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Prologue

*

The room is small and cramped. The walls are painted chalk white. A simple engraving of sunflowers in an aluminum frame hangs above a modest bed. I make the bed every day and add a white, crocheted bedspread. It’s the only thing I do. Nothing else. All day long, I sit on a chair by a window and stare at the bed. A white, crocheted bedspread. My grandmother had an almost identical one on her bed at home in the village of Trudoljubovka, where I lived all of my seventeen years. A white, crocheted bedspread with a simple pattern.

I remember how careful Grandma was with the bedspread. I was never allowed to sit on the bed, never get it dirty. Several times a day, Grandma would walk past the bed, straighten out some invisible creases on the bedspread and look at me reproachfully, as if I was the one who had to keep it in order. In the evenings, she removed the bedspread and placed it on a wooden chest next to the bed.

Grandma’s sheets were also white. She worked with cattle on a farm and always had grubby hands and feet when she came home from her cows. The yard was wet and muddy, especially when it rained. It was so dirty that my grandmother sometimes had to wash her work clothes in the middle of the week and bathe in the banya. Otherwise, she would always wash herself thoroughly at the kitchen sink before going to bed. It was important not to get the sheets dirty, nor the bedspread.

I think of the sheets I used in Sweden and feel my gag reflex rising, threatening to choke me. I close my eyes, put my hand to my throat and manage to suppress the spasms in my body. The sheets were stained, filthy and smelly. Oh, how I hated them. Again, I feel the nausea surging.

“Natasha, it would be good if you could let your feelings out and start talking,” said the female doctor who received me when the ambulance brought me to the hospital and who would now work on my rehabilitation.

In the first days of my stay in the hospital, she used to come and visit me without staying long and talking. Perhaps today she thought it was time to start a longer conversation. But I didn’t want to talk to her. Not to anyone else, either.

“If you want to cry, then cry,” the doctor continued, not caring that I didn’t want to talk to her.

I didn’t reply. I didn’t want to talk or cry. I wanted nothing. I just wanted to lie down, hide with the sheet over my head and close my eyes. But I couldn’t get into bed. As soon as I lay down in it in the evening, I was assaulted by the disgusting smell again. It is a mixture of urine, semen, sweat and my own blood that has haunted me since my year in hell.

The bed was left untouched for several days. I slept in the chair. The chair is comfortable and has a high back that tilts backwards. It’s positioned by the window, and I can sit in it all day. Sometimes I also sit there at night when I can’t sleep.

I still sleep on the ground. I put the blanket on the floor and wrap myself in it. In the crocheted, white bedspread, I can close my eyes and fall asleep. The bedspread smells of plain, unscented soap, just like the one Grandma used to wash her bedspread. She would grate a piece of the dark brown soap into a tin bucket of water, and then put it on the stove and boil both the sheets and the bedspread.

“Sheets must always be boiled to be clean,” my grandmother taught me.

“Why doesn’t my mom do that?” I asked her.

Grandma just sighed in response. Her daughter, my mother, worked in the nearby town of Krasnoje Selo as a clerk in a wine shop. She often came home late, drunk, and just threw herself on the bed to sleep, on top of a bedspread that was dirty and gray. Not white like Grandma’s.

“Natasha,” the doctor asked me yesterday, “do you really want to go back to Stockholm to testify at the trial? It will be very stressful for your psyche. Bear in mind that you only started sleeping reasonably well in the last few days. You may relapse, and it will take longer to recover.”

I didn’t reply. I didn’t understand how she could know if I slept well or badly. How could she know what hell I was carrying inside me? I sat quietly.

Maybe the doctor thought she had convinced me. She patted me on the head as if I were a little girl, and said, “Alright, then. I’ll tell them that you’ve changed your mind.”

“I haven’t,” I replied briefly.

“Natasha, sweetheart. Think carefully now…”

“I’m going.”

I got so tired that I couldn’t talk anymore. I closed my eyes and leaned back in my chair. I didn’t want to see the beautiful, well-groomed doctor trying to look her best. Clearly, she wanted to be attractive to her husband and certainly to other men as well. She wore a wedding ring on her right hand. It was new and shiny. Maybe she loved her husband and thought he loved her too. But he didn’t. Love was something women invented. It was a silly story for silly women. Like this doctor.

