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Part One

1. No cancer whatsoever

On top of it all, the cancer wing was 'number thirteen'. Pavel Nikolayevich
Rusanov had never been and could never be a superstitious person but his
heart sank when they wrote "Wing 13' down on his admission card. They
should have had the ingenuity to give number thirteen to some kind of
prosthetic or obstetric department.

But this clinic was the only place where they could help him in the
whole republic.

Tt isn't, it isn't cancer, is it, Doctor? I haven't got cancer?' Pavel
Nikolayevich asked hopefully, lightly touching the malevolent tumour on
the right side of his neck. It seemed to grow almost daily, and yet the tight
skin on the outside was as white and inoffensive as ever.

'Good heavens no, of course not.' Dr Dontsova soothed him, for the
tenth time, as she filled in the pages of his case history in her bold
handwriting. Whenever she wrote, she put on her glasses with rectangular
frames rounded at the edges, and she would whisk them off as soon as she



had finished. She was no longer a young woman; her face looked pale and
utterly tired.

It had happened at the outpatients' reception a few days ago. Patients
assigned to a cancer department, even as outpatients, found they could not
sleep the next night. And Dontsova had ordered Pavel Nikolayevich to bed
immediately.

Unforeseen and unprepared for, the disease had come upon him, a
happy man with few cares, like a gale in the space of two weeks. But Pavel
Nikolayevich was tormented, no less than by the disease itself, by having to
enter the clinic as an ordinary patient, just like anyone else. He could hardly
remember when last he had been in a public hospital, it was so long ago.
Telephone calls had been made, to Evgeny Semenovich, Shendyapin, and
Ulmasbaev, and they rang other people to find out if there were not any
"VIP wards' in the clinic, or whether some small room could not be
converted, just for a short time, into a special ward. But the clinic was so
cramped for space that nothing could be done.

The only success that he had managed to achieve through the head
doctor was to bypass the waiting-room, the public bath and change of
clothing.

Yuri drove his mother and father in their little blue Moskvich right
up to the steps of Ward 13.

In spite of the slight frost, two women in heavily laundered cotton
dressing-gowns were standing outside on the open stone porch. The cold
made them shudder, but they stood their ground.

Beginning with these slovenly dressing-gowns, Pavel Nikolayevich
found everything in the place unpleasant: the path worn by countless pairs
of feet on the cement floor of the porch; the dull door-handles, all messed
about by the patients' hands; the waiting-room, paint peeling off its floor, its
high olive-coloured walls (olive seemed somehow such a dirty colour), and
its large slatted wooden benches with not enough room for all the patients.
Many of them had come long distances and had to sit on the floor. There
were Uzbeks in quilted, wadded coats, old Uzbek women in long white



shawls and young women in lilac, red and green ones, and all wore high
boots with galoshes. One Russian youth, thin as a rake but with a great
bloated stomach, lay there in an unbuttoned coat which dangled to the floor,
taking up a whole bench to himself. He screamed incessantly with pain. His
screams deafened Pavel Nikolayevich and hurt him so much that it seemed
the boy was screaming not with his own pain, but with Rusanov's. Pavel
Nikolayevich went white around the mouth, stopped dead and whispered to
his wife, 'Kapa, I'll die here. I mustn't stay. Let's go back.'

Kapitolina Matveyevna took him firmly by the arm and said,
'Pashenka! Where could we go? And what would we do then?'

'Well, perhaps we might be able to arrange something in Moscow.'
Kapitolina Matveyevna turned to her husband. Her broad head was made
even broader by its frame of thick, clipped coppery curls.

'Pashenka! If we went to Moscow we might have to wait another
two weeks. Or we might not get there at all. How can we wait? It is bigger
every morning!'

His wife took a firm grip of his arm, trying to pass her courage on to
him. In his civic and official duties Pavel Nikolayevich was unshakable,
and therefore it was simpler and all the more agreeable for him to be able to
rely on his wife in family matters. She made all important decisions quickly
and correctly.

The boy on the bench was still tearing himself apart with his
screams.

'Perhaps the doctors would come to our house? We'd pay them,'
Pavel Nikolayevich argued, unsure of himself.

'Pasik!" his wife chided him, suffering as much as her husband. "You
know I'd be the first to agree. Send for someone and pay the fee. But we've
been into this before: these doctors don't treat at home, and they won't take
money. And there's their equipment, too. It's impossible.'



Pavel Nikolayevich knew perfectly well it was impossible. He had
only mentioned it because he felt he just had to say something.

According to the arrangement with the head doctor of the oncology
clinic, the matron was supposed to wait for them at two o'clock in the
afternoon, there at the foot of the stairs which a patient on crutches was
carefully descending. But the matron was nowhere to be seen, of course,
and her little room under the stairs had a padlock on the door.

"They're all so unreliable!" fumed Kapitolina Matveyevna. What do
they get paid for?'

Just as she was, two silver-fox furs hugging her shoulders, she set
off down the corridor past a notice which read: 'No entry to persons in
outdoor clothes.'

Pavel Nikolayevich remained standing in the waiting-room. Timidly
he tilted his head slightly to the right and felt the tumour that jutted out
between his collar-bone and his jaw. He had the impression that in the half-
hour since he had last looked at it in the mirror as he wrapped it up in a
muffler, in that one half-hour it seemed to have grown even bigger. Pavel
Nikolayevich felt weak and wanted to sit down. But the benches looked
dirty and besides he would have to ask some peasant woman in a scarf with
a greasy sack between her feet to move up. Somehow the foul stench of that
sack seemed to reach him even from a distance.

When will our people learn to travel with clean, tidy suitcases!
(Still, now that he had this tumour it didn't matter any longer.)

Suffering miserably from the young man's cries and from everything
that met his eyes and entered his nostrils, Rusanov stood, half-leaning on a
projection in the wall. A peasant came in carrying in front of him a half-litre
jar with a label on it, almost full of yellow liquid. He made no attempt to
conceal the jar but held it aloft triumphantly, as if it were a mug of beer he
had spent some time queuing up for. He stopped in front of Pavel
Nikolayevich, almost handing him the jar, made as if to ask him something
but looked at his sealskin hat and turned away. He looked around and
addressed himself to a patient on crutches: 'Who do I give this to, brother?'



The legless man pointed to the door of the laboratory. Pavel Nikolayevich
felt quite sick.

Again the outer door opened and the matron came in, dressed only
in a white coat. Her face was too long and she was not at all pretty. She
spotted Pavel Nikolayevich immediately, guessed who he was and Went up
to him.

'T'm sorry,' she said breathlessly. In her haste her cheeks had flushed
the colour of her lipstick. 'Please forgive me. Have you been waiting long?
They were bringing some medicine, I had to go and sign for it.'

Pavel Nikolayevich felt like making an acid reply, but he restrained
himself. He was glad the wait was over. Yuri came forward, in just his suit
with no coat or hat, the same clothes he had worn for driving, carrying the
suitcase and a bag of provisions. A blond forelock was dancing about on his
forehead. He was very calm.

'Come with me,' said the matron, leading the way to her little store-
room-like office under the stairs. 'Nizamutdin Bahramovich said you'd
bring your own underwear and pyjamas. They haven't been worn, have
they?'

'Straight from the shop.'

"That's absolutely obligatory, otherwise they'd have to be disinfected,
you understand? Here, you can change in there.'

She opened the plywood door and put on the light. In the little office
with its sloping ceiling there was no window, only a number of coloured-
pencil diagrams hanging from the walls.

Yuri brought in the suitcase silently, then left the room. Pavel
Nikolayevich went in to get changed. The matron had meanwhile dashed
off somewhere, but Kapitolina Matveyevna caught her up.

'Nurse!' she said."' I see you're in a hurry.'



"Yes, I am rather.'

'What's your name?'

'Mita.'

"That's a strange name. You're not Russian, are you?'
'No, German...'

"You kept us waiting.'

"Yes, I'm sorry. I had to sign for those...'

'Now listen to me, Mita. I want you to know something. My
husband is an important man who does extremely valuable work. His name
is Pavel Nikolayevich.'

'l see. Pavel Nikolayevich, I'll remember that.'

'He's used to being well looked after, you see, and now he's
seriously ill. Couldn't he have a nurse permanently on duty with him?'

Mita's troubled face grew even more worried. She shook her head.

'Apart from the theatre nurses we have three day nurses to deal with
sixty patients. And two night nurses.'

"You see! A man could be dying and screaming his head off and no
one would come!'

'Why do you think that? Everyone gets proper attention.'

('Everyone' - what is there to say to her if she talks about
'everyone'?)

'Do the nurses work in shifts?'

"That's right. They change every twelve hours.'



"This impersonal treatment, it's terrible. My daughter and I would be
delighted to take turns sitting up with him. Or I'd be ready to pay for a
permanent nurse out of my own pocket. But they tell me that's not allowed
either.’

'T'm afraid not. It's never been done before. Anyway, there's nowhere
in the ward to put a chair.'

'God, I can just imagine what this ward's like! I'd like to have a good
look round it! How many beds are there?'

'Nine. Your husband's lucky to get straight into a ward.
Some new patients have to lie in the corridors or on the stairs!'

'T'm still going to ask you to arrange with a nurse or an orderly for
Pavel Nikolayevich to have private attention. You know the people here, it
would be easier for you to organize it." She had already clicked open her big
black bag and taken out three fifty-rouble notes.

Her son, who was standing nearby, turned his head away silently.
Mita put both hands behind her back.
'No, no! I have no right...'

'T'm not giving them to you!' Kapitolina Matveyevna pushed the fan
of notes into the front of the matron's overall. 'But if it can't be done legally
and above board... All I'm doing is paying for services rendered! I'm only
asking you to be kind enough to pass the money on to the right person!'

'No, no.' The matron felt cold all over. 'We don't do that sort of thing
here.'

The door creaked and Pavel Nikolayevich came out of the matron's
den in his new green-and-brown pyjamas and warm, fur-trimmed bedroom
slippers. On his almost hairless head he wore a new raspberry-coloured
Uzbek skull-cap. Now that he had removed his winter overcoat, collar and
muffler, the tumour on the side of his neck, the size of a clenched fist,



looked strikingly ominous. He could not even hold his head straight any
longer, he had to tilt it slightly to one side. His son went in to collect the
discarded clothing and put it away in the suitcase. Kapitolina Matveyevna
had returned the money to her handbag. She looked anxiously at her
husband. 'Won't you freeze like that? You should have brought a nice warm
dressing-gown with you. I'll bring one when I come.

Look, here's a scarf.' She took a scarf out of her pocket. "Wrap it
round your throat, so you won't catch cold." In her silver foxes and her fur
coat, she looked three times as strong as her husband. 'Now go into the
ward and get yourself settled in. Unpack your food and think what else you
need. I'll sit here and wait. Come down and tell me what you want and I'll
bring everything this evening.'

She never lost her head, she always knew what to do next. In their
life together she had been her husband's true comrade. Pavel Nikolayevich
looked at her with a mixture of gratitude and suffering and then glanced at
his son. 'Well, are you off then, Yuri?'

Tl take the evening train, Father." He came towards them. He
always behaved respectfully in his father's presence. He was not by nature
an emotional man, and his good-bye to his father now was as unemotional
as ever. His reactions to life all ran at low-voltage.

"That's right, son. Well, this is your first important official trip. Be
sure and set the right tone from the start. And don't be too soft, mind. Your
softness could be your downfall. Always remember you're not Yuri
Rusanov, you're not a private individual. You're a representative of the law,
do you understand?'

Whether or not Yuri understood, it would have been hard at that
moment for Pavel Nikolayevich to find more appropriate words. Mita was
fussing about and anxious to be going.

Tl wait here with Mother,' said Yuri, with a smile. 'Don't say good-
bye, Dad, just go.'



'Will you be all right on your own?' Mita asked. 'Can't you see the
man can hardly stand up? Can't you at least take him to his bed, and carry
his bag for him?'

Orphan-like, Pavel Nikolayevich looked back at his family, refused
the supporting arm Mita offered and, grasping the bannister firmly, started
to walk upstairs. His heart was beating violently, not at all, so far, because
of the climb. He went up the stairs as people mount - what do they call it? -
a sort of platform where men have their heads cut off.

The matron ran on upstairs in front of him carrying his bag, shouted
something from the top to someone called Maria, and before Pavel
Nikolayevich had finished the first flight was already running past him
down the other side of the staircase and out of the building, thereby
showing Kapitolina Matveyevna what sort of solicitude her husband could
expect in this place. Pavel Nikolayevich slowly climbed up on to the
landing - a long, wide one such as is only found in old buildings. On this
middle landing, but not obstructing the traffic, were two beds occupied by
patients, with two night-tables beside them. One of the patients was in a bad
way; he was physically wasted and sucking an oxygen balloon.

Trying not to look at the man's hopeless face, Rusanov turned and
went on, looking upwards as he climbed. But there was no encouragement
for him at the end of the second flight either. A nurse - Maria - was standing
there, her dark, iconlike face lit by neither smile nor greeting. Tall, thin and
flat-chested, she waited for him there like a sentry, and immediately set off
across the upstairs hallway to show him where to go. Leading off the hall
were several doors, just left clear by more beds with patients in them. In a
little windowless alcove, underneath a constantly lit table lamp, stood the
nurse's writing table and treatment table, and nearby hung a frosted glass
wall-cupboard with a red cross painted on it. They went past the little
tables, past a bed too, and then Maria pointed her long, thin hand and said,
'Second from the window.'

And already she was rushing off. An unpleasant feature of all public
hospitals is that nobody stops for a moment to exchange a few words.



The doors into the ward were always kept wide open, but still as he
crossed the threshold Pavel Nikolayevich was conscious of a close, moist,
partly medicinal odour. For someone as sensitive to smells as he it was
sheer torment.

The beds stood in serried ranks, with their heads to the wall and
narrow spaces between them no wider than a bedside table, while the
passageway down the middle of the ward was just wide enough for two
people to pass.

In this passageway stood a thick-set, broad-shouldered patient in
pink-striped pyjamas. His neck was completely wrapped in thick, tight
bandages which reached almost to the lobes of his ears. The white
constricting ring prevented free movement of his heavy block of a head
overgrown with a foxbrown thatch.

He was talking hoarsely to his fellow-patients, and they were
listening from their beds. On Rusanov's entry he swung his whole body
towards him, the head welded to it. He looked at him without sympathy and
said, 'Well, what have we here? Another nice little cancer!'

Pavel Nikolayevich saw no need to reply to such familiarity. He
sensed that the whole room was staring at him, but he had no wish to
examine these people whom chance had thrown in his path or even to
exchange greetings with them. He merely waved his hand at the fox-haired
patient to make him get out of his way. The other allowed Pavel
Nikolayevich to pass, and again turned his whole body, head riveted on top,
to look after him.

'Hey, friend, what have you got cancer of?' he asked in his throaty
voice.

Pavel Nikolayevich had already reached his bed. He felt as if the
question had scraped his skin. He raised his eyes towards the impudent lout
and tried not to lose his temper. All the same his shoulders twitched as he
said with dignity, 'l have cancer of nothing. I have no cancer whatsoever.'



The fox-haired patient snorted. Then he passed judgement so that
the whole ward could hear: 'Bloody fool! If it's not cancer, what the hell
d'you think they put you in here for?'

2. Education doesn't make you smarter

Within a few hours, that first evening in the ward, Pavel Nikolayevich
became haunted with fear.

The hard lump of his tumour - unexpected, meaningless and quite
without use - had dragged him in like a fish on a hook and flung him on to
this iron bed - a narrow, mean bed, with creaking springs and an apology
for a mattress. Having once undressed under the stairs, said good-bye to the
family and come up to the ward, you felt the door to all your past life had
been slammed behind you, and the life here was so vile that it frightened
you more than the actual tumour. He could no longer choose something
pleasant or soothing to look at; he had to look at the eight abject beings who
were now his 'equals’, eight sick men in faded, worn, pink-and-white
pyjamas, patched and torn here and there and almost all the wrong size.
And he could not even choose what to listen to; he had to listen to these
uncultured creatures and their wearisome conversations which had nothing
to do with him and were of no interest to him. He would have loved to
command them all to be quiet, especially the tiresome fox-haired one with
the bandage-grip round his neck and the constricted head. Everyone called
him simply '"Yefrem', even though he was not a young man. [Footnote: This
is a mark of disrespect in Russian. An older man would normally be
addressed by his first name and his patronymic, as in Pavel Nikolayevich,
meaning Pavel, son of Nikolai. (Translators' note)].



It was impossible to restrain Yefrem. He refused to lie down and
never went outside the ward, just paced restlessly up and down the central
gangway. From time to time he would screw up his face as if he was being
injected and clutch his head. Then he would start walking up and down
again. After these walks he always stopped at the foot of Rusanov's bed,
leant the rigid top half of his body towards Rusanov over the rails, thrust his
broad, pock-marked, sullen face forward and lectured him: "You've had it,
Prof. You'll never go home again, see?' It was very warm in the ward. Pavel
Nikolayevich was lying on top of the blanket in his pyjamas and skull-cap.
He adjusted his gilt-rimmed spectacles, glared severely at Yefrem, as he
knew so well how to, and replied, 'T am at a loss, comrade, to know what
you require of me, and why you are trying to intimidate me. I don't ask
questions, do I?' Yefrem just snorted maliciously.

'Who cares about your questions, you still won't be going back
home. You may as well give back your glasses. And your new pyjamas.'

After this crude outburst, he straightened his clumsy body and
started pacing up and down the gangway again, like a man possessed. Of
course, Pavel Nikolayevich could have cut him short and put him in his
place, but somehow he could not summon his usual will-power. It was
already low, and it had sunk even lower at the words of this bandaged devil.
He needed support, but instead he was being pushed down into a pit. In a
matter of hours he had as good as lost all his personal status, reputation and
plans for the future - and had turned into eleven stones of hot, white flesh
that did not know what tomorrow would bring.

His face probably revealed his melancholy state, for on one of his
subsequent walks Yefrem stopped opposite him and said quite peaceably,
'Even if they do let you go home, you'll be back here pretty quick. The Crab
loves people. Once he's grabbed you with his pincers, he won't let go till
you croak.'

Pavel Nikolayevich did not have the strength to protest, and Yefrem
set off again. In fact, there was no one in the room to rein him in. All the
others there seemed either apathetic wrecks or non-Russians. Along the
other wall there were only four beds because the stove jutted out. The one
directly opposite Rusanov's, foot to foot with his across the gangway, was



Yefrem's. The other three were occupied by youngsters: a simple, rather
swarthy boy next to the stove, a young Uzbek with a crutch, and by the
window, thin as a tape-worm and doubled up on his bed, a youth whose
skin had turned quite yellow and who lay groaning continuously. In Pavel
Nikolayevich's row there were two Asians on his left, then a young Russian
lad by the door, tall with short-cropped hair. He was sitting reading. Next to
Pavel Nikolayevich in the last bed by the window lay, it seemed, another
Russian, but being this man's neighbour was hardly a matter for rejoicing.
He had a villainous cut-throat's mug. It was probably the scar that made him
look that way: it started by the corner of his mouth and ran along the bottom
of his left cheek almost to his neck. Or perhaps it was his black, uncombed
hair standing up on end in all directions, or else his coarse, tough
expression. The cutthroat had pretensions to culture, however. He was
reading a book, and had almost finished it.

The lights were switched on, two bright lamps hanging from the
ceiling. It was already dark outside. They were waiting for supper.

"There's an old chap here.' Yefrem would not let up. 'He's lying
downstairs, he's being operated on tomorrow. Back in 42 they cut a tiny
cancer out of him and said, "Fine! It's nothing! Off you go!" See?' Yefrem
seemed to be rattling on but his voice sounded as though he was the one
being cut open. "Thirteen years went by and he forgot about that clinic,
drank vodka, screwed women - he's a bit of a lad, wait till you meet him.
And he's got a cancer that big in him now.' He smacked his lips with
pleasure. 'T guess it'll be straight from the operating table on to the mortuary
slab.'

'Now then, I've had quite enough of your gloomy predictions!' Pavel
Nikolayevich brushed him aside and turned away. He hardly recognized his
own voice; it sounded so plaintive, so lacking in authority.

No one uttered a sound. The emaciated young man by the window
in the other row was also being a nuisance. He kept twisting and turning.
He tried sitting up; that was no good. He tried lying down; that was no good
either. He doubled up, hugging his knees to his chest. Unable to find
anything more comfortable, he laid his head not on the pillow but on the



frame of the bed. He was moaning very softly, the grimaces and spasms on
his face showing his pain.

Pavel Nikolayevich turned away from him too, lowered his feet into
his bedroom slippers and began idly inspecting his bedside table, opening
and shutting first the little door of the cupboard where his food was tightly
packed, and then the little top drawer which contained his toilet requisites
and his electric razor.

Yefrem still kept pacing up and down, arms folded tightly across his
chest. Sometimes he winced with stabbing internal pains, and droned a
refrain like a funeral dirge: 'Ye... es, it's a ter'ble situation we're in, a ter'ble
situation.'

Pavel Nikolayevich heard a smacking sound behind his back. He
turned round carefully - even the slightest movement of his neck was
painful - and saw it was his neighbour, the cut-throat, who had snapped shut
the book he had now finished and was turning it over and over in his large
rough hands. Diagonally across the dark-blue binding and also down the
spine, stamped in gold and already dulled, was the signature of the author.
Pavel Nikolayevich could not make out whose signature it was, but he
didn't care to address a question to a type like that. He had thought up a
nickname for his neighbour - 'bone-chewer'. It suited him very well.

'Bone-chewer' gazed at the book with big sullen eyes and addressed
the whole room in a shamelessly loud voice: 'If Dyoma hadn't picked this
book out of the cupboard, I would have sworn it was specially sent our
way.'

'What about Dyoma? What book?' responded the lad by the door,
looking up from his own.

"You wouldn't find one like it, not if you turned the whole town
upside down.'

'Bone-chewer' looked at the broad, flat back of Yefrem's head. His
hair had not been cut for months it would have been too uncomfortable - so



it stuck out of the top of his bandage. Then he looked at Yefrem's strained
face. "Yefrem! That's enough of your whining! Here, read this book!"

Yefrem stopped dead like a thwarted bull and looked at him dazedly.
'Read? Why should I read? We'll all kick the bucket soon.’

'Bone-chewer's' scar twitched. 'That's the point! If you don't hurry
you'll have kicked the bucket before you've read it. Here you are, quick!’

He held out the book but Yefrem did not move.
"There's too much reading here. I don't want to read.'

'Are you illiterate or something?' said 'Bone-chewer’, trying half-
heartedly to talk him into it.

'What do you mean? I'm very literate. When I've got to be I'm very
literate.'

'Bone-chewer' fumbled for his pencil on the window-sill, opened the
book at the back, looked through it and made some marks here and there.

'Don't be afraid,' he murmured, 'they're nice, short little stories.
Here, just these few here - try them. I'm fed up with your whining, do you
hear? Read a book.'

'T'm not afraid of nothing!" Yefrem took the book and tossed it on the
bed.

Ahmadjan, the young Uzbek, came limping through the door on one
crutch. He was the only cheerful one in the room. 'Spoons at the ready!" he
shouted.

- The swarthy boy by the stove came to life.

"They're bringing the grub, boys!"



In came the food orderly in a white coat, carrying a tray above her
shoulder. She shifted it in front of her and started going round the beds.
Except for the tortured young man by the window they all stirred
themselves and took the plates off the tray. Everyone in the ward had a
bedside table. Only Dyoma, the young lad, did not have his own but shared
one with the big-boned Kazakh, whose upper lip was swollen with a
hideous uncovered, reddish-brown scab.

Quite apart from the fact that Pavel Nikolayevich did not feel like
eating at all, even the sort of food he had brought from home, one glance at
the supper - a rectangular, rubbery suet pudding with yellow jelly on the top
- and that filthy grey aluminium spoon with a double twist in the handle,
served as another bitter reminder of where he had landed up, and of what a
mistake he had probably made in agreeing to come to the clinic.

