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‘Don’t worry about me. Write next about
the stubborn beauty of life throughout all
human idiocies.’
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In the olden times, in the old country of Latvia, a girl walks out of the city into the forest to gather mushrooms in a basket, like a child in a fairy tale.

Her name is Mina Mendel, just turned fourteen years old.

She’s on the brink of something but doesn’t know it. Folk tales begin when a person sets out on a journey; then a story is in the making, with a beginning, a middle and a satisfactory conclusion ending in a marriage and the defeat of all your enemies. Peace reigns, fortunes are restored, wrongs are righted. Granted, these tales of myth and legend generally concern young men embarking on heroic deeds and quests, but on this occasion it’s a curly-haired Jewish girl who picks up her basket, steps from the house and walks with purpose along the streets until the city runs out.

The rules of the forest are not those of the town. Primal creatures of pre-civilisation are supposed to live there – spirit animals, ancient beasts existing now only in folk-memory. At the very least, there are wolves. Weaving through the trees, spotting likely fungi, plucking the thick-capped stems from the damp earth shaded by the canopy of trees through which sunshine weakly glimmers, she hears in the distance the sound of voices singing. There is nothing eerie or other-worldly about the music, it is a harsh utterance from the human throat. It sounds to her like drinking songs, and the singers sound drunk.

Young girls are right to fear drunks, it can’t end well. Young Mina is not so innocent as to be ignorant of this basic truth. It is the responsibility of her father to protect his family from the evil eye which lies not only in supernatural forms but also in rowdy taverns and on the streets and in the form of anti-Semites riding on tooled-leather saddles borne forwards on a quartet of clanging metal hooves. She has heard of inebriation which turns men into animals, addles reason and causes them to lunge, fall, vomit. Drunks are ridiculous and contemptible, low, unclean. You can detect the stench of liquor coming off their faces, their clothes. What a drunkard could do has no limits, it is where the moral centre gives out, collapses into bestiality. Drunks wearing crucifixes are the very worst. Worse than actual wolves, they are never sated in their hunger for blood. And Christians are the natural predators of the Jews with no known predators themselves.

Now Mina recognises the trembling sensation of danger, alone without protection, stumbling over tree roots. They could violate and kill her and her body would be eaten by wild animals, only a collar bone, a hip bone, a thigh bone scattered on the mossy earth. There is every reason to be afraid, she thinks, they’ll have your guts. Oh! I will never see my mother and father again, and all for a basket of mushrooms. What was I even thinking? I could slap myself, I could turn my cheeks red with such a slap, and— But wait a minute, what are they singing?

There is a point at which you go forward or you turn back, you have to choose, you can’t stay rooted to the spot. If you did, time would freeze, history would end. So Mina Mendel steps towards them. The story begins.

The singing stopped. The world stopped. She could hear the wind in the trees, the boughs bending, the branches live with birdsong now the raucous clamour of their voices had died down. She felt a great tension. The air vibrating, or her own body trembling? Adolescent faces turned and stared at the young maiden advancing towards them with a steady uninterrupted step, they saw curves beginning in all the right places, clothed in a grey everyday woollen dress, a raspberry-coloured scarf tied around her hair. An ordinary girl of what they would call Semitic appearance – the lack of delicacy in her features, the lumpy nose, the crow-black hair and currant-coloured eyes.

The boys were all thinking different things as they watched her approaching. Some experienced a simple shaft of desire, others a more aesthetic appreciation for her healthy young features and flushed skin, the prelude to lust. For others it was simple curiosity, questions about who she was and what she was doing there and how one needed to keep up one’s guard against spies and agents of the police. One was reminded of his cousin who had died of diphtheria, inducing sad memories, and he made up his mind that his rowdy friends would not lay a hand upon her.

