the extent that | was upset if | got new clothes for a birthday
present; it was so much better to get a good book or a record!

8 The Russian Republic of Dagestan, which translates as ‘land of the
mountains’, is situated in Russia's North Caucasus with Chechnya and
Georgia to the west, Azerbaijan to the south and the Caspian Sea to the
east. The republic is also famed for its traditional, ethnic and linguistic
diversity, being home to more than 30 languages.

8 One of the main characters from the Soviet film about the Great
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Patriotic War ‘The Dawns Here Are Quiet’.
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In the late 1970's many people mistook Mum for Alla Pugacheva®
because of her hair. | thought it was an offensive comparison, because
Mum was so much more beautiful! Her natural hair colour was the same as
my Grandfather’s: mahogany - the colour of thick buckwheat honey. Only
when she finally started getting grey hair did she bleach it. Despite her
very feminine look, she had always had iron will and analytical, masculine
mind coupled with incredible, typically Russian categoricalness. (If | seem
to be categorical, then imagine a person hundred times more categorical
than me.) Mum is one of those people whom you might well admire at a
distance, but with whom it would be quite difficult to get along under the
same roof. But, of course, for any child their mother is the best. Marusia
cried a lot when | accidentally blurted out to her what I’d overheard said
at home about her mother: that she was silly to have six children. | did
not understand at the time what was so offensive about that? After all, if
Mum had said it, it must be true. When | discovered for the first time that
Mum could tell a lie (she had lured me to a clinic for vaccination, saying
that she needed to go there herself), it was a great shock to me. | was
deeply hurt, the more so because there was no need to deceive me so
shamelessly. Of course, nobody likes vaccinations but | knew | would
complain a while and then get on with it. There were things much more
unpleasant than vaccinations: pricking a finger for a blood test, for
example.

Periodically Mum had real male friends, not imaginary ones like Adamo.
But to my delight, it didn’t happen often. As a child | honestly did not
understand why Mum needed someone else beside me. The fact that she
did need somebody else just reinforced my low self-esteem. Am | really
not enough to make her happy in life? We lived so well with Grandmother,
Grandfather and Shurek, and we even had the pigeons...

% Alla Pugacheva - 70's Soviet pop-star.
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When a new male friend appeared in her life, Mum started coming
home from work later and often went away for weekends, which upset me
a lot. Her attempts to get me to be friends with the objects of her
infatuation usually didn’t work.

Most of all | remember Dima the Poet, ‘The Tall Blond Man with One
Black Shoe’®', as | would call him behind his back, who had a wrinkled
face despite his young age (he was about five years younger than mum),
with a sour-dreamy expression, as befits a true poet. He gave me a lot of
good children's books and even once dedicated a small poem to me, which
he personally engraved on a wooden board. After he and my mother
parted, my grandmother used that board to place a kettle instead of a
placemat.

‘The road to Parnassus is hard!

But there’s the Muse on our guard:

At her behest, out Passion’s wallow

We’ll couple with Suffering, Joy and Sorrow!’

This is what was written on it. Dima knew about my dream to become a
writer. But even creative writing didn’t bring us together. | was terribly
embarrassed when Mum came to pick me up after school ‘with this idiot.’
Although at that time divorce was still a rarity, | didn’t have the slightest
hang-up before my classmates about the absence of my father. But when
that very strange creature with his absent-minded poetic eyes would come
to collect me from school, and the other kids started asking: ‘Zhenya, is
that your Dad?’ - to me that transgressed all bounds of decency! Wasn’t it
obvious that we couldn’t possibly have anything in common?

" The Tall Blond Man with One Black Shoe is a 1972 French comedy film
starring Pierre Richard, Jean Rochefort and Bernard Blier. Funny Pierre

Richard with his blond curly hair instantly became popular with Soviet
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cinema lovers.
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At the age of six or seven | began to write poetry, too. Frankly, | was
rather a weak poet, but the creative process itself gave me great
pleasure. My first poem was called Anthem of the Spaceship: the same
spaceship whose captain | had imagined myself to be for several years
already. By that time the spaceship’s crew had got additional members
from the characters mentioned above. Periodically the spaceship was
attacked by terrible space monsters called Chepurysly. That was Shurek’s
idea. ‘Kubrisans were flickering, Gekurabs were sparkling. And suddenly
Chepurysly began to chooh’ - he wrote in the one of the stories that he
invented at my request. We both had no idea who the Chepurysly were or
what they looked like, and even more so, how they choohed, but the
phrase itself was so funny that the image stuck in my head. Each of us
imagined them in their own way. But we both agreed that some very ugly,
unpleasant person could be called a Chepurysla.

In my poetry, | was particularly inspired by one actress in our local
Drama Theatre, who captivated my imagination at the time: of course in
the role of the Princess, in ‘Troubadour and his friends’®. Little girls of all
ages and nations, even Soviet ones, like princesses. By that time, thanks
to Mum, | had become a big theatre-lover. Perhaps that actress wasn’t
special but the fact is that | didn’t had a chance to see her even in one
more play: she had disappeared. Mum'’s colleague, who himself acted after
work at an amateur theatre, was an experienced theatre-goer and knew
people who worked there; he told us that Anna Mikhailovna vanished
because she had a baby. She was married to one of our local actors, who
naturally just continued acting as if nothing had happened. And | began to
hate the fact that motherhood had deprived us, the audience, of Anna's
Mikhailovna’s play, and marriage began to seem to me some monstrous
slavery into which no right-minded woman would ever go voluntarily... |
was angry at her husband fluttering about on the stage and wrote sad
verses that began with: ‘Do not sorrow, my sweet little snowdrop...’

9 ‘Troubadour and his friends’ - Soviet 70's musical which later was
made into a full animation film. Music was written by G. Gladkov.
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‘The snowdrop’ of course never knew about my feelings. A year later,
never having appeared on the stage after her maternity leave, she and her
husband moved out of our city - to the Riga Russian Drama Theatre, | think
- and | never saw her again. But the memory remains with me to this day.
Recently, | found her on the Internet and sent her a postcard for her 55th
birthday! If she ever found out about this whole story she would probably
laugh greatly. And as for me, cold sweat breaks out at the thought of
what could have happened to me if | had written that poem growing up in
a country like Holland: in fact, | would have definitely be fixated on the
question whether | was of an unconventional sexual orientation, because |
loved that woman so much that | even wrote poetry about her, which
could have drastic consequences. When | was in the fourth form | blissfully
fancied the tenth form’s pupil Alla Obraztsova. | even cut out her photos
from a school wall newspaper when nobody saw me. Alla was a small and
narrow-eyed blonde with a low voice and high cheekbones. She impressed
me in the role of Motherland in a school play. She never knew about my
feelings, of course. After finishing secondary school, Alla married Janusz,
a Gypsy boy from our school; even such ‘exotic’ marriages didn’t amaze
anybody at that time.

Who knows how many young men and women in the West come to
wrong conclusions about themselves in this way in their early years... A
person at this age tends to look for an idol, for a role model among older
people of their own sex, and there is no any kind of ‘sexual motive’ in
this. It is more like, to quote Mayakovsky’s lines from Good! The October
Poem, ‘On whose example shall I model my life? On Comrade
Dzerzhinsky’s - for sure!’® - thence these feelings originate!

% Felix Dzerzhinsky (1877-1926) - Russian revolutionary, the son of
Polish aristocrat, Soviet State official, founder of The All-Russian
Extraordinary Commission for Combating Counter-Revolution and Sabotage

Cheka. In 1918 its name was changed, becoming All-Russian
Extraordinary Commission for Combating Counter-Revolution, Profiteering

and Corruption.
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Although | had a lot of dolls at home, mostly beautiful kewpie dolls
made in the GDR with closing eyes and luxurious hair, that could say
‘mama’ if you tilted them, the older | got, the less | played them. | much
preferred paper dolls from magazines or Mum’s drawings (copied from
photos or created just by her imagination), cut out of paper to the
contours of figures. And | also liked a set of figurines Friendship of
Nations, with the dolls in the costumes of the peoples of the USSR. (I still
can easily tell a Latvian costume from a Lithuanian one, and an Armenian
one from an Azerbaijani one.) | arranged my home theatre out of those
paper figures. On the back of the clippings | wrote their actors’ names and
| also assigned each one a role that they played in my theatre. | was the
only one who could understand those scribbles. | could play with those
clippings for hours. They were my most precious treasure and were safely
stored in a box under my bed. While ordinary dolls were for playing
together with my friends, the clippings were my personal toys that | didn’t
share with anybody. When a new good movie emerged on the screen, or
something interesting was on TV, | immediately began to ask mum to draw
the new heroes for me. Depending on her mood she could draw them the
very next weekend, or, saying that she had no inspiration, she would
procrastinate about it. That’s how not only Yanosik and Marina, but also
Zosia from the ‘Tavern ‘13 Chairs’’® and Silva from ‘The Czardas Queen’
(we had just seen a wonderful movie with Anna Moffo in the main role!)
appeared in my collection®™. | remember my passing fad to become a nun

% ‘Tavern ‘13 Chairs’ - humorous programme on Soviet television
broadcasted from 1966 to 1980. The scene was set in a small Polish
restaurant and featured favourite Soviet comedy actors. Pani Zosia was
one of the waitresses in the Tavern. The premiere of the programme was
so popular that the producers started receiving bags of letters from
viewers from all over the country - from Sakhalin to Brest with demands
to continue the programme. Subsequently in 15 years there were made
133 programmes.

% Die Csardasfiirstin or A Csardaskiralyné (literally The Csardas
Princess; translated into English as The Riviera Girl and The Gipsy
Princess) is an operetta by Hungarian composer Emmerich Kalman. The

operetta is widely beloved in Hungary, Austria, Germany, all of Europe
and particularly in former Soviet Union, where it had been adapted into a


http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Emmerich_Kalman
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Operetta
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Cs%C3%A1rd%C3%A1s

Irina Malenko
after watching The Sounds of Music, and now in Ireland | occasionally tell
real nuns about it with pleasure! Of course, | had not the faintest idea
about religion, | just realised that nuns were never going to marry and |
really liked this idea...

By the time | went to school, | already knew a lot of operettas and
ballets. | was taken to the opera, a little later, unless you count the
movie-opera ‘Prince Igor’, which | watched breathlessly at the age of five.
After that | became obsessed with the East and the mysterious
Polovtsians, their khans and their dancing.

There were three theatres in our city: the Drama Theatre, the Young
Spectators Theatre or YST and the Puppet Theatre. The Drama Theatre
became my favourite. In summer it used to go on tour and then some
other opera or ballet company would come to our city for a month, some
other drama company for another month and an operetta troupe for the
next month. | can recall the craze when the Kazan or Saratov Opera
Companies performed in our city. Everyone wanted to see and listen to
Renat Ibragimov® and Leonid Smetannikov®’, who were Mum’s favourite
performers. The prices were low, so any cleaner could take her children
to the theatre. For children whose parents were too busy to go to the
theatre (of course, there were people like that too), schools arranged
special cultural outings to the theatres and the prices were even lower.
This way my best friend Marusya went to the theatre for the first time.

hugely popular film.

% Renat Ibragimov (born 1947) - opera singer, People's Artist of Russia
and Tatarstan.

7 Leonid Smetannikov (born 1943) - is a Soviet and Russian opera singer
(baritone). In 1987 he was awarded with the title of the USSR People's

Artist.
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Marusya was the oldest child in the only big family in our street. There
were five girls and one boy in their family. Their mother, Aunt Tanya, as
we called her, worked at the factory in shifts. Their father, Uncle Valera,
formally didn’t work because he looked after the children, but actually he
was busy with his own things (he was a pigeon fancier and a drinker, he
also read a lot of books from the library). And so the children were more
or less left to their own devices. It is terrible to think what might have
happened to them if they lived in our ‘civilized’ time! But in those times
the whole street helped them out and looked after them. Somebody gave
them old clothes, others tucked buns and candies into the children’s
pockets (otherwise they just went to the garden, pulled out onions and
ate them), someone lent their mother money until payday (nobody would
even think of asking for interest, God forbid!). The younger girls ran about
the street with dirty but cheerful faces. Their father began to build a new
house, and they were the only ones who really believed that he would
actually finish it soon. He was too lazy for that. The house rose above the
street with its windows boarded up (the little house where they lived
stood in the yard), it already had a roof but there were not even walls
inside. It was dark and mysterious. We loved to play there. A dog called
Cheburashka ran in the garden. It was rather angry and shaggy, but it
didn’t bother people it was familiar with. Marusya’s garden was huge but
densely overgrown; there were plenty of apple trees there. Most of the
apples were eaten before they got ripe.
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At home we sometimes had to fight for apples as well. When apple
trees began to blossom already in May, | began to keep an eye on two
apple-trees in front of the house and sigh: ‘Oh! This year it’s going to be
bumper-crop again...” There was a path to the river that passed by our
house, and in summertime a lot of people went there for an outing. On
the way back some of them loved to pick green apples from our apple-
trees. If we let them do it, there would be no fruit left in the trees! When
| was small, | asked my grandpa to help me to protect our trees, but when
| grew up a bit, | began to protect these two trees myself. The apples of
those trees were a late sort, of one tree they only became tasty after
being kept in the shed for several months, so it was an awful waste if
somebody picked them when they were still green and sour. Moreover, a
lot of apples already lay under the tree, so one didn’t have to huff and
puff and break the tree branches. So | stood on the roof of our house,
armed with one of Mum’s old bottles of hair lotion, filled with water.
Every time | saw somebody trying to have a go at the tree, | immediately
sprayed them from the roof with cold water! Men, curiously enough, were
kinder. When they saw me, they usually started laughing and stopped
picking the apples. Some of them even apologized. Women (although
there were significantly less women ‘pluckers’ than men) sometimes
started to snarl, but rather sluggishly: ‘If this apple tree is yours, then
why isn’t it behind the fence?” To this Grandpa had an irresistible
argument: ‘Was it you who planted it, perhaps?’