Except for the moaning lad, they set about their food like one man.
Pavel Nikolayevich did not take the plate in his hands, but tapped the edge
of it with his nail, looking round to see who he could pass it on to. Some of
them were sitting sideways on to him, others had their backs to him. The
young man by the door was the only one facing him.

'What is your name?' asked Pavel Nikolayevich without raising his
voice. It was the young fellow's job to hear what he said.

There was a clatter of spoons, but he understood it was himself
being addressed and answered readily enough, 'Proshka... er... er... I mean,
Prokofiy Semyonich.'

'"Take it.'

"Yeah, all right..."' Proshka came over, took the plate and nodded
gratefully.

Pavel Nikolayevich felt the hard lump under his jaw and suddenly
realized he was not one of the milder cases here. Only one out of the nine of
them was bandaged up - Yefrem--just in the place where they might cut
Pavel Nikolayevich open too. And only one of them was in great pain. And
only that healthy-looking Kazakh in the next bed but one had that deep-red



scab. And as for the young Uzbek's crutch, he hardly leant on it at all. And
there was no sign of any tumour or deformity on any of the others. They all
looked like healthy people. Especially Proshka. His face glowed all over, as
if he were in a holiday camp, not a hospital; he had a fine appetite, judging
by the way he was licking that plate clean.

There was a grey tinge about 'Bone-chewer's' face, it was true, but
he moved freely, talked without restraint, and was attacking his pudding
with such relish that the idea flashed through Pavel Nikolayevich's mind
that he might be a malingerer who had attached himself to a state feeding
place, because in our country the sick are fed free of charge.

But Pavel Nikolayevich was different. The lump of his tumour was
pressing his head to one side, made it difficult for him to turn over, and was
increasing in size every hour. Only here the doctors did not count the hours.
All the time from lunch to supper no one had examined Rusanov and he had
had no treatment. And it was with this very bait that Dr Dontsova had lured
him here - immediate treatment. Well, in that case she must be a thoroughly
irresponsible and criminally negligent woman. Rusanov had trusted her, and
had lost valuable time in this cramped, musty, dirty ward when he might
have been telephoning and flying to Moscow.

Resentment at the delay and the realization of having made a
mistake, on top of the misery of his tumour, so stabbed at Pavel
Nikolayevich's heart that he could not bear anything, from the noise of
plates scraped by spoons, to the iron bedsteads, the rough blankets, the
walls, the lights, the people. He felt that he was in a trap, and that until the
next morning any decisive step was impossible.

Deeply miserable, he lay there covering his eyes from the light and
from the whole scene with the towel he had brought from home. To take his
mind off things he began thinking about his home and his family, and what
they would be doing now. Yuri would already be on the train. It was his first
practical inspection. It was very important he should show up well. But Yuri
was not assertive and he was a bungler; he might make a fool of himself.
Aviette was spending her vacation in Moscow. She would be amusing
herself a bit going to theatres.



But her main aim was business, finding out the lie of the land,
perhaps making a few contacts. After all, it was her last year at university;
she had to take her bearings on life. Aviette would make a clever journalist.
She was very businesslike, and of course she would have to move to
Moscow. Out here wouldn't be big enough for her. She was so intelligent
and talented; there was no one else in the family to touch her. Pavel
Nikolayevich was unresentfully glad that his daughter had grown up far
more educated than himself. She hadn't had much experience yet, but she
was so quick to catch on! Lavrik was something of a layabout, indifferent to
his studies, but his talent lay in sport. He'd already been to a sports
tournament in Riga where he'd stayed in a hotel like a grown-up. And he
was already racing their car about. He was taking driving lessons with the
Cadet Force and hoped to get his licence. In his second term he'd failed in
two subjects; he'd have to work a lot harder. Then there was Maika - she
was most likely already at home playing the piano (she was the first one in
the family to play). And Julebarse would be lying on the mat in the corridor.
Last year Pavel Nikolayevich himself had taken him for his morning walk,
since he felt it was good for his own health. Now Lavrik would take him
instead. He liked to let the dog chase passers-by a little and then say, 'It's all
right, don't be frightened, I've got him.'

But the harmonious, exemplary Rusanov family, their well-adjusted
way of life and their immaculate apartment - in the space of a few days all
this had been cut off from him. It was now on the other side of his tumour.
They were alive and would go on living, whatever happened to their father.
However much they might worry, fuss or weep, the tumour was growing
like a wall behind him, and on his side of it he was alone.

Thinking about home did not help him, so Pavel Nikolayevich tried
to distract himself with affairs of state. A session of the U. S. S. R. Supreme
Soviet was due to open on Saturday. Nothing important was expected to
happen; the budget would be approved. There had been shooting in the
Taiwan Strait.... When he left home for the hospital that morning, the radio
had just begun broadcasting a long report on heavy industry. But here in the
ward there wasn't even a radio, and there wasn't one in the corridor either -
a fine state of affairs! At the very least he'd have to see he got Pravda every
day. Today heavy industry had come up, and yesterday there had been a



decree on the increase in output of meat and dairy products. Yes, the
economy was advancing by leaps and bounds; and this would mean, of
course, major changes in a number of state and economic organizations.

Pavel Nikolayevich had already begun to imagine how the
reorganization would be implemented on republic and province level. These
reorganizations were always rather exciting; they served as a temporary
diversion from everyday work; the officials would be telephoning each
other, holding meetings and discussing the possibilities. And whichever
direction the reorganizations took - whether this way or that - no one,
including Pavel Nikolayevich, ever suffered a drop in rank. There were only
promotions.

But affairs of state did not succeed in diverting him or cheering him
up either. There was a stabbing pain under his neck: his tumour, deaf and
indifferent, had moved in to shut off the whole world. There again: the
budget, heavy industry, cattle and dairy farming and reorganization - they
were all on the other side of the tumour. On this side was Pavel
Nikolayevich Rusanov. Alone.

A pleasing female voice sounded through the ward. Although
nothing could possibly seem pleasant to Pavel Nikolayevich today, this
voice was, frankly, delicious.

'Now, let's take your temperature.' It was as if she was promising to
hand round sweets.

Rusanov removed the towel from his face, raised himself slightly
and put on his spectacles. Oh, what bliss! It wasn't dark, doleful Maria but a
trim, firmly-built girl, wearing not a folded kerchief but a little cap over her
golden hair, like the doctors.

Standing over his bed, she said cheerily to the young man by the
window," Azovkin! Hey, Azovkin!' He lay in an even more awkward
position than before - diagonally across the bed, face downwards, a pillow
under his stomach, resting his chin on the mattress like a dog, and peering
through the rails of the bed as if he were in a cage. Shadows of the pain
inside him passed across his drawn face. One hand hung down to the floor.



'Now come along, pull yourself together,' said the nurse, trying to
shame him. "Take the thermometer yourself.'

He just managed to raise his hand from the floor - it was like
drawing a bucket out of a well - and took the thermometer. He was so
exhausted, so taken up with his pain, that it was impossible to believe he
was no more than seventeen years old.

'Zoya!' he groaned beseechingly. 'Give me a hot-water bottle.'

"You're your own worst enemy,’ she said severely. "We gave you a
hot-water bottle but you didn't put it on your injection, you put it on your
stomach.’

'‘But it helps me so much,’ he persisted, in a tone of great suffering.

'Tt makes your tumour grow, you've been told that already. Hot-
water bottles aren't allowed in the oncology department. We had to get one
specially for you.'

'Well, I shan't take my injection, then.' But Zoya was no longer
listening. She was tapping her dainty little finger on the rail of 'Bone-
chewer's' bed. "Where's Kostoglotov?' she asked.

(Well, well, well! Pavel Nikolayevich had hit the nail on the head!
The nickname was perfect! [Footnote: Kostoght in Russian means 'bone-
swallower). (Translators' note)

'He's gone for a smoke,’ Dyoma called over from the door. He was
still reading.

mwi

Tl give him smoke",' grumbled Zoya. Weren't some girls lovely!
Pavel Nikolayevich gazed with pleasure at her generous, tightly-laced
figure and her wide, almost staring eyes. He gazed at her with detached
admiration, and felt himself soften. She held the thermometer out to him
with a smile. She was standing right next to the tumour but gave no sign,
not even by a raised eyebrow, that she was horrified by the thing or that she



had never seen one like it before. 'Hasn't any treatment been prescribed for
me?" asked Rusanov.

'Not yet.' She smiled apologetically. 'But why not? Where are the
doctors?' 'They've finished work for the day.'

There was no point in being angry with Zoya, but it must be
someone's fault that he was not being treated! He had to do something!
Rusanov despised inactivity and ineffectual characters. When Zoya came
back to read his temperature he asked her, "'Where's your outside telephone?
How can I find it?'

After all, he could make up his mind right now and telephone
Comrade Ostapenko! The very idea of a telephone brought Pavel
Nikolayevich back into his normal world, and restored his courage. He felt
like a fighter again.

'Ninety-eight point six.' Zoya smiled and made the first mark on the
graph of the new temperature chart hanging at the foot of the bed. 'There's a
telephone in the registrar's office. But you can't go there now, it's the other
entrance.'

'Forgive me, young lady,' - Pavel Nikolayevich raised himself a little
and his voice became slightly severe - 'but how can the clinic be without a
telephone? Suppose something happened now? To me, for instance?'

'We'd run over there and telephone for you." Zoya stood her ground.
'Well, suppose there was a storm, or heavy rain?'

Zoya had already moved on to his neighbour, the old Uzbek, and
was filling in his graph.

1

'In the daytime we go over there straight away, but it's locked now.

All right, she was a nice girl but she was cheeky. She'd refused to
hear him out, and even now was moving on to the Kazakh. Raising his



voice involuntarily, Pavel Nikolayevich called out after her, "There must be
another telephone! It's impossible for there not to be!'

"There is,' answered Zoya. She was already squatting by the
Kazakh's bed. 'But it's in the head doctor's office.’

'Well, what's the problem?'

'Dyoma... ninety-eight point four. The office is locked.
Nizamutdin Bahramovich doesn't like..."

And she walked out of the room.

It was logical. Of course, it's not very nice to have people going into
your office when you're not there. All the same, in a hospital proper
arrangements should be made.

For an instant a tiny wire linking him with the outside world had
dangled before him - and it had snapped. Once again the tumour under his
jaw, the size of a fist, had shut off the entire world.

Pavel Nikolayevich reached out for his little mirror and looked at
himself. How the tumour was spreading! Seen through the eyes of a
complete stranger it would be frightening enough, but seen through his
own...! No, this thing could not be real. No one else around him had
anything like it. In all his forty-five years Pavel Nikolayevich had never
seen such a deformity...

He did not try to work out whether it had grown any more or not. He
just put the mirror away, took some food from his bedside table and started
chewing.

The two roughest types, Yefrem and 'Bone-chewer', were not in the
ward. They had gone out. By the window Azovkin had twisted himself into
a new position, but he was not groaning. The rest were quiet. He could hear
the sound of pages being turned. And some of them had gone off to sleep.



All Rusanov, too, had to do was get to sleep, while away the night, think of
nothing, and then tomorrow give the doctors a dressing-down.

So he took off his pyjamas, lay down under the blankets in his
underclothes, covered his head with the towel he had brought from home
and tried to sleep.

But through the silence there came a particularly audible and
irritating sound of somebody whispering somewhere. It seemed to be going
straight into Pavel Nikolayevich's ear. He could not bear it, tore the towel
away from his face, raised himself slightly, trying to avoid hurting his neck,
and discovered it was his neighbour, the Uzbek. He was all shrivelled up
and thin, an old man, almost brown-skinned, with a little black pointed
beard, and wearing a shabby skull-cap as brown as himself.

He lay on his back with his hands behind his head, staring at the
ceiling and whispering - prayers or something, probably, the old fool.

'Hey you! Aksakal!' [Footnote: Aksakal in Uzbek means 'village
elder', here used mockingly. (Translators' note)].

Rusanov wagged his finger at him.
'Stop it. You're disturbing me.'

The aksakal fell silent. Rusanov lay down again and covered his
face with the towel. But he still could not get to sleep. Now he realized that
the reason he could not settle down was the penetrating light from the two
ceiling lamps. The shades were not made of frosted glass and did not cover
the bulbs properly. He could sense the light even through the towel. Pavel
Nikolayevich grunted and again raised himself from the pillow with his
elbows, carefully, to avoid the stabbing pains from his tumour.

Proshka was standing beside his bed near the light-switch and
beginning to undress.

"Young man! Turn off the light!" Pavel Nikolayevich commanded.



'Eh?... er... Nurse hasn't come with the medicines yet,' faltered
Proshka, but he reached up one hand towards the switch.

""Turn off the light" - what do you mean?' growled 'Bone-chewer's'
voice behind Rusanov. 'Who d'you think you are, you're not the only person
here.'

Pavel Nikolayevich sat up straight and put on his spectacles.
Carefully nursing his tumour, he turned, making the bedsprings creak, and
said, "You might be a bit more polite.'

The rude fellow pulled a face and answered in a low voice, 'Don't
change the subject. You're not my boss.'

Pavel Nikolayevich threw him a withering glare, but this had no
effect whatever on' Bone-chewer'.

'0. K., but what do you need the light for?' Rusanov went over to
peaceful negotiation.

'So I can pick my arse-hole,' said Kostoglotov coarsely.

Pavel Nikolayevich began to have difficulty with his breathing,
although by now he was pretty well acclimatized to the air in the ward. The
impudent fellow ought to be discharged from hospital at twenty minutes'
notice and sent back to work. But at the moment he had no concrete means
of action. (He would of course mention him to the hospital administration
later on.)

'If you want to read or something you can go out into the corridor,'
Pavel Nikolayevich pointed out, trying to be fair.

'Why should you take it upon yourself to decide for everyone? There
are different sorts of patients here and distinctions have to be made...'

'"There'll be distinctions.'

'Bone-chewer' showed his fangs. "They'll write you an obituary.
Party member since the year dot. As for us, they'll just carry us out feet



first.'

Pavel Nikolayevich had never come across such unrestrained
insubordination, such unbridled wilfulness. He could not recall anything
like it. He found himself at a loss how could he counter this sort of thing?
He couldn't complain to that girl. The conversation would have to be cut
short for the present in the most dignified manner possible. Pavel
Nikolayevich took off his spectacles, lay down carefully and covered his
head with the towel.

He was exploding with indignation and anguish at the thought of
how he had weakly agreed to enter this clinic. But it would not be too late
to get a discharge tomorrow.

It was shortly after eight o'clock by his watch. Oh well, for the
moment he would put up with it all. Sooner or later they'd quieten down.

But the floor started shaking again as someone paced up and down
between the beds. Of course it was Yefrem coming back. The old floor-
boards vibrated with his footsteps and Rusanov could feel the vibrations
through the bed-rails and the pillow. However, Pavel Nikolayevich decided
not to rebuke him, but to endure it.

There's such bad manners and impudence among our people. We
still haven't got rid of it. How can we lead them to a new society carrying
this burden?

The evening dragged endlessly. The nurse began her rounds - once,
twice, a third and fourth time - a mixture for one, a powder for another,
injections for two more. Azovkin uttered a shriek when he was given his
injection, and again begged for a hot-water bottle to help the serum disperse
more quickly. Yefrem kept tramping up and down, unable to find peace.
Ahmadjan and Proshka were talking from their beds. It was as if they were
only now coming properly to life, as if they hadn't a care in the world or
anything that needed curing. Even Dyoma was not ready to sleep. He came
up and sat on Kostoglotov's bed and they began muttering, right by Pavel
Nikolayevich's ear.



'I'm going to try and read a bit more,’ Dyoma was saying, 'while
there's time. I'd like to go to university.'

"That's a good thing. But remember, education doesn't make you
smarter.'

(What's the point of talking like that? To a child!)

'What do you mean, "doesn't make you smarter"?'

'It's just one of those things.'

'So what does make you smarter?'

'Life, that's what.'

Dyoma was silent for a moment, then replied, 'T don't agree.'

In our unit there was a commissar, Pashkin. He used to say,
"Education doesn't make you smarter. Nor does rank. They give you
another star on your shoulder and you think you're smarter. Well, you're
not.""

'So what do you mean? There's no need to study? I don't agree.'

'Of course you should study. Study! Only remember for your own
sake, it's not the same as intelligence.'

'What is intelligence, then?'

'Intelligence? Trusting your eyes but not your ears. Which subject
are you interested in?'

'T haven't decided yet. I am interested in history and literature.'
'What about engineering?'

'No... o.'



'Strange. It was like that in our day. But now boys prefer
engineering. Don't you?'

'No... I think... I've a passion for social problems.'

'Social problems?... Oh, Dyoma, you'd better learn to assemble radio
sets. Life's more peaceful if you're an engineer.'

'What do I care about peace? If I lie here a month or two, I shall
have to catch up with the ninth class, for the second halfyear.'

'What about text books?'
T've got two here. Stereometry's very difficult.’

'Stereometry? Bring it here!' Rusanov heard the lad walk off and get
his book. 'Let me see... yes... yes... my old friend, Kiselyov's Stereometry.
The very same. Straight lines and planes... parallel with each other... If a
straight line is parallel to another straight line in the same plane, then it is
parallel to the plane itself.... Hell, what a book, Dyoma! Wouldn't it be fine
if everyone wrote like that? Not fat at all, is it? But what a lot it contains!’

"They teach an eighteen-month course out of this book.'
"They taught me too. I used to know it backwards!" "When?'

T1l tell you. I was in the ninth class too, the second halfyear... that
would be in '37 and '38. It feels strange to have it in my hands again.
Geometry was my favourite subject.' 'And then?'

'"Then what?"
'After school?'

'After school I read a splendid subject - geophysics.' 'Where was
that?'

"The same place, Leningrad.’



'And what happened?’'

'T finished my first year, and then in September '39 there was an
order to call up all nineteen-year-olds into the army, and I was hauled in.'

"Then what?'

I was on active service.'

'And after that?'

'After that - don't you know what happened? The war.'
"You - were you an officer?'

'No, sergeant.' 'Why?'

'Because if everyone was made a general there'd be no one to win
the war. If a plane passes through a straight line parallel to a second plane
and intersects that plane, then the line of intersection...' Listen, Dyoma! You
and I Will do some stereometry every day. We'll really push ahead! Would
you like to?'

"Yes, I would.'

(Isn't that the limit? Right under my ear!)
T1l give you lessons.'

'Fine.'

'Otherwise you'll really waste time. We'll begin right now. Let's take
these three axioms. You see, these axioms are simple in form, but they'll
come into every theorem, and you have to spot where. Here's the first one:
if two points in a straight line are in a plane, then every point along that line
is also in the plane. What's the idea of that? Look, supposing this book is a
plane and the pencil a straight line, all right? Now try and arrange them...'



They plunged into the subject and droned on about axioms and
deductions. But Pavel Nikolayevich resolved to bear it, his back turned on
them pointedly. At last they stopped talking and broke up. After his double
sleeping draught Azovkin dropped off too and was quiet. Then the aksakal
started coughing. Pavel Nikolayevich was lying with his face towards him.
The light was off by now, but there he was, curse him, coughing away, in
such a disgusting manner too, with that whistling noise, on and on, so that it
seemed he was going to choke.

Pavel Nikolayevich turned his back on him. He removed the towel
from his head, but it still wasn't properly dark; light was coming in from the
corridor, and noises, too, people walking about and clanking spittoons and
buckets.

He could not get to sleep. His tumour weighed him down. His whole
happy life, so well thought out, so harmonious and useful, was now about to
crack. He felt very sorry for himself. One little push would be enough to
bring tears to his eyes.

It was Yefrem who did not fail to provide the push. Unrestrained
even in the dark, he was telling Ahmadjan next to him some idiotic fairy-
tale: 'Why should man live a hundred years? This is how it happened. Allah
gave all the animals fifty years each, and that was enough. But man came
last, and Allah had only twenty-five left.'

"You mean a twenty-fiver?' asked Ahmadjan. [Footnote: A twenty-
five rouble note. Ahmadjan, an Uzbek, is making a joke to prove how well
he speaks Russian. (Translators' note)]

"That's right. And man started complaining it wasn't enough. Allah
said, "It's enough!" And man said, "No, it isn't." So Allah said, "All right,
go out and ask, maybe someone has some over and will give you some."
Man went off and met a horse. "Listen," he said, "my life's too short. Give
me some of yours."

"All right," said the horse, "take twenty-five years." Man went a bit
further and met a dog. "Listen, dog, let me have some of your life."



"All right, have twenty-five years." On he went. He met a monkey,
and he got twenty-five years out of him, too. Then he went back to Allah,
and Allah said, "As you wish, it's up to you. The first twenty-five years you
will live like a man. The second twenty-five you'll work like a horse. The
third you'll yap like a dog. And for the last twenty-five people will laugh at

you like they laugh at a monkey..."".

3. Teddy-bear

Although Zoya was quick and alert, moving very swiftly about the wards
from table to beds and back again, she realized she would not be able to
deal with all the prescriptions before lights-out. So she hurried to finish and
put the lights out in the men's ward and the small women's ward. In the
large women's ward - it was huge, with more than thirty beds in it - the
women never settled down at the proper time anyway, whether the light was
turned off or not. Many of them had been there a long time and were
thoroughly tired of the hospital. They slept badly, it was stuffy, and there
were always arguments about whether the door to the balcony should be
kept open or shut. And there were even a few dedicated enthusiasts who
talked across the room from one end to the other, discussing everything
from prices, goods, furniture, children, men, neighbours, right down to the
most shameless subjects imaginable - until midnight or one in the morning.

On top of it all Nellya, the orderly, was washing the floor there that
evening. She was a loud-mouthed, round-bottomed girl with thick eyebrows
and lips. She had started the job ages ago but would never get through
because she butted in on every single conversation. Meanwhile Sibgatov
was waiting for his wash. His bed was in the hall next to the entrance to the
men's ward. Because of these nightly washes, and also because he felt
ashamed of the foul smell from his back, Sibgatov chose to stay out in the



hall, even though he had been in the hospital longer than all the other
residents. In fact he was less like a patient than a member of the permanent
staff. Dashing around in the women's ward, Zoya gave Nellya one ticking-
off, and then another, but Nellya just snapped back and carried on slowly:
she was no younger than Zoya and thought it beneath her dignity to be
under the other girl. Zoya had come to work today in a festive mood, but
this defiance on the part of the orderly irritated her. As a rule Zoya felt
everyone had a right to his share of freedom and that when one came to
work one was under no obligation to work oneself to death. But there was a
reasonable limit somewhere, especially when it was sick people you were
dealing with.

Finally, when Zoya had taken everything round and was finished
and Nellya was through with wiping the floor, they turned off the light in
the women's ward and the top light in the hall. It was already after eleven
when Nellya had prepared the warm solution on the first floor and brought
it from there to Sibgatov in his usual bowl.

'Ooh... ah... ah... ah, I'm dead on my feet.' She yawned loudly. 'T feel
like forty winks. Listen, patient, I know you'll be sitting here a good hour.
I'm not waiting for you to finish. What about taking the bowl down and
emptying it yourself?'

(The solid old building, with its spacious halls, had no upstairs
drain.)

What Sharaf Sibgatov had once been like was impossible to guess;
there was nothing to go by. His suffering had been so prolonged that there
was practically nothing left of his former self. Yet after three years of
continuous, oppressive illness this young Tartar was the gentlest and most
courteous patient in the whole clinic. Often he would smile very weakly, as
if to ask pardon for the trouble he had been causing for so long. After the
four- and six-month periods he had spent lying there he knew all the
doctors, nurses and orderlies as if they were his own family, and they knew
him. But Nellya was brandnew. She had only been there a few weeks.

'Tt will be too heavy for me,’ Sibgatov objected quietly. 'If there was
something smaller to put it in I should do it myself, bit by bit.’



But Zoya's table was nearby. She heard what was happening and
jumped up. "You ought to be ashamed of yourself! He's not allowed to strain
his back And you'd make him carry the bowl, would you?'

She said all this as though she were shouting, but in a halfwhisper
which only the three of them could hear. But Nellya replied quite calmly,
her voice resounding over the whole second floor, "Why should I be
ashamed? I'm flaked out myself.'

