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			 Acclaim for Ludmilla Petrushevskaya

			“Petrushevskaya writes instant classics.”

			—The Daily Beast

			“Petrushevskaya is the Tolstoy of the communal kitchen. . . . She is not, like Tolstoy, writing of war, or, like Dostoyevsky, writing of criminals on the street, or, like poet Anna Akhmatova or novelist Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn, noting the extreme suffering of those sent to the camps. Rather, she is bearing witness to the fight to survive the everyday. . . . [She is] dazzlingly talented and deeply empathetic.”

			—Slate

			“This celebrated Russian author is so disquieting that long after Solzhenitsyn had been published in the Soviet Union, her fiction was banned—even though nothing about it screams ‘political’ or ‘dissident’ or anything else. It just screams.”

			—Elle

			“Her suspenseful writing calls to mind the creepiness of Poe and the psychological acuity (and sly irony) of Chekhov.”

			—More

			“Petrushevskaya’s fiction [offers] a glimpse of what it means to be a human being, living sometimes in bitter misery, sometimes in unexpected grace.”

			—Jenny Offill, The New York Times Book Review

			“The fact that Ludmilla Petrushevskaya is Russia’s premier writer of fiction today proves that the literary tradition that produced Dostoyevsky, Gogol, and Babel is alive and well.”

			—Taylor Antrim, The Daily Beast

			“What distinguishes the author is her compression of language, her use of detail and her powerful visual sense.” —Time Out New York

			“A master of the Russian short story.”

			—Olga Grushin, author of The Dream Life of Sukhanov

			“There is no other writer who can blend the absurd and the real in such a scary, amazing, and wonderful way.”

			—Lara Vapnyar, author of There Are Jews in My House

			“One of the greatest writers in Russia today and a vital force in contemporary world literature.”

			—Ken Kalfus, author of A Disorder Peculiar to the Country

			“A master of the short story form, a kindred spirit to writers like Angela Carter and Yumiko Kurahashi.”

			—Kelly Link, author of Get in Trouble, Magic for Beginners, and Stranger Things Happen

			“In her best work Petrushevskaya steers a sure course between neutrally recording the degraded life of the Soviet-era urban underclass and ratcheting up the squalor of that life for the mere pleasure of it. She does so by the steadiness of her moral compass and the gaiety of her prose.”

			—J. M. Coetzee, winner of the Nobel Prize in Literature
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			The Girl from the Metropol Hotel

			Ludmilla Petrushevskaya was born in 1938 in Moscow, where she still lives. She is the author of more than fifteen volumes of prose, including the New York Times bestseller There Once Lived a Woman Who Tried to Kill Her Neighbor’s Baby: Scary Fairy Tales, which won a World Fantasy Award and was one of New York magazine’s Ten Best Books of the Year and one of NPR’s Five Best Works of Foreign Fiction; There Once Lived a Girl Who Seduced Her Sister’s Husband, and He Hanged Himself: Love Stories; and There Once Lived a Mother Who Loved Her Children, Until They Moved Back In: Three Novellas About Family. A singular force in modern Russian fiction, she is also a playwright whose work has been staged by leading theater companies all over the world. In 2002 she received Russia’s most prestigious prize, The Triumph, for lifetime achievement.

			Anna Summers is the coeditor and cotranslator of Ludmilla Petrushevskaya’s There Once Lived a Woman Who Tried to Kill Her Neighbor’s Baby: Scary Fairy Tales as well as the editor and translator of Petrushevskaya’s There Once Lived a Girl Who Seduced Her Sister’s Husband, and He Hanged Himself: Love Stories and There Once Lived a Mother Who Loved Her Children, Until They Moved Back In: Three Novellas About Family. Born in Moscow, she now lives in Cambridge, Massachusetts.
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			Introduction

			Ludmilla Petrushevskaya's War

			Every year on May 9, old men all over Russia—in every village and town, no matter how small or squalid—don their best suits, attach medals to their lapels, and shuffle outside to participate in street “parades.” The old men, generally neglected by a state uninterested in its citizens, especially in the decrepit among them, have this one day on which they are honored and extolled.

			That’s how it used to be. In 2015, on the seventieth anniversary of the end of World War II, no rows of veterans paraded through city or village streets. Instead, for the first time, portraits of the veterans were carried by their grandchildren, who marched to the same war-themed music that has filled Russian airwaves every May for decades. The veterans, frail and stooped, in their old-fashioned berets and oversize Sunday suits sporting rows of medals, are dead—save for a bare handful. So are their wives and the more numerous war widows. That incredible generation is gone, and the war that was part of Russia’s consciousness every day for seventy-five years has finally receded. The veterans’ great-grandchildren, today’s teenagers, are the first generation for whom the Great Patriotic War isn’t living reality but just another historical fact.

			The war hasn’t disappeared entirely, though. Before today’s teens came two other generations, for whom the war remains a living memory: the veterans’ children, like Ludmilla Petrushevskaya, who are now in their seventies, and their grandchildren, who are now in their thirties and forties. The younger of these, like me, born thirty years after the war, are connected to it by our direct link with the veterans, the old men and women who shared our little apartments and homes, raised us, cared for us, were our beloved dedushkas and babushkas. Every family in every part of the enormous country, without exception, shared wartime experiences through their grandparents. Those experiences were a commonplace subject as early as kindergarten, where the first question between toddlers was, “What did your grandpa do in the war?” A proud or mournful answer followed, facts were exchanged, ice broken.