But if somebody would knock on the window and kindly ask for an
apple, Grandpa and Grandma would never refuse.
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The nastiest ‘pluckers’ were the teenagers, those who were a little bit
older than me. For them, alongside the cold shower, | had some ‘killer’
exclamations, aimed at shaming them so that they would never do it
again. ‘The apples are soaked with chemicals!’ - | shouted as loud as |
could - ‘Tomorrow you will be on the toilet for the whole day. Get the
phtalazol® ready!” Modern people, who practically lack any sense of
shame, can hardly imagine this, but this ‘battle cry’ always worked. Guys
blushed to the roots of their hair and ran away. Public talk about the
toilet and everything related to it were taboo, absorbed with mother’s
milk. | have no idea where Alla Pugacheva was born and what sort of
parents she had, if she regrets that throughout the Soviet epoch she had
lacked the feasibility to swear with words like ‘ass’ in public, and that
was her greatest ‘lack of freedom’... Such words were viewed as deeply
indecent; people talked about the toilet euphemistically (‘I have to go to
a certain place’), women never asked men where the toilet was, and men
didn’t ask women about it. | still don’t. | can recall how shocked
everybody was in the early 90's by my Dutch friend Petra, a robust, red-
cheeked woman in trousers, a full head taller than any local man. Every
man in Moscow she grabbed in the street to ask this question simply
scuttled off.

...l wonder what today’s people in a similar situation as those ‘apple-
pluckers’ would do to me? Shoot me dead? Burn our house down? |
wouldn’t be surprised. Because now we live in a ‘free world’, right?..

Marusya and her sisters taught me to eat the resin from cherry and
plum trees: it appeared on the trunks of the trees like teardrops. We ate
it not because we were hungry, but because it was delicious. Especially
cherry resin! Yummy! We spent the whole day playing outside until
nightfall. From time to time my Grandma came out to check where | was,
| waved to her and she walked away. We played outside until nightfall
both in summer and winter - ‘until the street lights turned on’, as we used
to say.

% Phatalazol (Phthalylsulfathiazole) - the drug is a broad spectrum
antimicrobial that can treat different types of infections including

intestinal.
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Aunt Tanya came back from work in the afternoon or at night -
depending on her shift. She walked fast in her oil-stained overalls. Her
children waited for her at the street corner in anticipation. | remember
that she would be very angry, sometimes giving the children a good hiding
without any reason. Only now | realise that she was just exhausted after
work. But Marusya got a hiding very rarely. Being the oldest gave her some
privileges. One of them was visits to the theatre: of course not as often as
| visited it, but she visited it with her classmates and with me and my
mother. We both were so in love with the theatre, when we were about
10 years old, that we even organized our own summer theatre behind the
vegetable plot. My grandpa dug in two lampposts to which we tied the
curtain. That was our stage. | wrote the plays. Our first premiere was my
anti-alcohol fairytale ‘The Tzar of Bottles.’ | played all the men’s parts,
because there were no boys of our age in our street. | wore Grandpa’s old
cap under which | hid my long hair. Marusya’s younger brother Andryusha
was the only boy in our company, but the only role he could be trusted
with was the evil wizard from Swan Lake.
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...In early childhood | loved running: it didn’t matter where or why. |
think, as soon as | learned how to open the garden gate, | would rush out
at a speed of a whirlwind in any direction, noticing nothing around me.
And although traffic on the street was fairly rare, and the road itself was
not right next to the house, | could easily run there, to the corner of Karl
Marx Street. Our street was an old country road, which got muddy from
rain and thawing snow (sometimes between seasons we had to put wooden
planks over the mud in the courtyard to reach the gate without getting
soaked feet), and in Karl Marx Street civilization began: it was asphalted.
My relatives had to fix the bolt higher on the gate, so that | couldn’t reach
it, open it and run away. But I still kept running away whenever possible.
Even to the monument to a local writer, whom at that time | mistakenly
took for Granddad Lenin (both were bald, with small beards). Around the
monument pansies were growing inside a granite border; it was my
favourite place to run about. Until | was eight years old, my knees were
constantly covered with scratches and patches, and then | discovered a
simple truth: if you don’t run, you don’t fall! This thought struck me so
hard that | stopped running, and my hurt knees were left in the past.
However, | still broke a thumb once: | was showing off before our sworn
enemy Zhenya, showing her that | could ride a bike without holding the
handle bars... The bike was my hot battle steed! (In Marusya’s family
there was only one bike and she had to share it with Andryusha and
Dasha). | embarrassingly fell face down, and that was the end of my
showing off. It was very painful but | didn’t show it. Marusya ran over to
me, took me by the arm and we proudly passed by Zhenya and her cohort.
She didn’t even dare laugh. After that | walked around for a whole month
in a plaster cast. That was certainly not the best feeling in the world.
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My parents didn’t consider Marusya to be inappropriate company for me
due to the difference in our social status (my parents were engineers and
hers were workers). No one could even think of such an absurdity. Marusya
was a nice girl with whom | could share all my dreams - even about the
spaceship: she could understand anything. She was a very loyal friend and
I could always rely on her. Also we both loved reading. If one of us
discovered a new good book, we read it aloud to each other and it was as
much fun as any game. | can’t imagine modern kids doing that. But it was
so great! We couldn’t wait for the new issue of The Pioneer Truth
newspaper, where new adventures of Alisa were published, written by Kir
Bulychev.

Later, when we were about twelve, Marusya’s family finally got a flat
(they just hadn’t applied for it before), so they moved. We didn’t part
intentionally; Marusya promised to come to the old house for summer, but
time went by and her visits became more and more rare... After finishing
the 8th form, she entered a teachers’ training college, though she could
continue studying until the 10th form, she was a good pupil. She became a
primary-school teacher, and | think she found her calling. All of her sisters
and her brother are also fine. They were lucky because they had time to
grow up in the socialist Soviet Union. Alyonka, the youngest, was born
when Marusya and | were nine. Right at that time we had a quarrel: |
don’t remember what it was about, but it was our only quarrel in all the
time we were friends. | remember riding a bike past Marusya’s house
when | heard a desperate cuckoo from her garden: Marusya wanted to
make peace and thus attracted my attention. There were absolutely no
cuckoos in our woods, and we were the only ones who cuckooed! We made
up quickly, but still it was too late to name Alenka after me, as Marusya
asked her parents.

Marusya’s sisters adored me, especially Lyuda, who was six years
younger than we.

But Dasha took offence when we offered her a role of Marquis
Forlipopolli in one of our plays. She cried: ‘I’ll tell mum everything! | want
to play with you and you are calling me names!’
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| rode Lyuda and Natasha on my bike’s frame, to their delight; | spun
them around, grabbing them under both arms; played ball with them. I
had no experience in dealing with children, so | just treated them as if
they were my own age. But probably that was just what they liked about
me. Surprisingly, | was always a little afraid of children, but they felt
attracted to me! When they grew up, these girls became a seamstress and
a dressmaker. Andryusha also works. It is funny to look at Lyuda with her
wide swimmer-like shoulders now and recall that she was such a puny
creature with a very thin neck.

...A few years ago, when | was still married to Sonny, | took him to the
theatre in our city. After the play a woman wearing glasses came to us
and cheerfully greeted us. ‘Zhenya, you don’t recognize me!’ - she
affirmed, laughing. And then | recognized her, by her voice. ‘Marusyaz?.. Is
that you?’ She still works at school. She finally got married (quite late, by
Russian standards), to a policeman. They have a son. She wanted to know
more about living abroad, while | didn’t want even to think about it, let
alone talking about it. Well, maybe just for the sake of our friendship...

...We had genial and respectable relations with our neighbours. Many of
them used to study at the same school with Mum or Shurek, and so my
Grandpa and Grandma knew their parents. The only thing that clouded the
atmosphere from time to time was, as | mentioned, Grandpa’s
unpredictable ‘explosions’ after a binge. The combination of a binge and
rain was especially dangerous: after the rain a ditch near our house
frequently overflowed, and grandpa would go out into the street with a
shovel, and if he was under the influence, he would imagine that our
neighbours were digging their ditches so that the water flowed into our
side ... It is better not to remember what he blurted out then! But my
grandmother heroically blocked his way and didn’t allow him to do
anything silly.

It was easy to distinguish in the street who was born and raised in the
city and who was of rural origin. Anyone who moved into the city after the
war was considered rural. Rural people really had a different culture and
different way of speaking. Sometimes it seemed that they were of a
different nation! Gradually the formerly rural population in the cities grew
larger and larger, and eventually the native city folks became a minority.
Former urban customs and manners began to pass out of use as well.



Irina Malenko

There was quite a nasty old lady living in the house across the street.
Her name was Agafya. When children began to run around her house, she
drove them away with a broom and yelled: ‘Don’t you walk on my
footpath!” And when in winter we built an ice slide, from where | slid into
the road between our house and hers, at night she threw rubbish on it.

Neighbours invited each other for weddings and funerals, they lent
each other money, shared news with each other and went together to get
water from the water pump. There were factory workers and cooks,
drivers and engineers, soldiers and saleswomen, militiamen (policemen)
and music teachers. Most families had lived in one house for three
generations: grandparents, their children and grandchildren. Periodically,
the families were joined by new members: daughters or sons-in-law. |
remember the wedding of a neighbour, Uncle Volodya and his bride, a
redheaded young girl called Inna. | remember loud cries ‘And now a kiss!’
and music... Now they are already grandparents themselves.

Often, neighbours gathered on a bench in front of the Motovilovs house
to play dominoes and bingo. We knew all about each other; well, if not
all, then the most general things. For instance, if in summer someone
carried a lot of water in buckets from the water pump, they must have
been watering their vegetable plot. Everybody had vegetable plots. No
one stole potatoes from anyone else, even when it was a bad harvest
year. One night five beds of potatoes were dug out of our vegetable plot,
but it was done by strangers, not neighbours. While with the mentality
prevailing after Perestroika there would have been simply nothing left of
those vegetable plots at all!

My grandfather was on friendly terms with Antonovich, as we called our
neighbour with a Lithuanian surname. Antonovich was a great joker: | left
everything and ran into the street when | saw him, saying to my family
with an air of importance: ‘I am out for a chat with Antonovich!’
Antonovich was married to Shura - the only woman who drank that | knew
in my childhood. At that time women who drank were as rare as a
weeping Bolshevik from one of Mayakovsky’s poems! Drug users were
virtually non-existent. Of the half a million people in our city, we knew
only of one: the brother of one of mother’s co-workers.
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Shura was a former actress. She had a red face, beautiful dresses and a
scarf rolled into a tube, which she tied around her head. When she walked
down the street tipsy, it was a sad spectacle. ‘Don’t look!’ - My Grandma
would close my eyes and bring me home. One day Antonovich literally
burst into our house, flung himself at Grandpa and wept: ‘Shura’s dead!’
It was the first funeral on our street that | remember. | was terribly scared
of the funeral orchestra playing heart-rending music, so | started crying
and huddled under a table, closing my ears, just not to hear it anymore.

Some of the neighbours, Aunt Tonya and Uncle Vasya, kept goats and
rabbits. One could smell them a mile away from their house. Uncle Vasya
Naumenko was blind and crippled, with a beard almost reaching his waist.
He was blinded in the war. In the evening, they chased goats past our
house to graze behind the railroad track. | was very much afraid of the
goats: what if they suddenly butted you? In the afternoon Aunt Tonya
often walked along the street by herself: to collect burdocks for the
rabbits. If this had been filmed by a Western correspondent, | suppose, he
would have trumpeted that people in the USSR were eating grass from
hunger. Those who are wont to lie and prevaricate, ‘report’ suchlike
things now about North Korea, for example, and nothing could be further
from the truth. But you may rest assured, there was no way for Western
correspondents to lie about our city: they simply didn’t come to us,
because ours was a closed city. | didn’t know it when | was a child, and
even when | found out, | wasn’t much interested in the fact. Working at a
military industry plant was in the local vernacular called ‘working in the
post-office box’ (because instead of giving one’s full address one only
gave out a PO Box address). Sometimes of evenings a distant roar of
cannons was heard. ‘Mum, what is it?’ - | asked. ‘Oh, they are just
breaking refined sugar into pieces at the sugar factory!’ - she replied with
a calm face.
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Even before going to school, | managed to travel about the country; |
first saw the sea when | was four. It was the Black Sea. It was my first trip
on an overnight passenger train, and | desperately wanted to sleep on the
top bunk! But Mum only allowed me to sit on it during the day: apparently
she was afraid that | could slip down while sleeping. | loved drinking
strong black tea on the train, and even refined sugar pieces there seemed
special, tastier than at home. | remember that | didn’t move away from
the window even for a second and | woke up at night hearing a strange
loud voice from the loudspeaker on the platform of the train stations. |
remember how this voice announced mysterious, unfamiliar names:
Armavir, Tuapse...