"You're on duty! You get paid for it!' said Zoya indignantly, even
more quietly.

'Huh! Paid! You call that money? I can get more at the textile
factory.'

'Sh... sh! Can't you be quieter?'

'Oooh," Nellya, her mass of hair all over the place, half groaned, half
sighed to the whole hall. 'My lovely, lovely pillow. I'm so sleepy; I spent
last night living it up with the lorry drivers. All right, patient, put the bowl
under your bed. I'll take it away in the morning.'

Without covering her mouth she gave a deep, long-drawnout yawn.
When she had finished she said to Zoya, 'I shall be in session in there on the
sofa,' and without waiting for permission walked off to the corner door
which led into a room with upholstered furniture used for doctors' meetings
and short daily conferences.

She had left quite a lot of work unfinished; the spittoons had not
been cleaned and the landing floor could have done with a wash, but Zoya
restrained herself, watching her large back disappear. Zoya had not been
working there long, but already she was beginning to understand the
annoying principle that the one who doesn't pull her weight is not asked to
pull, while the one who does, pulls for two. Elizaveta Anatolyevna would
be in in the morning. She'd do the cleaning and washing for Nellya and for
herself.



Sibgatov, now alone, uncovered his sacrum and lowered himself
uncomfortably on to the bowl on the floor beside his bed. He sat there very
quietly. Any careless movement jarred his pelvis. The searing sensation
caused by anything touching the injured spot, even the constant contact of
his underwear, was agonizing. And of course he tried to avoid lying on his
back. Exactly what it was he had on his back he had never actually seen,
only groped at occasionally with his fingers. Two years ago he had been
brought into the clinic on a stretcher, unable to stand or move his legs.
Several doctors had examined him then, but it was always Ludmila
Afanasyevna who had treated him. And in four months the pain had gone
completely! He could walk and bend freely and had nothing to complain of.
When they discharged him Ludmila Afanasyevna had warned him as he
kissed her hands, 'Be careful, Sharaf! Don't leap about or knock yourself.'
But he hadn't been able to find the right sort of work and had to become a
delivery man again. And as a delivery man could he avoid jumping down
from the back of the lorry on to the ground? Or stand by without helping the
loader or driver? Everything had been all right until one day a drum had
rolled down off the lorry and struck Sharaf right on his bad spot. The
wound had festered and refused to heal, and from that time on Sibgatov had
become chained to the cancer clinic.

It was with a lingering feeling of annoyance that Zoya sat down at
her table to check once more that everyone had been given his treatment,
and to finish the already blurred lines of her notes with pen-strokes that
blurred on the poor-quality paper even as she wrote. It would be useless to
report her, and against Zoya's nature. She would have to deal with her
herself, yet that was just what she could not do with Nellya. There was
nothing wrong with having a nap. When she had a good orderly, Zoya
would go to sleep for half the night herself. But now she'd have to sit up.

She was sitting looking at her notes when she heard a man come up
and stand beside her. She raised her head. It was Kostoglotov, with his
gangling frame, his unkempt coal-black hair, and his large hands which
hardly fitted into the little side-pockets of his hospital jacket.

"You should have been asleep ages ago,' Zoya chided him. "What are
you doing, walking around?'



'Good evening, Zoyenka,' said Kostoglotov as gently as he could,
almost singing the words.

'Good night." She gave him a fleeting smile. 'It was "good evening"
when I was running after you with the thermometer.'

"That was when you were on duty, you mustn't blame me. But now
I'm your guest.'

'Is that so?' (She didn't consciously flutter her lashes or open her
eyes wide. It just happened.) "What gave you the idea I'm receiving guests?'

'Well, every night-duty you've always had your nose to the
grindstone. But today I can't see any text-books. Have you passed your last
exam?'

"You're observant. Yes, I have.'
'What mark did you get? Not that it matters.'
'T got four out of five. Why doesn't it matter?'

'T thought you might only have got three and not want to talk about
it. So now you're on holiday?'

She winked with light gaiety. And as she winked, it suddenly struck
her: what was she worrying about? Two weeks' holiday, what bliss! She
didn't have to do anything except go to the clinic! Such a lot of free time!
When she was on duty she could read something light, or chat to people.

'So I was right to come and visit you?'
'All right, sit down.'

'But, Zoya, as far as I remember in my day the holiday used to start
earlier, on January the 25th.'

'In the autumn we were picking cotton. We do it every year.'
[Footnote: In Central Asia there is a shortage of cotton-pickers. Every



autumn students are sent to help, so the school year starts later than in
Leningrad, where Kostoglotov had studied, thus making the holidays later
too. (Translators' note).]

'How much longer have you got at college?'
'Eighteen months."
"Then where will you be posted to?"'

She shrugged her gently-rounded shoulders. 'Ours is a big country...

Her eyes were enormous even when her face was calm. It was as if
there was no room for them under her eyelids, as if they were begging to be
let out.

'‘But they won't leave you here?"
'N-no, of course not.'
'How can you leave your family?'

'What family? I've only got a grandmother. I'll take Granny with
me.

'What about your father and mother?'
Zoya sighed.' My mother died.'

Kostoglotov looked at her and did not ask about her father. 'But you
come from round here, don't you?'

'No, from Smolensk.'
'Really... when did you leave there?'
'During the evacuation... when else?"'

"You were... about nine?'



"Yah. I was at school for two years there. Then Granny and I got
stuck here.'

Zoya reached towards the large orange shopping bag on the floor by
the wall, pulled out a mirror, took off her nurse's cap, lightly fluffed up her
hair, which was crammed under it, and started to comb out a slightly curling
fine golden fringe.

A golden reflection from it appeared on Kostoglotov's hard face. He
relaxed a little and followed her movements with pleasure.

'So, where's your grandmother?' asked Zoya jokingly as she finished
with the mirror.

'My grandmother' - Kostoglotov was being completely serious - 'and
my ma' - (the word was at odds with his bitter expression) -' died in the
siege.'

"The siege of Leningrad?'

'Uh-huh. And my sister was killed by a shell. She was a nurse just
like you, only more of a child.'

"Yees,' sighed Zoya, ignoring the allusion to child, 'so many people
died in the siege. Damn Hitler!"

Kostoglotov gave a wry grin. 'We've had more than enough Proof of
Hitler being damned. But I wouldn't blame the Leningrad blockade on him
alone.'

'What do you mean? Why not?'

'Well, listen. Hitler came to annihilate us. Were the besieged
supposed to wait for him to open the gate and say: "Come out one by one,
don't crowd together"? He was making war, he was an enemy. But there
was someone else responsible for the blockade too.'

'Who?' whispered Zoya, quite astounded. She had never heard or
imagined anything like it.



Kostoglotov knit his black brows. "Well, let's say those who would
have been prepared to fight even if England, France and America had
joined Hitler as allies. Those who drew their salaries for decades without
seeing how Leningrad was geographically isolated and that this would
affect its defence. Those who failed to foresee how heavy the
bombardments would be and never thought of stocking up provisions below
ground. They strangled my mother too - they and Hitler.' It was all so
simple - but somehow terribly new. Sibgatov was sitting quietly on his bowl
in the corner behind them.

'‘But in that case... in that case surely they ought to be put on trial?'
ventured Zoya in a whisper.

'T don't know." Kostoglotov grimaced, his lips an even thinner line
than before.' I don't know.'

Zoya did not put her cap back on. The top button of her overall was
undone and the gold-grey collar of her dress peeped out.

'Zoyenka, I did come to see you partly on business.'

'Did you now?' Her eyelashes jerked up. 'Well, then, it'll have to
wait till day-duty. Now it's time for sleep. You did say you were just
visiting, didn't you?'

"Yes I... I'm visiting too. But-before you get spoilt by it all, before
you become a fully qualified doctor, just give me a helping hand as a human
being.'

'Don't the doctors do that?'

'Well, theirs is a different sort of hand and they don't stretch it out.
Zoya, all my life I've hated being a guinea-pig. They're giving me treatment
here, but nobody explains anything. I can't stand it. I saw you with a book
the other day - Pathological Anatomy. Is that right?'

'Yes.'



'And it's about tumours, yes?'
'Yes.'

'Do me a favour and bring it to me! I must have a look at it and try
and work things out. For myself.'

Zoya pursed her lips and shook her head. 'It's strictly against the
rules for patients to read medical books. Even when we students study a
particular disease we always imagine that..."

'Tt may be against the rules for others, but not for me!" Kostoglotov
slapped his big paw down on the table. "'They've tried to scare me out of my
wits so many times, I've stopped being scared. In the regional hospital I was
diagnosed by a Korean surgeon. It was New Year's Eve. He didn't want to
tell me what was wrong. "Speak the truth, man!" I said. "We're not allowed
to do that here."

"Speak!" I said. "I must put my family affairs in order!" So he
blurted out, "You'll live another three weeks, I won't guarantee you any
longer than that!™

'He didn't have the right to...'

'He was a good man. A human being. I shook him by the hand. You
see, I had to know! I'd tormented myself for six months before that. The last
month I hadn't been able to lie, sit down or stand without it hurting, and I
was only sleeping a few minutes a day. So I must have done plenty of
thinking. This autumn I learned from experience that a man can cross the
threshold of death even when his body is still not dead. Your blood still
circulates and your stomach digests, while you yourself have gone through
the whole psychological preparation for death - and lived through death
itself. Everything around you, you see as if from the grave. And although
you've never counted yourself a Christian, indeed the very opposite
sometimes, all of a sudden you find you've forgiven all those who
trespassed against you and bear no ill-will towards those who persecuted
you. You're simply indifferent to everyone and everything. There's nothing
you'd put yourself out to change, you regret nothing. I'd even say it was a



state of equilibrium, as natural as that of the trees and the stones. Now I
have been taken out of it, but I'm not sure whether I should be pleased or
not. It means the return of all my passions, the bad as well as the good.’

'Ha! What cheek! You've got plenty to be pleased about. When you
were admitted here... how many days ago was it?'

"Twelve.'

"There you were, writhing about on the couch right here in the hall.
You were a terrible sight. You had a face like a corpse, wouldn't eat a thing,
and a temperature of over a hundred, morning and evening - and now? You
go visiting.... It's a miracle... for a man to come to life again like that in
twelve days. It hardly ever happens here.'

Indeed, his face had been covered in deep, grey creases, as if hacked
out with a chisel, evidence of his constant tension. But now there were
fewer of them and they had become lighter.

'T was lucky. It turned out I had a high tolerance to Xrays.'
"Yes, it's very rare. It's a stroke of luck,' said Zoya, warmly.

Kostoglotov grinned. 'T haven't had all that much luck in my life, so
the X-ray business is only fair, isn't it? I've started to dream again - vague,
pleasant dreams. I think it's a sign I'm getting better.'

"Very possibly.'

'Well then, all the more reason why I have to understand and
investigate. I want to understand exactly how I'm being treated, what the
long-term prospects are, what the complications are. I feel so much better,
perhaps the treatment should be stopped altogether. Anyway, I want to
understand it. Ludmila Afanasyevna and Vera Kornilyevna don't tell me
anything, they just give me the treatment as if I were a monkey. Please
bring me the book, Zoya, please! I won't give you away. Nobody will see
me with it, I promise you.'



He was so insistent that he became quite animated.

Zoya hesitated. She took hold of the handle of one of the drawers in
her table.

'Ts it there?' Kostoglotov guessed at once. 'Zoyenka, give it to me.’

His hand was outstretched, ready for it. 'When are you next on
duty?'

'Sunday afternoon.’
T'll give it back to you then, all right? Is it a bargain?'

How pleasant and easy-going she was, with that golden fringe and
those great wide eyes.

If only he could have seen himself, his hair, matted from lying on
the pillow, sticking up in pointed tufts all over his head, one corner of a
coarse calico issue shirt showing with hospital informality from under his
jacket, which was not buttoned up to the neck.

'Ah yes, yes.' He flicked through the book, dipping from time to
time into the table of contents. 'Yes, good, I can find it all here. Thank you.
Otherwise, Christ knows, they might over-treat me. After all, they're only
really interested in having something to fill in on their reports. Maybe I'll
run away. Even a good doctor shortens your life.’

"There, you see.' Zoya threw up her hands. 'Why did I have to let
you see it? Give it back!" And she tugged at the book, first with one hand
and then with both. But he hung on to it easily.

"You'll tear it! It's a library copy! Give it back!'

Her firm, round shoulders and small firm, round arms looked as if
they had been poured into the close-fitting overall. Her neck was neither too
thin nor too fat, too short nor too long, but just right for her figure.



As they tugged at the book they were drawn together and looked
straight into each other's eyes. His uncouth face suddenly blossomed into a
smile. The scar on it no longer seemed so terrible; it was paler, like an
ancient wound. With his free hand, Kostoglotov softly prised her fingers
from the book and spoke to her in a whisper: 'Zoyenka. You don't believe in
ignorance, you believe in education. How can you stop people becoming
wiser? I was joking. I won't run away.'

She answered him in an aggressive whisper: "You don't deserve to be
allowed to read it. You neglected yourself. Why didn't you come earlier?
Why come here when you were practically a corpse?'

'Well,' sighed Kostoglotov, this time half aloud. "There wasn't any
transport.'

'No transport! What sort of a place was it? There are always
aeroplanes, aren't there? Why did you have to put it off to the last minute?
Why didn't you move earlier to a more civilized place? Wasn't there a
doctor or a feldsher or something?' [Footnote: An assistant doctor, not fully-
qualified, who provides medical treatment in Russian rural areas.
(Translators' note).]

She let go of the book.
'Oh yes, there was a gynaecologist. Two, in fact.'

"Two gynaecologists?' Zoya gasped in amazement. 'Are there only
women there, then?'

'On the contrary, there aren't enough. There are two gynaecologists
but no other doctors of any kind. There aren't any laboratories either. It's
impossible to get a blood-test done. I had a blood-count. It turned out to be
sixty, and no one knew a thing about it.'

'God, what a nightmare! And then you take it upon yourself to
decide whether you should be treated or not. If you haven't any pity for
yourself at least have some for your family and your children.’



'Children?' It was as if Kostoglotov had suddenly come to, as if the
whole gay tug-of-war with the book had been a dream and he was now
returning to his normal self, with his hard face and his slow way of
speaking. 'I haven't got any children.’

'And your wife, isn't she a human being?'
His speech was even slower now.
'No wife either.'

'Men always say they've got no wife. Then what about those family
affairs that you had to put in order? What was it you told the Korean?'

'T told him a lie.'
'How do I know you're not lying to me now?"

'T'm not, I swear it.' Kostoglotov's face was growing grave. 'It's just
that I'm a choosy sort of person.'

'T suppose she couldn't stand your personality?'

Kostoglotov shook his head very slowly. 'There never was a wife -
ever.'

Zoya tried unsuccessfully to work out his age. She moved her lips
once, but decided not to put the question. She moved them again, and again
did not ask it.

Zoya was sitting with her back to Sibgatov, and Kostoglotov was
facing him. He saw him haul himself gingerly out of the little bath, clasp
both hands to the small of his back and stand there to dry. His face was that
of a man who had suffered all he could. Acute misery lay behind him now,
but there was nothing to lure him on towards happiness.

Kostoglotov breathed in and then out, as if respiration was his whole
job in life.



'T'm dying for a smoke! Couldn't I possibly...'
'Certainly not. For you smoking means death.’
'Not in any circumstances?'

'In no circumstances, especially not in front of me.' All the same,
she smiled.

'Perhaps I could have just one?"
"The patients are asleep; how can you?'

However, he pulled out a long, empty cigarette-holder, hand-made
and encrusted with stones, and began to suck it.

"You know what they say: a young man's too young to get married,
and an old man's too old.' He leant both elbows on her table and ran his
fingers with the cigarette-holder through his hair. 'T nearly got married after
the war, though. I was a student and so was she. I wouldn't have minded
getting married, but everything went wrong.'

Zoya scrutinized Kostoglotov's face. It didn't look very friendly, but
it was strong. Those raw-boned arms and shoulders... but that was the
disease.

'Didn't it sort itself out?"

'She... how does one say it?... she perished.' He closed one eye in a
crooked grimace and stared hard with the other. 'She perished, although in
fact she's still alive. Last year we wrote to each other a couple of times.'

He opened his other eye. He saw the cigarette-holder between his
fingers and put it back into his pocket.

'And, you know, there were some sentences in those letters that set
me thinking: was she really as perfect as she seemed to me then? Perhaps
she wasn't. What can we possibly understand when we're twenty-five?' His



dark-brown eyes looked steadily at Zoya. 'You, for instance, what do you
understand now about men? Not a damn thing!'

Zoya burst out laughing. 'Maybe I understand them very well!'

"That would be quite impossible,' Kostoglotov decreed. "What you
call understanding isn't understanding at all. You'll get married and you'll
make a bi-ig mistake.'

'Wet blanket!" Zoya shook her head from side to side. Then she put
her hand in the big orange bag and brought out a piece of embroidery,
which she unfolded. It was just a small piece, drawn across a frame. A
green crane was already stitched in; a fox and tankard were outlined.

Kostoglotov looked at it as if it was something miraculous.
"You do embroidery?'
'What's so surprising?'

'T never imagined a modern medical student would do that sort of
handwork.'

"You've never watched girls doing embroidery?'

'Only when I was a child perhaps, during the 'twenties. Even then
people thought it was bourgeois. You'd have got such a drubbing at the
Young Communists' meeting.'

'It's very popular these days. Haven't you seen it?'
He shook his head.
"You disapprove?'

'No; why should I? It's nice, gives you a comfortable feeling. I
admire it." She stitched away, while he looked on admiringly. She watched
her work, he watched her. In the yellow light of the lamp her golden



eyelashes glimmered, and the little open corner of her dress shone golden
too.

"Teddy-bear with the golden hair,' he whispered.
'What's that?' Still bent over her work she raised her eyebrows.
He repeated it.

'Oh yes?' Zoya seemed to have expected more of a compliment than
that. 'If nobody embroiders where you come from, I suppose they have
masses of moulinet in the shops?'

"What's that?'

'Moulinet. These threads here - green, blue, red, yellow. They're
very hard to come by here.'

'Moulinet. I'll remember to ask. If there's any I'll send you some
without fail. Or if it turns out we have limited supplies, perhaps it would be
simpler for you to move out there?'

'Where's that? Where do you live?'
'T suppose you could say - in the virgin lands.'
'So, you're a "virgin-lander"?"'

'T mean, when I went there nobody thought they were the virgin
lands. But now it seems they are and "virgin-landers" come out to us. When
you graduate, why don't you apply to come out? I shouldn't think they'll
refuse. They wouldn't refuse anyone who applied to join us.'

Is it that bad?"

'Not at all. Only people have distorted ideas about what's good and
what's bad. To live in a five-storey cage, with people banging about and
walking to and fro above your head and the radio blaring on all sides, is



considered good. But to live as a hard-working tiller of the soil in a mud hut
on the edge of the steppe - that's considered the height of misfortune.'

He wasn't joking at all, his words had the weary conviction of
people who have no desire to strengthen their argument even by raising
their voice.

'But is it steppe or desert?'

'Steppe. No sand-dune. But there's a bit of grass. Zhantak grows
there, camel-thorn, you know. It's thorn, but in July it produces pinkish
flowers and even a very delicate smell. The Kazakhs make a hundred
medicines out of it.'

'It's in Kazakhstan, then?"'
'Uh-huh.’

'What's it called?’
'Ush-Terek.'

'Is it an aul?' [Footnote: A village in the Turkic-speaking part of
Russia. (Translators' note).]

"Yes, if you like, an aul, or a regional administrative centre. There's a
hospital. Only there aren't enough doctors. Do come.'

He narrowed his eyes.
'Doesn't anything else grow there?'

'Oh yes, there's agriculture, but under irrigation. Sugar beet, maize.
In the kitchen garden there's everything you could wish for. Only you have
to work hard, with the bucket. In the bazaar the Greeks always have fresh
milk, the Kurds have mutton, and the Germans pork. [Footnote: Greeks,
Kurds and Germans were among those deported to the Kazakh steppe
during and immediately after the war. (Translators' note).]



They're such picturesque bazaars, you should see them! Everyone
wears national dress, they come in on camels.'

'Are you an agronomist?"'

'No. Land surveyor.'

'Why do you live there, basically?'

Kostoglotov scratched his nose. 'I just adore the climate.'
'And there's no transport?"'

'Of course there is. Motor cars - all you could want.'

'But why should I go there?'

She looked sideways at him. All the time they had been talking
Kostoglotov's face had grown kinder and softer.

'Why should you!' He furrowed the skin of his forehead, as though
searching for words with which to propose a toast. 'Zoyenka, how can you
tell which part of the world you'd be happy in, and which you'd be unhappy
in? Who can say he knows that about himself?'

4. The patients' worries

For the surgical cases, whose tumours were to be arrested by an operation,
there was not enough room in the wards on the lower floor. They were put
upstairs with the 'X-ray' patients, those prescribed radiotherapy or chemical



treatment. For this reason there were two different rounds upstairs every
morning, one for the radiotherapists, one for the surgeons.

The fourth of February was a Friday, operation day, when the
surgeons did not make their rounds. So Vera Kornilyevna Gangart, the
radiotherapist on duty, did not start her rounds immediately after the five-
minute briefing. She just glanced inside as she passed the door of the men's
ward.

Dr Gangart was shapely and not tall. Her shapeliness was
emphasized by her narrow waist, to which all the contours of her body
seemed to point. Her hair, gathered in an unfashionable bun on the back of
her head, was lighter than black but darker than dark-brown.

Ahmadjan caught sight of her and nodded to her happily.
Kostoglotov also had time to raise his head from his large book and bow to
her from afar. She smiled to both of them and raised one finger, as if to
warn her children to sit quietly while she was away. Then she moved from
the doorway and was gone.

Today she was to go round the wards not alone but with Ludmila
Afanasyevna Dontsova, who was in charge of the radiotherapy department.
But Ludmila Afanasyevna had been called in to see Nizamutdin
Bahramovich, the senior doctor, and he was holding her up.

Dontsova would only sacrifice her X-ray diagnostic sessions on the
days she did her rounds, once a week. Usually she would spend those two
first morning hours, the best of the day, when the eye is at its sharpest and
the mind at its clearest, sitting with the houseman assigned to her in front of
the screen. She saw this as the most complicated part of her work, and after
more than twenty years of it, had realized what a high price has to be paid
in particular for diagnostic mistakes. In her department there were three
doctors, all young women. To ensure that they all became equally
experienced and that none of them lagged behind in diagnostic skill,
Dontsova changed them round every three months. They worked either in
the outpatients' department or in the X-ray diagnosis room or as house
physician in the clinic.



Dr Gangart was at present assigned to the third task. The most
important, dangerous and little-researched part of it was to check that the
radiation doses were correct. There was no formula for calculating the right
intensity of a dose, for knowing how much would be most lethal for an
individual tumour yet least harmful to the rest of the body. There was no
formula but there was - a certain experience, a certain intuition, which
could be correlated with the condition of the patient. After all, this was an
operation too - but by rays, in the dark and over a period of time. It was
impossible to avoid damaging or destroying healthy cells.

As for the rest of her duties, the house physician needed only to be
methodical: arrange tests on time, check them and make notes on thirty
case-histories. No doctor likes filling in forms, but Vera Kornilyevna put up
with it because for these three months they became her patients, not pale
mergings of light and shade on a screen but her own permanent, living
charges who trusted her and waited on the encouragement of her voice and
the comfort of her glance. And when the time came to give up her stint as
house physician, she was always sorry to say good-bye to the ones she had
not had the time to cure.

Olympiada Vladislavovna, the nurse on duty, was an elderly,
greyish-haired, portly woman who looked more imposing than some of the
doctors. She had just gone round the wards telling the radiotherapy patients
to stay in their places. But in the large women's ward it was as though the
patients had been waiting for exactly this announcement. One after the
other, in their identical grey dressing-gowns, they filed on to the landing
and down the stairs: had the old boy come with the sour cream? or the old
woman with the milk? They would peer from the clinic porch through the
theatre windows (the lower halves were whitewashed, but through the upper
halves they could see the nurses' and surgeons' caps and the bright overhead
lamps); or they would wash their clothes in the sink or go and visit
someone.