“Does your husband love you?” I inquired.

She cast me a serious look and answered simply, “Yes, he does.”

I giggled. She was stupid to think her husband loved her. For men, there was only sex – sex, and nothing else.

“If you intend to go and testify at the trial, you must be in good health.” She looked at me again, her perfectly applied makeup accentuating her eyes.

“I’m going. It doesn’t matter whether I’m healthy or not. I’m going anyway.”

“Then we’ll increase the medication,” the doctor replied, making a note in my file, which she had with her.

She was really well made up. Her eyes were framed with a soft gray shadow and dark gray eyeliner. A little blush on her cheeks and light lipstick on her lips. Not like us, who had to paint our lips bright red. How I hated her! She was stupid and naïve. She thought she could cure me with her pills.

“Can you cure hate with pills?” I asked her defiantly.

“No, you can’t,” she replied, feigning sensitivity. “But you can deal with hatred by reconciling with yourself – and by offering forgiveness.”

“I can never forgive them, do you hear me?” I shouted, or rather tried to shout. I didn’t have the strength to scream. I didn’t have the strength to talk anymore either. “Your husband is just like other men. I hate men, and I hate you too,” I spat.

She looked deep into my eyes and said softly, “It is good that you have started to react and get your feelings back. Before, you were just indifferent. That means you’re on the mend, Natasha. It might not be a bad idea to go to the trial after all.”

But now I wasn’t so sure. Having to meet Marat and look into those bestial eyes made me very afraid. His gaze always paralyzed me. I felt like a little mouse reluctantly throwing itself into the snake’s open mouth. Especially when he was yelling, “Hey, you dirty rat, come here!”

That’s how all this hell started. I still remember everything – the smells, the song they played on the radio, all the details… and then the humiliating voice: “Hey, you dirty rat, come here!”

Chapter One

***

It all started with my quest for a better life. If I hadn’t wished for it, if I had just lived like everyone else in our village, this wouldn’t have happened to me. I know that. But I didn’t want to live like my grandmother or, even worse, like my mother. Trudging around all day in filthy, muddy boots and shoveling cow manure like my grandmother, or standing in a shop, selling liquor to drunks, and then drinking myself after work like my mother… I didn’t want that. I wanted a better life.

I wasn’t sure at first what a better life meant to me, but I didn’t want to live a boring, meaningless life. I’d already decided that in first grade. I remember reading the opening line in Bukvar – the first textbook all children use to learn to read and write. “Learning is a light.” And then, “Ignorance is darkness.”

It was fun to read. When the letters, which were just different characters, could form words, it became interesting to know what was in the book. I came home after school and sat down to read. I finished the whole book in one day. I couldn’t stop until I turned the last page.

When Grandma came home from her cows, I asked her, “Why don’t you read, Grandma?”

We didn’t have a single book at home, and no newspapers either. We had a TV perched on narrow legs in a corner, covered with a crocheted cloth. Sometimes, mostly on Sundays, my mother would take off the cloth and press a green button. The device would hiss for a moment, and then from a small, bright dot in the center of the screen, an image would spread out. It was the transformation from darkness to light that I liked the most. When no one was home, I would sometimes press the green button several times, and then the red one. It would turn the light out, and that unattainable world would disappear. But neither my grandmother nor my mother let me play with the TV, so I didn’t do it very often.

We also had a radio at home. It was a small brown box covered with dusty yellow fabric on the front. That’s where the sound came from – the sound of beautiful male and female voices. But neither my grandmother nor my mother listened to the radio very often. Their lives were monotonous and boring. Both of them went to work early in the morning. Grandma would come home after a few hours to feed me breakfast, and then go back to her cows, only to come home again sometime in the afternoon and cook something to eat.

The food was as boring as Grandma’s life. Most of the time, it was potatoes and kefir, Russian yogurt. We only ate meat or chicken occasionally. Then, my grandmother used to fry potatoes to go with it – potatoes and onions. Fried potatoes with meat: that was my favorite food.

