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IToamopol KomHamol
In a Room and a Half



The room and a half (if such a space unit makes
any sense in English) in which the three of us
lived had a parquet floor, and my mother strongly
objected to the men in her family, me in particu-
lar, walking around with our socks on. She insist-
ed on us wearing shoes or slippers at all times.
Admonishing me about this matter, she would
evoke an old Russian superstition; it is an ill omen,
she would say, it may bode a death in the family.

Of course, it might be that she simply re-
garded this habit as uncivilized, as plain bad
manners. Men’s feet smell, and that was the pre-
deodorant era. Yet I thought that, indeed, one
could easily slip and fall on a polished parquet,
especially if one wore woolen socks. And that
it one were old and frail, the consequences
could be disastrous. The parquet’s affinity with
wood, earth, etc., thus extended in my mind to
any ground under the feet of our close and
distant relatives who lived in the same town.
No matter what the distance, it was the same
ground. Even living on the other side of the river,
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B nomnytopa xomHaTax (eciu Takasi Mepa IIpo-
CTpaHCTBA MOHATHA 110-aHTJIUHCKN ), T/le MBI JKWJIN
BTPOEM, GbLI ITAPKET, ¥ MaMée OYeHb He HPAaBUJIOCh,
KOT/[a MY’KYHHBI B CEMbe, 0COOEHHO I, XOIHIU 110
HeMy B Hockax. OHa TpeboBasa, 4TO6bI MBI HE CHU-
Masii GOTHHKY WM TallOYKW. BriroBapuBasi MHe 10
3TOMY IIOBOJly, MaMa BCIIOMHHaJjla CTapoe pyccKoe
cyeBepue; JlypHas IIpuMeTa, TOBOpPUJa OHa, — MO-
JKET YMEepeTh KTO-TO U3 OJIM3KUX.,

Koneuno, ona npocto Morja c4uTarh 9TO He-
KyJIBTYPHO# IIPUBBIYKOM, 0OBIYHOM HEBOCTIUTAHHO-
cThi0. MysKcKHe HOTH CKBEPHO IIaXHYT, a /1e30/l10paH-
TOB B Ty 210Xy He 66110, OHAKO 5 [yMal, 4To Ha
MOJIMPOBAHHOM MapKeTe U BIPSAMb JIeTKO MOCKOJIb3-
HYThCsI, 0COGEHHO B MIEPCTSHBIX HOCKAX, A €CJIH cTap
¥ HEMOIIEH, MMOCTECTBHUS MOTYT OBITh KaTacTpo-
¢uuecknmMu. PoJcTBO mapkeTa c epeBoM, 3eMiel
U T. I. TEM CaMbIM paclipOCTPaHANIOCh ¥ MEHH B Io-
JIoBe Ha M06yI0 MOYBY IMOJI HOTaMH Hamiei 6,n3-
KOI U JlanbHell pojiHH, JKUBIIIEH B TOM Ke TOpOJIe.
ITouBa — He BayKHO, flasieKast Win G6auskas — Gblia
Ta e, Jlaske ecJiv JKUBEIb Ha JIPYTOM Oepery pekw,
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where I would subsequently rent an apartment
or a room of my own, didn’t constitute an excuse,
for there were too many rivers and canals in that
town. And although some of them were deep
enough for the passage of seagoing ships, death,
I thought, would find them shallow, or else, in its
standard underground fashion, it could creep
across under their bottoms.

