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I am eager to travel. If I’m able to, I’ll leave Odessa, though I’ll come back. Maybe. Odessa isn’t Europe yet.

Odessa is the Ukraine, of course. Even though everyone talks Russian here, they are taught Ukrainian in school.
I’d like to remove with all borders. How can you draw a border in the air? Can you say, for example, that this is Russian air, and that’s a German cloud? Of course not. Or a Ukrainian sky – I don’t understand that sort of thing.

We start to laugh when we are about three months old. So we can deduce that laughter is not necessarily the same as expressing humour.

A four-year-old laughs about 400 times a day, but an adult only about 15 times.

Today, we laugh a third of what we did just 50 years ago. – How can anyone really know that?

Interview

My first husband was a Cossack. He had an eye for the ladies - they loved him, and I chose him myself. I have a child in memory of him, my daughter, who is an artist. Look, she makes these souvenirs that I sell. She has already been married and divorced. I’ve got no other children – it wasn’t God’s will.

My second husband was a Siberian. I caught him here in Odessa. He was as calm as a tank. I lived with him for six years and then left him. He didn’t drink or smoke or swear, but I left him and let him have the flat. He was far too decent and proper. I got to know him at a police station. I had hit a rude young bloke with a watermelon. I can’t stand it when men are rude – I hate it when they use foul language. I had asked him to talk properly a couple of times, but he just kept on. I was carrying a watermelon, so I belted him one with it on the head. The juice dripped down over him. It was a gigantic watermelon – I remember it cost 3 roubles and 45 kopeks. Then I was taken along to the police station, and there I met my second husband. He was on duty.

The third time, I married for love – he was in the army, a tank-driver, a real captain. He’s dead now, but lots of people still remember my Serjozja. He was from Odessa and had a special talent. All the women around him felt they were the only ones in the universe. When he died, it wasn’t just the other officers who came to the funeral – all the women from our street came as well.

I’m not going to get married again. At some point – it was probably in the middle of my second marriage – I realised that men are an unsustainable race.

The best thing about this place is the people. Nowhere else do people talk as much together. Here you can stop in the street and just talk. We miss that when we’re abroad.

No, I don’t want to be photographed; I’ve got to have some teeth made first. I’ve only got two left.

If you´re going to the sea, you’ve got to be in the mood. When I go to the sea, I have to get ready first. Then I take some food with me and go off for a whole day with a group of friends. 

We’ve become one with the sea, but it’s only on TV that we notice it.

I know I’ve got talent.
A person ought to be proud of himself. 

A person ought to be proud of himself. You may be just a small unit, but you’re also part of something larger.

Odessa is a place where there´s always been lots of money. Before the Orange Revolution everyone in Odessa sat around in restaurants and said arrogantly: ‘Now he has probably put an orange armband on himself.’ They joined in later than everyone else, but they joined in. Life moves slowly. This is a province. But a glamorous province.

People in Odessa are pragmatists. They don’t talk about politics or about what is said on TV. They don’t care who wins the election. The most important thing is that power is not concentrated in the hands of one single man.

No, I have never belonged to any political party but have always loathed and despised dictatorship and police states as well as any sort of oppression.

I met a man with a car. He told me
I like driving round the city. I take passengers and earn a bit for petrol and beer. I have the highest law qualification possible and work for a company that deals in real estate. Sometimes you have to wait a long time for the cases to be decided. Then I take passengers.

My daughter has completed her law studies. She’s got her own practice and office near the department store, so now we don’t have to feed her any more. She’s 25 and has bought herself a car.

Some friends from Kiev were visiting, and we sat at home and ate and drank and made a lot of noise, and in the evenings we went out on the town. People go out here, and there’s plenty of night-life. Here we’re not interested in politics. Here we live. Live well and have a good time, earn money and bring up your children. 

Sea and business – that’s what Odessa has. For some reason or other, everyone mentions crime when they talk about Odessa. Crime, that was before. Now there are businessmen and taxi drivers. The wealth of the city comes from the bazaar. During the Soviet era people said that at the Odessa bazaar you could buy everything from nylon stockings to atom bombs. It’s still like that.

Interview
Four years ago, I began to ride a bike and got hooked on it. I take part in races and cycle round Odessa, but the roads are terrible, so apart from being in good shape you also have to have courage. There are no bike paths here, and drivers don’t show any consideration.

No one else can ride a bike like I can, at my age.

My family is a detective story. My youngest daughter has disappeared without a trace. There were drugs problems and she turned her husband into an addict too. We had to take her away from her family. She was sent to prison, so my sister has brought up my grandchild.

I have a foster-daughter that I’ve taken care of since she was six. She has three children. I regard them as my grandchildren. I have a good relationship to her and the kids.
A city is made up of its people. People will remain the same, and the problems will be the same. I think Odessa will remain Odessa no matter if it’s in the EU or in China. For example, there’ll always be traffic jams on the road to the Kotovsky complex where I live, because there’s only one road.

The French say: See Paris and die. People don’t say that about Odessa. For here people want to live, not die.

In Ukrainian you say: The greatest power in the world is the Ukraine. Above the Ukraine, there’s only heaven. And that’s the Ukraine too. 

I’d like to go to the sea more often. When visitors come here they ask: ‘Why are you lot in Odessa so pale?’ And I have to reply: ‘You’ve come here for a holiday, but we have to work here.’