Looking at each other for confirmation and with some whispering and finally general agreement, the boys started to stamp their boots, smiling, gesturing in a friendly way, and the one with the dead cousin came forward and gently (for him), relieved her of her mushroom basket, took her hand and brought her into the middle of the crowd, where they asked her name and introduced themselves, and some added their ages. The youngest was seventeen, the oldest was twenty-three. After these awkward formalities were complete, they asked what she was doing in the forest, where she had come from, was she alone, did her parents know she was wandering through the trees by herself, was she not frightened, did she need a chaperone home to her front door? When they had the measure of her, were reassured that she was not a spy, just a harmless young girl, then they were willing to let her in on their secret, why they met in the forest. Not, like her, to collect fungi but to take refuge in the beauty of nature from a hostile society and to avoid being seen and overheard.

‘We are Bolsheviks!’ they explained. ‘We are agents of the coming revolution.’

What were they talking about? She hadn’t a clue, had never heard of Bolsheviks. She was the daughter of a flour merchant, a middleman. She lived in a good house and her mother had maids to help her with the running of everything. Mina went to school and learned basic mathematics, history, geography, but she had never been taught about revolution. Was it to do with the rising and setting of the sun? She tried to look wise, she nodded and smiled, as though she was familiar with these matters and Bolsheviks were not something you ate fresh from the oven with butter and a smear of honey, accompanied by a glass of tea.

Her basket rested under a tree, the boys raised their voices in an unfamiliar song but with a half-remembered melody she had once heard. The notes flew about above them, it was rousing and exciting. Then once again their voices dropped and they started talking.

After a few droning minutes of lectures on political science and contemporary Latvian history, one of the boys asked her to dance. Mina thought that would be fine; she got the picture that their minds were on higher things, reminding her of her studious brother Jossel at home to whom she would return to get to the bottom of this situation, for if he didn’t know from Bolsheviks, no one would. And dancing would shut them up with their labour and capital, and this and that she couldn’t remember a minute later. So she accepted the extended arms of a young man who took her by the waist and started to stamp and roar and twirl her around. She began to sweat patches under her arms, and her thighs were slippery with heat. Her tongue licked the perspiration from under her nose.

The sight of the young men, their joy and humour though they were outcasts and oddballs, struck a chord – a bronze clapper beating against a dinner gong. She breathed a new kind of oxygen, the potent chemical mix of freedom. Frei, frei! thought the girl who was a good Jewish daughter, destined to become a good Jewish wife and a good Jewish mother. Exultant under the trees, she felt something dislodge in her, the mechanism that was winding her down like a cheap clock to early marriage and a replica of her mother’s pale floury form. Because who wanted to be like her mother, that silent, sad, resentful lady who emitted no light of her own? Whatever weak radiance she had had was banked down long ago into some interiority that had no outward expression.

What animated Mina now was the sight of something so immensely different from rooms full of relatives breathing too hard, and the smell of fatty cooking, the fug of the shul – the sight of the men’s heads bent, praying, seen from the separation of the ladies’ gallery. Everything at home was enclosed, it was all inside. With her cloth-covered basket, her shawl, her headscarf, she might have resembled Little Red Riding Hood, and the boys wolves in sheep’s clothing, but here under the trees with the handsome young men with their stamping boots and wild eyes there was nobody around to tell her what to do. Which meant anything could happen. That was really the point. All the doors of possibility were open to her at a time when there was no possibility at all but to live the way your mother lived and her mother before her and so on until back into the dawn of history. There were no female prophets in the Bible and the only women who did anything interesting were queens. Take Queen Esther, for example, who married into the Persian royal family and stopped the persecution of her people stone dead with her clever stunts. But mostly it was mother of mother of mother of mother of wife of wife of wife of …

She passed a couple of hours in the forest, dancing and singing and talking. Was she a bourgeois or a worker? they asked. Was she on the side of capital or labour? These questions required her to consider her father and his flour business and the extent to which he was an exploiter of others. Did her mother exploit the young maids? Should they be sent home to their villages and the children make their own beds? But then what was to become of those two meek, hardworking girls? Should they starve for want of work? These naïve questions were dealt with firmly but with good humour. The maids would be given labour more dignified than picking up the dirty linen of the bourgeoisie, they would be sent to work in factories to produce useful commodities for the benefit of all mankind. They would take part in the great electrification of the country, no more filthy gas or tallow candles. This seemed to Mina fair enough, the camaraderie of the factory floor, everyone in it together, no bowing and scraping to your betters. Bread would be made in vast industrialised plants, millions of loaves every day feeding the people. What a nice dream, she thought. There had to be something in it. Ideas, she would say to herself as she lay in bed that night. I never knew.