It was the shabby grey dressing-gowns of rough cotton, so untidy-
looking even when perfectly clean, as well as the fact that they were about
to undergo surgery, that set these women apart, deprived them of their
womanliness and their feminine charm. The dressing-gowns had no cut



whatever. They were all enormous, so that any woman, however fat, could
easily wrap one around her. The drooping sleeves looked like wide,
shapeless chimney-stacks. The men's pink-and-white striped jackets were
much neater, but the women never got dresses, only those dressing-gowns
without buttons or button-holes. Some of them shortened the dressing-
gowns, others lengthened them. They all had the same way of tightening the
cotton belt to hide their nightdresses and of holding the flaps across their
breasts. No woman suffering from disease and in such a drab dressing-gown
had a chance of gladdening anyone's eye, and they all knew it.

In the men's ward everyone except Rusanov waited for the rounds
quietly and without much movement.

An old Uzbek called Mursalimov, a collective-farm watchman, was
lying stretched out on his back on his neatly-made bed. As usual, he wore
his battered old skull-cap. He must have been glad about one thing: his
cough was not tearing him to pieces. He had folded his hands across his
suffocating chest and was staring at one spot on the ceiling. The dark-
bronze skin of his skull-like head was tightly stretched. The small bones of
his nose, the jaw-bone and the sharp chin-bone behind his pointed beard
were all clearly visible. His ears had thinned and become no more than flat
pieces of cartilage. He only had to dry up a bit more and turn a little blacker
and he'd be a mummy.

Next to him Egenberdiev, a middle-aged Kazakh shepherd, was not
lying but sitting on his bed, legs crossed as though he was sitting on a rug at
home. With the palms of his large, powerful hands he held his big, round
knees. His taut, tough body was so tightly knit that if he sometimes swayed
a little in spite of his immobility, it was like the swaying of a tower or a
factory chimney. His back and shoulders stretched the pink and white jacket
tight, and the cuffs on his muscular forearms were on the point of tearing.
The small ulcer on his lip, the reason for his entering hospital, had been
turned by the rays into a large, crimson scab that obstructed his mouth and
made it hard for him to eat and drink. But he did not toss about, fidget or
shout. He would eat everything on his plate steadily and without fail and
then sit like that for hours quite peacefully, gazing into space.



Further down, in the bed by the door, sixteen-year-old Dyoma had
his bad leg stretched out. He was continually stroking and lightly massaging
the gnawing spot on his shin, his other leg folded up kitten-style, just
reading, not noticing a thing. In fact, he read the whole time he was not
sleeping or undergoing treatment. In the laboratory where they did all the
analyses the senior lab-assistant had a cupboard full of books. Dyoma was
allowed to go there and change his books for himself without waiting for
them to be changed for the whole ward. Now he was reading a thick
magazine with a bluish cover, [Footnote: Novy Mir, the famous 'liberal’
monthly, in which the author's works are normally published. He
deliberately does not name it although its identity would be quite clear to
any educated Russian. (Translators' note)], not a new one but a tattered,
faded copy. There were no new ones in the lab-girl's cupboard.

Proshka too had made his bed properly without hollows or wrinkles
and was sitting quietly and patiently with his feet on the floor like a man in
the best of health. In fact he was quite healthy. He had nothing to complain
about in the ward. He had no external sign of disease, and there was a
healthy tan on his cheeks. A smooth lock of hair lay across his forehead. He
was a fit young man, fit enough even to go dancing.

Next to him Ahmadjan had found no one to play with, so he had
placed a chess-board diagonally across his blanket and was playing
draughts against himself.

Yefrem, his bandage encasing him like a suit of armour, his head
immobilized, was no longer stomping along the corridor spreading gloom.
Instead he had propped himself up with two pillows and was completely
absorbed in the book which Kostoglotov had forced upon him the day
before. He was turning over its pages so slowly one might have thought he
was dozing over it.

Azovkin was suffering exactly as he had been the day before. Quite
probably he had not slept at all. His things were scattered over the window-
sill and the bedside-table, and his bed was all rumpled. His forehead and
temples were covered in perspiration, and his yellow face reflected the pain
writhing inside him. Sometimes he stood on the floor, bent double, leaning
his elbows against the bed. At other times he would seize his stomach in



both hands and fold his whole body around them. For many days he had not
even answered the questions people asked him. He had said nothing about
himself. He had used his powers of speech only for begging extra medicine
from the nurses and doctors. When people came from home to visit him, he
would send them out to buy more of the medicines he had seen in the
hospital.

Outside it was a gloomy, still, colourless day. Kostoglotov came
back from his morning X-ray and without asking Pavel Nikolayevich
opened a small window above his head. The air he let in was damp but not
cold.

Pavel Nikolayevich was afraid of his tumour catching cold. He
wrapped up his neck and sat down by the wall. How dumb they all were,
how submissive, wooden almost! Except for Azovkin nobody really looked
as if he was suffering. They were not really worthy of recovery. It must
have been Gorky who said the only people worthy of freedom are those
prepared to go out and fight for it every day. As for Pavel Nikolayevich,
already that morning he had taken certain resolute steps. As soon as the
registrar's office was open he had telephoned home and told his wife what
he had decided during the night: applications were to be made through all
possible channels; he must be transferred to Moscow; he would not risk
staying and dying in this place. Kapa knew how to get things done, she
must already have set to work. Of course, it was sheer weakness - he
shouldn't have been afraid of a tumour and stooped to taking a bed in a
place like this. Nobody would ever believe it, but it was a fact that since
three o'clock yesterday afternoon no one had even come to feel whether the
tumour had grown bigger. Nobody had given him any medicine. Assassins
in white coats - that was well said. [Footnote: This was the standard
expression applied to the accused in the 1953 'Doctors' Plot', Stalin's last
great purge. (Translators' note).]

They'd just hung up a temperature chart for idiots to look at. The
orderly hadn't even come in to make his bed. He had had to do it himself!
My word, our medical institutions still need a great deal of smartening up!

At last the doctors appeared, but they still wouldn't enter the room.
They stood over there for quite a while, on the other side of the door, round



Sibgatov, who had bared his back and was showing it to them. (Meanwhile
Kostaglotov had hidden his book under the mattress.)

Finally, though, they came into the ward: Dr Dontsova, Dr Gangart
and a portly, grey-haired nurse with a note-book in her hand and a towel
over her arm. The entry of several white coats all at once always brings
with it a wave of attention, fear and hope; and the strength of these feelings
grows with the whiteness of the gowns and caps and the sternness of the
faces. The sternness and most solemn of all was that of the nurse
Olympiada Vladislavovna. For her the morning rounds were like divine
service for a deacon. She was a nurse for whom the doctors were of a
higher order than ordinary people. She knew that doctors understood
everything, never made mistakes and never gave wrong instructions. She
jotted down every instruction in her note-book with a sensation almost of
joy - something the young nurses no longer had.

But even after they were in the ward, the doctors made no undue
haste towards Rusanov's bed! Ludmila Afanasyevna, a heavy woman with
simple, heavy features, her hair already ashen but well trimmed and waved,
said a quiet general' good morning' and then stopped by the first bed, by
Dyoma. She peered at him searchingly.

'What are you reading, Dyoma?' (Can't she think of anything more
intelligent to say? She's meant to be on duty!)

Dyoma did not name the title. He did what many people do, turned
over the magazine with the faded blue cover and showed it to her. Dontsova
narrowed her eyes.

'Oh, it's such an old one, it's two years old. Why?'
"There's an interesting article,' said Dyoma with a significant air.
'What about?'

'About sincerity!" he replied, even more emphatically.’ It says
literature without sincerity '"He was lowering his bad leg on to the floor, but
Ludmila Afanasyevna quickly checked him.



'Don't do that. Roll up your pyjamas.'

He rolled up his trouser leg, and she sat down on the edge of his
bed. Carefully, using just two or three fingers, she began to probe gently
round the affected part.

Vera Kornilyevna leant against the foot of the bed behind her,
looked over her shoulder and said quietly, 'Fifteen sessions, three thousand
"rads'V 'Does it hurt there?'

"Yes it does.'
'And here?'
'Tt hurts further up too.'

'Well, why didn't you say so? Don't be such a hero, Tell me when it
starts to hurt.'

She slowly felt around the edges. 'Does it hurt without being
touched? At night?'

Dyoma's face was smooth. There was still not a single hair on it. But
its permanently tense expression made him look much more grown-up than
he was.

'Tt nags me day and night."'
Ludmila Afanasyevna and Gangart exchanged glances.

'But have you noticed if it hurts more or less since you've been
here?'

'T don't know! Maybe it's a bit better. Maybe I'm just imagining
things.'

'Blood-count?' Ludmila Afanasyevna asked. Gangart handed her the
case history. Ludmila Afanasyevna flipped through it, then looked at the
boy.



'How's your appetite?'
T've always liked eating,’ Dyoma replied grandly.

'He's on a special diet now,' broke in Vera Kornilyevna in her lilting
voice, kind-heartedly, like a nanny. She smiled at Dyoma, and he smiled
back.

"Transfusion?' Gangart asked Dontsova the question quickly and
quietly. She took back the case history.

"Yes. Well, what do you think, Dyoma?' Ludmila Afanasyevna gave
him another searching look. 'Shall we go on with the X-rays?'

'Of course we go on.' The boy's face lit up and he looked at her
gratefully.

He thought that the X-rays were to be instead of an operation, that
that was what Dontsova had meant. (What she had really meant was that
before operating on bone sarcoma, its activity has to be suppressed by
irradiation to prevent the formation of secondaries.)

Egenberdiev had been getting himself ready for some time. He kept
a sharp look-out, and as soon as Ludmila Afanasyevna got up from the next
bed he stood bolt upright in the passageway, puffed up his chest and
towered soldier-like above her.

Dontsova gave him a smile, leaned towards his lip and inspected the
scab. Gangart was quietly reading out figures to her.

'Yes, very good)' she said encouragingly, louder than necessary, as
people do when speaking to someone whose native tongue is different from
their own. "You're making good progress, Egenberdiev! You'll soon be
going home.'

Ahmadjan knew what he was supposed to do. He had to translate
what she said into Uzbek. (He and Egenberdiev understood one another,
although each thought the other was murdering the language.) [Footnote:



Ahmadjan is an Uzbek while Egenberdiev is a Kazakh. They speak
different Turkic dialects. (Translators' note)].

Egenberdiev gazed at Ludmila Afanasyevna. His eyes showed hope
and trust, delight even, the delight with which simple souls regard
genuinely educated, genuinely useful people. Nevertheless he raised his
hand to the scab and said something. 'But it's become larger? It's grown?'
Ahmadjan translated.

'Tt will all fall off. That's what's meant to happen.' Dontsova was
articulating the words particularly loudly. Tt will all fall away! Three
months' rest at home, and then you'll come back to us!'

She went across to the old man Mursalimov, who was already sitting
with his feet hanging down. He tried to get up to meet her, but she stopped
him and sat down next to him. The emaciated, bronze-skinned old man
looked at her with the same faith in her omnipotence. Through Ahmadjan
she asked about his cough and told him to lift up his shirt. She felt his chest
lightly where it hurt and knocked on it with her fingers over her other hand,
meanwhile listening to Vera Kornilyevna telling her about the number of
sessions, the bloodcount and the injections. Then she silently examined the
case history herself. Once upon a time every organ had been necessary,
everything in its place inside a healthy body. But now it all seemed to be
superfluous, knots of muscle and angles of bone protruding from under the
skin.

Dontsova prescribed some new injections. Then she asked him to
point out among the bottles on his bedside table which pills he was taking.
Mursalimov picked up an empty bottle of multi-vitamins.

'When did you buy these?' Dontsova inquired.
Ahmadjan translated: two days ago.
'Well, where are the pills?'

He'd taken them all.



'What do you mean, you've taken them all?' Dontsova was
flabbergasted. 'All at once?'

'No. Two different times," Ahmadjan relayed to her.

The doctors, the nurses, the Russian patients and Ahmadjan all burst
out laughing. Mursalimov bared bis teeth - he had not yet understood.

Only Pavel Nikolayevich was filled with indignation at their
senseless, untimely, criminal laughter. Well, he'd soon sober them up! He
had been debating which pose to use to confront the doctors, and had
decided his point could be best made in a semi-reclining position, with his
legs drawn up under him.

'It's all right. It doesn't matter!" Dontsova reassured Mursalimov. She
prescribed some more vitamin C, wiped her hands on the towel so fervently
proffered to her by one of the nurses and turned with a look of concern on
her face towards the next bed. Now, as she stood close to the window and
facing it, one could see her unhealthy, greyish complexion. There was a
very tired, almost sickly, expression on her face.

Sitting up sternly in bed, bald, in his skull-cap and glasses, Pavel
Nikolayevich looked rather like a school-teacher, not any old school-teacher
but a distinguished one who had brought up hundreds of pupils. He waited
until Ludmila Afanasyevna was quite close to his bed, then he adjusted his
glasses and declared, 'Comrade Dontsova, I shall be forced to inform the
Ministry of Health of the way things are conducted in this clinic. And I
shall have to telephone Comrade Ostapenko.'

She did not tremble or go pale, but perhaps her complexion became
a little more pasty. She made a strange movement with her shoulders, a
circular movement as though her shoulders were tired and longed to be rid
of the harness which held them.

'If you have good contacts in the Ministry of Health,' she agreed
with him at once, 'and if you're in a position to telephone Comrade
Ostapenko, I can think of several more things you might add. Shall I tell
you what they are?'



"There is nothing that needs to be added. Your display of
indifference is quite enough as it is. I have been in here for eighteen hours,
and nobody is giving me treatment. And I am a..."' (There was nothing more
he could say to her. Surely she could supply the rest herself!)

Everyone in the room was silent, staring at Rusanov. It was Gangart
who was shocked, not Dontsova. Her lips tightened into a thin line. She
frowned and knit her brows, as if she had seen something irrevocable take
place and been powerless to avert it.

Dontsova, her large frame towering over the seated Rusanov, did not
even permit herself a frown. She made another circular movement of her
shoulders and said in a quiet, conciliatory tone, "That's why I'm here - to
give you treatment.'

'No. It's too late now.' Pavel Nikolayevich cut her short. 'T've seen
quite enough of the way things are done here, and I'm leaving. No one
shows the slightest interest, nobody bothers to make a diagnosis!' There was
an unintended tremble in his voice: he was really offended.

"You've had your diagnosis,' Dontsova said slowly, both hands
gripping the foot of his bed, 'and there's nowhere else for you to go. No
other hospital in the Republic will take patients with your particular illness.'

'But you told me I don't have cancer!... What is the diagnosis?'

'Generally speaking, we don't have to tell our patients what's wrong
with them, but if it will make you feel any better, very well - it's
lymphoma.'

' You mean it's not cancer?'

' Of course it's not.' Her face and voice bore no trace of the
bitterness that naturally comes from a quarrel, for she could see clearly
enough the fist-sized tumour under his jaw. Who could she feel bitter
against? The tumour? 'Nobody forced you to come here. You can discharge
yourself whenever you like. But remember..." She hesitated. 'People don't
only die of cancer.' It was a friendly warning.



'What's this? Are you trying to frighten me?' Pavel Nikolayevich
exclaimed. "Why are you doing it? That's against the rules of professional
etiquette.' He was still rattling away as hard as he could, but at the word
'die' everything had suddenly frozen inside him. His voice was noticeably
softer when he added, "You... you mean my condition is all that dangerous?'

'Of course it will be if you keep moving from one hospital to
another. Take off your scarf. Stand up please.’

He took off his scarf and stood up on the floor. Gently Dontsova
began to feel the tumour and then the healthy side of the neck, comparing
the two. She asked him to move his head back as far as it would go. (It
wouldn't go very far. The tumour immediately began to pull it back.) Next
he had to bend it forward as far as possible, then twist it to the left and the
right.

So that was it! His head had apparently already lost practically all its
freedom of movement, that amazing effortless freedom which when we
possess it goes completely unnoticed.

"Take off your jacket, please.'

His green-and-brown pyjama jacket had large buttons and was the
right size. No one would have thought it could be difficult to take off. But
when he stretched his arms it pulled at his neck, and Pavel Nikolayevich
groaned. The situation was serious! The impressive, grey-haired nurse
helped him untangle himself from the sleeves.

'Do your armpits hurt?' Dontsova asked. 'Does anything bother you?'

'Why, might it spread down there as well?' Rusanov's voice had now
dropped and was even quieter than Ludmila Afanasyevna's 'Stretch your
arms out sideways.' Concentrating and pressing hard, she began to feel his
armpits.

'What sort of treatment will it be?' Pavel Nikolayevich asked.

'Injections. I told you.'



'Where? Right into the tumour?'

'No. Intravenously.'

'How often?’

"Three times a week. You can get dressed now.'
'And an operation is... impossible?'

(Behind the question lay an overriding fear - of being stretched out
on the operating table. Like all patients he preferred any other long-term
treatment.)

'An operation would be pointless.' She was wiping her hands on the
towel the nurse held out to her.

I'm very glad to hear it, Pavel Nikolayevich thought to himself.
Nevertheless he would have to consult Kapa. Using personal influence in a
roundabout way was never very easy. In reality the influence he had was not
as much as he might have wished for, or as great as he was now pretending
it was. It was not at all an easy thing to telephone Comrade Ostapenko.

'All right, I'll think about it. Then we'll decide tomorrow?'

'No,' said Dontsova mercilessly, 'you must decide today. We can't
give any injections tomorrow, it's Saturday.'

More rules! Doesn't she realize rules are made to be broken? "Why
on earth can't I have injections on Saturday?'

'Because we have to follow your reactions very carefully, both on
the day of the injection and the day after. And we can't do that on a Sunday.'

'So you mean... it's a serious injection?"

Ludmila Afanasyevna did not answer. She had already moved to
Kostoglotov's bed.



'Couldn't we wait till Monday...?'

'Comrade Rusanov! You accused us of waiting eighteen hours
before treating you. How can you now suggest waiting seventy-two?' (She
had already won the battle. Her steamroller was crushing him; there was
nothing he could do.) 'Either we take you in for treatment or we don't. If it's
yes, you will have your first injection at eleven o'clock this morning. If it's
no, then you must sign to the effect that you refuse to accept our treatment
and I'll have you discharged today. But we certainly don't have the right to
keep you here for three days without doing anything. While I'm finishing
my rounds in this room, please think it over and tell me what you've
decided.’

Rusanov buried his face in his hands.

Gangart, her white coat fitting tightly right up to her neck, walked
silently past him. Olympiada Vladislavovna followed like a ship in full sail.

Dontsova, weary of the argument, hoped to be cheered up at the next
bed.

'Well, Kostoglotov, what do you have to say?'

Kostoglotov smoothed down a few of his tufts of hair and answered
in the loud, confident voice of a healthy man, 'I feel fine, Ludmila
Afanasyevna. Couldn't be better!'

The doctors exchanged glances. Vera Kornilyevna's lips were
smiling faintly, but her eyes - they were fairly laughing with joy.

'Well, all right." Dontsova sat down on his bed. 'Describe it in words.
How do you feel? What's the difference since you've been here?'

'With pleasure.' Kostoglotov was only too willing. "The pain started
to go down after the second session. After the fourth it had gone completely
and my temperature went down too. I'm sleeping very well now, ten hours a
night, in any position, and it doesn't hurt. Before, I couldn't find a single



comfortable position. I used not to want to look at food, and now I finish
everything and ask for second helpings. And it doesn't hurt.'

'And it doesn't hurt?' Gangart burst out laughing.

'And they give you the second helpings?' Dontsova was laughing
too.

'Sometimes. But what else is there to say? My whole attitude to the
world has changed. When I arrived I was a dead man. Now I'm alive.'

'No vomiting?'
'No.'

Dontsova and Gangart looked at Kostoglotov and beamed, just as a
teacher looks at a star pupil and takes more pride in a question excellently
answered than in his own knowledge and experience. Teachers become
attached to such pupils.

'Can you feel the tumour?'
'Tt doesn't bother me any more.'
'But can you feel it?'

'Well, when I lie down I can feel something heavy, almost as if it's
rolling around. But it doesn't bother me,"' Kostoglotov insisted.

'All right, lie down.'

Kostoglotov went through his routine. (During the past month many
doctors and medical students had examined his tumour in various hospitals.
They used even to call in colleagues from other rooms to feel it. Everyone
had been amazed by it.) He lifted his legs on to the bed, drew up his knees,
lay on his back without a pillow and uncovered his stomach. He could feel
at once how this toad inside him, his companion through life, had dug itself
deep in and was pressing against him.



Ludmila Afanasyevna sat next to him. With gentle, circular
movements her hand moved closer to the tumour.

'Don't tense up, don't tense up,' she kept reminding him. He knew he
shouldn't but he still kept tensing himself in instinctive defence, hindering
the examination. Finally, having persuaded his belly to relax trustingly, she
felt, deep down behind the stomach, the edge of the tumour. Then she went
on to feel all round it, gently at first, then more firmly, and then, a third
time, more firmly still.

Gangart was looking over her shoulder, and Kostoglotov was
looking at Gangart. She was a very likeable person. She wanted to be strict,
but she couldn't - she got accustomed to her patients so quickly. She tried to
be grown-up, but that didn't work either. There was something of the little
girl about her.

'T can feel it distinctly, the same as before,' Ludmila Afanasyevna
announced. 'It's a little flatter, there's no doubt about that. It's settled a little
further in and released the stomach. That's why it doesn't hurt him. It's
softer. But the circumference is almost the same. Will you take a look?'

'No, I don't think so. I do it every day. It's better to take a break from
it. Blood-count - twenty-five. White cells - five eight hundred.
Sedimentation... There, you can see for yourself...'

Rusanov raised his head from his hands and asked the nurse in a
whisper,' The injections? Are they very painful?'

Kostoglotov was also making inquiries. 'Ludmila Afanasyevna, how
many more sessions will I have?’

'We can't decide that quite yet.'
'No, but roughly? When do you think I'll be discharged?'

'What?' She raised her head from the case history. "What did you
say?'



'When are you going to discharge me?' Kostoglotov repeated just as
confidently. He gripped his shins with his hands and assumed an
independent air. All trace of admiration for the star pupil had vanished from
Dontsova's gaze. He was now just a difficult patient whose face expressed
deep-rooted stubbornness.

'T'm just beginning to treat you!' she cut him short. 'Starting from
tomorrow. Up to now we've only been setting our sights.'

But Kostoglotov would not give way. 'Ludmila Afanasyevna, I'd
like to explain something to you. I realize I'm not cured yet, but I'm not
aiming at a complete cure.'

Well, what a bunch of patients! Each one better than the next!
Ludmila Afanasyevna was frowning. This time she was angry. 'What on
earth are you talking about? Are you in your right mind?'

'Ludmila Afanasyevna.' Kostoglotov raised one large hand to wave
aside any further accusations. 'Discussions about the sanity or insanity of
contemporary man will take us far from the point.... I am really grateful to
you for bringing me into this enjoyable state of health. Now I want to make
use of it a little and live. But what will happen if I have further treatment... I
do not know.' While he was speaking, Ludmila Afanasyevna's lower lip
jutted with impatience and indignation. Gangart's eyebrows had twitched:
she was looking from one to the other, eager to intervene and to pacify.
Olympiada Vladislavovna was gazing haughtily down at the rebel. 'In fact, I
don't want to pay too high a price now for the hope of a life some time in
the future. I want to depend on the natural defences of the organism...'

"You and your natural defences of the organism came crawling into
this clinic on all fours.' Dontsova came back with a sharp rebuke. She got
up from the bed. "You don't even understand the game you're playing. I
won't even talk to you!' She waved her hand like a man and turned towards
Azovkin. Kostoglotov lay there, his knees pulled up under the blanket. He
looked implacable, like a black dog.

'Ludmila Afanasyevna, I still want to discuss the matter with you.
You may be interested in this as an experiment, in seeing how it will end.