I didn’t realize that we didn’t have any books at home until I started school. In our small village, we had a primary school from grades one to four. Then, all the children went by bus to the nearest town, called Krasnoje Selo, where my mother worked. We also had a small library in our school that the teacher showed us on the first day. I had never seen so many books. A whole room full of books!

“Why do you need so many books?” I asked the teacher, a neighbor from the village.

“Books contain knowledge,” she replied.

“Have you read all these books?” I said, in surprise.

“Yes.” She smiled. “And many more. It’s fun to read.”

I understood what she meant when I read my Bukvar in a single day.

“Mom washed the window” was written on one page, under a picture of a gorgeous woman in a stunning gown, washing a window. I had never seen my mother in such a beautiful dress. Even when she dressed up to go to the movies, she didn’t wear a gown as beautiful as the one this woman wore when she washed windows. Maybe it was because the woman in the book could read; my grandmother and mother probably couldn’t.

So, when I asked my grandmother why she didn’t read books, she remained silent.

“Can you read, Grandma?” I prodded again.

She looked at me without saying a word, then walked over to the sink and started washing her big, gnarled hands. She soaped them up several times with the big brown bar of soap and rinsed them with cold water from the old sink.

We had no running water in the house. No toilet, either. We had outhouses next to the house and a small banya in the yard. Everyone in our village had a banya. Modern saunas cannot be compared to the Russian banya, which is fired with birchwood and where a birch venik, or flail, is used to beat your whole body. Then all the pores open up, and all the impurities and diseases leave the body. You feel so good after a banya.

Bathing in a banya is as enjoyable in summer as it is in winter. In the summer, you run out into the fresh air after a good flogging with the venik, your whole body burning with the heat, and you jump into a small river where the stream keeps the water cold, even on hot summer days. But it’s even nicer to bathe in a banya in winter. Then, when it’s really cold, you put on a coat, bring a towel, put your feet in old galoshes, and run to the warm banya. You open the door, and warm air hits your face. You take off your clothes in an antechamber, where there are veniks hanging on nails in the walls, take down one of the bundles of birch and go into the other room.

The banya experience depends a lot on the venik. Making a real one is a great art. Birch veniks should be of a reasonable size and retain their small green leaves even after two or three uses. The birch twigs should be snapped off in early spring when the leaves have come out and are no more than around an inch in size. Then, you hang the veniks from the ceiling in a well-ventilated room where it is not too bright. (Grandma used to hang them in the woodshed near the banya.) These steps ensure that the leaves stay in place after the venik has dried out and don’t fall off when you flog yourself with it. In the end, the dried veniks are hung in the antechamber of the banya and wait for their turn to be used.

It was only in the banya that Grandma could wash all the dirt off her hands. It got under her nails and in the deep wrinkles, making her hands look like they were wrapped in a dark spiderweb. She never got the dirt off with just regular soap. But when I asked my question about books, she seemed to want to scrub her big hands, weary from all the hard work, really clean.

I stood quietly and waited.

Grandma washed her hands, and then dried them thoroughly with a new towel, which she took from the chest of drawers in the kitchen. Then, she squatted and pulled out the bottom drawer.

I watched her without saying a word. She didn’t say anything either. She just sighed.

After a while, she dug out a booklet in an old, dark green binder with gold lettering on the cover, and I sounded out “maturity grade,” letter by letter.

“What does it mean?” I asked her.

“Grade means a certificate.”

“Is it a certificate of maturity, like cheese?”

“Yes,” sighed Grandma, caressing the green cover with her hand. “I was ready to start a new life then, but I didn’t succeed.”

“Can I look?”

I held out my hands to take the certificate, but my grandmother refused to give it to me.

“Go and wash your hands first,” she said in a stern voice. “Otherwise, it will get stained.”

I did exactly what my grandmother had done. I soaped my hands several times and rinsed them with cold water.

She gave me the little green booklet. I opened it and was amazed. There was Grandma’s name, written in ink, in calligraphic letters.

“M-a-r-i-a I-v-a-n-o-v-n-a B-e-l-i-k-o-v-a, born in 1940,” I read aloud. “It’s you, Grandma!”

“Yes, it is.”

“But what is it?”

“It’s my report card.” She sighed again.