The boys were trying as best they could to behave like young gentlemen, to argue with reason not threats because they were hoping she would come back a second time. Mina was not a great beauty but at fourteen she was pleasantly attractive, with abundant coarse black curly hair. She was sturdily built with a tight neat waist and broad hips. She had an open, smiling, affectionate face and even as a suckling baby her aunt had looked at her and said, ‘That one is full of mischief!’ Dancing under the trees, her forehead gleaming with perspiration, a sweat moustache glowing above her upper lip, she seemed slippery and sensual. They felt a great tug inside their trousers. Their underwear, worn by those who could afford such luxurious garments, was getting tight.

At last Mina pulled away from the dancers and ran home, excited and out of breath and feeling guilty about what she had done and wondering if she had had a lucky escape not to have been mauled by their male hands or if they were genuinely welcoming her to their secret fraternity. What she knew was that she had had fun. She felt drawn to these muscular figures who seemed to have access to a code, a cryptology which unlocked the door into another life. She didn’t understand much of what they said, but oy, how they said it!
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When she got back from the forest, having forgotten her basket, which lay upturned and abandoned under a tree, the very idea of mushrooms having been discarded during the first dance, she waited until her brother Jossel was available. Jossel was the intellectual of the family, the oldest of the five living brothers and sisters. It was with him that one discussed affairs that were of no concern to the diurnal round of floor-mopping and baking. The house was of a good size, but crowded with people – parents, brothers and sisters, servants. Particularly the devil Itzik who was sixteen and a menace. Who liked to overhear and who lifted bags of flour with his bare hands, up and down, up and down – what for? To build up his runtish strength. A sly, cagey boy, known in the family as trouble. Who Mina and Jossel were indifferent to, as if he were not flesh of their flesh, blood of their blood. ‘He is not one of ours,’ Jossel said. ‘The bad spirits brought him to this house.’

There was a four-year gap between Jossel and Itzik. A missing place at the table, a boy whose name was never mentioned. A sudden high fever had come in the night, a stiff neck, a headache. The next day he lay like a marble statue in the bed he shared with his older brother. Jossel always felt there was absence from his right side, a buttress between himself and the wall. But he was too young to be able to remember his brother’s name. They brought him another brother, Itzik, who squirmed red and screaming in his mother’s arms, angry, Jossel would think, at having to be a replacement, angry for having to be born at all. His birth had been awkward, something had gone wrong, the doctor sent for. But he was saved, he had rat’s eyes in a human face. He seemed to have difficulty blinking.

Next, Mina, then Rivka. The pretty one, the dainty girl, the feminine spirit. A dark braid of shining hair standing crying at the top of the high house because her dolly had fallen and was lying wrecked and smashed on the tiles below and Jossel saying, ‘I’ll go and get it, don’t worry, she’ll be fine.’ But the doll’s mouth and nose were caved in and Rivka let out a wail of anguish, and tears came into her eyes, so Jossel took her to buy a new one. She chose one with yellow hair and a blue ribbon, like the sun and sky. A perfect innocence.

Jossel never told anyone he loved Rivka the most. He would have called his own daughter after her but it was bad luck to name a child after a living relative. And Rivka was still living when his daughter Bernice was born. Rivka was a darling; if she’d gone into motion pictures she would have become the world’s sweetheart. When her braid was unplaited her hair hung loose in shining curls unlike Mina’s coarse wiry mop. The death of her dolly was the greatest tragedy of her childish life and the purchase of a new one proved that reincarnation was possible, the spirit of the old dolly had entered into the new. She told Jossel this crossing the street. ‘You have a mystical nature,’ he replied.