Now my mother and my father are dead.
I stand on the Atlantic seaboard: there is a great
deal of water separating me from two surviving
aunts and my cousins: a real chasm, big enough
to confuse even death. Now I can walk around
in my socks to my heart’s content, for I have no
relatives on this continent. The only death in the
family I can now incur is presumably my own,
although that would mean mixing up transmitter
with receiver. The odds of that merger are small,
and that’s what distinguishes electronics from
superstition. Still, if T don’t tread these broad
Canadian-maple floorboards in my socks, it’s
neither because of this certitude nor out of an
instinct for self-preservation, but because my
mother wouldn’t approve of it. I guess I want to
keep things the way they were in our family,
now that T am what’s left of it.



rjle 1 caM MOTOM CHMMAaJl KBapTUPY WJIHU KOMHa-
Ty, — BCE PaBHO He OIpaB/IaHHe:. B TOM Topoje Obi-
JIO CJIMIIIKOM MHOTO PeK ¥ KaHayioB. M X0Td HeKo-
TOPBIM XBAaTaJO TAyOWHBI, YTOOBI IO HUM XOJHJIN
MODCKHE Cyjia, CMEPTH, AyMaJj s, OHU TOKaXKyTCs
MEJIKUMH — HY WJIH TEePENoJ3eT OHA UX O] 3eM-
JIeH, Kak eil Imojaraercs, BTaliHe,

Terepb MaMbl ¥ TIATIBI V7K€ HET B JKUBBIX. 51 cTOIO
Ha 1mobepeskbe ATIAHTUKH: OT JBYX MX MEPEKUB-
MUX TETOK M MOUX JIBOIOPOJHBIX POAWYEil MeHs
OTJIeJIsIeT MHOTO BOJIBI — HACTOSINIAsl TIPOTACTh, Ta-
Kasi CMyTHT Jlaske cMepTh. Tereps s MOTy pasTyiiu-
BaTh B HOCKAaX CKOJIBKO JIyIlle YTOJAHO, IOTOMY YTO
POJICTBEHHUKOB Ha 3TOM KOHTHHEHTE y MEHS HET.
EnuncTBenHast cMepTh 6IM3KOTO, KOTOPYIO S MOTY
HaBJiedb, — BUJMMO, MO COOCTBEHHas], XOTA TYT
nepenyTaauch Obl IEpelaTINK ¢ IIpUueMHUKOM. Be-
POSITHOCTh TaKOTO CJMSIHUS MaJjia, U KaK pa3 3TO
OTJIMYAET 3JIEKTPOHUKY OT cyeBepusi. 1 Bce xe, ecam
s HEe XOXY 110 ITHPOKUM TIOJIOBUI[AM M3 CaXapHOTO
KJIeHa B HOCKaX, TO HE U3 YBEPEHHOCTHU B 3TOM, Jia
M He W3 WHCTUHKTA CAMOCOXPaHEHWs, a MOTOMY,
uTo He opobpuna 661 Mmama. HaBepHoe, Mue xoueT-
cs1, yTOOBI BCE OCTABAJIOCh TaK e, KaK ObLIO 3aBe-
JIEHO Y Hac B CeMbe, pa3 OT Hee Tenephb OCTaJICS
TOJIBKO 5.



There were three of us in that room and a half
of ours: my father, my mother, and I. A family,
a typical Russian family of the time. The time
was after the war, and very few people could af-
ford more than one child. Some of them couldn’t
even afford to have the father alive or present:
great terror and war took their toll in big cities,
in my hometown especially. So we should have
considered ourselves lucky, especially since we
were Jews. All three of us survived the war (and
I say “all three” because I, too, was born before
it, in 1940); my parents, however, survived the
thirties also.

I guess they considered themselves lucky, al-
though they never said as much. In general, they
were not terribly self-aware, except when they
grew old and malaises began to beset them. Even
then, they wouldn’t talk about themselves and
death in that way that terrifies a listener or prods
him to compassion. They would simply grumble,
or complain addresslessly about their aches,
or discuss at length some medicine or other.
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B Tex nmomytopa koMHaTax Hac JKUJIO Tpoe: Ma-
ma, Mama u 51. CeMbsi, OOBIYHAST PYCCKasi CEMbSI TOTO
BpeMeHu. BpeMst ObLI0 TOCIEBOEHHOE, M OYEHD He-
MHOTHE MOTJTH cebe 03BOJMTh GOJIbIIe OHOTO pe-
6enka. HekoTopsiM Jlake He JOCTABAJIOCh JKUBO-
r0 WM HaJIWYECTBYIOINIETO Marbl: 60JIbII0# Teppop
1 BOIHA B3SJIM CBOE B KPYIIHBIX TOpPoOJiaX, B MOeM
poaHOM — 0cobenHO. [T03TOMY CYMTANIOCh, YTO HAM
MIOBE3JI0 — BJBOITHE, pa3 Mbl ObLTH eBped. Bee BTpo-
€M MBI TepeXUJId BOIHY (a S TOBOPIO «BCe BTPO-
eM», TIOTOMY UTO U caM poAiijics 1o Hee, B 1940-m);
POAMTENN MOM, BMECTe C TeM, IIepekUIH ellle U TPU-
JIaThle.