Actually, we were going to Sukhumi, but then ended up in Gagry. Mum
took me to the relatives of her Institute athletics coach’s wife, who
rented their house out to tourists for the summer. Marina, the mistress of
the house, was half Georgian, half Armenian, and she heartily burst with
laughter when | seriously explained to her: ‘At first we wanted to go to
Sukhumi, but then we decided that the Georgians there would be courting
us too much, and therefore we came to you.’ ‘Oh, they certainly would!
They are just like that!’ - she said, and never stopped laughing. Naturally,
nobody went after us, unless you count as courting putting a small live
crab on the fence of the house where we lived, which shy and handsome
local fishermen once did, trying to attract Mum’s attention.

According to Mum, when | saw the sea for the first time, | closed my
eyes for a second and then with cries of joy | began to run straight into
the water and kept running until | got into it completely, with my head
under. Good that mum rushed to me just in time... And then | started to
collect smooth sea stones which | also had never seen before. | collected a
huge bag and quite honestly intended to bring them all home! Mum
secretly threw half of them away.
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The house was very close to the sea: a five minute walk along the dusty
streets, where bats and fireflies circled in the air in the evening. We could
hear the roar of the waves in the house during a storm. Actually, there
were two houses: the main one, in which the owners lived during the
winter, and the tiny one, which one couldn’t enter without hunching over,
where they moved in for the summer. We were once called to watch TV
there. Between the houses there was a garden with incredibly fragrant tea
roses and other plants that | had never seen, such as cypresses and
laurels.

‘Is that a bay leaf that grandma uses when she cooks soup?’ - | asked
Mum the very first day, surprised. | also tried lusciously sweet mulberries
there for the first time. We ate at a local cafeteria: the food was delicious
and cheap, and the queues were short. My mum would buy fruit at the
market, and tasty Tbilisi sausage, and the Georgian Lavash bread that also
stuck in my memory. | recall beautiful local traditional houses with
overhanging balconies above the street, and the mountains which | saw
for the first time. | was struck by the view of the clouds hanging over the
mountains, and the mountain top towering over these clouds. Here and
there the roofs of huts and the white skin of sheep flashed in the
mountains. Once a donkey ran out into the roadway in front of our bus, to
my delight! His owner, puffing, ran behind him. Everybody in the bus
began to laugh.

| thought it was very amusing that many words in the Abkhazian
language were the same as in Russian, but with an ‘a’ at the beginning:
abazar (a-market). So | experimented with it: ‘apochta’ (a-post), ‘apoezd’
(a-train), ‘asamolet (a-plane)’...
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| didn’t distinguish whether the people around me were Abkhazians,
Georgians or Russians. My father’s best friend in our home town was an
Abkhazian. My father grew up in Abkhazia. My great-grandmother was
married to a Georgian; grandmother's brother was married to a Georgian.
At that time none of the ordinary people cared. Thanks to Gorbachev's
‘universal values’, apparently borrowed from Margaret Thatcher, Abkhazia
became a sort of local Northern Ireland. Grandmother's brother - the one
who was married to a Georgian and lived in Abkhazia all his life - was
killed by his Abkhazian neighbours in the early 1990s: they wanted to
‘ethnically cleanse’ him from the house which he had built with his own
hands. The old man said: ‘Guys, are you crazy? I'm not going anywhere.
This is my home.” Two days later his body was found thrown across the
Russian border... His children now live in Russia as refugees. And Georgia
is invaded by ‘civilized humanists’ - rag-and-bones people like that Dutch
missionary, Sandra Roelofs®®, who is trying to teach the locals how they
should live their lives...

We lived without that sort of people, and we lived a whole lot better
without them. If you don’t believe me, go and find out yourself from any
ordinary Georgian, Uzbek, Chukcha or Russian, who remembers that time,

rather than from some textbook published with Soros’ money, or from

100 101

Radzinsky’s
certainly, from the tales of Sandra Roelofs or her husband.

books, or from Svanidze’s' TV programs, or, most

% Sandra Elisabeth Roelofs is the Dutch-First Lady of Georgia, the wife
of President of Georgia Mikhail Saakashvili. Roelofs acquired Georgian
citizenship in January 2008 and is now a dual Dutch-Georgian citizen.

% Fdvard Radzinsky (b. 1936, Moscow) is a Russian rightwing writer,

playwright, TV personality, and author of numerous film screenplays.
91 Nikolay Svanidze (born 1955, Moscow) is a rightwing Russian TV and
radio host. His anti-soviet historical programs are mainly based on

conscious mind manipulation and hearsay.
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The following year, my mother took me to Leningrad to visit our
relatives. Aunt Ira, the daughter of my grandmother's brother Ilya (the
man who had been exiled to the Urals), still lived there with her family.
She and her husband were railway engineers. They lived in the city
centre, on Griboyedov Canal. Their daughter Olga was graduating from
secondary school that year. Olga was a clever, sharp-tongued girl. She
treated me as her equal, even though | was only a kid. | remember how
impressed | was by the white nights, the raising of the bridges at night,
the Hermitage, and especially, of course, like any child, the palaces and
fountains of Peterhoff (Petrodvorets), as well as the trip there by a boat
with underwater ‘wings’! Leningrad was a large, spacious city, thoroughly
pierced by wind, cold and very clean. | saw the legendary Aurora and the
Smolny. The personality of Peter the Great impressed my childish
imagination enormously. Strangely, after all the legends and stories |
heard about him, for me he was like a living person, so | was even a little
afraid of the Bronze Horseman, when | met the stern gaze of his bronze
eyes'™. In the evenings | read Olya’s books: the poetry of Robert Burns

13 and four volumes of

and Shakespeare in Samuil Marshak’s translations
political cartoons by the Dane Herluf Bidstrup'®, who gave me a very clear

idea of what was happening in the world.

92 The author refers to the famous Russian poem ‘Bronze
Horseman’(1833) by Aleksander Pushkin, which Russian children study at
school. The statue of Peter the Great came to be known as the Bronze
Horseman because of the great influence of the poem. In it the statue
comes to life and chases the hero of the poem through the city of St.
Petersburg.

03 Samuil Marshak (1887 - 1964) was a Russian and Soviet writer,

translator and children’'s poet. Among his Russian translations are William
Shakespeare's sonnets, poems by William Blake and Robert Burns, and
Rudyard Kipling's stories. Marshak’s children’'s books are loved by kids and
can still be found in every Russian family.

4 Herluf Bidstrup (1912-1988) - Danish artist and cartoonist, member
of the Communist Party of Denmark. He travelled to the former GDR and
the Soviet Union. In addition to political cartoons he produced other works
depicting everyday life and human foibles. He is still very popular in

Russia.
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When | came home, | overwhelmed Marusya with all these stories. We
also started to play Alexander Menshikov'®, and Catherine'®, and Peter
the Great... Peter seemed to me a terribly attractive character. So
powerful and wilful!

... feel my head falling onto the pillow. A familiar black-moustached
face looms above me. Peter! Hey, Peter, you didn’t live in Holland long
enough to understand what it’s really like... When | was only there as an
exchange student for a couple of months, | used to like it too... | try to
open my mouth to tell him what his ‘Promised Land’ is really like - and
fall asleep...

.| wake up with a heavy head about 11 a.m..... There’s your nice
liquor, you’ve tried it... Get up now, make haste! At 1 p.m. Amandine will
be waiting for you in O'Connor Street, and we are going to the Dublin Zoo!

95 Aleksandr Menshikov (1673-1729) was a Russian statesman, whose
official titles included Generalissimus, Prince of the Russian Empire and
Duke of |zhora (Duke of Ingria). A highly appreciated associate and friend
of Tsar Peter the Great.

% Catherine | - the second wife of Peter the Great, reigned as Empress
of Russia from 1725 until her death. The author refers to the two series
Soviet film ‘Peter the Great’ made in 1938 about life and work of the

Russian emperor Peter |I.
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Amandine was a pretty, short, buxom brunette with lively brown eyes.
A sweet and shy girl. Her parents were Portuguese immigrants, but she
was born in France. | remembered a photograph of Will Sharkey from
Roscommon. Hmm, what did she find attractive about that ‘stinking goat’,
as Urals workmen characters from Pavel Bazhov’s fairy-tales used to
swear? Love is really a cruel thing. She was apparently nervous about our
meeting - she incessantly pulled at the corner of her bag - and she didn't
come alone. Her companion was a cheerful and talkative Irish guy: it was
obvious from the first glance at his curly red hair. A freckled Francophile
named Tadhg. Tadhg spoke French masterly, which is very unusual for an
Irishman: there are very few locals who know any other language beside
English. It turned out that Tadhg was an engineer and he was fond of
France and everything French. They were just friends, he and Amandine.
She kept trying to speak English, to practice, but he interrupted her and
spoke French: he also wanted to practice. | knew both these languages, so
I didn’t care which language they spoke.
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| have perhaps an absurd habit: when | meet someone from another
country, | start remembering aloud what | know about that country, what
films of that country | have seen, what books | have read, whether | have
any friends there. Sometimes it makes an impression on people: for
example, Ethiopians are pleasantly surprised by my knowledge of
Tewodros and Menelik'”, the Battle of Adwa and Axum'®. Incidentally, I'm
not the only one with this habit: my half-brother, in an effort to impress
Sonny with his knowledge, prepared a long talk on the history and
geography... of Venezuela for Sonny’s first visit to Russia. Sonny could not
understand what was going on, and why Petya told him who was the
president of Venezuela, and which parties were in the Venezuelan
parliament. Petya just couldn’t find any information about the
Netherlands Antilles and decided that information about a neighbouring
country would make just as much an impression on his sister’s husband...

When | mentioned the names of Louis de Funes'®
Amandine’s face brightened:

- Ooh-la-la! Nobody knows them here! Except of Tadhg, of course,

and Alain Delon,

‘cause he is already almost a Frenchman.

07 Ethiopian emperors

% The Battle of Adwa (usually known as Adowa, or sometimes by the
Italian name Adua) was fought on 1 March 1896 between Ethiopia and Italy
near the town of Adwa, Ethiopia, in Tigray.

Axum or Aksum is a city in northern Ethiopia which was the
original capital of the eponymous kingdom of Axum. Axum was a naval and
trading power that ruled the region from ca. 400 BC into the 10th century.

9 | ouis Germain David de Funés de Galarza (1914-1983) was a very
popular French actor who is one of the giants of French comedy alongside
Bourvil and Fernandel. His acting style is remembered for its high energy

performance, a wide range of facial expressions and an engaging, snappy
impatience.

He was enormously successful in several countries for many
years, but remained almost unknown in the English-speaking world
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- Yes, | grew up with these movies... We know them all back at home.
Even those who don’t know a word of French!

- You know, Alain Delon is such an arrogant character! He speaks of
himself only in the third person: ‘Alain Delon believes ...’, ‘Alain Delon
decided ...’ Fi donc! - Amandine laughed so sincerely that the ice melted
between us completely.

We know so much about France since childhood that | don’t know
where to start! | thought that the French classics, at the very least, must
be well known to everybody - but no, in English-speaking countries French
films are virtually unknown, just as French music. Here nobody knows
Edith Piaf or Charles Aznavour, Mireille Mathieu, Jacques Brel (not to
mention that nobody knows he was Belgian!), or Joe Dassin''®. Here, no
one has heard of the Paul Mauriat orchestra. They don’t see movies with
Lino Ventura, Jean-Paul Belmondo and Pierre Richard. They don’t read
Emile Zola (I read his Germinal when | was 14), Victor Hugo, Honore de
Balzac and Antoine de Saint-Exupery; even Alexander Dumas is known only
from the lousy Hollywood version of The Three Musketeers. | remember
how | wept after reading Notre Dame. And English speaking people were
sure that it is a cheerful musical animated cartoon with a traditional
happy-end...

"0 These are popular French singers from different times. Their music
was well known in the late Soviet Union. Soviet radio broadcasts often

included music from all over the world.
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You only hear songs in English on the radio here. It seems these people
are just organically incapable of perceiving music if they don’t understand
the words. | noticed many times that they have a sort of panic when they
hear a conversation in a foreign language: apparently, they believe that
foreigners are only talking about them and always saying something
unflattering. While our whole country could sing Hafanana by Afric
Simon'" and Marina by Rocco Granata (performed by Claudio Villa): we
sang as we heard them, including the words, often without knowing a
word of Italian, or Swahili, and absolutely nobody cared that he didn’t
understand what those songs were about.

This incredible self-inflicted cultural poverty of the English-speaking
world is best noticeable when you find yourself on the continent: in
France, in the Netherlands or Russia, and you turn on the radio. Why are
the French not afraid to listen to songs in Greek or German? Poor English!
They don’t know how much they are missing. They are so fond of talking
about the Soviet ‘iron curtain’, and yet, if you come to think of it, we,
who lived in the Soviet Union, were able to familiarize ourselves with the
pick of the culture of the Western countries. What we had was not ‘an
iron curtain’, but ‘an iron mesh’ that kept all the rubbish out! If we didn’t
see something, in practice, it was usually not worth seeing. | was led to
this conclusion again after recently watching a movie | read about in
childhood - Saturday Night Fever. What a meaningless, empty drag! What
worthless dummy-like characters! The only interesting things in this movie
are the music and a couple of dance scenes. But we had all that music in
the Soviet Union too: on the radio and in the Krugozor magazine'"2.