I turned my gaze back to the booklet. In pre-printed text were the different subjects, and opposite them were handwritten grades. I continued reading aloud. “Russian Language: A. Literature: A. Algebra: A. Trigonometry: A.” These were followed by Physics, Organic Chemistry, Inorganic Chemistry, Geography and many other subjects that I could hardly fathom. Opposite each one was the letter “A.”

“Wow, Grandma, you could read! I mean, you can read.”

“I enjoyed reading.”

I saw a small tear run down her wrinkled cheek.

“Tell me, Grandma,” I begged. “Tell me about your school.”

“There isn’t much to tell. I was born a year before the war started, here, in the village. But we were evacuated to the Ural Mountains in 1942. I only remember that there was a lot of snow when we arrived. My father went to the front, and Mom – my mom – was left alone with us three children. I was the youngest. My father died in the war, so I don’t really remember him at all. But my mother returned to Trudoljubovka after the war and started working at the kolkhoz. The same kolkhoz where I work now.”

“Did you go to the same school as me?”

“No, the old school was small. It’s a farm shop now. Your school was built later, in the 1970s. Your mother went there.”

“But why don’t you read books if you can read? It’s so much fun to read!”

“Well, I read a lot at school – I got an A in Literature. I could sit in a library and read all day when I was a kid. But then, when I turned twelve, I started helping my mother on the farm. After graduating, I tried to continue my studies. I even went to Leningrad, but I didn’t get into college. So, I stayed and started working in construction. It was a tough job, but it was fun. Then I met your grandfather, and we went back to Trudoljubovka. It was impossible to get an apartment in those days. We started working on the farm together and eventually built a house. It was a beautiful house.”

“Is it the house we live in now?”

“No,” she said, and I saw how sad Grandma was. “It burned down. Your mother was little then. I managed to save her, but my husband burned inside, along with all the books we had.”

Grandma fell silent. I was quiet, too. I simply didn’t know what to say.

“After that, I didn’t read anymore,” my grandmother finally explained. “I never had the time. Your mother was young. It was a difficult time. I worked all the time to make ends meet –­ during the day at the kolkhoz, and then in our vegetable garden. We had to prepare properly for the winters and store potatoes, cabbages and other vegetables. After the fire, I lived with neighbors for a little while, but then an old lady who lived in this house died, and I could move in.”

I caressed my grandmother’s old hands with their cracked fingertips. I felt so sorry for her!

Thinking back on that time now, I would have preferred to have stayed in that godforsaken place, instead of ending up in Stockholm. Why did I strive for a better life, instead of continuing to live like my mother and grandmother?

After graduating from school, I went to Leningrad, just like my grandma. And just like her, I didn’t pass the entrance exams. Those tests were really a nightmare. Only one in ten passed them. Unfortunately, I was not one of the lucky few, but I probably took it harder than many others did. I had messed up my whole future, and I had no idea what to do next.

While I was taking the exams, I was allowed to live in a dormitory, but then I had to move out.

“With your looks, it can’t be difficult for you to find a man quickly,” said my roommate. “It’s better than going back and rotting in that dump you call Trudoljubovka.”

“I don’t think I can find the love of my life in one afternoon,” I replied jokingly.

“You’re really stupid. Who’s talking about love? I mean that you could quickly find a man to live with. What’s more, then you don’t have to work. With your long legs and big breasts, you can have all the men in the world.”

“I think I’ll try to find a job,” I protested, “as long as I can stay here a few more days, and you don’t tell the janitor.”

All day long, I ran around to different offices, trying to find a job, but it was difficult. A couple of times I got offers to work as a secretary, but the salary would not even cover a room at a boarding house.

“With your looks, the best thing to do would be to work in a strip club,” my roommate tried to convince me. She had been accepted at the university and was really happy.

“Not all beautiful people want to work in that industry.”

“Don’t pretend to be so innocent. For people like you, it’s easier to get ahead with your pretty legs than with your head.”

I didn’t reply.

Her jealousy became more unbearable with each passing day. I realized that it was time to either go home to Trudoljubovka or find a solution quickly. I didn’t stay at home that night but went out.

Where would I go?