HagepHoe, oHu TOXKe cYMTaIW, YTO UM IOBeE3-
JI0, XOTSI BCJIYX 3TOTO He TOBOPHJIH. Y HUX BoObIIe
C CaMOOCMbICJIEHHEM OBLIIO TYTO — MOKa He MOCTa-
pefu U X He Havyaiau ofoseBath 6onesunu. Ho u To-
r71a OHU OBLITM HE CIIMIIKOM CKJIOHHBI PacCyKIaTh
o0 cebe ¥ cMepTH Tak, 4TOOBI CAYNIATENb, YKACHY B-
ITUCh, IPUHSLICS OBl UM COYYBCTBOBaTh, OHH MTPO-
CTO BOpYAJM WM KaJOBATHCh Ha OGONSYKH, HU
K KOMY KOHKDPETHO He 06pamiasich, WIH MOIOJTY
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The closest my mother would ever come to ut-
tering something of the sort would be while point-
ing at an extremely delicate set of china, saying:
This will become yours when you get married or
when . .. and she would interrupt herself. And, once,
I remember her on the phone talking to some dis-
tant friend of hers who I was told was ill: T remem-
ber my mother emerging from the telephone booth
on the street, where I was waiting for her, with
a somewhat unfamiliar look in her so familiar eyes,
behind her tortoiseshell-rimmed glasses. I leaned
toward her (I was already a good deal taller) and
asked what the woman had said, and my mother
replied, staring aimlessly ahead: “She knows that
she is dying and was crying into the phone.”

They took everything as a matter of course:
the system, their powerlessness, their poverty,
their wayward son. They simply tried to make
the best of everything: to keep food on the ta-
ble—and whatever that food was, to turn it into
morsels; to make ends meet—and although we
always lived from payday to payday, to stash away
a few rubles for the kid’s movies, museum trips,
books, dainties. What dishes, utensils, clothes,
linen we had were always clean, polished, ironed,
patched, starched. The tablecloth was always
spotless and crisp, the lampshade above it dusted,
the parquet shining and swept.
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obcysanu To uiam uHoe JekapctBo. Camoe 6su3-
KOe K TaKMM JleJlaM — KOTI/la MaMa 3aMeyasia, IoKa-
3bIBasi Ha KaKoii-HUOYb 0c060 M3BICKAHHBIN cep-
BU3: «ByneT TBOI, Kor/a >KeHUIILCA UK KOTAA...» —
1 ocekanach. V1 kak-To pas, IOMHIO, OHa 3BOHMJIA
HeOIM3KOH TO/IpyTe, PO KOTOPYIO MHE GBLIO CKa-
3aHO, 4TO OHa boJjieeT; MaMa Bbilllia U3 TejedoH-
HO# OYIKH — ST JK/IAJT PSIZIOM HA YJIUIlEe — C KAaKAM-TO
HE3HAKOMBIM OJIECKOM B TAKMX 3HAKOMBIX TJIa3ax
3a OYKaMu B yepenaxoBoii ompaBe. fI ckioHuncs
K Hell (yke ToT[ja 1 HAMHOTO ee Mepepoc) U CIpo-
CHJI, UTO 9Ta JKeHIIIMHa el cKka3aja; a MaMa OTBeTH-
Ja, mycTo TasAsa mepen coboit: «OHa 3HaEeT, YTo
YMHPAET, U IJIaKana B TPYyOKy».

