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My father, mother, and grandfather all died in the space of two weeks, and I was left all alone in the house. I was twelve years old; what was I to do? There was nothing to eat anywhere. In the morning I would leave the house and walk from garden to garden, grazing until evening: I eat greenery, search carefully for common sheep sorrel because it is hard to find; I wasn’t the only one looking for it. I eat the leaves of linden trees: they’re bitter, but I eat them. I look for pigweed and eat it. In a word: I lived like a goat. Then I fell sick: I’m weak and lying in bed. This was in July. The sour cherries had ripened, but I couldn’t get up and reach the tree. A woman brought me some cherries. But no matter how much I wanted to eat them, I couldn’t because there was a bitter taste, like wormwood, in my mouth. I can’t eat anything. The same woman brought me some honey, and at first I couldn’t eat the honey because there was such a bitter taste in my mouth. Then the woman came again and brought me honey again—this time I could taste the sweetness. The woman says to me: “It’s good that you can taste the honey now. You’re going to get better.” She saved my life. While she was still alive, I was always grateful to her; I cannot forget such goodness.

But neither can I forget this catastrophe: who created the famine? Who ordered the surplus to be confiscated? They were taking everything away to the last crumb! Five or six or even ten of them would get together. When they entered a house, they would turn everything upside down, probing in every nook and cranny until nothing was left, not even a potato peel—not a thing. After those commissions swept through, people would be left standing naked, hungry, barefoot, with their heads uncovered. How can I forget those “inspectors,” who would come into a house and say: “Haven’t you croaked yet?” One time my mother and I picked some beans that we found lying in the dust on a hill: about two cups’ worth. Through the window my mother saw those “commissars” coming. Quickly, she put the beans into a little pot, poured some water over them, and put the pot in the oven, to make it look as though she were cooking them. She thought that maybe this way she could save the beans. But, no sir, you couldn’t keep anything from them. He took the pot from the oven, poured off the water, and took away the beans. I live and think about this. No matter how many years have passed, I cannot forget this.
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