But I want to live in peace, if only for a year. That's all.'

"Very well.' Dontsova threw the words over her shoulder. "You'll be
sent for.'

She was now looking at Azovkin. She had not yet been able to
switch the annoyance from her face or voice. Azovkin did not get up. He
just sat there holding his stomach, merely raising his head to greet the
arrival of the doctors. His lips did not form the whole of a mouth: each lip
expressed its own separate suffering. In his eyes there was no emotion
except entreaty, a plea for help to those who could not hear.

'Well, Kolya, how are things?' Ludmila Afanasyevna encircled his
shoulders with her arms.

'Ba-ad,' he answered very softly. When he spoke only his mouth
moved: he tried not to expel any air from his chest, because the slightest jolt
of the lungs was passed on towards the stomach and the tumour.

Six months ago he had been striding along, a spade over his
shoulder, at the head of a Young Communists' Sunday working party,
singing at the top of his voice. Now he could not raise his voice above a
whisper, even when talking about his pain.

'All right, Kolya, let's think about this together.' Dontsova was
speaking just as softly as he. 'Perhaps you're tired of the treatment. Perhaps
you're fed up with being in hospital. Is that right?'

"Yes...'

"This is your home town. Perhaps a rest at home would do you good.
Would you like that? We can discharge you for a month, or six weeks.'

'After that you'd... take me in again?'

'Of course we'll take you in. You're one of us now. It'll give you a
rest from the injections. Instead you can buy medicine from the chemist and
put it under your tongue three times a day.'



'Sinestrol?’
"Yes.'

Dontsova and Gangart did not realize that for months Azovkin had
been frantically begging extra medicine from every duty nurse and night-
duty doctor - sleeping pills, painkillers, every sort of extra powder or pill
except those prescribed for him orally or by injection. This reserve supply
Azovkin crammed into a little cloth bag, which he kept ready to save
himself with on the day when the doctors stopped helping him.

"You need a rest, my dear Kolya... a rest.'

It was very quiet in the ward. Rusanov sighed, and raised his head
from his hands. His words rang through the room. Doctor, I give in. Inject
me!'

5. The doctors' worries

What name can one give it? Frustration? Depression? When melancholy
sets in, a kind of invisible but thick and heavy fog invades the heart,
envelops the body, constricting its very core. All we feel is this constriction,
this haze around us. We don't even understand at first what it is that grips
us.

This was what Vera Kornilyevna felt as she finished her rounds and
went down the stairs with Dontsova. She was very upset.

In such circumstances it helps to take stock of oneself and consider
what it's all about, to put something up as a protective barrier, too.



But there wasn't time for her to take stock.

This was the position; she was anxious about 'Mother'. (This was
what the three radiotherapy housemen called Ludmila Afanasyevna among
themselves.) She was like a mother to them partly because of her age - they
were all about thirty, while she was nearly fifty - and partly because of the
special zeal with which she taught them to work. She herself was keen to
the point of being obsessed, and she wanted all her three 'daughters’ to
absorb that same keenness and obsession. She was among the last of the
school of doctors with a grasp of X-ray diagnosis as well as X-ray therapy.
For some time there had been a general trend towards fragmentation of

knowledge, but in spite of this she tried to make her housemen keep up with
both.

She had no secrets, there was nothing she kept to herself and would
not share. And when Gangart occasionally showed herself sharper and
quicker than her 'mother’, Ludmila Afanasyevna was only too pleased. Vera
had worked with her for eight years, ever since leaving medical college, and
all the power she felt she now possessed - the power to pull back from
creeping death those who came and implored her to save them - every atom
of it came from her contact with Ludmila Afanasyevna.

This fellow Rusanov might turn out to be a tedious nuisance to

'Mother'. Only a magician can fix a head on a body, but any fool can lop it
off.

How she wished there were only one Rusanov. Any patient with
bitterness in his heart was capable of behaving like this, and when hounds
are in full cry you cannot just call them off at will. These threats left not a
footprint on water, but a furrow in the mind. A furrow can always be
levelled and filled with sand, but if any drunken huntsman shouts 'Down
with doctor' or 'Down with engineers', there is always a hunting-crop to
hand.

The black clouds of suspicion, gathered once over the white coats,
had left shreds behind hovering here and there. Quite recently an M. G. B.
chauffeur had been admitted to the clinic with a stomach tumour. [Footnote:



The Ministry of State Security, the organization now known as the! K. G.
B., the Committee for State Security. (Translators' note)].

He was a surgical case. Vera Kornilyevna had had nothing to do
with him, except that once when she was on night duty, making her evening
rounds, he had complained to her of sleeping badly. She had prescribed
bromural; however, the sister told her only small doses were available
[Footnote: A further allusion to the 'Doctors’ Plot'. (Translators' note)]. so
she had said, 'Give him two powders in one dose'. The patient took them
from her and Vera Kornilyevna never noticed the peculiar way he looked at
her. And no one would have known, if one of the girl laboratory assistants
hadn't been living in the same flat as the chauffeur and come to visit him in
the ward. She came running to Vera Kornilyevna in great excitement. The
chauffeur had not taken the powders.! Why were there two together? He'd
lain awake all night, and now he was questioning the assistant, 'Why is her
surname Gangart? Tell me more about her. She tried to poison me. We'd
better check up on her.

Vera spent several weeks waiting to be checked up on, several
weeks of having to make her diagnoses confidently, impeccably, with
inspiration even, of measuring doses accurately, of encouraging her patients
with glances and smiles to make up for their finding themselves inside this
notorious' cancer circle, and all the time expecting one of them to look at
her as if to say, 'Are you a poisoner?'

Another reason why today's rounds had been particularly difficult
was that Kostoglotov, a patient who had made especially good progress and
whom Vera Kornilyevna had for some reason treated with particular
kindness, had made a point of questioning '"Mother' in that very manner,
suspecting that some wicked experiment was being practised on him.

Ludmila Afanasyevna- was also thoroughly depressed as she
finished her rounds. She remembered the unpleasant business there had
been over Polina Zavodchikova, that prize troublemaker. It wasn't she who
had been ill, but her son. She had come into the clinic just to be with him.
They operated and removed an internal tumour, and she fell upon the
surgeon in the corridor demanding a piece of her son's tumour. If it had not
been for Lev Leonidovich she might well have got it. Her plan was to take



the piece to another clinic to have the diagnosis confirmed, and if it hadn't
agreed with Dontsova's diagnosis she'd have demanded money or taken
them to court.

Every member of the hospital staff could remember some similar
incident.

Now that the rounds were over, they were on their way to discuss
among themselves what they couldn't talk about in front of the patients, and
to take decisions.

Rooms were scarce in the cancer wing, and there was not even a
small one to be found for the radiotherapists. There was no accommodation
for them either in the 'gamma-gun' unit or in the unit with the long-focus
120,000- and 200,000volt X-ray installations. There was a room in the X-
ray diagnosis unit, but it was always dark in there, so they had to make do
with a table in the near-focus X-ray unit. It was here they dealt with their
daily problems and wrote out their case histories. As if it wasn't enough to
have to spend years working in the nauseating X-ray-filled air, with its
peculiar smell and heat, they had to do their writing in it too.

They came in and sat down beside each other at the large, rough-
surfaced table that had no drawers. Vera Kornilyevna flipped through the
in-patients' cards, the women's and the men's, dividing them into cases she
would deal with herself and cases they would have to decide about together.
Ludmila Afanasyevna looked gloomily down at the table, tapping it with
her pencil. Her lower lip stuck out slightly.

Vera Kornilyevna looked at her sympathetically, but could not make
up her mind to speak either about Rusanov and Kostoglotov or about the lot
of doctors in general, because there was no sense in repeating what they all
knew. She would have to be subtle and choose her words carefully,
otherwise she might hurt her instead of consoling her.

Ludmila Afanasyevna spoke. 'It's infuriating, isn't it, how powerless
we are?' (This could be said of many of the patients examined that day.) She
started tapping her pencil again. 'Of course, there's been no mistake on our
side." (This could apply to either Azovkin or Mursalimov.) 'We were a bit



out in one of our diagnoses, but we gave the right treatment. We couldn't
have given a smaller dose. It was that barrel that did for us.’

Ah yes, she was thinking about Sibgatov. There are some thankless
cases on which you spend three times your usual ingenuity and still can't
save the patient. When Sibgatov was first carried in on a stretcher the X-
rays showed destruction of almost the entire sacrum. The error had been in
establishing a bone sarcoma, even though they had consulted a professor.
Only later did it gradually emerge that the trouble was caused by a large-
celled tumour, which makes fluid appear in the bone and transforms it into a
jelly-like tissue. Still, the treatment in both cases was the same.

The sacrum cannot be removed or sawn out. It is the cornerstone of
the body. The only thing left was X-ray therapy, which had to be immediate
and in large doses. Small ones would not be any good. And Sibgatov got
better! The sacrum strengthened. He recovered, but the doses he'd been
given were large enough for a horse, and the surrounding tissue became
excessively sensitive, developing a tendency to form new malignant
tumours. Now his blood and tissue were refusing to respond to
radiotherapy, a new tumour was raging and nothing could be done to defeat
it. It could only be contained.

For the doctor this meant a sense of helplessness, a feeling that the
methods used were not yet effective. And heartfelt pity, simple, ordinary
pity. There was Sibgatov, a gentle, well-mannered, mournful Tartar, so
ready with his gratitude, and all that could be done for him was to prolong
his suffering.

This morning Nizamutdin Bahramovich had summoned Dontsova
for a special reason: to increase the turnover of beds. In all doubtful cases,
where there was no assurance of improvement, the patient was to be
discharged. Dontsova agreed with this. There was a constant queue of
applicants for admission sitting in the waiting-room, sometimes for days on
end, and requests were always coming in from provincial cancer clinics
asking permission to send patients. She agreed in principle; and there was
no one who came so obviously within this category as Sibgatov. But she
was incapable of discharging him. The struggle for this single sacrum had
been too long and too exhausting. At this point she could not yield to a



simple, reasonable suggestion or give up going through the motions,
however faint the hope was that death, not the doctor, would be the one to
make an error. Sibgatov had even caused a change in Dontsova's scientific
interest. She had become absorbed in the pathology of bones for one reason
only - to save him. There might well be patients waiting with equally
pressing claims, but even so she couldn't let go of Sibgatov. She was ready
to use all her cunning with the senior doctor to protect him.

Nizamutdin Bahramovich insisted too on discharging those who
were doomed. As far as possible their deaths should occur outside the
clinic. This would increase the turnover of beds, it would also be less
depressing for those who remained and it would help the statistics, because
the patients discharged would be listed not as' deaths' but as' deteriorations'.

Azovkin fell into this category and was to be discharged today. Over
the months his case history had become a thick book made of sheets of
coarse brown paper all stuck together. In the paper were tiny, whitish flecks
of wood that made the pen stick as lines and figures were entered in violet
and blue ink. Behind this sheaf of papers both doctors saw a townbred boy,
sweating with pain, sitting doubled up on his bed. However quietly and
softly the figures were read out, they were more inexorable than the
thunderings of a court-martial, and against them there was no appeal. There
were 26,000 'rads' in him, of which 12,000 were from his last series; he'd
had fifty injections of Sinestrol, seven blood transfusions, in spite of which
there were still only 3,400 white corpuscles, and as for the red... The
secondaries were tearing his defences to pieces like tanks, they were
hardening the thoracic wall and appearing in the lungs, inflaming the nodes
over the collarbones. The organism was providing no reinforcements,
nothing to stop their advance.

The doctors were still flipping through the cards, finishing those
they had earlier laid aside. An X-ray laboratory nurse continued treating the
out-patients. Just now she had a fouryear-old girl in a little blue dress in
there with her mother. The girl's face was covered in red vascular swellings;
they were still small and non-malignant, but it was normal to treat these
with radiotherapy to stop them degenerating into malignancy. The little girl
herself couldn't care less. She had no idea that on her tiny lip she might



already be bearing the heavy mask of death. It was not the first time she'd
been there, and she'd lost her fear. She chattered like a bird, stretching out
her hands to the nickel-plated parts of the apparatus and enjoying the shiny
world around her. Her whole session took only three minutes, but she had
no desire at all to spend them sitting motionless under the narrow tube
precisely pointed at the sore places. She kept extricating herself and turning
away. The Xray technician got nervous, switched off the current and
reaimed the tube at her again and again. Her mother held out a toy to attract
her attention and promised her more presents if she would only sit still.

Then a gloomy old woman came in and spent ages unwinding her
scarf and taking off her jacket. She was followed by a woman in-patient
wearing a grey dressing-gown, with a little spherical pigmented tumour on
the sole of her foot. All that had happened was that a nail in her shoe had
pricked her. She was talking merrily away to the nurse, little realizing that
this tiny ball no more than a centimetre wide was the very queen of
malignant tumours, a melanoblastoma. Whether they liked it or not, the
doctors had to spend time on these patients as well. They examined them
and advised the nurse. And so by now it was long past the time when Vera
Kornilyevna was supposed to give Rusanov his embiquine injection. She
took out the last card and laid it in front of Ludmila Afanasyevna. It was
one she'd been purposely holding back - Kostoglotov's.

'It's an appallingly neglected case,’ she said, 'but our treatment has
got off to a brilliant start. Only he's a very obstinate man. I'm afraid he
really may refuse to go on with it.'

'Just let him try," Ludmila Afanasyevna brought her hand down on
the table. 'Kostoglotov's disease is the same as Az Ovkin's. The only
difference is that his treatment seems to be working. How dare he refuse it?'

'He won't dare with you," Gangart at once agreed, 'but I'm not sure I
can outdo him in obstinacy. Can I send him to see you?' She was scratching
off some bits of fluff that had stuck to her finger-nail. 'Our relations are a bit
difficult at the moment... I can't seem to manage to speak to him with any
authority - I don't know why.'

Their relations had been difficult ever since the first time they met.



It was an overcast January day and the rain was pouring down.
Gangart had just begun her night as doctor on duty in the clinic. At about
nine o'clock the fat, healthy-looking groundfloor orderly came to see her
with a complaint. 'Doctor, one of the patients is making a scene. I can't cope
with him on my own. If something isn't done they'll all be round our necks.'

Vera Kornilyevna went outside and saw there was a man lying on
the floor right by the locked door of the matron's dark little office by the
main staircase. He was a lanky fellow dressed in a pair of high boots, a
soldier's faded greatcoat and a civilian fur hat with ear-flaps. It was too
small for him, but he'd managed to pull it on. There was a kit-bag under his
head, and he was evidently about to go to sleep. Gangart walked right up to
him, her well-shaped legs tapering down to a pair of high-heeled shoes (she
never dressed carelessly), and looked at him severely, trying to shame him
with her stare and make him get up. But although he saw her, he looked
back at her quite unconcernedly. He didn't move an inch, in fact it looked as
if he'd even closed his eyes.

'Who are you?' she asked him.

'A human being,' he answered quietly, unperturbed.
'Do you have an admission card?'

"Yes.'

'When did you get it?'

"Today.'

The marks on the floor beside him showed that his coat must be wet
through. So must his boots and his kit-bag.

'Well, you can't lie here. It's... it's not allowed. Besides, it's not
seemly...'

'It's seemly enough,’ he answered faintly. "This is my country. Why
should I be ashamed?'



Vera Kornilyevna was confused. She felt she couldn't possibly shout
at him and order him to get up. And anyway, it wouldn't have any effect.

She cast a look in the direction of the waiting-room. During the day
it was crowded with visitors and people waiting. There were usually three
garden benches for relatives to use as they talked to patients. But at night,
when the clinic was locked up, people who had come a long way and had
nowhere to go were put up in there. There were only two benches in there at
the moment. An old woman was lying on one of them, and a young Uzbek
woman in a colourful scarf had laid her child on the other and was sitting
beside it.

She could permit him to lie on the waiting-room floor, but it was
covered in mud from all the shoes that had trodden on it, and on this side of
the glass door everything had been sterilized and anyone who came here
had to wear hospital dress or white coats.

Once again Vera Kornilyevna glanced at this wild-looking patient.
His sharp, emaciated face already registered the indifference of death.

"There's no one in town you can go to?'

'No.'

'Have you tried the hotels?'

"Yes, I've tried." He was tired by now of answering her.
"There are five hotels here.'

"They wouldn't even listen to me." He closed his eyes, as if to
indicate that the audience was over.

If only he'd come earlier, thought Gangart. 'Some of our nurses let
patients stay the night at their homes. They don't charge much.’

He lay there with his eyes closed.



'He says, "I don't mind if I have to lie here a week",' the duty orderly
went into the attack. 'Right in everybody's way! "Until they give me a bed,"
he says! It's disgraceful! Get up, stop playing the fool! This floor's been
sterilized.' The orderly advanced upon him.

'Why are there only two benches? Wasn't there a third?' said Gangart
with surprise in her voice.

"There - they moved the third one over there.' The orderly pointed
through the glass door.

It was true. One bench had been taken into the corridor leading to
the apparatus room. It was now used for the outpatients to sit on when they
came for their sessions during the day.

Vera Kornilyevna told the orderly to unlock the door to the corridor.
She said to the sick man, 'T'll move you somewhere more comfortable.
Please get up.'

He looked at her, suspiciously at first. Then, tormented and
twitching with pain, he started to rise to his feet. It was obvious that every
movement, every turn of his body, was an effort. He got up, but left his kit-
bag lying on the floor; it would be too painful for him to bend down and
pick it up now.

Vera Kornilyevna bent down easily. With her white fingers she
picked up the dirty, soaking-wet kit-bag and gave it to him.

"Thank you.' He gave her a crooked smile. "Things have come to a
pretty pass...'

There was a damp, oblong stain on the floor where he had been
lying.

"You've been in the rain?' She gazed at him sympathetically. "Take
off your coat. It's warm in there in the corridor. You aren't feverish? You
don't have a temperature?' His forehead was completely covered by the



wretched tight black hat, its fur flaps hanging, so she laid her fingers on his
cheek instead.

One touch was enough to tell her that he did have a temperature.
'Are you taking anything?'

The look he gave her was rather different this time. It did not
express such utter alienation.

'Analgin.’

'Have you got any?"'

'Um-m.'

'Shall I bring you some sleeping pills?'
'If you can.'

'Oh yes.' She remembered suddenly. 'Can I see your admission
card?'

Perhaps he smiled, or perhaps his lips moved in obedience to some
spasm of pain. 'If I haven't got the paper, it's back out into the rain, is that
it?' He undid the top hooks on his greatcoat and pulled the card from the
pocket of the army shirt that showed underneath. It actually had been issued
that morning in the out-patients' department. She looked at it: he was one of
her patients, a radiotherapy patient. She took the card and went off to get
the sleeping pills. T1l go and get them now. Come and lie down."

'Wait a minute, wait a minute.' He suddenly came to life. 'Give me
back that paper. I know these tricks.'

'What are you afraid of?' She turned round, offended. 'Don't you
trust me?’

He looked at her doubtfully and grunted, "Why should I trust you?
You and I haven't drunk from the same bowl of soup.' He went and lay



down.

Suddenly she was annoyed. She didn't come back to see him, instead
she sent an orderly with the sleeping pills and the admission card. She
wrote "urgent' at the top of the card, underlined it and put an exclamation
mark.

It was night when next she came past him. He was asleep. The
bench was quite good for sleeping on, he couldn't fall off it. The curved
back formed a half-trough with the curve of the seat. He had taken off his
wet coat, but he'd spread it out on top of him, one side over his legs and the
other over his shoulders. The soles of his boots hung over the edge of the
bench. There wasn't a single sound inch on them. They were patched all
over with bits of black and red leather. There were metal caps on the toes
and small horseshoes on the heels.

In the morning Vera Kornilyevna mentioned him to the matron, who
then put him on the upper landing.

After that first day Kostoglotov had never been rude to Gangart
again. When he spoke to her it was politely and in his normal urbane
manner. He was the first to say good morning, and would even greet her
with a friendly smile. But she always had the feeling that he might do
something a bit strange.

And sure enough, the day before yesterday she'd summoned him for
a test to determine his blood-group. She prepared an empty syringe to take
blood from his vein, and immediately he rolled down his sleeve again and
announced firmly, 'T'm very sorry, Vera Kornilyevna, but you'll have to get
along without the sample.’

'For goodness' sake, why?'

"They've drunk enough of my blood already. I don't want to give any
more. Someone else can give it, someone who's got plenty of blood.'

"You ought to be ashamed of yourself! You're a man, aren't you?'
She looked at him with that well-known feminine mockery that men cannot



endure. 'T'll only take three cubic centimetres.'
"Three! Cc. s? What do you need it for?'

'We'll determine your blood-group with a compatibility reaction, and
if we have the right kind of blood we'll give you 250cc.s.’

'Me? Blood transfusion? God forbid! What do I need someone else's
blood for? I don't want anyone else's and I'm not giving a drop of my own.
Make a note of my bloodgroup. I remember it from the war, when I was at
the front.'

And nothing she said would change his mind. He refused to give
way, finding new and unexpected arguments. He was convinced it was all a
waste of time.

At long last she took offence. "You're putting me in a stupid,
ludicrous position. For the last time, please.'

Of course it was a mistake on her part to humiliate herself like that.
Why should she do the pleading? But he instantly bared his arm and held it
out. 'All right, but only for you. You may take three cc. s.’

In fact, she felt ill at ease with him, and one day something funny
happened. Kostoglotov said, "You don't look like a German. You must have
taken your husband's surname.'

"Yes.' The word fell involuntarily from her lips.

Why had she said that? Because at the moment it would have hurt to
say anything else.

He didn't ask her anything more.

In fact Gangart had been her father's and her grandfather's surname.
They were russianized Germans. But what should she have said.' I'm not
married'? 'T've never been married'?

Out of the question.



6. The story of an analysis

First, Ludmila Afanasyevna took Kostoglotov into the treatment room. A
female patient had just emerged after her session. The huge 180,000-volt X-
ray tube, hanging by wires from the ceiling, had been in operation almost
non-stop since eight a.m. There was no ventilation and the air was full of
that sweetish, slightly repellent X-ray warmth.

This warmth (although there was more to it than just warmth) made
itself felt in the lungs and became repellent to the patients after half a dozen
or so sessions. But Ludmila Afanasyevna had got used to it and never even
noticed whether it was pleasant or not. She had started work there twenty
years ago when the machine had no shield of any sort. She had also been
caught under a high-tension wire and very nearly been killed. Every day she
breathed in the air of the X-ray rooms, and she sat in on screening sessions
for far longer than was allowed. In spite of all the modern shields and
gloves, she had certainly taken in many more 'rads' than even the most
acquiescent and seriously ill patients, except that nobody bothered to count
the' rads' or to add them up.

She was in a hurry, not only because she wanted to get out quickly,
but also because the X-ray programme could not be delayed even for a few
minutes. She motioned Kostoglotov to lie on the hard couch under the X-
ray tube and to uncover his stomach. Then she went over his skin with some
sort of cool tickly brush. She outlined something and seemed to be painting
figures on it.

After this she told the nurse about the 'quadrant scheme' and how
she was to apply the tube to each quadrant. She then ordered the patient to



turn over on to his stomach and she brushed some more lines on his back.
'Come and see me after the session,' she said.

When she had left the room, the nurse told Kostoglotov to turn over
on to his back again and laid sheets around the first quadrant. Then she
brought up heavy mats of rubber impregnated with lead, which she used to
cover all the surrounding areas which were not for the moment to receive
the direct force of the X-rays. The pressure of the pliable mats, moulded to
his body, was pleasantly heavy.

Then the nurse too went out and shut the door. Now she could see
him only through a little window in the thick wall. A quiet humming began,
the auxiliary lamps lit up, the main tube started to glow.