I walked along the streets and thought. It was very beautiful in the city, big and grand. Life pulsed here. Cars whizzed by, and happy people sat around. Music could be heard from both cafés and bars, which were plentiful in the central part of the city. I would have to forget all this if I were to go back to Trudoljubovka.

What was there? A single long street paved with gravel, starting at the bus stop and ending at the courtyard? A small country store, where all the young people gathered in the evenings, listening to music on tape recorders, smoking and drinking? The beautiful birch trees that stood behind every house and could be used to make veniks for the banya?

I didn’t want to go back. I wanted to stay here, in this big, beautiful city, where I felt I would succeed. But in order to stay, I had to find somewhere to live. The insidious thought of finding a man went through my mind several times that evening. But where would I find him? I continued to wander around town, lost in thought.

Although it was late in the evening, it was still light, as it was the end of August. And it was deliciously warm. During the day, the sun had warmed up the buildings and cobblestones, which now gave off their accumulated heat again. I took off my shoes, so as not to damage the heels, held them in my hand and went barefoot. It was my only pair of shoes, and I didn’t want to ruin them.

“Excuse me.” I suddenly heard a warm, male voice. “Did you lose something?”

Until then, I hadn’t realized that I was walking with my head down, staring at the cobblestones, and had almost bumped into a man. I raised my eyes and looked at him. He was very attractive, in his forties, with silver-gray temples. His gray eyes looked up at me because he was slightly shorter than me. He was maybe somewhere between five foot four and five foot seven, but appeared a little taller, due to his slim, trim body. My heart started to beat faster.

I tilted my head and smiled. “No, I haven’t lost anything, but I am looking for someone.”

He immediately understood my invitation.

“Do you mind if I buy you a cup of coffee? There’s a café nearby.”

“Not at all,” I replied happily. “I’m actually a bit thirsty.”

He took me by the arm, and we walked around the block.

“Do you often walk barefoot back home, in the countryside?” Sergei asked, after introducing himself.

I felt the blood rushing to my face. I suddenly felt like a simple peasant girl next to this elegant man in a tight-fitting, white polo shirt and dark, shiny pants. Of course, my roommate had lied to me about my appearance, just to hurt me. I was just a country hick to him, with my big feet and big breasts. And of course, I was a far cry from elegant, in a simple floral summer dress that reached my knees.

I didn’t know what to say. I felt tears welling up.

Sergei stopped, turned to me and looked deep into my eyes.

“You don’t have to be ashamed of coming from the country,” he said in a quiet voice. “You are very beautiful.”

“I don’t want to go back to Trudoljubovka,” I sobbed like a little child.

“Which Trudoljubovka? Why would you go there?”

I struggled to hold back the tears and started crying again. Sergei took a handkerchief from his breast pocket and wiped my eyes.

“Put your shoes on, and we’ll go to a café.”

“Thank you.” With one last sob, I put on my shoes.

We went into a café in a basement. It was called “The Wandering Dog” and had been well known since the late 1800s, Sergei explained. This café was where Russian poets gathered during the Decadent movement. I was impressed by his knowledge.

It was dim inside, and a bit cool. I shivered at the unpleasant thought that I had fallen into an abyss, but I suppressed it and smiled at Sergei. He was probably a regular here, because the waiter came running up to him, greeting him warmly.

“Are you hungry?” Sergei asked.

Only now did I feel my stomach start to crave food. I hadn’t eaten all day, other than tea and a sandwich in a cheap café between visits to different companies. I swallowed, but tried to pretend I wasn’t hungry. What if he offered me food, and I had to pay for it with my body? I was shocked by the idea.

“I have no money,” I muttered.

Sergei probably noticed my hesitation. He laughed. “You little beauty, no one is going to make you pay. It’s my treat.”

I hesitated.

“I feel so alone today. I’ve made a good deal and thought I’d celebrate, but my girlfriend is gone, so I have no one to share the joy with. Stay and eat with me, please.” He took my hands in his and looked at me like a little puppy.

I smiled. “Okay, I am actually hungry.”

Sergei chose a table in a corner, under a painting of the stray dog that the café was named after. The waiter came over and gave us two menus. I opened mine and started reading. What delicious things! But the funny thing was that there were no prices listed.