			Except sometimes the facts of a family’s connection with the war weren’t suited for proud retelling and were therefore often concealed from the little ones, who would then be forced to hem and haw and finally come up with some lie. Sometimes our grandparents didn’t just die gruesomely, burning alive in a tank, like mine, or return disfigured, or even return at all. Sometimes they were arrested and sent to the Gulag, like Solzhenitsyn’s Ivan Denisovich and Solzhenitsyn himself, for some imaginary wrongdoing at the front, or, even more inconveniently, arrested en masse and executed before the war had even begun, like Petrushevskaya’s. In a scene in the memoir, Petrushevskaya is mortified when other wartime toddlers boast about their fathers and uncles fighting at the front and she can’t come up with a single name. Thirty years later, I would be mortified, too.

			• • •

			The arrest and execution of Petrushevskaya’s relatives—prominent Bolsheviks elevated by the October Revolution—in the late thirties ensured, among other things, that her war would be different from the war of her peers. The shared experiences of their childhoods—evacuation, hunger—were heightened in her case to an unbearable—and unshareable—extreme because of the social stigma that branded her an “enemy of the people.” That was the official status of Petrushevskaya’s remaining family throughout her childhood. And, she points out wryly, it was no joke. At a time when everyone was cold, dirty, and hungry, she and her aunt and grandmother, who until recently had resided in great comfort at the Metropol Hotel, were hungrier, dirtier, and colder than everyone else. They were banned from the shared bathroom in their communal apartment; in the endless food lines, they were always the last to be served; police wouldn’t protect them when neighbors attacked them, even with an ax; and they were open prey to any thug—and this in a town full of bandits. Most important, those men at the front weren’t fighting for them. They were everyone’s enemies, from the soldier at the front to the janitor in their apartment building. The Great War that temporarily equalized Russia’s population, turning it into a brotherhood and sisterhood of suffering, extended no welcoming hand to little Petrushevskaya and her wretched aunt and grandmother. Though they were eventually all rehabilitated, during the war they were interned like Japanese Americans during the same period, except their camp had invisible walls and they were the only ones in it.

			All this makes Petrushevskaya’s memoir unique, and potentially gruesome. Yet there is nothing gruesome about it. From heartrending facts Petrushevskaya concocts a humorous and lyrical account of the toughest childhood and youth imaginable. The child in her book, like all children, has been endowed with gifts from two fairies, an evil one and a kind one. The evil fairy, a definite heavyweight, took away the child’s home, her mother, her father, her clothes, her toys, her food, and her civil rights, leaving her without shoes in wintertime. The kind fairy, doing what she could, gave the child excellent health, mental resilience, a hunger for beauty and culture, an unerring ethical compass, and an array of talents. A faithfully observed balance between deprivation and fullness, physical scarcity and inner abundance, social scorn and artistic triumph, lifts Petrushevskaya’s account above self-pity and places it alongside the classic stories of humanity’s beloved plucky child heroes: Édith Piaf, Charlie Chaplin, the Artful Dodger, Gavroche, David Copperfield. Petrushevskaya’s girl is right up there, dancing a gypsy dance at an orphanage, singing her heart out in the school choir despite having nowhere to live, reading herself blind at the public library after school, ignoring hunger cramps, and, much later in life, writing her incomparable prose “into the desk,” unpublishable and unpublished. The child is irresistible and so is the adult narrator who creates a poignant portrait from the rags and riches of her memory.

			• • •
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					The Metropol Hotel today.

				

			

			The Metropol Hotel is a vast art deco building in downtown Moscow, steps away from Red Square, where the country’s main Victory Day parades take place. Today it is once again a world-class luxury hotel. The lobby and the bar are empty in the daytime. The only visitors are listless women in miniskirts and sheer pantyhose, with peroxide hair and provincial faces. They are today’s “girls from the Metropol,” as prostitutes are sometimes called in everyday Muscovite slang. “Why are you dressed like a girl from the Metropol?” a shocked mom may ask her daughter. Petrushevskaya and her young mother were also called “girls from the Metropol,” but with a very different meaning. After the October Revolution the famed building was designated the Second House of Soviets. For many years it housed the Party government and prominent revolutionaries, like the author’s great-grandfather. To reside in that building was like having a mailing address at Buckingham Palace. Hence the double meaning of Petrushevskaya’s title. From a Bolshevik princess, the girl from the Metropol descended to Moscow’s nether regions occupied by prostitutes, beggars, and the homeless. She left the Metropol a pampered toddler and returned there at the age of nine, a wild, lice-ridden, emaciated Mowgli. Naturally she and her poor mother weren’t allowed to stay in that exalted, orderly establishment. Their wanderings and social alienation continued.
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			Still from The Fable of Fables (1979), directed by Yuri Norstein, art by Franchesca Yarbusova.

				
			
			What would have happened if she had stayed? If, miraculously, she had found refuge in the building that symbolized the new regime and housed the new elite? If on May 9, the girl had proudly crossed Revolution Square in front of the Metropol and joined the Victory Day parade, watching the men in medals with different eyes, as someone for whom they had officially fought and shed blood? If she had never known such scorn, such helplessness, such hunger and cold, never run barefoot or sung on street corners for food? Then we would have no Petrushevskaya—and we, selfishly, would regret it. The art that shines so brightly in this little book was born not in a palatial hotel among Party bosses but on Kuibyshev’s dirty streets, in view of the majestic Volga River, and under Petrushevskaya’s grandfather’s dinner table, where she and her mother found shelter of sorts when they were turned away from the Metropol. And now, every year on May 9, Russian state television shows an animated film, The Fable of Fables (also translated as Tale of Tales) (Skazka skazok), written by Petrushevskaya. A national and international sensation when it came out in 1979, the film tells the story of a little wolf cub, abandoned in wartime, who is a reincarnation of the memoir’s street urchin, the little girl who survived the war.
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					Majolica mosaic   (1896–1905), by Mikhail Vrubel.
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