Through the square of skin that had been left clear on his stomach,
through the layers of flesh and organs whose names their owner himself did
not know, through the mass of the toad-like tumour, through the stomach
and entrails, through the blood that flowed along his arteries and veins,
through lymph and cells, through the spine and lesser bones and again
through more layers of flesh, vessels and skin on his back, then through the
hard wooden board of the couch, through the four-centimetre-thick floor-
boards, through the props, through the filling beneath the boards, down,
down, until they disappeared into the very stone foundations of the building
or into the earth, poured the harsh X-rays, the trembling vectors of electric
and magnetic fields, unimaginable to the human mind, or else the more
comprehensible quanta that like shells out of guns pounded and riddled
everything in their path.

And this barbarous bombardment of heavy quanta, soundless and
unnoticed by the assaulted tissues, had after twelve sessions given
Kostoglotov back his desire and taste for life, his appetite, even his good
spirits. After the second and third bombardments he was free of the pain
that had made his existence intolerable, and eager to understand how these
penetrating little shells could bomb a tumour without touching the rest of
the body. Kostoglotov could not give himself unreservedly to the treatment
until he had grasped for himself the theory behind it and so was able to
believe in it.



He had tried to discover the theory of X-ray therapy from Vera
Kornilyevna, that sweet woman who had utterly disarmed his prejudice and
caution after their first meeting by the staircase when he had been
determined that though the fire brigade and the militia might drag him
away, he would never leave the place of his own free will. 'Don't be afraid,
just explain,' he used to reassure her. 'T'm like an intelligent soldier who has
to understand his mission before he'll fight. How is it that X-rays can
destroy a tumour without touching the other tissues?'

Vera Kornilyevna's feelings always showed first on her lips, not in
her eyes. She had such responsive, delicate lips - like 'little wings. It was on
them that her hesitation was now expressed: they fluttered with doubt.

(What could she tell him about the blind artillery which cuts down
its own men with the same pleasure as it does the enemy's?)

'Well, I'm not supposed to... oh, all right. Of course the X-ray
smashes everything it meets. Only normal tissues recover quickly, tumour
tissues don't.'

Maybe what she had said was the truth, maybe it wasn't; anyway
Kostoglotov was glad to hear it. 'Oh well, in that case I'll join in the game.
Thank you. Now I know I'll get better!

And in fact he was getting better. He lay down eagerly under the X-
ray and during each session tried to will the tumour cells to believe they
were breaking up, that they were kaput. At other times he would lie under
the tube thinking about whatever entered his head, or he might even doze
off.

Just at that moment, his eyes having taken in the mass of hanging
pipes and wires, he wanted to know why there were so many of them. And
if there was a cooling system there, was it water- or oil-based? But his
thoughts did not stay long on this subject; he could not provide himself with
any explanation.

As it happened, he began thinking about Vera Gangart. Such a sweet
woman would never have been seen in Ush Xerek. And women like that



were always married. However, putting the husband as it were in
parentheses, he was thinking of her without him. He was thinking how nice
it would be to talk to her not just for a moment but for a long, long time, to
walk with her in the hospital courtyard, for instance. Sometimes he would
shock her by the harshness of his judgements - she looked so funny when
she was confused. Every time she smiled her goodness shone like a little
sun, even when you met her by chance in the corridor or as she came into
the ward. She wasn't professionally kind, she was just naturally kind. Her
smile was kind, not so much her smile as the lips themselves. They were
vital, separate lips, which seemed about to flutter from her face like a lark
into the sky. They were made, as all lips are, for kissing, yet they had other
more important work to do: to sing of brightness and beauty.

The tube hummed faintly and musically.

He was thinking about Vera Gangart but he was also thinking about
Zoya. The strongest memory he had of last night (it had kept on cropping
up all morning) was of her neatly supported breasts which formed, as it
were, a little shelf, almost horizontal. While they gossiped yesterday a
large, heavy ruler for drawing lines in registers lay on the table beside them.
The ruler was made not of plywood but out of a planed block. All evening
Kostoglotov had had a temptation - to pick it up and lay it on the shelf of
her breasts, to test whether it would slide off or not. He rather thought it
wouldn't.

He also remembered, with gratitude, the particularly heavy lead-
impregnated mat which they had laid on his body just below his stomach.
That mat had pressed against him and reassured him cheerfully,' I'll protect
you, don't be afraid!'

But maybe it wouldn't? Maybe it wasn't thick enough? Or perhaps
they hadn't positioned it accurately?

During these last twelve days Kostoglotov had returned not simply
to life - to food, movement and a cheerful disposition - but also to the
loveliest feeling in life which in his agony of the last few months he had
completely lost. It proved that the lead mat was holding the defences!



Nonetheless he had to get out of the clinic while he was still all
right.

He didn't even notice that the humming had stopped and the pink
wires had begun to grow cold. The nurse came in and began to take off the
shields and the sheets. He swung his feet off the couch and then got a good
view of the violet squares and figures drawn on his stomach.

'How can I wash with all this?' he asked the nurse.
'Only with the doctors' permission.'

'A fine state of affairs. What's the idea? Is it meant to last for a
month?'

He went to see Dontsova. She was sitting in the short-focus
apparatus room. Through her square glasses, rounded at the four corners,
she was examining some large X-ray films against the light. Both machines
were switched off, both windows were open and there was no one else in
the room.

'Sit down,' said Dontsova drily.
He sat down. She went on comparing the X-rays.

Although Kostoglotov argued with her, he did it only as a defence
against the excesses of medicine, as laid out in a mass of instructions. As
for Ludmila Afanasyevna herself, she inspired only confidence, not just by
her masculine decisiveness, by the precise orders she gave as she watched
the screen in the darkness, by her age and her indisputable dedication to
work and work alone, but also, above all, by the confident way in which,
right from the very first day, she had felt for the outline of his tumour and
traced its circumference so precisely. The tumour itself proclaimed the
accuracy of her touch, for it had felt something too. Only a patient can
judge whether the doctor understands a tumour correctly with his fingers.
Dontsova had felt out his tumour so well that she didn't really need an X-
ray photograph.



She laid aside the X-ray photographs, took off her glasses and said,
'Kostoglotov, there is too big a gap in your case history. We must be
absolutely certain of the nature of your primary tumour.'

When Dontsova started talking like a doctor, she always spoke
much more quickly. In one breath she would leap through long sentences
and difficult terms. "What you tell us of your operation the year before last
and the position of the present secondaries is in agreement with our
diagnosis. However, there are other possibilities which can't be excluded,
and this complicates your treatment for us. You'll understand it's impossible
now to take a sample of your secondary.'

"Thank God! I wouldn't have let you take one.'

'T still don't understand why we can't get hold of the slides with the
sections of your primary. Are you absolutely sure there was a histological
analysis?'

"Yes, I'm sure.’
'In that case why were you not told the result?’

She rattled on in the rapid style of a busy person. Some of her words
slipped by and had to be guessed at.

Kostoglotov however had got out of the habit of hurrying. 'The
result? There were such stormy goings-on where we were, Ludmila
Afanasyevna, such an extraordinary situation that I give you my word of
honour... I'd have been ashamed to ask about a little thing like my biopsy.
Heads were rolling. And I didn't even understand what a biopsy was for.'
Kostoglotov liked to use medical terms when he was talking to doctors.

'Of course you didn't understand. But those doctors must have
understood. These things can't be played about with.'

'"Doctors?"



He glanced at her, at her grey hair which she did not conceal or dye,
and took in the concentrated, businesslike expression of her face with its
somewhat prominent cheekbones.

Wasn't that typical of life? Here, sitting in front of him, was his
compatriot, his contemporary and well-wisher. They were talking in their
own language, common to them both, and still he couldn't explain the
simplest thing to her. It seemed one had to start too far back, or else end the
explanation too soon.

'Ludmila Afanasyevna, those doctors couldn't do a thing. The first
surgeon was a Ukrainian. He decided I was to have an operation and got me
ready for it, and then he was taken on a prisoners' transport the night before
the operation.'

'So?'
'So nothing. They took him away.'
'I'm sorry but... he must have had warning. He could have...'

Kostoglotov burst out laughing. He thought it very amusing.
'Nobody ever warns you about a transport, Ludmila Afanasyevna. That's the
whole point. They like to pull you out unexpectedly.'

Dontsova's broad forehead creased into a frown. Kostoglotov must
be talking nonsense.

'‘But if he had a patient due for operation...”"

'Huh! Listen to me: they brought in a Lithuanian who'd done an
even better job of it than me. He'd swallowed an aluminium spoon, a
tablespoon.’

'How on earth could he have managed that?'

'He did it on purpose. He wanted to get out of solitary. How was he
to know they were taking the surgeon away?'



'So what happened next? Wasn't your tumour growing very fast?'

"That's right, from morning to evening - it was really getting down to
it. Then about five days later they brought another surgeon from another
compound. He was a German, Karl Fyodorovich. So, he got settled into his
new job and after a day or so he operated on me. But words like "malignant
tumour" and "secondaries" - no one told me anything about them. I'd never
even heard of them.'

'But he sent away a biopsy?'

'T didn't know then. I didn't know about biopsies or anything. I just
lay there after the operation. There were little sacks of sand on top of me.
By the end of the week I'd begun learning to move my feet from the bed to
the floor, to stand up. Suddenly they went round the camp to collect another
transport, about seven hundred men - "troublemakers", they said - and Karl
Fyodorovich, the gentlest man alive, happened to be in the transport. They
took him straight from the hut. They wouldn't even let him do a last round
of his patients.'

'Absurd!’

'Wait till you hear some real absurdity.' Kostoglotov was becoming
more than usually animated. 'A friend of mine came running in and
whispered that I was on the list for the transport too. The woman in charge
of the infirmary, Madame pubinskaya, had given her agreement, knowing I
couldn't walk and that they hadn't even taken out my stitches - what a bitch!
I'm sorry... Well, I made a firm decision. To travel in a cattle-truck with
unremoved stitches would mean infection and certain death, so I thought,
When they come for me I'll tell them, "Shoot me here on the bed, I'm not
going anywhere." I'll tell them straight out! But they didn't come for me,
and it wasn't because of any kindness on the part of Madame Dubinskaya;
she was quite surprised I hadn't been sent. Ho, they'd checked up in the
registration section and found I had less than a year left to serve. But I've
got off the point. Anyway I went over to the window and looked out.
Behind the hospital woodpile there was a parade ground, twenty metres
away, where they were herding everyone with their things ready for the
transport. Karl Fyodorovich saw me in the window and shouted,



"Kostoglotov, open the window!" The guards yelled at him. "Shut up, you
bastard." But he shouted, "Kostoglotov, remember this, it's very important, I
sent the section of your tumour to Omsk for histological analysis, to the
department of pathological anatomy, remember!" Well, they herded them
away. Those were my doctors, your predecessors. Are they to blame?'

Kostoglotov threw himself back in his chair. He had got himself
very worked up, caught up by the atmosphere of that other hospital.

Separating the essential from the superfluous (in patients' stories
there is always plenty of the superfluous), Dontsova came back to the point
that interested her: "Well, what was the answer from Omsk? Was there one?
Did they tell you anything?'

Kostoglotov shrugged his angular shoulders. 'Nobody told me a
thing. And I didn't understand why Karl Fyodorovich shouted what he did.
But then last autumn, in exile, when the disease had really got hold of me,
an old gynaecologist chap, a friend of mine, began to insist that I make
inquiries. So I wrote to my camp. No answer. Then I wrote a complaint to
the camp administration. About two months later I got an answer: "After
careful investigation of your personal file, there appears to be no possibility
of tracing your analysis." I was already so ill with this tumour that I was
ready to abandon the whole correspondence, but since the komendatura
[Footnote: A police office supervising the life of exiles. (Translators' note)]
weren't letting me out for treatment in any case, I thought I'd take a chance
and write to Omsk. I wrote to the department of pathological anatomy, and I
got an answer in a few days. It was already January, that was before they let
me come here.'

'Well, come on then! Where is it? Where's the answer?"

'Ludmila Afanasyevna, when I came here I couldn't have cared less
about anything. It was a slip of paper without a letterhead, without a stamp,
simply a letter from a laboratory worker in the department. She was kind
enough to write that on the exact date I mentioned and from the very
settlement where I was, a specimen had come in and analysis had been
carried out and had confirmed - that's right, the type of tumour you've
suspected all along - and that an answer had then been sent to the hospital



which had made the inquiry, that is to our camp hospital. What happened
next was just typical. I genuinely believe that the answer came, but nobody
wanted to know about it, and Madame Dubinskaya...'

No, Dontsova just could not understand this sort of logic! Her arms
were crossed and she was impatiently slapping her cupped hands against the
upper part of each arm, above the elbow.

'But that answer must have meant you needed X-ray therapy
immediately!"

'What?' Kostoglotov narrowed his eyes jokingly and looked at her.
'X-ray therapy?'

There you are! A quarter of an hour he'd been talking to her, and
what had he got across? She still didn't understand a thing.

'Ludmila Afanasyevna,' he pleaded with her, 'you see, to understand
what things are like over there... well, very few people have any idea. What
X-ray therapy? I was still feeling pain where they had operated, as
Ahmadjan is now, for instance. I was already back on general duties,
pouring concrete, and it just didn't occur to me that I had the right to be
dissatisfied. Have you any idea how heavy a deep container of liquid
concrete is, when two people have to lift it?'

She lowered her head. It was as if it was she who had sent him out
to carry concrete. Yes, it might be a bit complicated to clear up the details of
this case history.

'All right then. But what about this answer from the department of
pathological anatomy? Why did it have no stamp? Why was it a private
letter?'

'T was grateful enough to get a private letter.' Kostoglotov was still
trying to convince her. "That laboratory assistant just happened to be a kind
woman. After all there are more kind women than men, at least that's my
impression. Why was it a private letter? Because of our mania for secrecy!
She wrote later on, "The tumour specimen was sent to us anonymously,



with no indication of the patient's surname. Therefore we cannot give you
any official certificate, and we can't let you have slides of the specimen
either."" Kostoglotov was getting annoyed. Annoyance expressed itself in
his face more quickly than any other emotion. "'What a state secret! Idiots!
They're scared that in some department they'll find out that in some camp
there's a prisoner languishing called Kostoglotov. The King of France's twin
brother! So the anonymous letter will go on lying there, and you'll have to
rack your brains about how to treat me. But they've kept their secret!'

Dontsova's look was firm and clear. She stuck to her point.
'T still ought to put the letter in your case history.'
'All right, when I go back to my aul I'll send it to you.'

'No, I need it sooner than that. Can't your gynaecologist friend find
it and send it?'

"Yes, I suppose he can... but I want to know when I can go back
there.' Kostoglotov looked at her sombrely.

"You will go home,' Dontsova weighed her words one by one with
great emphasis, 'when I consider it necessary to interrupt your treatment.
And then you will only go temporarily.'

Kostoglotov had been waiting for this moment in the conversation.
He couldn't let it go by without a fight.

'Ludmila Afanasyevna! Can't we get away from this tone of voice?
You sound like a grown-up talking to a child. Why not talk as an adult to an
adult? Seriously, when you were on your rounds this morning I...’

"Yes, on my rounds this morning' - Dontsova's big face looked quite
threatening - 'you made a disgraceful scene. What are you trying to do?
Upset the patients? What are you putting into their heads?'

'What was I trying to do?' He spoke without heat but emphatically,
as Dontsova had. He sat up, his back firm against the back of the chair. 'l



simply wanted to remind you of my right to dispose of my own life. A man
can dispose of his own life, can't he? You agree I have that right?'

Dontsova looked down at his colourless, winding scar and was
silent. Kostoglotov developed his point: "You see, you start from a
completely false position. No sooner does a patient come to you than you
begin to do all his thinking for him. After that, the thinking's done by your
standing orders, your five-minute conferences, your programme, your plan
and the honour of your medical department. And once again I become a
grain of sand, just like I was in the camp. Once again nothing depends on
me.'

"The clinic obtains written consent from every patient before every
operation,' Dontsova reminded him.

(Why had she mentioned an operation? He'd never let himself be
operated on, not for anything!)

'"Thank you. Thank you for that anyway! Even though it's only for its
own protection, the clinic at least does that. Unless there's an operation you
simply don't ask the patient anything. And you never explain anything! But
surely X-rays have some effect too?'

'Where did you get all these rumours about X-rays?' Dontsova made
a guess. 'Was it from Rabinovich?'

'T don't know any Rabinovich!" Kostoglotov shook his head firmly.'
I'm talking about the principle of the thing.' (It was in fact from Rabinovich
that he'd heard these gloomy stories about the after-effects of X-rays, but
he'd promised not to give him away. Rabinovich was an out-patient who
had already had more than two hundred sessions. He'd made very heavy
weather of them and with every dozen he felt closer to death than recovery.
Where he lived no one understood him, not a soul in his flat or his block or
his street. They were healthy people who ran about from noon till night:
thinking of successes or failures - things that seemed terribly important to
them. Even his own family had got tired of him. It was only here, on the
steps of the cancer clinic, that the patients listened to him for hours and
sympathized. They understood what it means to a man when a small



triangular area grows bone-hard and the irradiation scars lie thick on the
skin where the X-rays have penetrated.)

Honestly, there he was talking about 'the principle of the thing'!
Wasn't that just what Dontsova and her assistants needed - to spend days
talking to patients about the principles on which they were being treated!
Where would they find the time for the treatment then?

Every now and again some stubborn, meticulous lover of
knowledge, like this man or Rabinovich, would crop up out of a batch of
fifty patients and run her into the ground, prising explanations out of her
about the course of his disease. When this happened one couldn't avoid the
hard task of offering the occasional explanation. And Kostoglotov's case
was a special one even from the medical point of view by virtue of the
extraordinary negligence with which it had been handled. Up to the time of
her arrival on the scene, when he had finally been allowed out to receive
treatment, it was as if there had been a malicious conspiracy to drive him to
the very borderline of death. His case was a special one too because of the
exceptionally rapid revival which had begun under X-ray treatment.

'Kostoglotov! Twelve sessions of X-rays have turned you from a
corpse into a living human being. How dare you attack your treatment? You
complain that they gave you no treatment in the camp or in exile, that they
neglected you, and in the same breath you grumble because people are
treating you and taking trouble over you. Where's the logic in that?"

'Obviously there's no logic,' Kostoglotov shook his shaggy black
mane.' But maybe there needn't be any, Ludmila Afanasyevna. After all,
man is a complicated being, why should he be explainable by logic? Or for
that matter by economics? Or physiology? Yes, I did come to you as a
corpse, and I begged you to take me in, and I lay on the floor by the
staircase. And therefore you make the logical deduction that I came to you
to be saved at any price! But I don't want to be saved at any price! There
isn't anything in the world for which I'd agree to pay any price!' He began to
speak more quickly. It was something he never liked doing, but Dontsova
was making an attempt to interrupt and he still had a great deal more to say
on the subject. 'T came to you to relieve my suffering. I said, "I'm in terrible
pain, help me!" And you did. And now I'm not in pain. Thank you! Thank



you! I'm grateful and I'm in your debt. Only now let me go. Just let me
crawl away like a dog to my kennel, so I can lick my wounds and rest till
I'm better.'

'And when the disease catches up with you, you'll come crawling
back to us?'

'Perhaps. Perhaps I'll come crawling back to you.'
'And we shall have to take you?

"Yes! And that's where I see your mercy. What are you worried
about? Your recovery percentages? Your records? About how you'll be able
to explain letting me go after fifteen sessions when the Academy of
Medical Science recommends not less than sixty?'

Never in her life had she heard such incoherent rubbish. As a matter
of fact from the records' point of view it would be to her advantage to
discharge him and make a note of 'marked improvement'. This would never
apply after fifty sessions.

But he kept hammering away at his point.

'As far as I'm concerned, it's enough that you've driven back the
tumour and stopped it. It's on the defensive. I'm on the defensive too. Fine.
A soldier has a much better life in defence. And whatever happens you'll
never be able to cure me completely. There's no such thing as a complete
cure in cancer. All processes of nature are characterized by the law of
diminishing returns, they reach a point where big efforts yield small results.
In the beginning my tumour was breaking up quickly. Now it'll go slowly.
So let me go with what's left of my blood.'

'Where did you pick up all this information, I'd like to know?'
Dontsova frowned.

'Ever since I was a child I've loved browsing through medical
books.'



'But what exactly are you afraid of in our treatment?'
'Ludmila Afanasyevna, I don't know what to be afraid of.

I'm not a doctor. Perhaps you know but don't want to tell me. For
example, Vera Kornilyevna wants to put me on a course of glucose
injections...'

'Absolutely essential.'
'‘But I don't want it.'
'Why on earth not?'

'In the first place, it's unnatural. If I need grape-sugar, give it to me
through the mouth! Why this twentieth-century gimmick? Why should
every medicine be given by injection? You don't see anything similar in
nature or among animals, do you? In a hundred years' time they'll laugh at
us and call us savages. And then, the way they give injections! One nurse
gets it right first time, another punctures your... your ulnary flexion to bits. I
just don't want it. And now I see you're getting ready to give me blood
transfusions...'

"You ought to be delighted! Somebody's willing to give their blood
for you. That means health, life!'

'‘But I don't want it! They gave a Chechen here a transfusion in front
of me once. Afterwards he was in convulsions on his bed for three hours.
They said, "Incomplete compatibility"! Then they gave someone else blood
and missed the vein. A great lump came up on his arm. Now it's compresses
and vapour baths for a whole month. I don't want it.'

'But substantial X-ray treatment is impossible without transfusion!'

"Then don't give it! Why do you assume you have the right to decide
for someone else? Don't you agree it's a terrifying right, one that rarely
leads to good? You should be careful. No one's entitled to it, not even
doctors.'



'But doctors are entitled to that right - doctors above all,’ exclaimed
Dontsova with deep conviction. By now she was really angry. "Without that
right there'd be no such thing as medicine!'

'And look what it leads to. You're going to deliver a lecture on
radiation sickness soon, aren't you?'

'How do you know that?' Ludmila Afanasyevna was quite
astonished.

"Well, it wasn't very difficult. I assumed...'

(It was quite simple. He had seen a thick folder of typescript lying
on her table. Although the title was upside down, he had managed to read it
during the conversation and had understood its meaning.)

... or rather I guessed. There is a new name, "radiation sickness",
which means there must be lectures about it. But you see, twenty years ago
you irradiated some old Kostoglotov in spite of his protests that he was
afraid of the treatment, and you reassured him that everything was all right,
because you didn't know then that radiation sickness existed. It's the same
with me today. I don't know yet what I'm supposed to be afraid of. I just
want you to let me go. I want to recover under my own resources. Then
maybe I'll just get better. Isn't that right?"

Doctors have one sacred principle: the patient must never be
frightened, he must be encouraged. But with a patient as importunate as
Kostoglotov exactly the reverse tactics were required - shock.

'‘Better? No, you won't get better! Let me assure you' her four fingers
slammed the table like a whisk swatting a fly - 'that you won't. You are
going -' she paused to measure the blow -'to die!'

She looked at him to see him flinch. But he merely fell silent.

"You'll be exactly like Azovkin - and you've seen the condition he's
in. Well, you've got the same disease as him in an almost identical state of
neglect. We're saving Ahmadjan because we began to give him radiotherapy



immediately after his operation. But with you we've lost two years, can you
imagine it? There should have been another operation straight away on the
lymph node, next to the one they operated on, but they let it go, do you see,
and the secondaries just flowed on! Your tumour is one of the most
dangerous kinds of cancer. It is very rapid to develop and acutely
malignant, which means secondaries appear very quickly too. Not long ago
its mortality rate was reckoned at ninety-five per cent. Does that satisfy
you? Look, I'll show you...'

She dragged a folder out of a pile and began to rummage through it.

Kostoglotov was silent. Then he spoke up, but quietly, without any
of the self-confidence he had shown a few minutes earlier.

"To be frank, I'm not much of a clinger to life. It's not only that
there's none ahead of me, there's none behind me either. If I had a chance of
six months of life, I'd want to live them to the full. But I can't make plans
for ten or twenty years ahead. Extra treatment means extra torment. There'll
be radiation sickness, vomiting... what's the point?'