“That one is for ladies,” Sergei explained, “so that you don’t feel guilty or let your choice depend on the price. You ladies shouldn’t choose what is cheapest, but what you like.”

It was a cryptic explanation, but I thought he meant that I was worth more than money to him. How could I have been so naïve?

Sergei ordered a bottle of red wine and two large steaks. I was so hungry that I devoured the huge piece of meat in a few minutes. Sergei sat and looked at me. He sipped his wine and seemed to be thinking about something.

“Are you thinking about your girlfriend?” I asked as I pushed away my empty plate. I even soaked up the sauce with a piece of bread and ate it with gusto.

“No, I’m thinking about you.”

“Why?”

“Have a glass of wine and tell me about yourself. You seem to have a real appetite for life.” He poured more wine into my glass, and then raised his. “Cheers to you!”

I smiled. “Cheers to you, too!”

The wine tasted good, but the warm feeling it gave me was even better. The intoxicating heat slowly spread through me, filling my whole body with longing. The desire for a better life. A craving for a man I could love and lean on. Yearning for a home of my own, with children and a husband.

“What should I tell you? You said yourself that I come from the country. That’s my whole story.”

“A person is more than just a name, although names can also say a lot.”

“Like what?”

“For example, you have someone in your family who is well educated.”

“How do you know that?”

“You don’t name a girl Natasha if you’re from the country, for example.”

“I didn’t think of that, but you’re right. My father wasn’t from the village.”

“And the village you come from isn’t far from St. Petersburg, either.”

“How do you know that?” I asked, with increasing astonishment.

“I was just guessing.” Sergei smiled. “But tell me more.”

“There’s nothing in my life to tell.”

‘“You are so shy.” Sergei laughed. “Every person is an individual and unique.”

“I’m not unique,” I protested, although I was very flattered by his words. “I live in a village called Trudoljubovka, which is a three-hour bus ride from St. Petersburg, yet it feels like we live at the end of the world.”

“What a beautiful name: Trudoljubovka! Are all the villagers as beautiful as you? In that case, I’ll go there today!”

I knew he was flirting with me, but I was happy anyway.

“No, my grandmother used to say that my father was a migratory bird and a Cossack. I got my chestnut hair and green eyes from him. Mom has normal blonde hair and colorless eyes.”

“So, maybe your mother is jealous of you?”

I knew he was joking. I sighed and wondered if I should tell him what it was like or not. But Sergei was so nice that I decided to tell him the truth.

“I think my mother drank away all her color. She looks like a gray mouse.”

“I’m sorry,” Sergei murmured.

“Oh,” I said as I drank the rest of the wine and Sergei filled my glass again, “there’s nothing to be sorry about. My grandmother raised me.”

“You have no other siblings?”

“No, Mom thought one was enough for her. And after she had me, she started drinking. She was unlucky in love, she used to complain to me, that made her not want to live with any man. But I think no one wants a woman who drinks.”

I suddenly realized that this was exactly what I was doing, and I felt ashamed.

“You’re blushing again.” Sergei gently stroked my cheek. “You shouldn’t be ashamed of your parents. Besides, you didn’t choose them, did you?”

“You’re right,” I conceded, taking another big gulp. “I’m not going to rot in Trudoljubovka, no matter how beautiful it sounds to you.”

“What are you going to do?”

“I’m going to conquer the world!”

“Oh dear!”

Sergei chuckled. I also started laughing. Everything suddenly felt so easy. I told him how I failed the college entrance exams, how disgusting and jealous my roommate was and how I was looking for a suitable job but couldn’t find one.

“I think I can help you,” Sergei said suddenly.

“You? With what?”

“Finding a job.”

“When?” I asked, feeling impatient.

“Not today.” Sergei smiled his charming smile. “It may take a few days.”

“What kind of job?”

“I think I have a contact who can help you find a job abroad, somewhere in the EU.”

“What? Really?”

I was so happy. I almost threw myself at him and gave him a big hug.

“You can thank me later, not now. We’ll get a taxi, and I’ll take you home.”

I hardly thought I could wait until the next evening, when we agreed to meet again.

That night, I dreamt that I was a butterfly flying from one flower to another, bathing in nectar. It was a wonderful, wonderful dream.
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