"1 Afric Simone (born 1956) is a singer, musician and entertainer from
Mozambique. He entered the European charts with his first hit ‘Ramaya‘
in 1975, which was followed by another well-known song ‘Hafanana‘
(1975). He was very popular during 1975 - 1980 on both sides of the iron
curtain. Simone also toured the USSR, Poland, the GDR and
Czechoslovakia.

"2 ‘Krugozor’ was a musical magazine with flexi-discs issued in the

Soviet Union by the public music company Melodiya.
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And what do the English do with poor foreign names! It is hard to
believe how they manage to mangle them. | have never even once heard
BBC or CNN pronouncing even the most ordinary Russian name properly.
Kurnikova will be certainly called Kurnikéva. Boris becomes Boris. Luckily
though, Stalin was not Stalin. For some reason, they call him Joseph, not
losif. And it is not only about Russian names, even Michael Schumacher
became ‘Michael’ (Ma-ykl instead of Mikha-el’)! And Schumacher himself
had apparently accepted it. How absurd! Why, then, don’t we call Tony
Blair ‘Anton’ or Margaret Thatcher ‘Margareeta’?!

Another annoying thing is that nobody here even tried to pronounce my
name properly. How about at least trying: ‘Yev-gue-nia’? No | am not
Eugenia, God damn it! And my hypocoristic name is not Jenny. |
understand that there is no ‘Zh’ sound in English. But somehow Africans
can pronounce my name, Vietnamese and Chinese can do it, too, Dutch
and Spanish also can say it - no problem, but English speakers, poor
creatures, can’t do it. They are just so incredibly spoiled by all those who
obligingly refuse to use their own names, all those Charles Bronsons and
Helen Mirrens, who are actually Yelena Mironova and Carolis Buchinskis. |
have already mentioned the English manager, a self-proclaimed ‘expert’
on Russia (the one who got his false teeth knocked out in a Moscow park)
who fondly called his Russian wife ‘E-lee-na.” The poor girl’s name was
Yelena... To correctly pronounce a person’s name or at least try to is
elementary courtesy, Mr. Ee-van (that’s instead of John!) Williams!

...- I’m telling you: break up with him! He is not worth such a nice girl
as you, this twaddler! - Tadhg’s voice brought me back to reality.

- Tadhg, he has changed. Now that | will prove to him, with his own
letters in my hands, that | know about his escapades...

- Oh, you just listen to her! How old are you, fifteen?

- No, Tadhg, twenty-nine, but you don’t really know Will...

- No ‘buts’! I am a man myself and | know this kind of guys well...

Our bus was approaching Phoenix Park, and they were still bickering.

Tadhg treated Amandine as his younger sister. | was very impressed
with such a relationship. It was nice to see normal human friendship. It's
so rare nowadays.
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Unfortunately, everyone has to make their own mistakes in life. Even
entire nations can’t learn anything from someone else’s or even their own
historical experience, not to mention individuals. Some of them manage
to fall into the same trap in their lives over and over again. And then
there’s nothing else for them to do but regret, as in my best friend Lida
Basina’s favourite chastooshka:

‘Oh, Mama, | rode

On sledge and boat,

With a wrong guy all the way.

Why did | kiss Grisha

Under that little cherry tree?

Oh Mama, Mama, why?’

It is useless to discourage them, not because they will not believe you,
but because even if they did, they would still have the illusion that they
were right. Only bitter personal experience convinces people that others
were right. But this doesn’t mean that we shouldn’t try to prevent people
from committing a great folly. If they have a head on their shoulders, they
will listen to you and at least think start thinking on your words.

At the zoo Tadhg began to tell us funny stories from his own life, and |
realized for the first time how rancorous and vengeful the Irish can be. It
is really better not to rouse them, like that sleeping dog from the
proverb: they don't forget anything! And they act accurately, sharply and
surreptitiously. Like real guerrillas!

- | was sitting in the library, minding my own business, not bothering
anyone. | walked to the shelf to get a book, but some chap came and sat
down at my place, although the library was almost empty. | came back
and said: ‘Sorry, | was sitting here.’” He arrogantly glanced at me and said:
‘So what, just take another seat!’ | didn’t argue, | moved, and thought to
myself: ‘Well, you won’t get away with this!’ After a while he went to the
restroom, | grabbed a couple of books from the shelf and put them into his
bag! Then | deliberately stood at the exit and waited for the alarm to be
triggered. While his bag was searched, | stood at the exit saying
indignantly: ‘Oh, Lord, what is happening to people! Such shameless folk
nowadays: they steal books from the library!’” He almost turned green, but
he couldn’t prove anything!
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Frankly, | liked it. It is much more efficient to live like that than
merely call a librarian to move that chap to another seat or start a
fistfight with him right in the library.

We decided to have a picnic. The sun was warm, Amandine brought
sandwiches and a small blanket and | had a bottle of soda. Local mineral
water with fruit juice is very popular in Ireland. Tadhg had a bag of
candies. As | promised, | gave Amandine Will’s letters. She put them in her
bag without even looking at them. She was beaming with happiness.
Apparently, the lovers had made up again. Tadhg looked at her
sympathetically, then at me and, when she couldn’t see, twirled his finger
beside his temple. | just made a helpless gesture. You can’t pass your own
experience on to other people.

We all three got to talking. Amandine couldn’t find any work she really
liked. She worked as a secretary at a small firm. Tadhg’s thoughts were
preoccupied with moving to France as soon as possible: apparently, France
was the same to him as Ireland was to me. And I... Well, | didn’t know.
What do | want from life, besides Lisa’s recovery? For the last few months
my thoughts had been fixed only on that: it was the purpose of my
existence here, so | didn’t plan anything far-reaching. First | needed to
overcome this paramount obstacle. Even if she didn’t recover completely
(I tried not to think about that possibility), at least she could feel better
she could speak again. | remembered how four-year-old Lisa burst into
tears after she got out of the coma, opened her mouth and realized that
she couldn’t speak, and, even more importantly to her, couldn’t sing any
longer... | had usually tried to block this episode from my memory, but
now it stubbornly came back to my head, and | felt my eyes dim with
tears. | tried to swallow them before they got out.

- What’s wrong, Zhenya? - Amandine asked anxiously. However, | had
no desire to tell that story to anyone else. At first, when it just happened,
| believed that if | spoke about it, | would really feel better. But time
passed, my companions to whom | decided to tell this story just gasped
and sighed, listening to me as if | told them some sentimental lady’s
novel. ‘Wow, wow! And what happened then?’ And | didn’t feel any
better.
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How can one explain this to people who are happy enough not to have
experienced anything similar themselves? Unfortunately, many people
have a morbid interest in other people's misfortunes. | am not a
psychologist, so | do not know why. Maybe they just feel satisfied that it
has happened to someone else, not to them. But | - | am just unable now
to listen to any stories that even distantly remind me of my own. | don’t
read stories about accidents either.

- It’s nothing. Something just got into my eye.

- Well, what do you expect from life, then? Or is it a secret?

| finally coped with my feelings and thought again.

- To be honest, the only thing | want is to be able to choose the way |
live. After what has happened to our country and to other countries in
Eastern Europe, we have ‘no alternative.” We were deprived of that
choice: we were deprived of our own way of life. Not without our own
help, of course. Well, it's a long story... | just want to have the right to
live in accordance with my norms and values, raising children, passing on
the same values to them. Not to be afraid of people around me. Not to be
afraid of the future. To be reassured every day that not everything and
everyone is for sale and can be bought. But perhaps you don’t quite
understand what | mean?

- Well, why not? - Tadhg said. - Freedom of choice is a great deal! To
freedom of choice! - And he raised his plastic cup of mineral water.

The sun started to hide behind a cloud.

- Folks, let's get going; it is already 4 p.m. and we haven’t seen
anything yet! - Amandine shouted like a child at the zoo for the first time.
- | want to see that farm!

In the corner of the zoo there really was a mini-farm with domestic
animals. Amandine jumped up and ran off like a child. Tadhg and | packed
the blanket, rubbish and remnants of food.

- Pigs! Pigs! Look at the Irish Pigs! - Amandine suddenly shouted joyfully
with a charming French accent, so that the whole zoo could hear her. We
rushed to her shouting, looked into the paddock - and | almost sank to the
ground. Tadhg turned even redder than his hair. There were little lovely
ginger pigs running around the pen....

We parted as friends. | had a nice feeling after all the laughter,
simplicity and innocence that we felt today. Amandine hurried back to

Roscommon.
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- Don't work too hard! - Tadhg told me at parting. It is a favourite Irish
way of wishing someone to have a good day... - | can see your life is not
easy. If there is something | can help you with, just call me. - And he
pushed a piece of paper with his phone number into my hand.

....On Monday morning when | went for my interview with the
computer company, a Jamaican, who was a bit tipsy, came following me.
He wandered onto Grafton Street and loudly complained that the Irish
were racists and treated him poorly. My heart missed a beat. In the past |
just liked dark-skinned people, but since | had Lisa, all of them, especially
those from the Caribbean, became like family to me in a way. (They also
treated Lisa and me in the same way: if | walked along the street with
her, even strangers among them greeted us with a knowing smile - ‘We be
of one blood, ye and I!") And exactly like with Amandine the previous day,
| had an indiscretion to open up to that Dublin Rastafarian and told him
that | not only knew all the songs of Bob Marley by heart, but | was at a
Mutabaruka’s concert in Amsterdam. | also read a lot about Marcus
Garvey. And when in 1979 Michael Manley came with a visit to the USSR...

That’s when it all began!

- You re my sista! - the Jamaican shouted, seizing my hands. He was a
poet, just like Mutabaruka, and recited a couple of his poems to me off-
hand. Having met a kindred soul on the banks of Liffey, he began to pour
out all his grievances to me:

- Just look, sista, how they watch me! It's all because I'm black.

| looked around. Indeed, the passers-by were looking at him with
curiosity. Black people were rare in Dublin at that time, you could
probably count them on the fingers of one hand, and if a Black person was
a Rastafarian and drunk as well... How could you not be curious? No, |
don’t mean to say that all the Irish are free from racism. But if this
particular Jamaican was not drunk, they wouldn’t watch him as much as
they did.

There are a lot of racists here, but a different type than the Dutch:
more old-fashioned, open. Luckily | don’t look much different from the
Irish, but those who do, can tell you quite a different story. And | honestly
don’t know what is worse: when people are open racists, or when they
pretend to be tolerant, while at the same time they literally radiate
hatred for you, twice as strong since that they can’t express it openly?
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The Jamaican was talking enthusiastically about something else; then
we both sang a verse from the Redemption Song. People looked at us with
an ever more undisguised interest.

At first | thought that we were just walking in the same direction. After
ten minutes, however, | realized that the Jamaican was just tagging
along. It was not the best time for this. My interview started in a quarter
of an hour. But it was useless to try to explain it to a person who was not
very sober, no matter what nationality he was. | tried. It didn’t work.

- Sista, | am going with you! - and on he went.

| barely managed to get rid of him by giving him the first phone number
that came to my mind. | think it was actually Conor's number. | felt very
bad about it for a long time after that happened. Well, now he’d probably
say that | was a racist too...

After some time | met an Angolan in Dublin who spoke Russian: he had
studied in Minsk. People who bandy about the idea that Russia is full of
skinheads should have heard him! The Angolan recalled Belarusians and
Russians with so much warmth. ‘Your people are wonderful, responsive.
They may seem harsh, but once they get to know you better, you will be
their best friend. They will share their last thing with you.’ | heard the
same opinion from an Afghani refugee, who was travelling with me in a
bus to Wexford. Though, of course, they met Soviet people, not the ‘new
Russians.” | remembered a definition of friendship that | had read
somewhere in youth, based on the concepts that we seem to have in our
blood. ‘True friendship is when you can call a friend at 3 a.m. and ask him
to be at 6 a.m. at a distance of 100 kilometers away - and he won’t ask

’

why...” It takes your breath away when you remember that such
friendship had really existed, and there really were such friends! Because
now we have mainly the likes of Vampilov’s'® Silva, a character from

Elder Son: ‘You burn, if they’ve set you on fire, it’s none of my business.’

"3 Alexander Vampilov (1937- 1972) was a Soviet playwright. His play
‘Elder Son’ was first performed in 1969, and became a national success
two years later. Many of his plays have been filmed or televised. His four
full-length plays have been translated into English and ‘Duck Hunting’ has

been performed in London.
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...The Irish have their own version of the Dutch standard conversation
on the topic ‘Mag ik iets vragen?’ (‘May | ask you something?’) (see
above). But here it consists only of one question: when you say ‘I'm from
Russia’, a true Irishman is supposed to ask you: ‘What part of Russia are
you from?’ At first | just couldn’t understand why they were asking that:
most Irish, mille pardons, have rather poor knowledge of geography, so
that even if | told them the name of my city, it would not mean anything
to them. Later on people who knew better explained to me, that those
Irish, who were unaccustomed to foreigners, applied to them the same
question that they asked each other and Americans of Irish origin. In their
own country they quickly figure out what kind of a person you are,
depending on what Conway family you belong to: from Westport or from
Castlebar. You can even find mutual relatives: Ireland is an extremely
small country in this sense! And then there appears a subject to talk
about. Asking the same question to a foreigner with whom they don’t have
any relatives or even friends in common, is, of course, absurdity, and the
conversation fails to begin at this point. (‘I suggest changing the subject’,
as the unforgettable Charley’s Aunt Donna Lucia™
second nature, and the Irish persist in asking you that same question.