'Ah yes, I've found it! Here are our statistics.' And she turned
towards him a double page taken from an exercise book. Right across the
top of the sheet was written the name of his type of tumour. Then on the
left-hand side was a heading 'Already dead' and on the right 'Still alive'.
There were three columns of names, written in at different times, some in
pencil, some in ink. On the left there were no corrections, but on the right,
crossings-out, crossings-out, crossings-out.... "This is what we do. When a
patient's discharged, we write his name in the right-hand list and then
transfer him to the left-hand one. Still, there are some lucky ones who've
stayed in the right-hand one. Do you see?'

She gave him another moment to look at the list and to think about
it.

"You think you're cured.' She returned to the attack with vigour.
"You're as ill as you ever were. You're no different from when you were
admitted. The only thing that's been made clear is that your tumour can be
fought, that all is not lost yet. And this is the moment you choose to



announce you're leaving! All right, go! Get your discharge today! I'll
arrange it for you now. And then I'll put your name down on the list - "Still

mwi

alive".
He was silent.
'Come on, make up your mind!'

'Ludmila Afanasyevna' - Kostoglotov was ready for a compromise -
'look, if what's needed is a reasonable number of sessions, say, five or ten...'

'Not five or ten! Either no sessions at all or else as many as are
necessary! That means, from today, two sessions daily instead of one, and
all the requisite treatment. And no smoking! And one more essential
condition: you must accept your treatment not just with faith but with joy!
That's the only way you'll ever recover!'

He lowered his head. Part of today's bargaining with the doctors had
been in anticipation. He had been dreading that they were going to propose
another operation, but they hadn't. X-ray treatment was tolerable, it wasn't
too bad.

Kostoglotov had something in reserve - a secret medicine, a
mandrake-root from Issyk-Kul. There was a motive behind his wish to go
back to his place in the woodlands - he wanted to treat himself with the
root. Because he had the root, he'd really only come to the cancer clinic to
see what it was like.

Dr Dontsova saw she had won the battle and could afford to be
magnanimous.

'All right then, I won't give you glucose. You can have another
injection instead, an intra-muscular one.'

Kostoglotov smiled. 'T see I'm going to have to give way.'

'And please, see if you can hurry up that letter from Omsk.'



As he left the room it seemed to him that he was walking between
two eternities, on one side a list of the living, with its inevitable crossings-
out, on the other - eternal exile. Eternal as the stars, as the galaxies.

7. The right to treat

The strange thing is that if Kostoglotov had persevered with his questions -
what sort of injection was it? what was its purpose? was it really necessary
and morally justified? - if he had forced Ludmila Afanasyevna to explain
the workings and the possible consequences of the new treatment, then very
possibly he would have rebelled once and for all.

But precisely at this point, having exhausted all his brilliant
arguments, he had capitulated.

She had been deliberately cunning, she had mentioned the injection
as something quite insignificant because she was tired of all this explaining.
Also, she knew for sure that this was the moment, after the action of the X-
rays in their pure state had been tested on the patient, to deal the tumour yet
another crucial blow. It was a treatment highly recommended for this
particular type of cancer by the most up-to-date authorities. Now that she
anticipated the amazing success that had attended Kostoglotov's treatment,
she could not possibly weaken before his obstinacy or neglect to attack him
with all the weapons she believed in. True, there were no slides available
with sections of his primary, but all her intuition, her powers of observation
and her memory suggested to her that the tumour was the kind she
suspected - not a teratoma, not a sarcoma...

It was on this very type of tumour with precisely these secondaries
that Dr Dontsova was writing her doctoral thesis. In fact she was not



writing it full-time, she had begun it some time in the past, dropped it and
added a bit more from time to time. Her teacher, Dr Oreshchenkov, and her
friends tried to convince her it would come out splendidly, but she was
always being harried and oppressed by circumstances and could no longer
foresee a time when she'd be in a position to present it. This wasn't through
any lack of experience or material, on the contrary there was too much of
both. Every day they would call her either to the X-ray screen or to the
laboratory or to someone's bedside; to combine this with hours of selecting
and describing X-ray photographs, with formulations and systematization,
let alone with passing the preliminary exams, was beyond human strength.

She could have got a six-month sabbatical for research, but there
was never a day when her patients were doing quite well enough or when
her training sessions with the three young housemen could be cut short, so
that she could go off for half a year.

Ludmila Afanasyevna believed it was Leo Tolstoy who had said
about his brother: he had all the abilities but none of the defects of a real
writer. Perhaps she didn't have the defects of a Ph. D. either. She had no
particular desire to hear people whisper as she passed, 'She's not an ordinary
doctor, she's a Doctor of Philosophy, she's Dontsova', nor to see those tiny,
but so weighty, initials added at the head of her articles (more than a dozen
of them had already been published, all short but to the point). True, a little
extra money never came amiss.

But if the thing wasn't going to come off, it just wasn't going to.

When it came to what is called day-to-day scientific work, she had
enough to do without the thesis. In their hospital they had conferences on
clinical anatomy, analysing mistaken diagnoses and treatment, and
reporting on new methods. Attendance and active participation in these
were essential. (Of course the radiotherapists and surgeons in any case
consulted daily to sort out mistakes and decide on new methods - but the
conferences were a thing apart.) In town too there was a scientific society of
X-ray specialists which held lectures and demonstrations. On top of this a
society of oncologists had been started recently. Dontsova was not only a
member but secretary too, and as in all new ventures things were pretty
hectic. And then there was the Institute for Advanced Medical Training, and



there was correspondence with the Radiologists' Journal and the
Oncological Journal and the Academy of Medical Science and the
information centre. And so it appeared that although 'Big Science' seemed
to be confined to Moscow and Leningrad, while out here they simply got on
with treating people, nonetheless there was rarely a day devoted just to
treatment without bothering about science.

Today had been typical. She had had to ring the president of the
Radiological Society about her forthcoming lecture. Then she'd had to
glance through two short articles in a journal, reply to a letter from
Moscow, and to another from a cancer clinic out in the wilds asking for
clarification. In a few minutes the senior surgeon, after finishing her day's
work in the theatre, was due to bring Dontsova one of her gynaecological
patients for consultation. And then, towards the end of the outpatients'
surgery she had to take one of her housemen to see the patient from Tashauz
with a suspected tumour of the small intestine. Later on today there was a
meeting she had arranged herself with the X-ray laboratory workers to
discuss more efficient use of their apparatus: the idea was to get through
more patients. And Rusanov's embiquine injection had to be kept in mind
too. She'd have to go up and see him. They had only just started treating
patients in his condition: up till then they had sent them on to Moscow.

She'd lost a lot of time in that nonsensical wrangle with pig-headed
Kostoglotov - an indulgence on her part from a methodical point of view.
The technicians in charge of refitting the gamma-apparatus had twice
peered round the door while they'd been talking. They wanted to show
Dontsova that certain work not foreseen in the estimates was now
necessary, and to get her to sign a chit for it and to try and square the senior
doctor. Now they had finally collared her and were taking her there, but in
the corridor on the way a nurse gave her a telegram. It was from
Novocherkassk, from Anna Zatsyrko. They hadn't seen each other or
written for fifteen years, but she was her dear friend of the old days when
they had studied midwifery together in Saratov in 1924, before she went to
medical college. Anna's telegram said her eldest son Vadim would be
coming to the clinic that day or the next. He had fallen ill on a geological
expedition. Would Ludmila Afanasyevna give him friendly attention and
write explaining frankly what was wrong with him? Upset by this, she left



the technicians and went to ask the matron to reserve Azovkin's bed for
Vadim Zatsyrko till the end of the day. Mita, the matron, was as always
dashing around the clinic and it wasn't easy to find her. When at last she
was found and had promised Vadim a bed, she presented Ludmila
Afanasyevna with a new problem: the best nurse in the radiotherapy
department, Olympiada Vladislavovna, had been requested for a ten-day
seminar of trade union treasurers in town. For those ten days a replacement
would have to be found. This was so impossible and impermissible that
Mita and Dontsova strode there and then through room after room to the
registrar's office to telephone the Party district committee and get it
cancelled. But the telephone was engaged first at their end, then at the other,
and when they got through they were passed on and told to ring the union's
area committee, who were absolutely astonished at the doctors' political
irresponsibility - did they really suppose trade-union finances could be left
to run themselves? Clearly neither the Party committee members nor the
union committee members, nor their relatives had yet been bitten by a
tumour, nor did they expect to be. Ludmila Afanasyevna took the
opportunity to ring the Radiological Society, then rushed off to ask the
senior doctor to intercede; but he had some outsiders with him and was
discussing the most economical way of repairing one wing of the building.
So it was all left in the air, and she passed through the X-ray diagnosis
department, where she had no work that day, on the way to her own room.
The people in the department were having a break, writing up their results
by the light of a red lamp. They reported there and then to Ludmila
Afanasyevna that they'd counted the reserves of film and that at the present
rate of consumption there was enough for only three more weeks. This
meant an emergency, because orders for film were never fulfilled in less
than a month. Dontsova realized that either that day or the next she'd have
to arrange a meeting between the pharmacist and the senior doctor (not an
easy thing to do) and get them to send off an order.

After that the gamma-apparatus technicians barred her way in the
corridor, and she signed their chit for them. She felt it was time to look in
on the X-ray laboratory assistants, so she sat down and began to make a few
calculations. Fundamental technical instructions laid it down that an
apparatus should work one hour and then rest thirty minutes, but this rule
had long been abandoned and all the apparatuses worked nine hours at a



stretch, that is for one and a half X-ray shifts. But even with this
overloading, and with the well-trained assistants rushing the patients
through under the apparatus, there was still no way of fitting in as many
sessions as they wanted. They had to find time for the out-patients once a
day and for certain in-patients twice a day (like Kostoglotov from now on),
to intensify the attack on their tumours and to speed up the turnover of
hospital beds. To do this they had gone on to a twenty-milliamp instead of a
ten-milliamp current, concealing the fact from the technical supervisor. This
moved things along twice as fast, although the X-ray tubes obviously wore
out quicker too. But even so they couldn't fit everyone in. So today Ludmila
Afanasyevna had come to mark the lists - for which patients and for how
many sessions the millimetre skinprotecting copper filter could be totally
dispensed with (which would shorten the sessions by half), and for which a
half-millimetre filter could be substituted.

After that she went up to the first floor to see how Rusanov was
doing after his injection. Then she went to the short-focus apparatus room
where patients were being irradiated again. She was trying to get down to
her letters and articles when there was a polite knock on the door and
Elizaveta Anatolyevna asked permission to speak to her.

Elizaveta Anatolyevna was just an orderly in the radiotherapy
department, but there wasn't a single person there who dared address her
familiarly or call her 'Liza' or 'Auntie Liza', as even young doctors are used
to addressing quite elderly orderlies. She was a welleducated woman who
spent the hours of her night duty reading French books. For some reason
she was working as an orderly in a cancer clinic and did her work very well
indeed. It was true the job was paid on a time-and-a-half basis, and for a
while the clinic had paid a fifty per cent supplement as radiation danger
money. Now the supplement had been reduced to fifteen per cent, but
Elizaveta Anatolyevna still stuck to the job.

'"Ludmila Afanasyevna,' she said, slightly bowing her head in
apology, as excessively polite people sometimes do, 'I'm sorry to trouble
you with such a small thing, but it really is enough to drive one to despair.
There are no dusters, absolutely none. What am I to clean with?'



So here was something else to worry about! The ministry had the
cancer clinic supplied with radium needles, a gamma gun, 'Stabilivolt'
machines, the newest blood-transfusion equipment and the latest synthetic
drugs, but there was no place for ordinary dusters and brushes on so
elevated a list. Nizamutdin Bahramavich used to say, 'If the ministry failed
to allow for it, what am I to do? Buy it out of my own pocket?' At one time
they used to take worn-out linen and tear it up for dusters, but the domestic
equipment department caught on and forbade it, suspecting that new linen
was being plundered. Now they required all worn-out linen to be carried up
and delivered to an office where an authorized commission could check it
before tearing it up.

'T have a plan,' said Elizaveta Anatolyevna. 'Perhaps all of us who
work in the radiotherapy department ought to bring one duster each from
home. That way we'll solve the problem, won't we?'

'Well, I don't know,' sighed Dontsova. 'But I suppose there's no other
way. All right, I agree. Will you please suggest it to Olympiada
Vladislavovna?'

Yes, and what about Olympiada Vladislavovna? How could she get
her out of the seminar? It was absolutely mad to take their best and most
experienced nurse off work for ten days.

She went to ring up about her, and once again she got nowhere.
Then she went straight off to have a look at the patient from Tashauz. First
of all she sat in the darkness to accustom her eyes. Then she looked at the
barium meal in the patient's small intestine - first with him standing, then,
lowering the protective screen like a table, she turned him first on one side,
then on the other for photographing. Finally she ran her rubber-gloved
hands over his stomach, co-ordinating his cries of It hurts!" with the blurred
tones of dim spots and shadows on the film which to her were like a code.
Ludmila Afanasyevna bound all this together into a diagnosis.

Somewhere in the midst of all this her lunch break had been
forgotten; she never took any notice of it or went out into the garden with a
sandwich, even in summer.



At that moment somebody came to call her to a consultation in the
dressings-room. First of all the senior surgeon briefed her on the case
history, then they called in the patient and examined her. Dontsova came to
the conclusion there was only one way of saving her - removal of the
womb. The patient, who was not more than forty years old, burst into tears.
They let her cry for a few minutes. 'But this'll be the end for me... My
husband is sure to leave me..."

'Well, don't tell your husband what the operation is." Ludmila
Afanasyevna dinned it into her. 'How will he discover? He'll never know.
You can easily hide the whole thing.'

She was there to save life, no more and no less. In their clinic it was
nearly always life that was at stake, nothing less than that. Ludmila
Afanasyevna was unshakably convinced that any damage to the body was
justified if it saved life.

Today, however much she bustled about the clinic, there was
something gnawing at her self-confidence, and at her sense of responsibility
and authority. Was it the pain she could clearly feel in her stomach? Some
days she didn't feel it at all, other days it was weaker, but today it was
stronger. If she hadn't been an oncologist she'd have dismissed it or else had
it investigated without fear. But she knew the road too well to take the first
step along it: to tell her relatives, to tell her colleagues. When it came to
dealing with herself she kept herself going with typical Russian
temporizing. Maybe it'll go away. Maybe it's only my nerves.

But it wasn't just that, it was something else that had been gnawing
at her all day, like a splinter in the hand, faintly but persistently. Now that
she was back in her own little den, sitting at her own table and reaching out
for the folder on 'Radiation Sickness' which the observant Kostoglotov had
noticed, she realized that all day she had been more than upset, really
wounded by that argument with him about the right to treat.

She could still hear his words: "Twenty years ago you gave radiation
treatment to some old Kostoglotov who begged you not to do it. You didn't
know about radiation sickness then!'



And in fact she was shortly due to give a lecture to the society of X-
ray specialists on "The Late After-effects of Radiotherapy'. It was almost
exactly what Kostoglotov had reproached her with.

It was only recently, a year or two ago, that she and other X-ray
specialists here and in Moscow and in Baku had begun to observe certain
cases that could not immediately be understood.

A suspicion arose. Then it became a guess. They began to write
letters to each other and to speak about it, not in lectures at this stage but in
the intervals between lectures. Then somebody read a paper in an American
journal, and somebody else read another. The Americans had something
similar brewing. The cases multiplied, more and more patients came in with
complaints, until suddenly it was all given a name: 'the late after-effects of
radiotherapy'. The time had come to speak of them from the rostrum and to
come to a decision.

The gist of it was that X-ray cures, which had been safely,
successfully, even brilliantly accomplished ten or fifteen years ago through
heavy doses of radiation, were now resulting in unexpected damage or
mutilation of the irradiated parts.

It was not so bad, or at any rate it was justifiable, in the case of
former patients who had been suffering from malignant tumours. Even
today there would have been no other solution. They had saved the patient
from certain death in the only way possible; they had given large doses
because small doses would not help. And if the patient reappeared today
with some sort of mutilation, he had to understand that this was the price he
must pay for the extra years he had already lived, as well as for the years
that still remained ahead of him.

But then, ten, fifteen or eighteen years ago when the term 'radiation
sickness' did not exist, X-ray radiation had seemed such a straightforward,
reliable and foolproof method, such a magnificent achievement of modern
medical technique, that it was considered retrograde, almost sabotage of
public health, to refuse to use it and to look for other, parallel or roundabout
methods. They were afraid only of acute, immediate damage to tissue and
bone, but even in those days they rapidly learnt to avoid that. So - they



irradiated! They irradiated with wild enthusiasm! Even benign tumours.
Even small children.

And now these children had grown up. Young men and young
women, sometimes even married, were coming in with irreversible
mutilations of those parts of the body which had been so zealously
irradiated.

Last autumn a fifteen-year-old boy had come in, to the surgical not
the cancer wing, but Ludmila Afanasyevna had heard about the case and
had managed to have a look at him. The arm and leg on one side of his
body had not kept pace in growth with the other, and the same applied to
the bones of his skull, so that from top to bottom he looked bow-shaped,
distorted like a caricature.

Ludmila Afanasyevna had checked his case records and identified
him as a two-and-a-half-year-old boy who had been brought into the clinic
by his mother with multiple lesions of the bones and disturbed metabolism.
No one knew the origin of the lesions but they were certainly not of the
tumour type.

The surgeons had sent him to Dontsova on the off-chance that X-
rays might help. Dontsova had taken charge of the case and X-rays had
indeed helped - so much so that the mother wept with joy and promised she
would never forget the Woman who had saved him. And now he had come
in alone-his mother was no longer alive - and no one had been able to do a
thing for him. Nobody could take that early dose of irradiation out of his
bones.

Quite recently, no later than the end of January, a young mother had
come in complaining that her breast gave no milk. She hadn't come straight
to Dontsova but had been sent from one department to another until finally
she reached oncology. Dontsova did not remember her, but in the clinic the
cardindex of cases was kept permanently. So someone went to the records
annexe, rummaged around and found her card, dated 1941. It emerged that
she had come in as a child and had lain trustingly under the X-ray tube for
treatment of a benign tumour no one would dream of using X-rays on today.



All Dontsova could do was make an addition to the old card. She
wrote that the soft tissues had become atrophied and that as far as she could
see it was a late after-effect of radiotherapy. Of course no one told the
deformed youth or the cheated mother that they had been incorrectly treated
as children. Such an explanation would have been useless from the personal
point of view, while from the general standpoint it might have done great
harm to health propaganda among the population.

But these incidents had greatly shocked Ludmila Afanasyevna They
had left her with a gnawing feeling of deep-rooted and unpardonable guilt.
And it was right there that Kostoglotov had struck home today.

She crossed her arms, hugging her shoulders, and walked round the
room from door to window and back again, across the free strip of floor
between the two apparatuses that were now switched off.

Was it possible? Could the question arise of a doctor's right to treat?
Once you began to think like that, to doubt every method scientifically
accepted today simply because it might be discredited or abandoned in the
future, then goodness knows where you'd end up. After all there were cases
on record of death from aspirin. A man might take the first aspirin of his
life and die of it! By that reasoning it became impossible to treat anyone.
By that reasoning all the daily advantages of medicine would have to be
sacrificed.

It was a universal law: everyone who acts breeds both good and evil.
With some it's more good, with others more evil.

Reassure herself as she might - she knew that these accidents,
combined with cases of mistaken diagnosis and of measures taken too late
or erroneously, comprised no more than perhaps two per cent of her activity,
while those she had healed, the young and the old, the men and the women,
were now walking through ploughed fields, over the grass, along the
asphalt, flying through the air, climbing telegraph poles, picking cotton,
cleaning streets, standing behind counters, sitting in offices or tea-houses,
serving in the army and the navy; there were thousands of them, not all of
whom had forgotten her or would forget her - and yet she knew that she
would sooner forget them all, her best cases, her hardest won victories, but



until the day she died she would always remember the handful of poor
devils who had fallen under the wheels.

It was a peculiarity of her memory.

No, she couldn't do any more preparation today for the lecture. The
day was nearly over anyway. Perhaps she should take the folder home? No,
she'd taken it home and brought it back to work hundreds of times, she
knew it wouldn't do any good.

This was what she had to find time to do though: she had to finish
Medical Radiology and return it to the library, then read a few short articles,
then write and answer that inquiry from the feldsher in Tahta-Kupir.

The light through the gloomy windows was getting bad, so she lit
her table lamp and sat down. One of her housemen, who had already
changed out of her white coat, looked in: 'Aren't you coming, Ludmila
Afanasyevna?' Then Vera Gangart dropped in: 'Aren't you coming?'

'How's Rusanov?'

'He's asleep. He didn't vomit but he's running a temperature.' Vera
Kornilyevna took off her close-buttoned white coat. She was left in a grey-
green taffeta dress, too good for working in.

'Don't you think it's a pity to wear it every day?' Dontsova nodded at
the dress.

'Why should I keep it?... What have I got to keep it for?" Gangart
tried to smile but the result was pitiful.

'AH right, Verochka, in that case we'll give him a full dose next time
- ten milligrammes.' Ludmila Afanasyevna pushed the point home, in her
usual quick-fire manner. She felt that words did nothing but take up time.
She continued writing her letter to the feldsher as she spoke.

'What about Kostoglotov?' Gangart asked quietly. She was already
at the door.



'"There was a battle, but he was defeated and he surrendered.’
Ludmila Afanasyevna chuckled, and once again from the sharp intake of
breath when she laughed she felt a cutting pain near her stomach. She even
felt the urge to complain about it to Vera there and then, making her the first
to know. She narrowed her eyes and raised them to Vera's. But then in the
twilight depths of the room she saw her in a going-out dress and high heels,
as if she was going to the theatre. And she decided - some other time.

Everyone had gone, but she stayed on. It really wasn't good for her
to spend even an extra half-hour in these rooms that were daily filled with
radiation, but that was the way it always worked out. By the time her annual
leave came round her complexion was a pallid grey. Her white corpuscles
diminished monotonously throughout the year, going as low as 2000. It
would be criminal to reduce a patient to such a count. Three 'stomachs' was
the normal daily quota for an X-ray specialist to examine, but she did ten
and during the war it had been twenty-five. Before her annual leave she
always had to have blood transfusions, and after her leave what had been
lost in the past year was never fully restored.

The compelling momentum of her work was very difficult to escape.
As each day drew to its end she would note with annoyance that once again
she hadn't had time to do everything. In the middle of today's business she
had recalled the cruel case of Sibgatov. She had made a note to ask Dr
Oreshchenkov's advice about it when she met him at the Society. Just as she
had led her housemen through their work, so before the war Dr
Oreshchenkov had once led her by the hand, carefully directing her and
forming her into a professional all-rounder like himself. 'Ludochka,' he
would warn her, 'never over-specialize. Let everyone else specialize to their
heart's content, but you stick to what's yours, on the one hand X-ray
diagnosis, on the other X-ray therapy. Be that sort of doctor, even if you
have to be the last one in the world. He was still alive, and lived here in
town.

She put out the lamp, but turned back from the door to make a note
of some things that needed doing next day. She put on her blue overcoat, no
longer new, but on the way out turned aside to call at the senior doctor's
office - it was locked.



At last she walked down the steps between the poplars and along the
pathways of the Medical Centre. Her thoughts, though, remained with her
work: she did not even try or want to try to rid herself of them. The weather
was nondescript, she didn't notice what it was like. It was just before
twilight. On the pathways she passed many people she didn't know, but
even here she didn't feel the natural feminine interest in how others were
dressed, what they wore on their heads or their feet. She walked on, her
brows knit, glancing penetratingly at all these people as if guessing the
location of tumours which gave no sign of life today but might appear
tomorrow.

So she walked on past the Medical Centre's tea-house, past a little
Uzbek boy persistently hawking newspaper cones of almonds, until she
reached the main gate.

The unsleeping, bad-tempered, fat old female gatekeeper allowed
only the free and healthy through, turning back the patients with loud yells.
Once Ludmila Afanasyevna was through the gate, she ought to have made
the transition from the working part of her life to the domestic, to her
family. But no, her time and energy were not equally divided between work
and home. Inside the Medical Centre she spent the better and fresher half of
her waking hours. Ideas about her work were still circling round her head
like bees long after she had left the gates, and in the morning long before
she reached them.