How could she be so unlike her terrible brother? She was the shining star of the Mendel family, the bright filament lighting the way into the future.

Last, of six live births and two miscarriages coming from the womb of Dora Mendel, was Solly, the baby, the little boy aged five, sturdy, boisterous, as boys should be, confronting the world with the repeated question why? Why is the moon in the sky? (‘Moon, go away!’) Why is flour white? Why does Poppa have hairs on his face and mine is smooth like Momma? Why do horses have four legs and people have just two? Why do cats and dogs have no hands? And, unanswerable, why are there corners?

Jossel and Mina were unamused by Solly and his incessant chatter; if they had lived then in the age of volume knobs they would have mimed switching him off. He got underfoot, they tripped over him, he came careering round corners at high speed making whoops. He had learned curses overheard in the street. Jossel, remembering them all in later life, said, ‘Rivka was the beauty, Itzik was the beast, Solly was a happy-go-lucky kid with all the time in the world to grow up and be a prince among men, or if not a prince, a macher, a big shot. The kind of person who makes things happen. A smart arse. I don’t know why, he was just born that way. It was always in his nature to get into trouble; he couldn’t keep his mouth shut but he could make people laugh. Itzik, the little shit, was the opposite. He collected other people’s words and stored them for future use. He harvested opinions, thoughts carelessly expressed, bad jokes, insensitive remarks, hidden feelings that found a way out into the atmosphere. I’m not doing him down, I’m not trying to be negative about a lost soul, he couldn’t help himself, he never had a choice, stuck in that squat little body. I’d have wished him every chance of happiness except for what he did to us.’

To have a private conversation one must accept interruption. Jossel and Mina sat on the stairs and Itzik hung over the banisters and tried to overhear. Rivka plonked herself down on Mina’s knee and was told to go and play with her dollies. Their father was somewhere else in the house, not in earshot, their mother was lying down, feeling unwell, pregnant again probably, Mina thought, with contempt in her heart, and no awe that with her body this person was able to make another human being out of her own flesh.

On the stairs Mina laid out the events of that afternoon in a rush of words, giggles and questions. Jossel said, never mind electrification of industry, did they lay a hand on you? She said, yes, but definitely not the way he was thinking, he shouldn’t worry about that, it was just an arm round her waist, all they did was dance and sing. She would swear on their father’s life that this was true.

He had not expected to hear about Bolsheviks. His sister reminded him of a kitten, one that sometimes found a patch of catnip and could go a bit wild for a short time.

‘What was it that attracted you to them?’ he said.

‘It was just the singing and the dancing. But that kind of thing happens at a wedding, not out in the open air.’

‘Were they good singers?’

‘Meh. They were no chazans. Not all of them could hold a tune. Strong voices though. Very loud.’

‘Manly?’

‘That too.’

Mina thought of the reddish hair on the arms of one boy, and the rough white skin beneath it, and his fingers pressed into the small of her back. Another had white-blond hair like … She tried to think of a metaphor and only came up with a field of wheat under a noonday sun. (She was no poet, she did not have that originality of mind. Her soul arched towards the light but could not describe it.)

‘Did you join in?’

‘With the chorus of some of them, yes. The words weren’t hard to remember, very repetitive.’

‘What else happened?’ Jossel continued to speak, slowly and clearly, controlling himself, with no current of feeling in his voice. One sentence followed the next like candlewax dripping onto a saucer. Best not to get overexcited too soon. There would be time to fly into a rage and threaten to run out into the forest with a gun and shoot them all dead. Not that he wished this on himself, but he’d feel like he had an obligation and that would land him in a predicament. He wasn’t by nature a warrior, actual guns gave him the creeps. He was by definition a man who was no use with his fists: soft, white-skinned, a dreamer, all words, plenty of words.

‘Well, you know, we talked a little, as well as the dancing and singing.’

‘And what did you discuss?’

‘The situation.’

‘What situation? What do you mean?’

‘Mankind is in chains?’ she said with a questioning inflection.

‘Oh yes. Of course we are. Let me explain something to you, Mina, my dear little sister.’