They can also ask you the same question at a job interview. ‘Om je op

said.) But custom is

je gemak te stellen’ (In order to make you feel comfortable). Also, Irish
interviewers love and appreciate a sense of humor. In Ireland, you can be
a little late for an interview; it is no big deal. After working in the same
sort of business for some time you know what questions you will be asked
at an interview - and, of course, you know what kind of response they
expect. An interview is one big glaring formality and hypocrisy, because
even if you know how to deal with customers, it doesn’t mean that you
will automatically handle them in this way once you get the job. It
reminds me of Lena, a girl from my student group, who somehow managed
to pass the entrance exam in French with an A grade. Then, during all the
four-year-long course of French at University, she barely managed to get a
Cinit.

"4 Heroine of Brendan Thomas’ play ‘Charley’s Aunt’ (Soviet film

version of it was called ‘Hello, | am your Aunty!’)
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An interview means that you should a) look good (I had a suit expressly
for this occasion: a sky-blue wool skirt that slightly exposed my knees, and
a beautiful soft sweater of the same colour), b) smile a lot (you can
practice for a couple of days in front of a mirror) and c) know how to
answer questions.

For the first part - ‘Why would you like to work at our company?’ - you
should read the information about the company on its website in advance
and shamelessly flatter the interviewer a lot. To the question ‘Why do you
think that you are suitable to work for us?’ - you should even more
shamelessly describe your real or imaginary merits. The last item is
especially difficult for a Soviet person: we were brought up in a society
where modesty is a virtue - people will notice your good qualities from
your deeds anyway, and words by themselves mean nothing. It sounds
right, but... Only after much suffering you learn that no one in the
capitalist world will ever give you a chance to show what you are capable
of, if you can’t ‘sell’ yourself. | finally learned to boast about myself: for
that | mentally shut my eyes and clenched teeth. For no one to notice that
you are doing it through your clenched teeth, a fake smile is strongly
recommended. After that the interview turns into a game of ping-pong:
you are thrown a question of how you would act in a particular situation,
and you, in turn, throw back to them an answer prepared in advance.

That’s all. The rest is technicalities. Usually you don’t need anything
else, and if the company really needs a worker, they will hire you. After a
little practice you learn to feel during the interview, whether it is going
smoothly or not. Living in Dublin, | registered with so many employment
agencies that somebody always called me with new offers. Sometimes |
went for interviews - | repent! - just for practice, without any serious
intention of changing jobs. ‘And should we live, there will be others!’.""

"5 From Pushkin’s poem ‘Stone Guest’
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When you get older, you begin to feel aversion for this process. You get
tired of participating in these stupid role-playing games. The rules of such
games presuppose that some man or woman, who probably knows less
than you, but is full of himself (or herself), sits in front of you and, feeling
that he or she has unlimited power, watches you like cattle at the market
(thank God, at least they don’t check your teeth!) and selects among you
the most ‘fit’, based only on what is written in your papers, how you are
dressed and what you say. ‘I wonder who the judges are!?’ - Chatsky
asked.”® They sit and watch you insolently, while you have to entertain
them, to figuratively crawl on your knees, trying to prove that you are so
wonderful. How does all this relate to the job? To professionalism? There
grows a feeling inside you, similar to what the hero Vladimir in the film
Kin-dza-dza felt: ‘You know what? You dance vyourself... Mister!”"”
Especially when you finally understand that any of the employees for
these companies is no more than an identification number, and whether
you are going to keep your job there or not is little dependent on your
effort and diligence. That for the Big Boss all of you are just bums in the
seats. So stop putting on an act!

"6 The author refers to the famous phrase by Chatsky - the hero of the
comedy in verse ‘Woe from Wit written by Aleksander Griboedov in 1825,
a satire upon Russian aristocratic society. The play is studied at schools
and it gave rise to numerous catch phrases in the Russian language. One of
them is ‘And who are the judges?’” where Chatsky denounces the high
society which dares to judge him.

"7 ‘Kin-dza-dza!” was a 1986 Soviet comedy-science fiction film
released by the Mosfilm studio and directed by Georgi Danelia. The film is
a dark and grotesque parody of human society and may be described as a

dystopia. It depicts a desert planet, depleted of its resources, home to an
impoverished dog-eat-dog society with extreme inequality and oppression.
It is a cult film, especially in post-Soviet countries, and its humorous

dialogue is frequently quoted.
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That day | had two interviews, and both went smoothly. | went out
confident that | would soon be offered at least one of these jobs. And |
actually had two offers - on the same day! | had to make a choice. One
job was permanent, with a huge discount for airline tickets as a bonus.
The other offered a one-year contract, with an opportunity of becoming
permanent after that, and paid slightly better than the first job, but most
importantly - it offered the possibility of getting good technical training in
the field of IT. I didn’t have to think long and phoned back the second
company.

Sonny was a computer geek. An obsessive computer network engineer,
a Novell certified one. He was one of those few people for whom it was a
genuine vocation. He really enjoyed not only playing on his computer late
at night, but disassembling and assembling it, he assembled computers
from individual parts he bought himself, and even soldered parts onto the
motherboard himself. If he faced a computer problem, he didn’t stop until
he found a solution. That's what distinguishes a real IT person from an
ordinary user like me: if | encounter a problem, | will try to solve it, but if
| can’t, | give up. Not only because of panic, but because I'm not really
that interested. But Sonny was interested! He played on the computer too
much as well: when | went to bed, he was still pounding the keyboard.
When | brought him breakfast on a Sunday morning, he was already sitting
in front of the monitor and swearing at me: ‘I lost this game because of
you! You broke up the session!” When our relationship was in crisis, he
would say demonstratively: ‘I'm going to shoot some Russians!’ - and
wheeled his virtual F-16.

But Sonny didn’t have any pedagogical ability. He couldn’t convey
everything he knew to others. He didn’t have the words. Several times he
tried to explain some computer trick to me, and each time it ended in
nothing. If | didn’t understand something the first time or, God forbid,
asked him a question, he flew into a temper, called me ‘stupid’ and
stopped explaining. Gradually | developed a hang-up about this: am |
really as stupid as he tries to convince me? So had it become a matter of
honour for me to learn all the things Sonny couldn’t teach me, so that |
would be able to speak with him on equal terms. However | don’t think
that we would ever talk again...
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| didn’t regret my decision. For the first three weeks my new company
sent us to a special course where we were taught all about computers,
starting from the very beginning. Our teacher, a cheerful blond
Englishman, didn’t call any of us names and explained the material so
lucidly that only a wooden pole wouldn’t understand it. The new company
was located at the other end of the city, in a chic coastal place with a
beautiful name - Dun Laoghaire. It was written in Irish on buses coming
there from the centre. (By the way, the peculiarities of the Irish
pronunciation and writing rules seemed to me much more difficult than
any IT.) From Dun Laoghaire ferries left for England and Wales. The
combination of the sea, harbour, nearby hills and almost tropical-looking
plants such as palms, despite the quite non-tropical cold, aroused festive
mood. It was pleasant to get out of the office for lunch and stroll along
the waterfront. Another pleasant thing at Dun Laoghaire was lots of small
charity shops that sold different interesting things, which had become
unnecessary to their former owners - for a song. Soon | had a whole
collection of colourful Scottish kilts.

My spirits were high. It was interested to learn all the new stuff, and
even taking up to 150 calls per day, as we did when we started working,
wasn’t frightening. | came home from work tired, but with a sense of
accomplishment. The only thing that clouded my new life was the
uncertainty about how to bring Lisa to Ireland and where to get her
medical treatment. That is, bringing Lisa technically wasn’t a problem,
she was a European citizen. But who would look after her in her condition,
with whom could she be left when | was working? | could only trust my
mother to do that. And that was where the trouble began.
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At that time there were so few immigrants in Ireland that, in fact, no
one knew exactly any laws and regulations on it, and whether there were
any at all. The Irish legislation on that subject dated from the pre-war
period and was absolutely unelaborated. In practice it summed up to ‘Do
as you wish, and that’s it.” There weren’t even lawyers specializing in
immigration legislation. Women from the Citizens Information Bureau,
whom | asked for advice, stared at me as if | had fallen from the moon.
They phoned somewhere, tried to find something out. The Department of
Foreign Affairs said it was not within their competence. The Department
of Justice said they didn’t consult on that issue. Then these good women,
who sincerely tried to help me, advised me to make an appointment with
a local member of Parliament, from the Labour Party, and so | did.

The Labour Party man appeared very friendly. He promised to make a
request about my question in Parliament. | must say that | had absolutely
no idea who was who on the Irish political scene. Before coming here |
have heard of only one Irish political party: Sinn Fein. | noticed that when
this name was mentioned, many people in Dublin twitched strangely. In
general, the attitude of the South to the North was incomprehensible to
me: it seemed natural that in any country people would dream of
restoring its territorial integrity and reunifying the nation, despite the
ensuing problems (as in Germany). But many southerners were not simply
afraid to go to the North: they spoke about it with some disgust: ‘We do
not want their problems over here!’, as if it was not part of Ireland. They
patently preferred Americans or Australians, with their mythical Irish
grandmothers, to the Northerners. | had also long been afraid to go to the
North: apprehensive of what my Dublin Irish colleagues had said. Though
since childhood | had known more about the North than about the South.
Thinking of the North, | usually pictured perpetually overcast sky, police,
explosions and even anti-tank ‘hedgehogs’, the likes of those we had in
the defence of Moscow in 1941.
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...Dublin spring was so beautiful, so mild, full of flowers, bathed in the
warm sun and velvety fresh greenness, that | anticipated the beginning of
summer with great impatience. But it never came. Summer just did not
arrive. The weather remained more or less the same as it was in spring.
And it was in May that | happened to meet the biggest rascal | had ever
met during my life in Dublin. He seemed to be a quiet, inoffensive kind of
guy, who wouldn’t hurt a fly: a widower called Caoimhin O’Connor from
Swords, the father of three daughters. Caoimhin was not a letter-writer.
He was of a more dangerous category: those who place personal
advertisements in newspapers. We met at a newspaper office, where |
came to place my ad (not a personal one, but about putting up a
typewriter and a fax machine for sale).

His wife had died from alcoholism, and, having got to know him a bit
better, | could well imagine why she started drinking.... such a man would
drive anyone to drink.

Caoimhin seemed to be good-natured and cheerful, a generous and
loving father (his girls were just wonderful, the youngest was a year older
than Lisa, the middle one was eleven and the eldest fourteen. | felt
terribly sorry for them). In a maudlin way, he told me how his wife had
left him, how badly her new partner had treated her (I cannot stand that
word, ‘partner’: to me it sounds like ‘partner in crime’), how she had
begun to drink more and more, how her liver had stopped working, how
she had been slowly dying, how they had been reconciled before her
death, how the middle girl had refused to say goodbye to her at the
hospital, because it was too much for her to watch her mother’s suffering,
etc., etc. | should have begun to suspect something dodgy already there
and then: sentimental people, as you know, are the most emotionally
cruel....
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It was not after a while that | realised that Caoimhin was a bore, and
meticulous one at that, with a nasty explosive temper. It was natural, if
somewhat earthly pragmatic, that Caoimhin in his situation hurried to find
a ‘mother for his children.” A man is not a woman, and with some
extremely rare exceptions, no man would devote his entire life to his
children, nobly remaining a bachelor. He immediately presented every
new female acquaintance to his daughters as their potential mother (one
can only imagine what the poor girls had endured!). As for me, | did not
fancy Caoimhin, was not going to be his daughters’ mother and did not
conceal it from him. But he liked me a lot and decided that he would
eventually change my mind. First, he hastened to assure me that he had
‘great connections at the top’ and would help me to get a visa for my
mother. And the fish nibbled at the hook... He even promised to help me
by lending some money for the tickets (I could not afford three tickets at
once with my wages) - with an installment plan to pay it back in six
months.

But when | had already prepared everything, took time off from work
and looked forward to going home for my mother and Lisa, he told me
that he had changed his mind. ‘Why should | help you, if we don’t have
any relationship?’. Yes, that’s literally what he said. | burst into tears of
impotence. At that moment Caoimhin conducted himself like that
Jamaican gangster from the movie Dancehall Queen: ‘When | make an
investment, | want to see returns!’” The only difference was that he was
even more repulsive. | gave him a slap and tried to show him the door. But
instead of leaving, as a decent man who had been given to understand
what the other party felt about him, he suddenly thrusted himself upon
me with a kiss. His kisses were wet and nasty, he felt like a toad. At the
same time he went on telling me that my daughter certainly missed me
very much, that she was waiting for me, that she would be upset if her
mother did not come for her, how he would be happy to help me, if | only
agreed to be his girlfriend... It still hurts to recall any of that now!

When he left, | went into hysterics. | felt physically dirty, in a way that
no shower could help. My God, what should | do? | needed someone to
speak to in order to calm down a bit, but there was nobody | could open
up to. One does not go with such a thing to a landlord or his wife. |
frantically paged through my address book and found the number that

Tadhg had left me....
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It was Sunday, but once he heard my voice (and | had not even told him
yet what exactly had happened: | could not force it out of myself), Tadhg
immediately said that he would come. ‘Let’s go for a boat ride, shall we?’
In half an hour his car stopped in front of my house. | went out to meet
him, with my face all swollen with tears to the point that it looked like I
had been bitten by a swarm of bees. | don’t remember with what words |
told him what had happened.