She posted the letter to Tahta-Kupir and crossed the road to the
tramway turn-table. A tram with the right number swung round with a slight
clank. There was a rush through both front and back doors. Ludmila
Afanasyevna hurried to grab a seat - and this was the first tiny thought apart
from the hospital that began to transform her from an oracle of human
destinies into a simple passenger on a tram jostled like anyone else.

Still, as the tram clattered down the old, one-way track, or waited
long minutes in sidings for another to pass, Ludmila Afanasyevna was
looking blankly out of the window, turning over in her mind Mursalimov's
pulmonary secondaries or the possible effect of the injections on Rusanov.
His offensively didactic manner and the threats he had uttered on her rounds
that morning had been overlaid during the day with other impressions. But



now, at the end of the day, the oppressive sediment had been uncovered, for
her to contemplate all evening and all night.

Many of the women in the tram, like Ludmila Afanasyevna, were
carrying not handbags but big bags like small suitcases that could hold a
live piglet or four large loaves of bread. At every stop and with every shop
that flashed by the window, Ludmila Afanasyevna's thoughts turned more
and more to her housework and her home. Home was her responsibility and
hers alone, because what can you expect from men? Her husband and son,
whenever she went to Moscow for a conference, would leave the dishes
unwashed for a whole week. It wasn't that they wanted to keep them for her
to do, they just saw no sense in this repetitive, endlessly self-renewing
work.

Ludmila Afanasyevna also had a daughter, already married and with
a little one on her hands, but now on the point of being unmarried because
divorce was in the air. This was the first time today she had remembered her
daughter, and the thought did not cheer her.

Today was Friday. On Sunday she absolutely had to get through a
lot of washing that had piled up. This meant that dinner for the first half of
the week had to be got ready and cooked, come what may, on Saturday
evening (she prepared it twice a week). As for putting the washing to soak,
that had to be done today, whatever time it meant getting to bed. Even
though it was getting on, now was the only time left to go to the main
market. The stalls there were not packed up until late in the evening.

She got out to change trams, but, looking through the plate-glass
window of a nearby grocery store, decided to go in. The meat department
was empty and the assistant had already gone. In the fish department there
was nothing worth taking herring, salt plaice, tinned fish. She walked past
the picturesque pyramids of wine-bottles and the brown cylindrical rods of
cheese that looked just like sausages, on her way to the grocery department.
She wanted to get two bottles of sunflower-seed oil (before there had only
been cotton-seed oil), and some barley concentrate. From the grocery
counter she cut across the quiet shop, paid at the cash-desk and went back
to collect them.



She was queuing behind two men when suddenly there was a
hubbub in the shop. People were pouring in from the street, forming queues
at the delicatessen counter and at the cash-desk. Ludmila Afanasyevna
stared, and without waiting to collect her goods in the grocery department
hurried across to queue at the delicatessen counter and at the cash-desk. So
far there was nothing to be seen behind the curved glass cover of the
counter, but the jostling women were absolutely confident. Minced-ham
sausage was going to be sold, one kilo for each buyer.

What a stroke of luck! It was worth going to the back of the queue a
bit later for a second kilo.

8. What men live by

If it hadn't been for the grip of cancer on his throat, Yefrem Podduyev
would have been a man in the prime of life. He was on the right side of
fifty, firm on his feet, strong shouldered and sound of mind. He was tough,
not so much like a cart-horse, but more like a two-humped camel; after an
eight-hour shift he could put in another just like the first. In his youth on the
Kama he used to lug two-hundredweight sacks about, and since then his
strength had hardly ebbed. Even now he wouldn't quit when he had to help
workmen roll a concrete-mixer out on a platform. He had been all over the
place and done a mountain of work - pulling down here, digging there, here
delivering, and there building. He would think it cheap to take change from
a tenner, he wouldn't reel on a bottle of vodka but wouldn't reach for a third.
Yefrem Podduyev knew no end, no bounds, he felt, he would always be the
way he was. In spite of his brawn he'd never served at the front; war-time
rush construction jobs had kept him back, so he'd never known the taste of
wounds and military hospitals. And he'd never had a day's illness in his life



- nothing serious, no flu, no epidemic touched him, and he never even had
toothache.

He'd fallen ill for the first time the year before last - and bang! it was
this.

Cancer.

'Cancer.' Now he could blurt it out just like that; but for ages he had
been telling himself it was nothing, not worth a damn. While he could bear
it he put off going to the doctor. But once he had gone they shoved him
round from pillar to post until they sent him to the cancer clinic; but the
patients there were always told they didn't have cancer, and Yefrem wasn't
going to figure out what he had. He couldn't trust the wits he was born with,
he believed what he wanted to believe:; that he didn't have cancer, that he'd
be all right in the end.

It was Yefrem's tongue that had been hit - his quick, ever ready
tongue, which he had never really noticed, but which had been so handy in
his life. In fifty years he'd given it a lot of exercise. With it he'd talked his
way into wages he'd never earned, sworn blind he'd done things when he
hadn't, gone bail for things he didn't believe in, howled at the bosses and
yelled insults at the workers. With it he piled filth on everything most dear
and holy, revelling in his trills like a nightingale. He told fat-arse stories but
never touched politics. He sang Volga songs. He lied to hundreds of women
scattered all over the place, that he wasn't married, that he had no children,
that he'd be back in a week and they'd start building a house. 'God rot your
tongue!' one temporary mother-in-law had cursed him, but. Yefrem's tongue
had never let him down ex« cept when he was blind drunk.

And suddenly it had started to bulge. To brush against his teeth. His
juicy, soft pharynx had got too small for it.

But Yefrem shook it off, grinning in front of his mates: 'Podduyev?
There's nothing can scare him!'

And they would say, 'Ah yes, old Podduyev, he's got willpower.'



But it was not will-power, it was sheer blind, cold terror. It was not
from will-power but from fear that he clung to his job as long as he could,
putting off the operation. The whole of his life had prepared Podduyev for
living, not for dying. The change was beyond his strength, he did not know
how to go about it; he kept pushing it away by staying on his feet, going to
work every day as if nothing had happened, and listening to people praising
his will-power.

He refused an operation, so they started needle-treatment: they
pushed needles into his tongue as if he were a sinner in Hell, and kept them
there for several days. How Yefrem wanted it to stop there, how he hoped!
No. His tongue kept swelling. He could no longer muster that famous will-
power of his; he laid his bull-like head down on the white clinic table, and
gave in.

The operation was done by Lev Leonidovich - and he did it
wonderfully, exactly as he had promised: the tongue was shortened and
narrowed, but it was quickly getting used to twisting about again and saying
all the things it had before, although perhaps not quite so clearly. They
punctured him again with the needles, let him go, recalled him, and Lev
Leonidovich said, 'Now come back in three months and we'll do one more
operation - on your neck. It'll be quite an easy one.'

But Yefrem had already seen quite enough 'easy' operations on the
neck, and he didn't turn up on time. They sent him summonses by post; he
ignored them. He was used anyway to not living long in the same place, and
could fly off to Kolyma or Khakassia at a day's notice, easy as you like.
Neither property, apartment nor family held him anywhere. Two things he
liked: a free life and money in his pocket. They were writing from the
clinic, 'If you don't come yourself the police will fetch you.' That's the sort
of power the cancer clinic had, even over people who hadn't got any cancer
whatever.

He went. Of course, he could still have refused to agree, but Lev
Leonidovich felt his neck and gave him a real piece of his mind for putting
it off so long. And they cut Yefrem up on the right and on the left of the
neck, as hoodlums slash with their knives. He lay there tightly bandaged for
a long time, and when they discharged him they were shaking their heads.



He no longer had a taste for the free life: he had gone off work and
having a good time, off smoking and drinking. His neck was not softening;
it was filling out, and it stung and shot pain right into his head. The disease
was creeping up his neck almost to his ears.

Then not much more than a month ago he had returned to this same
old grey-brick building, walking up between the poplars to the same porch
polished by so many thousands of pairs of feet. The surgeons immediately
grabbed him like an old friend and put him into the same striped hospital
pyjamas, in the same ward near the operating theatre with windows that
gave on to the back fence. And there he waited for a second operation on
his poor neck, which would make three in all. Then Yefrem Podduyev could
no longer kid himself, and he didn't. He knew he had cancer.

Now, trying to even things up, he began to push it home to all his
neighbours in the ward that they had cancer too. That no one would ever
escape, that they would all come back in the end. It was not that he enjoyed
crushing people and hearing them crunch - only why didn't they stop
kidding themselves, why didn't they face the truth?

They did the third operation on him, a deeper and more painful one,
but afterwards, when they were bandaging him up, the doctors didn't look
any more cheerful. They babbled to each other, not in Russian, either, and
bandages got thicker and higher, knitting his head tightly to his torso. The
shooting pains in his head got stronger and stronger, more and more
frequent, almost non-stop.

So why pretend? With cancer he had to take what came after, too.
He'd spent two years turning his back on it, shutting his eyes to it: it was
time for Yefrem to drop dead. When he said it like that, maliciously, it didn't
sound so bad. It wasn't dying, it was dropping dead.

It was easy enough to say, but his mind and his heart couldn't take it
in. How could it happen to him, to Yefrem? What would happen and what
should be done?

Up to now he had hidden behind work and among other people, but
now it was right there, and he had to face it alone. It was strangling him



with this bandage round his neck.

There was nothing his neighbours could tell him that would help, in
the wards or the corridors, on the lower floor or the upper. It had all been
said many times, and it was all wrong.

Then he started stomping up and down between the door and the
window and back again, five hours a day, sometimes six. He was running
for help.

All Yefrem's life, wherever he'd been (he'd been everywhere except
the big cities, he'd combed all the provinces), he and everyone else had
always known what was asked of a man. He had to have a good trade or a
good grip on life. Both would get you money. When people meet up, 'What
d'you do?' and 'How much d'you earn?' come straight after "What's your
name?' If the earnings aren't up to scratch - well, he's either a fool or he's
unlucky, and on the whole he's not much of a man.

It was this sort of life, which he understood so well, that Podduyev
had seen in Vorkuta, on the Yenisei, in the Far East and in Central Asia.
People earned big money, and then spent it on Saturdays or else blued the
lot on holiday.

This was all right, it suited them fine, until they got cancer or
something fatal like that. But when they did, none of it was worth a kopeck
- their trade, their grip on life, their job, their pay. They all turned out so
helpless, wanting to kid themselves to the end that they hadn't got cancer,
that they showed up like a lot of poor saps who had missed out on life.

But what was it they missed?

When he was young Yefrem had heard, and knew it was right about
himself and his friends, that they, the young people, were growing up
smarter than the old folk, who never even made it to town, they were
scared, while Yefrem rode horses and fired pistols at thirteen, and by the
time he was fifty had pawed the whole country about like a woman. But
now, as he paced up and down the ward, he remembered how the old folk
used to die back home on the Kama - Russians, Tartars, Votyaks or



whatever they were. They didn't puff themselves up or fight against it or
brag that they weren't going to die they took death calmly. They didn't shirk
squaring things up, they prepared themselves quietly and in good time,
deciding who should have the mare, who the foal, who the coat and who the
boots. And they departed easily, as if they were just moving into a new
house. None of them would be scared by cancer. Anyway, none of them got
it.

But there in the clinic, sucking an oxygen balloon, eyes hardly able
to roll, the tongue keeps on arguing, 'I'm not going to die! I haven't got
cancer!'

Just like chickens. A knife was ready and waiting for them all, but
they all carried on cackling and scratching for food. One was taken away to
have its head chopped off, but the rest just carried on scratching.

So day after day, Podduyev marched up and down the old floor,
rattling the floor-boards, without getting it any clearer in his mind how to
meet death. He couldn't work it out, and there was no one to tell him. He
would never have believed he'd find the answer in a book.

A long time ago he'd done four years in school, and he'd done a
construction course, but he'd never had an urge to read. He didn't read the
papers, he listened to the radio, and he couldn't see the use of books in his
everyday life. Anyway, in the wild, remote parts of the country where he'd
knocked about all his life because they paid a lot, bookworms were thin on
the ground. Podduyev read only when he had to - booklets on production
experience, descriptions of hoisting mechanisms, operating instructions,
administrative orders and the Short History as far as chapter four.
[Footnote: Stalin's history of the Soviet Communist Party, which used to be
compulsory reading for every Soviet citizen as far as chapter four, the one
on Marxist philosophy. Further chapters were for more advanced students.
(Translators' note)].

He thought spending money on books or dragging himself off to a
library for them was simply ridiculous. If he was going on a long journey or
waiting somewhere and a book came his way, he might read twenty or



thirty pages but he'd always drop it: he never found anything for a man with
an intelligent turn of mind.

Here in the hospital there were books on the bedside tables and on
the window-sills: he never touched them. And he would never have started
reading this blue one with the gold signature if Kostoglotov had not palmed
it off on him one empty, wretched evening. Yefrem had put two pillows
under his back and begun to flip through it. He wouldn't have started
reading even then if it had been a novel; but it was a collection of very short
stories, you could see what they were getting at in five or six pages,
sometimes in just one. Their titles were piled like gravel on the contents
page. Yefrem began to read the titles; he had the feeling right away that the
book meant business: "Work, Illness and Death', 'The Chief Law', "The
Source', 'Neglect a Fire and It Will Overmaster Thee', "Three Old Men', 'Go
into the Light While Light There Is'".

Yefrem opened it at the shortest one. He read it. He felt like
thinking. He thought. He felt like reading the little story again. He did. He
felt like thinking again. He thought again.

It was the same with the second story.

Just then they put out the lights. Yefrem shoved the book under his
mattress so it wouldn't be pinched and he wouldn't have to go looking for it
the next morning. In the darkness he told Ahmadjan the old fable about how
Allah had shared out the years of life and how man was given many
unnecessary years. (He didn't believe a word of it, of course; he couldn't
imagine any years being unnecessary, so long as he was healthy.) Before he
went to sleep he had another think about what he had read.

Except that the shooting pains kept going through his head, getting
in the way of his thoughts.

Friday morning was dull and, like every other morning in hospital,
heavy. Each morning in the ward began with a few of Yefrem's gloomy
speeches. If anyone spoke up with a hope or a wish, Yefrem poured cold
water on it straight away and crushed the man. But this morning he
wouldn't even open his mouth; instead he settled down to read his calm,



quiet book. There wasn't much point in washing, because even his jowls
were bandaged. He could eat his breakfast in bed, and there would be no
rounds for the surgical patients today. Yefrem slowly turned the rough
thickish pages of the book, kept quiet and did his bit of reading and
thinking.

The radiotherapy patients' rounds were over. That fellow in the gold-
rimmed glasses had barked at the doctor, then got cold feet and had an
injection. Kostoglotov pushed for his rights, kept leaving the room and
coming back. Azovkin was discharged, said good-bye and left, doubled up
and clutching his stomach. Other patients were called - for X-rays and
blood transfusions. And still Podduyev didn't creep out to stomp up and
down the gangway between the beds; he just read to himself and kept silent.
The book was talking to him. It was unlike any he had ever read. It really
held him.

He had lived his whole life without such a serious book ever coming
his way.

Still, it was unlikely he'd ever have started reading if he hadn't been
in a hospital bed with this neck shooting pain through his head. These little
stories would hardly have got through to a healthy man.

Yefrem had already noticed the title yesterday: What Men Live By.
The title was so put together that Yefrem felt as though he had made it up
himself. Stomping about the hospital floors, thinking his nameless thoughts,
he had been thinking that very question during the past few weeks: "What
do men live by?'

The story was not very short, but it read easily from the start,
speaking softly and simply to the heart: 'A cobbler, with his wife and
children, once lodged at a peasant's. He had neither house nor land of his
own, and he supported himself and his family by his cobbling. Bread was
dear and work was cheap, and what he made by his work went in food. The
cobbler and his wife had one fur coat between them, and that was falling
into rags.'



All this was quite clear, and what followed was clear too: Semyon
was gaunt, Mikhailo the apprentice was thin and haggard, but the squire -
'was like a man from another world, with a great red snout, a neck like a
bull's, his whole frame was as if of cast-iron He could not help getting hard
and smooth with the life he led. Even death had no hold upon a clod like
that.'

Yefrem had seen a lot of people like that. Karashchuk, the boss at
the coal complex - he was one, and Antonov was another, and Chechev, and
Kukhtikov. And hadn't Yefrem himself started pulling up on them?

Slowly, almost syllable by syllable, Yefrem read the whole story
through to the end.

It was then almost time for lunch.

Yefrem just did not feel like walking about or talking. It was as if
something had been struck into him and twisted inside. Where his eyes had
once been, there were now no eyes, and where his mouth had been there
was now no mouth.

The hospital had already planed Yefrem down roughly, it was easy
to smooth him off now.

Sitting in the same position, supported by pillows, his knees pulled
up to his body, the closed book on his knees, he stared at the blank white
wall. Outside the day was cheerless.

In the bed opposite that whey-faced holiday-maker was sleeping off
his jab. They'd piled blankets on top of him because of his fever.

On the next bed Ahmadjan was playing draughts with Sibgatov.
Their languages weren't much alike, and they were talking to each other in
Russian. Sibgatov sat carefully so as not to have to bend or twist his bad
back. He was still a young man, "but his hair was very thin on top.

As for Yefrem, he hadn't lost a single tiny hair. He had a great, wild,
fox-coloured thatch, so thick you couldn't pull a comb through it. He had



almost his full force for women still. Not that that was any good to him
now.

No man could tell how many women Yefrem had got through. In the
beginning he had kept a count of them with a separate one for his wives, but
later on he hadn't bothered. His first wife was Amina - a white-faced Tartar
girl from Yelabuga. She was a very sensitive girl. The skin on her face was
so fine you only had to touch it with your knuckles and you'd draw blood.
She was unruly too: she left him, taking their little girl. After that Yefrem
made up his mind he wasn't going to be disgraced like that again: he always
left his women first. His life was footloose and free. He'd take a job in one
place, then sign a contract for somewhere else, and if he had to drag a
family along too, it would only get in the way. In every new place he found
himself a woman to keep house. As for the others he met by the way,
willing or unwilling, he didn't even always ask their names, just paid the
agreed price. By now faces, habits and the way it happened were all mixed
up in his memory, and he could only remember the unusual ones. That was
why he remembered Yevdoshka, the engineer's wife, how she had stood
under his carriage window on the platform at Alma-Ata One, wiggling her
bottom and asking for it. It was during the war and the whole of his gang
was going to Hi to open up a new construction site; there was a crowd from
work seeing them off. Yevdoshka's husband, a shabby little man, was
standing nearby, arguing with somebody over nothing. The engine gave a
warning jolt. 'Hey, you!' Yefrem shouted, and held out his arms. 'If you love
me, jump in, let's go!" She grabbed hold of his arms and scrambled through
the carriage window in full view of her husband and the whole crowd, and
went and lived with him for a couple of weeks. This was what stuck in his
memory, how he'd dragged Yevdoshka into the carriage.

One thing about women Yefrem had found out in his life: they cling.
It was easy enough to get a woman, but difficult to see the back of her.
Nowadays the word 'equality’ was being bandied about a lot, and Yefrem
never said anything against it; still, deep down he never thought of women
as fully-fledged people - except for his first wife Amina, that is. And he'd
have been amazed if some other fellow had seriously tried to tell him he
treated women badly.



But according to this curious book it turned out that Yefrem was the
one to blame for everything.

They put the lights on earlier than usual.

The scrubbed little man with the lump under his jaw woke up, poked
his small, bald head out from under the blankets and quickly fitted on the
glasses that made him look like a professor. He told everyone the good
news right away: the injection had not been too bad, he'd thought it was
going to be worse. Then he dived into his bedside table, to get out his bits
of chicken.

Milksops like him, Yefrem had noticed, always ask for chicken.
Even lamb they call 'strong meat'.

Yefrem would rather have watched somebody else. To do that he'd
have to turn his whole body round, but if he looked straight ahead, all he
could see was this shitbag wolfing a chicken bone.

Podduyev let out a grunt and gingerly turned himself to the right.
'Listen, here's a story,' he announced in a loud voice. 'It's called "What Men
Live By".' He grinned. 'Who can know a thing like that? What do men live
by?'

Sibgatov and Ahmadjan raised their heads from their draughts.
Ahmadjan replied confidently and happily, because he was getting better,
"Their rations. Uniform and supplies.'

Before joining the army he had always lived in the aul and spoken
only Uzbek. All his Russian words and ideas, his discipline and familiarity
with friends, came from his days in the army.

'Anyone else?' Yefrem croaked. The book's riddle had taken him by
surprise, and now the rest were finding it difficult too. 'Anyone else? What
do men live by?'

Old Mursalimov did not understand Russian, otherwise perhaps he'd
have given a better answer than any of them. But just then the medical



assistant Turgun, who was still a student, came along to give him an
injection. 'By their pay, that's what," he replied.

The swarthy Proshka, in the corner, stared as if into a shop window.
Even his mouth gaped, but he didn't say anything.

"'Well? Come on," Yefrem demanded.

Dyoma put down his book and frowned over the question. He had in
fact brought Yefrem's book into the ward, but he hadn't managed to read
much of it, none of what it said seemed right, it was like talking to a deaf
man who gives the wrong answer to your questions. It weakened him and
confused everything when what he needed was advice on what to do. And
so he hadn't read What Men Live By and didn't know the answer that
Yefrem was waiting for. He was thinking up his own.

'Well, big boy?' Yefrem prodded him.

"Yes... in my opinion,’ Dyoma announced slowly, as if answering a
teacher at the blackboard, trying not to make a mistake, and still thinking it
out between the words, '... in the first place, air. Then - water. Then - food."'

This was the answer Yefrem would have given before, if anyone had
asked him. The only thing he might have added was booze. But this was not
at all what the book was getting at. He smacked his lips. '"Anyone else?'

Proshka decided to speak.' Professional skill," he said.
Again this was something Yefrem had thought all his life.
Sibgatov sighed and said shyly, "Your homeland.'

'What's that?' asked Yefrem in surprise.

"You know, the place you were born in... living in the place you were
born.'

'Ah! Oh no, you don't have to have that. I left the Kama when I was
a young man, and now I don't give a damn whether it still exists. One river's



the same as another, eh?'

'In the place you were born,' Sibgatov insisted quietly, 'you don't
even get ill. Everything's much easier in the place you were born.'

'All right. Anybody else?’

'What, what's this?' asked Rusanov, cheerful again. 'What's the
problem?'

Yefrem grunted and turned himself round to the left. The beds by the
windows were empty, except for whey-face. He was eating a chicken leg,
holding one end of the bone in each hand.

There they sat facing each other, as if the devil had put them there
for his own malicious pleasure. Yefrem screwed up his eyes.

'It's this, Professor. What do people live by?'

Pavel Nikolayevich did not put himself out in the least. He barely
looked up from the chicken. 'There's no difficulty about that," he said.
'Remember: people live by their ideological principles and by the interests
of their society." And he bit off the sweetest piece of gristle in the joint.
After that all there was left on the bone was the rough skin of the foot and
the dangling tendons. These he put on a piece of paper on top of his bedside
table.

Yefrem did not answer. He was annoyed that this milksop had
managed to wriggle out of it so cleverly. When it came to ideology it was
better to keep your trap shut.

He opened the book and stared at it again. He wanted to find the
right answer for himself.

'What's the book about? What does it say?' asked Sibgatov, turning
from his game of draughts.

'Here, listen....' Podduyev read the first few lines: ""A cobbler, with
his wife and children, once lodged at a peasant's. He had neither house nor



land of his own..."

But reading aloud was a long and difficult business, so he propped
himself up with some pillows and began to tell Sibgatov the story in his
own words, trying once again to grasp its meaning.

'Anyway, the shoemaker started hitting the bottle. One night he was
going home full of drink when he picked up a chap called Mikhailo who
was freezing to death and took him home. His wife scolded him. "What?
Another mouth to feed?" she said. But Mikhailo started working for all he
was worth, and learned to sew better than the shoemaker. One winter's day
the squire came to see them. He br