‘Okay, I’m listening.’ She smiled; Jossel really did know everything. He had read books his father said he had no business reading, for everything you needed to know had been written down already in the Torah and the Talmud. It was all there, the answer to every ethical question you had. You might not like the answer, but that was what the answer was. Take it or leave it? Jossel had said to him, smiling. No, you take it. Whomsoever leaves it is damned.

Now Jossel told his sister to imagine that he was holding in his hand a glass.

‘Watch my hand, see what I’m doing? The glass is full of water or something – tea, coffee, it doesn’t matter. Now I am turning it upside down, now this glass is empty. What do you see? Not in the glass, but where I emptied it. Here.’ He pointed to his trousers.

‘A mess. You’re all wet.’

They laughed.

‘I know! Maybe I peed myself. Embarrassing. But listen, some people like a mess, they don’t care. They enjoy blowing things up – what happens when you start again with nothing? That’s what interests them, disruptive people who are attracted to chaos. Like our father, as it happens, he just doesn’t go about it in the same way. You might have heard him say he’d take a gun and shoot the tsar and who wouldn’t want to clap your hands, and whoosh, he’s gone in a puff of smoke, like a magic trick, him and the whole parasitic family? These boys in the forest you met – of course, they’re more sophisticated, they have good intentions, they believe lofty, clever, complicated things, that it is possible to expel human unhappiness for ever, everything the same, no more injustice. For them reality is something you reorganise to suit your ends but these are not ideas.’

‘So what are ideas?’

Like many inquisitive, open-minded young Jewish men, Jossel had been studying the philosopher Spinoza. He wanted to discuss with Mina defective reasoning, the inadequate conception of reality and the unity of all that exists. He was trying to penetrate the deep heart of what life means. What is God? How do we prove this ‘being’ is not just an extension of our thoughts? Where do ideas come from? Are they innate in the human mind or implanted by a divine force? Are human rights a human creation or do they exist in nature? These were his musings when he was handling his father’s paperwork, for his role in the family flour business was to be in charge of the accounts, to keep the ledgers straight and to issue and pay bills. But how do you explain any of this to a fourteen-year-old girl who doesn’t read at all and who is just a mass of feelings and sensations and an affectionate, optimistic nature, who is going to be moulded into a reproduction of her mother, a machine for propagating the human race? Which he did not question as an inevitable outcome, he was not that modern.

Jossel could have inducted his sister into his world that evening. He could have inspired in her a thirst for learning, but what would have been the point? Education was not for little girls. Instead his thoughts uncharacteristically turned to practicalities: that he needed to get her away from whoever she had met in the forest. Maybe she was right, and they were nice enough boys who meant no harm, but more likely they were trouble every other way you looked at it. He could not forbid her to go, he didn’t have that authority over her. He could tell their father but he knew where that would wind up. The old man would panic, he would take matters into his own hands and make a rash decision to the benefit of nobody. He would be driven by shame and family honour, he would sacrifice a lively young girl to the shadchan, and his high-jinks sister would be married off in a month to some hastily selected old widower with hairs in his nostrils who would oppress and destroy her spirit. She would wither inside and become a discontented, bitter shadow of herself. He could feel himself withering at the idea of it, his senses alive to all the possibilities of being permanently thwarted in your spirit. Cautiously he tried to find out the lie of the land.

‘And so are you going to go back and dance another day?’

Mina had already accepted without question her brother’s critique of the Bolsheviks because it was the kind of thing he knew about and understood, these clouds of reason and unreason which were the preserve and privilege of men. The forest boys hated the tsar – a familiar impulse, everyone did – so what could be the harm in them? She had listened as they talked about the injustice of the exploitation of the industrial proletariat and peasantry. She had nodded. The words floated past her like smoke. If she returned to the forest she would not be drawn by the magnet of Leninist ideology but that didn’t mean she wouldn’t go. Because what was attractive to her about the boys was the simple impulse of excitement, of, as she thought of it, ‘something different from flour’.