Onu BCE MPUHMMAHN KaK [IOJDKHOE; CUCTEMY, CO0-
CTBEHHYIO H€CITOMOIIHOCTD, GETHOCTD, CBOETO HEITy-
TeBoro cblHa. OHM IIPOCTO NIBITAJMCh HUKOT/A HE
najath yXOoM: 4TOObI Ha cTOJIE ObLIa €/]a — U KaKOH
6bl Ta HM OKa3aiach, €A TakK, 4TOO ee MOXKHO
6bLIO €CTh; YTOGBI CBOMINCH KOHIIBI ¢ KOHIIAMH —
M XOTS MBI HEU3MEeHHO JKUJIM OT TOJIYUYKH K MOJIy4-
Ke, OH! BCET/[a OTKJIa/IbIBaIN HECKOJIBKO py6ieit pe-
O6eHKy Ha KHHO, My3eil, kKHuTH, KoH(peTbsl. Bes mo-
CyZa, yTBaphb, ofiex/a, 6eibe, 4TO y HAC UMEJIHCh,
Bcer/ia GbLIN YHCTHI, HA[PAEHbI, OTYTIOKEHBI, 3aI1-
ThI, HakpaxMaseHnsl, CkatepTh — 6€3 eIHHOro TIST-
HBINITKA — XPYCTesa, Ha abaxype HaJl Hel — HH IIbI-
JINHKY, TIapKeT — CUsLJI U BCer/ia Mo/IMeTeH.
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The amazing thing is that they were never
bored. Tired, yes, but not bored. Most of their time
at home, they were on their feet: cooking, wash-
ing, circulating between the communal kitchen of
our apartment and our room and a half, fiddling
with this or that item of the household. When they
were seated, it was of course for meals, but mainly
I remember my mother in a chair, bent over her
manual-cum-pedal Singer sewing machine, fixing
our clothes, turning old shirt collars inside out,
repairing or readjusting old coats. As for my father,
his only time in a chair was when he was reading
the paper, or else at his desk. Sometimes in the
evening they would watch a movie or a concert on
our 1952 TV set. Then they would also be seated . . .
This way, seated in a chair in the empty room and
a half, a neighbor found my father dead a year ago.



ITopasuTeibHO, YTO UM HUKOT/IA He GBIBAJIO CKyd-
HO. YCTaBa/M OHHM — BTO Jia, HO He cKydJaiu. Bpems
noma 1o 6oJIbInelt YacTH MPOBOJIMINA HA HOTAX: To-
TOBUJIM, CTUPAJIH, XOIMJINA MEXIY 00mel KyxHeil
¥ HalIMMH T10JyTOpa KOMHaTaMu, BO3UJIUCD C YeM-
HUOY1b T0 X03s1iicTBY. CailInch, pa3yMeeTcsl, 4To-
651 TI0ECTH, HO MaMy Ha CTYJIE $I TIOMHIO, TJIABHBIM
obpasoM, crop6JIeHHON HaJl HOKHOW MamIMHKON
«3UHrep» — OHa JlaTajla HaM OJleXy, Nepeulo-
BBIBAJIa BOPOTHUYKH Ha CTaphiX pyOamikax, ynHmIa
WJIU TiepelliuBajia CTapble MalabTo. A oTell B Kpecie
TOJIBKO YUTAJ Ta3eTy — Hy WJIH CHEN 32 pabounm
cronoM. MIHoria mo BeyepaM OHHM CMOTpeINd KHUHO
WJIU KOHIIEPT O Hamiemy TeieBusopy 1952 ropa.
Torna onu Toxe cuenn... Bot Tak ke roj Hasaj Ia-
Iy ¥ Hallja MepTBBIM cOce/lka — B KpecJie, B IIyC-
TBIX ITOJIyTOpa KOMHaTax.
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