- What a bastard! - Tadhg exclaimed, clenching his fists. - He’ll get
what he deserves! But now let's go, I’ll take you to the Blessington Lakes,
my brother and | have our own boat there. We’ll row a bit; you need some
fresh air. If you just stay home, you will only get worse. Come on, you'll
see how great it is over there!

All the way we didn’t stop talking, not about what had happened, but
about something else. Anything else. About France, about Amandine
(finally convinced of Will Sharkey’s incorrigibility, that smart girl at last
left him), about Tadhg’s future exams, about my new job... | started to
calm down.

Blessington is not far from Dublin, about forty miles, but because of
Dublin roads traffic, it took more than an hour to get there. The lake at
Blessington is also called Poulaphouca Reservoir. It is hard to imagine that
there can be such a quiet pristine beautiful place hidden between the hills
and woods so close to a big city. Tadhg pulled out the chain to which his
boat was attached. The boat was painted red and looked like those, which
they had leased at the motor-boat station in my home town and on which
my grandfather and | used to go up and down the river in my early
childhood. He stretched out his hand to me and helped me to get on the
bench, then he took off his shoes, pulled his trousers up to his ankles and
went into the water to push the boat with me in it away from the shore.
He jumped into the boat as it was moving, showering me with water. He
turned out to be a good rower. We went around numerous small islands
from which flocks of ducks soared into the air. There were many different
coves and turns, and, oddly enough, even on Sunday in such beautiful
weather there was not a soul there. There were circles on the water
around the boat, from time to time we could see through the dark-
greenish thick water fish swimming near us.
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We reached the bridge over which cars were running, went under it and
turned back. Tadhg rowed and rowed on, pushing on the oars with his thin
but muscular freckled arms. The sun was dancing in his curly red hair. The
lake was quiet, sleepy, and very nice. And | felt my shock and pain
gradually recede into the background. Once again | was satisfied myself of
having made the right decision to come here: if there are such people as
Tadhg in this country, who need nothing from you and just help you when
they see that you feel bad. Without calculating if it fits into their agenda.
And without presenting you a cheque for the petrol used.

‘Thank you’, | said to him with all my heart when he drove me home.

‘Come on. There is nothing to thank me for. Everything will be fine’,
Tadhg answered.

...Soon | was home and had return tickets with me. Lisa had got better
in my absence, but not much. Mum had had her hair cut to make it easier
to comb; Lisa grew terribly thin and still didn’t say anything, all day long
she ran around the rooms like a spinning top and destroyed everything in
her way. Practically nothing was left of Mum's wallpaper, all the books
had to be hidden, the doors to the wardrobe had to be nailed. Only one
thing made me happy: that her mood seemed to be good. Lisa often
laughed loudly and boisterously. But she had epileptic fits even more
frequently now: she often fell on her face at the slightest unexpected
sound, and her forehead bled. We couldn’t even sneeze or cough in her
presence without telling her about it in advance. It even became a reflex
to warn her: ‘Mum / Grandma is going khe-khe/achoo’, we said it out loud
in public transport or public places, even when Lisa was not around. You
can imagine what a reaction it caused...

And then another blow came: my mother couldn’t get a visal
Previously, when | lived in the Netherlands, she and | travelled together to
Ireland at Easter, and she got a visa in the Hague without problems. A
young Irish girl named Nora who worked at the embassy in Moscow was
very compassionate and took my story to heart. She wanted to help us,
but the fact was that the Irish Embassy didn’t decide it itself: it came
within the purview of the Department of Justice. When | tried to phone
there, | was put through to a rather brazen and arrogant bureaucrat
named Mr. Casey. | tried to ask him at least the reason for the refusal.
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‘Our policy is not to explain the reasons!’ he told me in a very
‘democratic’ way. And then he went on the offensive, ‘Why did you come
to us?’

| gasped with indignation. Had he not heard of Article 39 of the
European Convention which guarantees the right of EU citizens to live and
work in any of its member countries? Or is the only thing they know about
the European Union is how to pump subsidies from it?

‘Because your economy needs people like me!’ | barked at him. And
only then | realized that he had not even looked at my documents and had
automatically decided that ‘The Eastern European invasion began’...

| don’t know what | would have done if that kind girl, Nora, hadn’t
helped us. She advised me to go to Ireland with Lisa and address the
above-mentioned friendly parliamentarian for help. ‘Our politicians all
know each other, and he might have some connections up there, in the
Department.’

Well then, but how was | going to work?

Nora immediately gave me the phone number of her friend Josephine
who, according to her, looked after children well, and often made some
money on the side doing it. She also spoke a bit of Russian: once they had
studied Russian together, but when Josephine visited the post-Perestroika
Russia, she didn’t like what she saw there and gave up her study. She
lived with her boyfriend - an IT geek, and tried one work after another.
She worked at a laundrette for some time, had a penchant for children
and arts, made appliqués and bouquets of dried flowers. In a nutshell, she
hadn’t found her place in life yet. And it would do her no harm to earn
some money in her situation. | looked at Nora again: she was a nice,
down-to-earth blonde girl, and | thought if her friend was a little like her,
perhaps | could trust her. The phone call to the Secretary of that Irish
Parliament Member confirmed that the situation was not hopeless - unlike
me, he knew well the reason for the refusal by the Department of Justice
to give Mum a visa: her passport would expire in some six months. Why
couldn’t that official have said this to us? Was it perhaps a state secret?
Mr. Casey had it on his conscience. My mother immediately applied for a
new passport, and | decided to follow Nora’s advice: it was as if | had
made up my mind to jump into a pool of cold water. However, | had to go
back: my annual leave would not last any longer.
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The thing that always amazes me, in a nice way, about the Irish is their
compassion on a human level, that goes beyond their official positions. |
cannot imagine an official in any other country who would display genuine
care about your destiny and display any human compassion. In Russia you
could find a compassionate civil servant, but only for an appropriate
bribe. In the Netherlands you won’t find one for all the tea in China: they
think in such a straight way and only within the instructions placed in
their hands. But the Irish seemed to live by the motto of Phileas Fogg
‘There is always a way to save the day.’'"® Sometimes even more
emphatically: ‘It’s impossible, but if you really want it, you can do it.’

My appearance with a child in a pushchair (and a one who had clearly
outgrown this pushchair) was an unpleasant surprise for my Dublin
landlords. Even though we didn’t bother them, and | did my best to
prevent Lisa from breaking anything in the house. My landlord had to
abandon just one more illusion: that | was a young, free and single
professional, who might want to sunbathe in the yard someday. And the
landlord's son, a hefty, overgrown teenager named Bill, who didn’t work
and didn’t study properly, preferring to run playfully about the house
after the screaming female housekeeper in the absence of his parents,
was unhappy that he had to take into account a sleeping child at night,
since he used to test his new drum set over my head about that time.
Hearing his exercise on the drums, Lisa woke up and began to sing along.
Since she couldn’t really sing properly, she made only one sound, similar
to that, which the Chatlans made in the film ‘Kin-dza-dza’: ‘Oui-i-i...” Bill
began to imitate her like a nursery school boy (I wonder what was wrong
with him mentally; normal people do not behave like that). Only the
landlady felt sorry for us in a womanly way. But ultimately she was not
the real boss, even in her own house. | realized that her husband just
would not renew my lease for the next year (the lease that | originally had
was for one year, and after that it had to be renewed every month).

"8 From the Australian cartoon ‘Around the world in 80 days’
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The situation was getting more and more desperate. Every morning |
woke up with Lisa at half-past five in the morning (she could not sleep
longer even if she wanted to: her brain damage had made her
hyperactive, and she jumped out of bed at the same time every day like a
steadfast tin soldier), put her in her pushchair and took her out for a
walk, in any weather, so that, God forbid, she wouldn’t wake Bill with her
‘Oui-i-i...".

By 8 a.m. Josephine came: a healthy country maiden, with a delicate
rosy-cheeked face, curly-haired and robust, and, oddly enough, very
feminine. She was simply cut out to work with children. Every day |
mentally thanked Nora and providence for the fact that they had sent me
Josephine. | don’t know what | would have done without her. She didn’t
have the slightest aversion for the sick girl: she sang to her, changed her
nappies and talked to her as if Lisa understood her. She even drew out her
old university books from somewhere and tried to talk to Lisa in Russian.
Josephine walked with Lisa, took her to the playground and entertained
her as much as she could. | left her the keys to the house and went to
work with a calm heart. The only thing that worried me was the financial
side of the issue. It was obvious that | wouldn’t be able to afford this long
term. Babysitting for a week cost a little more than my weekly rent. Of
course, Josephine’s work was worth it: not everyone would be able to
cope with Lisa in her condition, not to mention the fact that Josephine
had such infinite patience! But my budget was dealt a fatal blow. | almost
stopped eating and counted the days till my mother arrived.

To crown it all, Caocimhin came to my front door a couple of times and
rang the bell like crazy: | couldn’t disconnect the doorbell... After all this
| just had to go to the police. Blushing, | told an elderly Gardai (lIrish
policeman) that someone was harassing me, even though | had told him
long ago that | didn’t want to have anything to do with him. | was too
ashamed to tell him the whole truth. The sergeant listened to me with the
same sort of human compassion as Nora and promised to phone this fellow
at his home number and talk to him so that he would cease his pursuit. |
do not know whether the Gardai did it or not, but since then Caoimhin no
longer showed up.
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My mother came a month later (which seemed like an eternity to me),
and the first thing she said when she saw my home, which | was so proud
of, was: ‘My God, you're living in someone else's basement!’ She just
didn’t have the slightest idea what it meant to begin life in a new, strange
country where you have no one to rely on. Socialism ‘spoiled’ her so
much, that she really seemed to expect that | would set up my own house
here in six months and begin to teach at a university somewhere. After
all, our principle was ‘From each according to his abilities, to each
according to his work.’"" It was hard for her to understand that no one
might need your abilities. Her comments dealt a painful blow to my still
fragile self-confidence. | thought that | still had some things to be proud
of: within six months, | was able to find a good job (by the standards of
my salary) in a new country, and self-contained accommodation (which
was such a rarity here!), to master an entirely new profession, to adapt to
local life and, in the end, despite all obstacles, to bring both my mother
and daughter over there.... | just started to cope with the role of a
breadwinner, a family provider, the role usually taken in a Western family
by the husband or father, and | got used to my new related duties. Mum's
remarks called all my modest achievements in this area in question and
made me feel small and worthless.

But | tried so hard! Without leaving my workplace, using the Internet
and telephone, | tried to find where | could get medical treatment for Lisa
in Dublin, where she could undergo rehabilitation. My Irish acquaintances
praised their health care system to me. | called women whom | knew from
the Citizens Information Bureau for advice. That was how a social worker
called Patrick Doyle came into our lives.

"9 From each according to his ability, to each according to his need (or
needs) is a slogan introduced by Karl Marx in his 1875 Critique of the
Gotha Program. The phrase summarises the principles that, in a

communist society, every person should contribute to society to the best

of his or her ability and consume from society in proportion to his or her
needs. Here however the author refers to the different slogan: From each
according to his abilities, to each according to his work. It characterises
society during the transition to socialism, but preceding the final step to
communism. This essentially means that people are rewarded based on

the amount they contribute to the social product.
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He appeared on our doorstep suddenly: an elderly man with grey hair
and sharp features (later he told me that his ancestors were French
Huguenots who fled to Ireland). He looked very serious, and it took me a
while to figure out that he loved to crack jokes: Patrick used to do it with
a dead-pan face. With that kind of face he would talk when he was young,
lived in England and courted his future wife: he tried very hard to impress
her with his abilities during a football match. Buoyed by their victory,
flushing, he approached her after the final whistle, and she just asked him
why the spectators shouted ‘Come on, Shamrock™!’ and why he was
wearing socks of different colours...

Before | met Patrick, | generally had very little idea about who social
workers were, and what they were there for. He deeply and sincerely got
involved in our case. He took us to the clinic in Dun Laoghaire (supposedly
the best rehab in Ireland), where we were told that they didn’t take such
cases as Lisa’s. ‘If only she couldn’t walk!’” the doctor said almost
dreamily. (My God, what a ‘good’ wish, thankfully she could at least do
that!) But even after that Patrick didn’t give up and took us to the
children’'s hospital in Crumlin, the biggest and supposedly best one in
Dublin. The devastation there surprised me. Dilapidated walls, wet
ceilings, plaster hanging from the walls... Even in Yeltsin's Russia medical
institutions didn’t look that miserable. Also the doctors there were
completely indifferent to everything. The Irish doctors refused even to do
a CT scan: in Holland they had done it quickly (although, according to the
doctors, there were only two apparatuses for that purpose in the whole
country with a population of 15 million!). In Ireland they said it was too
expensive, there were no benefits from it, and we would have to be on
the waiting list a couple of years. Wonderful public health service indeed!

Then Patrick decided at least to find a school for Lisa, and he took us
to St. Michael’s House, a facility for children with disabilities... As soon as
we entered, children with various deformities rushed to hug and kiss us.
This picture was really not for the faint-hearted, but my mother somehow
disdained those children (‘Over my dead body will Lisa go to school
together with these morons!’). It just broke my heart when | looked at
them, and | stroked and kissed them without any squeamishness.