‘I wouldn’t tell anyone if I was,’ she replied. He looked at her. So she was going to go back, he could see it in her face, that pert smile. She winked.

Before she went to sleep, she relived the afternoon in the forest, the light coming at angles through the branches of the trees, some of the young men handsome, others with faces like the pendular udders of cows, but all of them benign, more or less, some coarse jokes but nothing else. She felt that no harm would come to her if she returned: if she wanted to; if she had the opportunity; if it was not raining; if the trees would give shelter if it was; if there were still mushrooms to be picked; if she could get away without anyone noticing her, particularly Itzik, who would spill the beans if it was to his advantage; if her second-best dress was clean, not the old grey gown she had had on today.

In his own bed, Jossel was applying logic to the story his sister had told him. The girl was an adorable dope and there was no way this situation wouldn’t end badly for any number of reasons. There was an outside chance that something would click inside her, she’d start to take an interest, they would win her over to their cause and she would be swept up in the revolutionary times, get arrested sooner or later, rot in gaol for the infantile notion that the world could be improved upon, that man’s nature could be remoulded. At some point, dying on a filthy rat-infested straw pallet somewhere, she would realise she had been duped, that nothing was going to come of this nothing. Waste, all waste, and for what? But before it even got to that would be their betrayal of her. Having lured her into their company with politics they would take advantage of her, rape her, and not just one of them, but a pack of filthy beasts baying for her hymen’s blood, each taking their turn on her still childish body. Corruption on corruption. The worst could happen, she would be pregnant, cast out into the world alone. The least bad scenario was the most likely, that sooner or later the little blabbermouth would tell someone, and when she did, their father would hear of it and before any more harm could be done, her honour still un-besmirched, she would be married off. There was no shortage of nostril-hair widowers who would take on a nubile young girl from a good family.

Their mother had once let slip a thought. Her, a woman he believed had no thoughts.

‘Men are the cause of all misery, Jossel. Men boast they love their mothers, a mother indulges her children, she gives them everything, she gives them life itself, no wonder they love her – but not so much boasting about how much they love their wives.’

He had been startled by this admission, made while she was supervising the pegging out of the washing on a windy day, as if she thought her words would be blown away into the harbour and borne out to sea. He had not forgotten them.

He recognised with a thump of disappointment that there was nothing in Spinoza that would help him here. It seemed to him that Mina was hemmed in by this single chance meeting in the forest, all routes out of there took her to a different undesirable fate.

He didn’t even like mushrooms and she wasn’t so keen on them either, she just enjoyed the act of foraging; she liked the mossy paths, the rustle of leaves, the birds and other manifestations of the natural world he had no personal interest in.

Take himself, born to slave in his father’s grain business, to add up and deduct figures, make calculations, measure out his life in motes of flour dancing in sunbeams. Was there another way? A route out for him?

He found himself very troubled, and scratched his head and scratched his arse, and tried resorting to pornographic thoughts of bosoms possessed by demons to drive out his anxiety, and so he managed eventually to get off to sleep.

In his own bed, Itzik thought over all he had overheard while creeping behind the banisters. It was pure gold. He had never had better information since he learned of the pull of the moon on the strange internal workings of women’s bodies when he had seen his mother wash out a bloody cloth in the basin. He had thought, at first, she was dying, that this silent woman would go where his absent brother had gone, to the other side of the sun, its shadowed darkness, but eventually he had found out the terrible truth. Under the influence of the moon it happened every month, stopped, started again. When Rivka’s doll was smashed and large tears gathered in her eyes, he had said to her, ‘Do you want to know a secret?’

Thinking it was something nice, a spoon of something sugary, she managed a smile. ‘Yes!’

‘And it will happen to you one day. But not to me. Boys aren’t cursed that way.’

Now he knew something else. He had a treasure, riches, more than the tsar himself had.

The house grew quieter, then louder, as internal dialogue was replaced by snoring. The rafters shifted, creaked. The moon was on the city. In the harbour the ships and their crews and passengers lay waiting restlessly on the Baltic swell.


ops/images/9780349014074.jpg