120 Shamrock is a symbol of Ireland
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In short, Patrick tried his best, but mostly to no avail. We found that
there was simply no place there to treat Lisa. The condition of the Irish
public health service was not at all so wonderful as my colleagues had
tried to convince me. In fact, an elementary visit to a GP with the flu
there would cost you around thirty pounds. A tooth filling cost about
ninety (my rent was seventy two pounds a week, Josephine‘s weekly
services were eighty). And doctors often turned out to be backwoodsmen:
for example, they did not know elementary things about herbal remedies,
which not only a doctor but every little old lady knows in our country.

The situation was aggravated by the fact that my mother disliked
Ireland a lot. Her complaint list, besides ‘your home is someone else’s
basement’ included:

A) Ireland has a ‘useless sea’: it is so cold you cannot swim in it; there
is nothing here ‘but rocks and flocks of mohair sheep’;

B) The Irish are twaddlers and thoughtless people, because their
children walk in the streets with bare knees in cold winter, for example;

B) The Irish drink a lot, and they have no other entertainment in life
except for pubs;

C) The Irish are racists, because one half-crazy granny in the street told
my mother something about Africa (my mother does not know English) and
pointed with her finger at Lisa;

D) In Ireland you drive on the left;

E) In Ireland it is impossible to find unsalted butter in the shops.

She also said that the Irish reminded her of the heroes of Andrei
Mironov’s song in ‘The Diamond Arm’'?':

‘Covered with the wild green,

absolutely all,

There’s a Bad Luck Island

in the South Sea Atoll.

21 ‘The Diamond Arm’ - is a 1968 Soviet comedy film made by Mosfilm

and first released in 1968. The film was directed by director Leonid Gaidai
and starred several famous Soviet actors, including Yuri Nikulin, Andrei

Mironov, Anatoli Papanov, Nonna Mordyukova and Svetlana Svetlichnaya.

The Diamond Arm has become a Russian cult film. It was also one of the
all-time leaders at the Soviet box office with over 76,700,000 theatre

admissions in the Soviet era.
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There’s a Bad Luck Island

in the South Sea Atoll,

Covered with the wild green,

absolutely all.

There lives unhappily

a poor savage tribe,

With a tender character,

but ugly outside...” and so on....

You know what? | agree with Karlsson: ‘If the only thing that annoys
someone is that he gets nutshells stuck in his shoe, he can consider
himself lucky!’

Every day | came home from work dead tired after a hundred and fifty
calls, and got served, together with a plate of potatoes, the next portion
of my mother's sneers at the Irish and her indignation at them.

| knew from personal experience how badly a person could feel in a
foreign country and therefore | tried to explain to my mother how to fight
those feelings to make life easier: it is in your own interest! You must
focus not on bad, but on good things (no matter how little of the good
there might be). In fact, remind yourself why you have actually come
here. Don’t get hung up on silly little things, only truly unforgivable things
shouldn’t be forgiven. And the main thing: if you are in a foreign country
temporarily, not forever, if the general situation oppresses you, you must
constantly remind yourself that this is not forever.
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In the first year in a new country everything surprises you, everything is
new to you, and everything seems interesting. In the second year all the
things that amazed you a year ago begin to be terribly annoying.
Everything seems to be wrong, you compare everything with what you are
used to. If it is your first experience of living abroad, most often you will
start to see your ‘own ways’ as the only proper way of doing things. In the
Netherlands | quickly stopped doing that. My creed was: I'm not saying
that ‘ours’ is the only acceptable way in the world, but with all respect to
the locals, | want to have the right to remain myself. More than that: it is
not us, but the West that nowadays globally behaves, as if its way of life,
rules and regulations are the only right ones for all the peoples on the
earth. It is the West that is imposing its will on us through all the
Pinochets, Duvaliers, Havels, Yeltsins '# (and if others do not accept it
with good grace, brings into play its bombs and tanks!). It is the West that
strips us of our own lifestyle and our uniqueness: that is exactly what
forces people out of their own country, as toothpaste from a tube. These
Western ‘missionaries’ from all NGOs try to teach us how to live in our
own country and how we should proceed with our elections.

You feel driven into a corner: you cannot live at home in accordance
with your own views and beliefs, but you have nowhere else in the world
to flee to. (Trying to fall on the hands of such countries as Cuba and
Korea, which were betrayed by your own country, would be simply
shameless; that’s why these countries do not count.) Solzhenitsyn,
Scharansky'
many-million people of our country at least had somewhere to flee to, if
they did not like the USSR!

and other representatives of a tiny minority among the

122 Dictators
23 Soviet dissidents
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Well, and then... either you get used to a new life and stop looking at
it with hostility (‘Why not manage to live somehow?’ Gogol's Zaporozhye
Cossacks used to say), or life here will be quite unbearable for you, as it
had become to me in ‘ons kleine kikkerlandje’ (‘our little frog-land’, as
the Dutch call their Holland with affection). And then it is time to pack
your suitcases again... But the fact is that my mother didn’t want to wait
for a year. She did not even want to try to tune herself to the local life so
that it would be easier for her: for some strange reason, she really loved
to revel in her own discontent. | tried to tell myself that my mother was
tired. That she needed to rest, to have fun, to get more sleep. | bought
her tickets for the famous Irish Riverdance; took Lisa out for a walk, but
nothing helped. | had the impression that my mother was intentionally
picking quarrels with me to relieve her own tension. After which she
would phone my grandmother at home (the poor woman was already over
80!) and upset her for a week by telling how badly | treated her: how
little money | gave her for shopping (no matter how much Mum gets, she
spends the whole sum the same day), how boring it was in Ireland (I took
them on a bus about the country every weekend, accumulating the debts
on my Dutch credit card, just in order to entertain them). For a couple of
months, my mother and Lisa toured the length and breadth of Ireland.
Lisa probably didn’t care, but she just liked travelling: the train, bus,
whatever. But Mum.... We visited the most beautiful corners of the island:
Kerry, Clare, Donegal, Wicklow, and nowhere was it interesting enough
for her. Like the wolf from the movie ‘Mama’"* -
Paris!’

‘No, this is definitely not

24 ‘Mama’ (English: ‘Rock'n'Roll Wolf’) is a musical film from 1976 and
is a Soviet-French-Romanian co-production. The movie was filmed

simultaneously in three different languages (Russian, Romanian and
English). The cast was dancers from Moscow Circus, Moscow Circus on Ice
and Bolshoi Ballet. In 1977 the movie won the ‘Silver Cup’ at Children's

Film Festival in Venice.
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It was getting harder and harder for me. | believe that the family
should help each other in difficult times, as my grandmother and
grandfather did, provide a reliable refuge for each other, and not try to
push a drowning person further under the water. Every day going back
home | felt like | was getting my head placed into an ice-hole again. My
mother acted as if she did not even remember that we had really come
there for Lisa's treatment. You may argue if the Irish are racists or not,
yet none of them had yet said to us what our own post-Perestroika woman
doctor said back home: ‘Actually it might be hereditary in her, all these
mulattoes and other mixed-blooded creatures have not been studied
sufficiently yet.’ Just like the childminder Froken Bok from the cartoons
about Karlsson, ‘Beware: the dog isn’t aseptic!’...

The stress at home began to affect my work. | held on: my statistics
(number of calls, their duration, etc.) were impeccable, but my fuse was
becoming shorter and shorter. My boss Claudette (a tanned blonde from
Wallonia, who came to the office dressed in black leather, on a Harley
Davidson; she didn’t speak Dutch, even though we were at the Benelux
department) examined my results of the previous week, hadn’t found any
cause for dissatisfaction, but nonetheless said with a hurt voice, even with
some jealousy, ‘And your score at that exam for maintenance was higher
than mine!’

Why she told me that | don’t know. If she hadn’t said it, | wouldn’t
have known it at all.

But since then | started to think that Claudette was picking on me at
every trifle.
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The joy of work left me. We, the temps, did the same work as the
permanent staff, but they were paid bonuses at the end of each quarter,
while our bonuses were taken by the employment agency, which set us up
at that company and was considered our employer. One day the agency
didn’t pay us on payday (yes, this happened not only in Yeltsin's Russia; it
was only in the USSR that something like that was impossible!). That day |
had to pay my weekly rent and | had a big row with the agency. The
matter was resolved in a purely Irish way, but in the Dutch form of
arrangement: | borrowed the required amount from one of my colleagues
until Monday (he didn’t work for the agency, that’s why he got his money
on time) in the presence of witnesses - he could have got a receipt from
me if he didn’t trust me! After a while | realized that the prospects of a
permanent contract after a year, with which we had been lured all that
time like rabbits with a carrot, were getting bleaker: the company began
to talk of reducing even the permanent staff. Many colleagues were
seriously talking about going back home to the Netherlands. | had nowhere
to return to, so it was time to start looking for a new job...

Meanwhile Mum was to extend her visa. We went to the office in
Harcourt Street, and it turned out that it could not be extended: Mum
would have to go back to Russia to do it! It was easy for them to say, but
what about Lisa? | had no more annual leave; | could no longer afford
Josephine. Life reached an impasse from which | could not find a way out.

Desperate, | called Josephine and told her what had happened.

- Oh, so how is my Lisa doing? - Josephine was glad to hear from me, as
if she was a family member. - Nora has just arrived in Dublin! She retired
from the embassy and is leaving for Greece in a few days. Look, let's
meet, the three of us, tomorrow night, how about that?
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The next evening after work | was waiting for them at the Pravda pub.
It had been just recently opened in Dublin. Strictly speaking, there was
nothing Soviet about it, save for a couple of pictures and posters on the
walls, some strange inscriptions in Russian, like quotes from Ostap
Bender'™: ‘The ice is broken, ladies and gentlemen of the jury! The
meeting continues!’ and signs, misleading the Irish visitors: which of the
toilets was men’s and which was women’s?.. What was that strange letter
- K7

‘Preevet'!” Nora exclaimed in Russian when she saw me. We ordered
some lemonade. Nora shared the news from Moscow. Then Josephine
shared her own news. She didn’t have much news: she found work at the
laundry again. ‘Joe treats me very well, and it’s so important to me!’ she
said about her boyfriend, looking as if she wouldn’t dare breathe without
his permission. | could not understand why that girl, so nice, so kind, so
talented (she showed me some of her art work), had such low self-
esteem. I'm no feminist, but since my divorce | have never regretted that
Sonny was no longer ‘treating me well.” I'm just independent, my own
person and not an attachment to someone.

| briefly told Nora and Josephine about my situation.

- 1 don’t know what to do now. To let them go back? But | don’t want to
live here without my child. You have no idea how hard | had to fight for
Lisa! | don’t need any of this without her. | realize that it is useless to tell
the officials all this. Am | asking too much from life? | just want my family
to be together... | have no energy left to start all over again. I’m not
Sisyphus. We haven’t even found a doctor for Lisa yet....

- And how did Lisa get ill? - Nora asked sympathetically.

25 Ostap Bender - is a fictional conman and antihero who first appeared

in the novel The Twelve Chairs written by the Soviet authors Ilya Ilf and

Yevgeni Petrov and released in January 1928. The novel was adapted to
film twice in the USSR: first in 1971 by Leonid Gaidai and then in 1976 by
Mark Zakharov, featuring Andrei Mironov as Bender.

26 Hello! (Russian)
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And | began to unburden my soul. | started my story in much detail,
unlike the brief version | had told Anita. All the memories that | had tried
so hard to drive into my subconscious backfired on me, the same way it
was with Amandine and Tadhg in the park for a short while. But this time
the memories rushed out in an unstoppable flow. | was surprised to realize
that for the first time | described it as if it had happened to someone else,
not to us. There were no more feelings left - all the tears had been cried
out. But Nora and Josephine were well impressed by my story even
without them.

- What was the name of that fellow in the Department of Justice to
whom you spoke?’ Josephine asked suddenly.

- Mr. Casey, why?’

- It’s nothing ... Tomorrow I'll try to talk to him.

- You? But you are not a solicitor, Josephine, not a lawyer...

- It doesn’t matter. I’ll try anyway.

- Thank you! - | said, touched, but with no hope of success. Good luck,
people here are not indifferent! It meant so much to me after living in a
country where ‘friends’ told you, ‘Sorry, we can’t help you, but don’t
forget to call us and tell us how it all has ended, will you?’...

...Josephine phoned me a week later. | didn’t know how she had done
it, didn’t know what she had said, but it turned out that all the week, she
had been calling that very minister Mr. Casey again and again and asked
him to extend my mother’s visa. And she had gained her end! Even though
she wasn’t a lawyer. That was the other side of the fact that the
legislation in Ireland wasn’t so detailed. | had no words to say! | didn’t
know how to express my gratitude.

‘Come on!’ Josephine said on the phone. ‘I don’t need anything, just
never mind. The main thing is to find a good doctor for Lisa.’

That week we went to Mr. Casey to renew Mum’s visa. He turned out to
be even more bombastic than | had thought. He spoke of himself as your
man Alain Delon, in the third person:

‘Who is here to see Mr. Casey?’
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We went in, and he chided us gently, in a paternal way (though he was
just slightly older than me), for not knowing the rules (which, it seemed,
no one really knew in his own department), then told me confidentially
how Josephine had been able to convince him. ‘Your friend is... well, very
insistent!’, he said with a gentle smile on his lips. Maybe they were
originally from the same village?

One way or another, but the unbelievable thing in the Irish practice
happened: Mum’s visa was extended for two months. During these two
months, though, nothing changed: we still didn’t find a doctor. Mum still
made her nightly anti-Irish rants. Once in the park near our house she met
some Russians: the defector, a former naval officer, whom | had
mentioned earlier, his wife and their little son, to whom they had given
birth in order to remain in Ireland (back then it still helped!): apparently
the secrets that he had betrayed were not enough to obtain a refugee
status. At the sound of the Russian speech (the officer and his wife were
speaking to their boy, and my mother - to Lisa), all the three of them
were very surprised. They fell into conversation. At first they found a
common ground in their views on the Irish. ‘They really are savages!’ - the
officer complained. ‘The notion of intelligentsia does not exist here.
People are very kind, sympathetic, but intellectually limited! Students in
our high school know more about European literature than their university
students, philologists, do. It’s hard to talk to them about anything!’

And it's true... For example, | brought Conor to the Irish Theatre for the
first time in his life. Theatres are surprisingly good in Ireland, in classic
style, similar to our dramatic art school (so much unlike the Dutch ones:
an experimental mare’s nest, with an almost mandatory ritual striptease
on the stage). Conor and | watched A Streetcar Named Desire. He clapped
so hard and loud at the end that his hands ached, and he came home
stunned. So what, one may ask, had prevented him from going there
before? That's right - he just hadn’t been accustomed to it.

However, as soon as they started talking about politics, Mum
discovered that she and the naval officer didn’t have common views. My
mother came home so angry that even the Irish began to seem nice to her.

‘I will never set foot in that park again!’, she said.

‘Why not? He is the one who should never set foot there if he does not
like it!’ | replied.
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‘| see that you don’t care at all how your mother feels, you’ve become
so very happy-go-lucky!’

And did my mother ever care about how | felt?..

In January we celebrated a sad enough New Year - | couldn’t reconcile
myself with the coming separation! - and then my mother took Lisa home.
| wept at the airport, and she said seriously:

‘You ought to be happy! Now you’ll be able to sleep enough, you can
live as you wish...’

‘No, | won’t live the way | wish, that’s the whole point...’

‘I don’t understand you. When you have some decent conditions for the
child, then you can invite us! Not to some strange basement...’

Did she want me to marry some elderly conman or something?

Another small miracle happened at our parting: the plane was delayed
by seven hours because of fog! And, as was possible only in Ireland (and
even there only before September 11), |, who had no ticket, was allowed
by airport workers to see my sick child off, to say goodbye to Lisa and my
mother inside. ‘Only quickly!’ | sat with them in the waiting area at the
gate and then even accompanied them to the plane.

‘Just promise me that you’ll try once more to find her a good doctor at
home!’

All the way back home | cried. The sympathetic Irish asked me what
they could do to help me and offered me their handkerchiefs. Oh, Mum,
Mum ... And | didn’t care what the Irish were like, as long as they had
such warm hearts! ...

Coming back from the airport, | saw a brand new car that my landlord
and his wife had just bought for their grown-up parasite Bill. It was parked
outside the house. It was the last straw. Why should | have to give my
hard-earned money to someone else when my own child had no decent
roof over her head there?

| had to do something. | had to change the situation. If | could not find
a proper shelter in Dublin, where | could easily live with a sick child, then
| had to go somewhere else. | couldn’t stand it there, not any more. But
where could | go? | didn’t know. And then the period of deep mourning
began...
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Chapter 4. ‘To listen to Bobby’s language
every day!’

‘She’s crazy like a fool

What about it, Daddy Cool?’

(From a popular song by Boney M)

‘Prokhorov hid himself in the dusk of the throbbing driver’s
cabin, calling to memory the image of that school photo. He
closed his eyes, then opened them again, trying to figure out
why over the car windscreen, on the glass and even on the clear
surface of the instrument panel of Stoletov’s tractor,
endearingly named ‘Stepanide’ by him, there were colour photos
and drawings from magazines representing Black men, Black men
and Black men again.... What could it mean? Why has for twenty
years the chap collected photos of... Black men?...These Black
men disturbed Prokhorov, as a whisper behind a thin wall.’
Please, answer, Andrei! Why did Yevgueni collect pictures of
Black men?

He has been cutting out pictures of Black men for a long time...
Probably in his third form he borrowed Uncle's Tom Cabin from
the library and cut it all up... The principal, the old librarian,
the blind director of studies Vikenty Alekseevich all came into
the classroom... Like you, they also asked: ‘Why did you do that,
Yevgueni Stoletov?’ Zhenya was silent ... ¢

(Vil Lipatov And All That’s about Him)'#

..My uncle Shurek had a huge influence on my personality (this would
be written in my official biography, if | had one). His name must be
pronounced with the accent on the ‘e’. Actually, his real name is just
Sasha, and in my early childhood | even called him ‘Uncle.’ But after a
while | stopped: after all, ‘Uncle’ is something so imposing, so grown-up,
so serious. And he - he was simply my best friend, which he remains up to
this day. ‘To me you are my mother, my father and my uncle!’, an African
proverb goes. In some African cultures an uncle - the brother of one’s
mother - plays a special role in the upbringing of a child. That was the
case with us, too.

Shurek was nineteen years old when | was born. By then Shurek had
already been wearing glasses. According to Mum’s firm belief, he was ‘our
grandmother's pet’ since childhood. (Why shouldn't he be, never causing

27 Vil Lipatov (1927-1979) - Soviet writer famous for his detective
stories ‘And All That’s about Him’ and ‘The Village Detective’.
-17
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any trouble, never coming home late from work, never drinking alcohol or
smoking?) He started his own family only at the age of 38. So you can
count for how many years we had been - | dare use this expression - the
most important people in each other's life. Even today he knows me
better than anybody else, including Mum.

Our friendship started so long ago that | don’t even remember when.
Shurek played with me, sang me lullabies and recorded my first childish
babble with his old Dnieper tape-recorder (which we nicknamed the
‘coffin with music’): ‘This is books, this is books, books are everything,
than-that-this!” Once | managed to snatch his favorite marshmallow and
eat it while he was chewing on it, talking at the same time, and was
distracted a little by something. Shurek remained sitting with his mouth
open. ‘Don’t talk when eating!’ - Grandfather laughed.

What | also adored was when in the evenings Shurek skipped with me
sitting on his back from the old electricity pole at the corner near our
house to the railway and back: to the railway - in a trot, back from there -
in a gallop. | preferred the gallop for sure!

It was Shurek who taught me to ride a bike and skate. | imagined
myself to be Irina Rodnina, and him to be first Alexei Ulanov, later
Alexandr Zaitsev'?®. It seems it was then that | stopped calling him
‘Uncle.’ In my early childhood Shurek’s former schoolmate often visited
him. He was a cheerful, curly-haired young man called Tolik. Shurek and
Tolik played chess all evening long on a bench in our backyard and
swapped tapes with Vysotsky's songs'”. Later Tolik got married, then his
son was born, and he gradually stopped visiting Shurek. This only
confirmed my negative thoughts on marriage: it destroys such fine things
as friendship!

128 Soviet ice skating World champions.
29 Vladimir Vysotsky (1938 -1980) was a popular Soviet singer,
songwriter, poet, and actor. Athough best known as a singer-songwriter,

he was also a talented stage and screen actor. His songs described the
war, realities of life and often challenged the common taste. In the film
industry he is most famous for his version of Hamlet and a role of a
courageous homicide detective Gleb Zheglov in the film ‘The Place of

Meeting Cannot Be Changed’.
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Sometimes we performed the acrobatic etude The Ram and the
Shepherd in front of my grandparents, to their encores: | hung down from
both sides of his neck - my head and feet. Sometimes Mum and Shurek
placed me in a big blanket, took it by both ends and, to my delight, began
to swing it.

In winter - even though he must have been tired after work - Shurek
took me on a sledge around our block. Sometimes we went together
downhill on my sledge - fast as wind! In the dark | imagined myself to be
the underground anti-fascist fighter Zina Portnova', escaping enemies
pursuit on a horse-drawn sleigh. Once in winter Shurek tried to ski
downhill with me on his neck, but this ended up with such a somersault
that | am still surprised that | didn’t even have time to get scared... We
made snowmen together, or watered our self-made ice hill. In summer we
had water-fights, spaying each other with water in the backyard from
home-made water pistols, or playing at home ‘throw-it-at-me’, as we
called pillow fights.

And | still remember how Shurek and Mum took me to the library on the
sledge, having placed me into a big bag! The library was both Shurek’s and
my most favorite place. There one could always find something very
interesting. The library was in the club called Hammer & Sickle, which
belonged to one of our factories. In summer there was a pioneer camp for
kids there, and sonorous cheerful children's voices rushed into the library
window. Of course, the library was free of charge; later it made my hair
stand on end to learn how expensive it was to be a reader in the
Netherlands!

Shurek was fascinated by science fiction, and Granny ‘hunted’ for each
new issue of ‘The Explorer’ magazine for him through all the newsstands
in town. Shurek had a bookcase full of science fiction, mine was in the

30 Zina Portnova (1926-1944) - was a Russian teenager, Soviet partisan
and Hero of the Soviet Union. In August 1943 she became a scout of the
partisan unit. In October 1943 Portnova joined Komsomol. Two months

later she was captured by the Germans. During Gestapo interogation in
the village of Goriany, she managed to grab the investgator's pistol from
the table, and shot him and two other Nazis. Recaptured while attempting
to escape, she was brutally tortured, and then executed in the Vitebsk

city jail.
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kitchen. Shurek was very zealously concerned about his collection and
trusted it to very few people. He entrusted it to me once | grew up a
little. To this day do | remember the fascinating stories of J. B. Priestley,
Isaac Asimov, the Strugatsky brothers™ and a number of other authors,
some of whose names | have unfortunately forgotten. | especially liked the
story called The Emerald, in which aliens changed the skin colour of our
terrestrial racists into bright green. Another story that | liked was This
Fragile, Fragile, Fragile World’"*?. | had no idea that one day | would find
myself living in that same sort of absurd world...

By the way, have you noticed that in American movies and books in
99.9 percent of cases aliens are malicious and hostile to people? They are
really eager to destroy our planet. In the Soviet science fiction literature
such kind of aliens would be an exception. Well, everyone creates artistic
images based on his own ideas on the world and people, don’t they? Or
maybe it is just because aliens have quickly understood whom they were
dealing with in America?...

When | grew up a little, we started to play badminton in the street in
front of our house. We didn’t follow the rules or use a grid. Our own rules
were the following: to keep the shuttlecock in air as long as possible.
Therefore we usually played on windless evenings. Both of us counted
each stroke of the racket, and in good weather we tried to go for the
record. Now | don’t even remember the exact number of strokes in our
‘world record’ (it was about 10,000). But when we were in good shape, we
were playing for half an hour, or even an hour without the shuttlecock
touching the ground: a few thousand strokes was considered the norm. We

31 Arkady (1925-1991) and Boris (born 1933) Strugatsky - are popular
Soviet science fiction writers who worked together. Their novel ‘Roadside
Picnic‘ (1977) was translated into English and was filmed by Andrei
Tarkovsky under the title ‘Stalker‘. The Strugatsky brothers were and still
are popular in their native country and many other countries, including
Poland, Hungary, Bulgaria, and Germany, where most of their works were
available in both East and West Germany. The brothers were Guests of
Honour at the 1987 World Science Fiction Convention, held in Brighton,
England.

32 The 1966 story by the Soviet writers B. Zubkov and E. Muslin where
the whole world consists of fragile, one-day use things. -
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cheered each other, and Shurek exclaimed like a real sport commentator
when one of us managed to get a pass from a very difficult position. We
proudly considered ourselves to be the world champions in this new kind
of sport that we had invented!

Should | also mention our photo practice? | got my first camera,
‘Smena’, for my twelfth birthday. First, we took pictures of the whole
neighbourhood. Then | posed in different Mum's dresses. After that we
copied pictures of our favourite pop groups and enlarged them. We even
managed to shoot images from TV (this was already not with the small
‘Smena’, but with a more professional ‘Zenith’, which | got on my
fifteenth birthday). The only thing I didn’t learn was how to develop film.
One had to do it in complete darkness, and | was too nervous to insert the
film into the tank without seeing. This pivotal operation was entrusted to
Shurek. On Saturdays we visited a special photographic supply store to get
some developer, fixer and photographic paper. My favourite one had a
pale-yellow shade. Soon we also got a photo dryer. All paper, film,
chemicals, an enlarger and other necessary things were produced in the
USSR and were of very high quality. Only the paper was sometimes
imported from the GDR. Even today | remember the unpalatable hydro-
sulphuric scent of the developer and the smell of my hands after a
printing session!

There were no conditions for developing and printing at our place: we
had no running water and a completely dark room. To do all that we went
to Tamarochka, who had got a condo apartment by that time. A printing
session always took hours, depending on the number of films. Sometimes
it took all night. First Shurek dived into the bathroom, whose door had a
blanket for complete darkness, just in case. If even one ray of light
penetrated into the bathroom, Shurek cried out in panic: ‘What are you
doing? Where is the light coming from? Now we will ruin the film, and that
will be it!” But it never happened. After developing and fastening the
film, it had to be dried: we hung it on a cord, on a clothespin, like linen.
While it was drying, Tamarochka made pancakes and treated us to them.
We p