Interview 

My mother married a tractor driver for love, having already refused another man. It was a terrible time, with enforced collectivisation and artificially created famine. The grain was simply taken from the farmers. The soldiers came and took everything. All that people had left were the dregs in the sacks. When my mother came home to her husband, he showed her the larder. It was bare. It was autumn and the winter lay ahead. So they went out into the fields and gathered the cabbage leaves and kohlrabi left over from the harvest, rotten and filthy. They cut them up and allowed to sour. At their wedding, all they had was sour cabbage and bread, mixed with shavings. My mother’s first child was born in 1932. It died, because my mother had no milk. She later had two children that survived. I am one of them.

My mother left the village. She arrived in Odessa, with two small children. Here life was completely different, even though it was hard and there was no one to turn to. Our lives are such that one cannot turn to the state. The state has always been our enemy. We can only turn to each other. In Odessa, people of different nationalities and cultures learnt to consider each other as human beings that could help – and that they themselves ought to help. That is what is special about Odessa.

My husband is a sailor and still working. If, as in the fairytale, there are three sons, then there are the two wise ones and the third who becomes a sailor. That’s what he usually says. Actually, that’s all put on, because he loves the sea and his profession. There was a period when he didn’t sail, but as soon as he got the chance, he went back out on to the sea again. 

What is reality?

What is reality?

Reality is a very subjective affair. I can only define it as a kind of gradual accumulation of information; and as specialization. If we take a lily, for instance, or any other kind of natural order, a lily is more real to a naturalist than it is to an ordinary person. But it is still more real to a botanist. And yet another stage of reality is reached with that botanist who is a specialist in lilies. You can get closer and closer, so to speak, to reality; but you can never get close enough because reality is an infinite succession of steps, levels of perception, false bottoms, and hence unattainable. You can know more and more about one thing but you can never know everything about one thing.

It is hopeless.

Signboards 
Laughter is described as a breathing out in gasps with sound on 

and is an emotional reaction, just as crying is. 

Though we learn by the time to control our laughter.

Investigations have been carried out that show that laughter is good for many things:

Strengthening the immune system

Reducing pain

Increasing lung capacity

Aiding digestion

Increasing learning ability

Increasing blood circulation to inner organs

Counteracting depressions and attacks of anxiety

Increasing creativity

Improving sleep

Keeping the heart in good shape

Interview
My husband, me and our daughter all live in a single-room flat. We simply can’t afford to have another child. Many of our acquaintances are in the same position. The problem is not that the flat is so small. We could manage that. But we have no money.

The girls who are attractive look for foreign husbands so they can leave. They make a big thing out of getting married. Those who stay here, all they think about is expensive cars and expensive watches.

I have a female friend who is very beautiful and likeable. She simply can’t find a husband. Where is she going to find one? She doesn’t go to discotheques.

I’ve got no plans to leave. For me, it’s in a way like rejecting your own mother country.

It’s a great blessing that our town has the sea. What would we do without it? I take 

a swim in the evening and walk back home. That takes an hour and a half all together. It’s enough just to stand with your back to the land and look out at the sea. Or, even better, sit on a stone, and then you feel that something or other will turn out for the best.

I think all European cities with a port have one thing in common - the feeling of being at the border of a country.

There’s probably no other border town that has been so opposed to its own country as Odessa. Odessa is opposed to the Ukraine and has always been opposed to The Russian Empire. That feeling is still here.

The sea doesn’t help them. It is as if it isn’t theirs any more.

Now it’s more the airport that is the gateway to the world.

Although most political parties claim they are in favour of combating corruption, especially at election time, Ukrainians are still sceptical. The majority of Ukrainians believe that the judiciary body is the most corrupt institution in Ukraine, followed by political parties, parliament, and the Interior Ministry. When asked if there will be a breakthrough in overcoming corruption over the next three years, 44% of Ukrainians say No, while 38% say corruption will increase. Only 18% of Ukrainians believe that corruption will decline. Some 70% of Ukrainians do not believe that the authorities are effective in their struggle against corruption. Another 22% see no results from a campaign, while only 8% believe any campaign is effective. 

I myself am interested in classification, variation, evolution, structure and distribution. I am interested in the study of butterflies. 

Actually I´m an expert in only a very small group of butterflies. I have written several articles on butterflies. I want to repeat that my interest in butterflies is entirely scientific.

In a work of art there is a kind of merging between the precision of poetry and the excitement of pure science. I believe that.

Besides writing novels I prefer to hunt and study butterflies. The pleasures and rewards of writing are nothing compared to the excitement of discovering a new organ under the microscope or finding an unknown  species on a mountainside in Iran or Peru.

I am standing by a bridge, thinking of Tamara. I am thinking of that hushed July afternoon, when I discovered her standing quite still in a birch grove. Only her eyes were moving. 

She seemed to have been spontaneously generated there, among those watchful trees, with the silent completeness of a mythological manifestation.
I saw her walking over the bridge, clicking along on brisk high heels. With her hands tucked into the pockets of a navy-blue jacket, every now and then she would toss her beflowered head, because of the flies.

Very soon I traced Tamara to the modest summer cottage, the datcha, that her family had rented in the village. I would ride my bicycle in the vicinity, and with the sudden sensation of a dazzling explosion – after which my heart would take quite some time to get back from where it had landed – I used to come across Tamara at this or that bland bend of the road. 

Not until the 9th of August at half- past four of that season´s fairest afternoon did I have sufficient courage to speak to her for the first time, in the rainbow-windowed pavilion.

Interview
We’re sitting with our backs to the sea. We see it every day, you know.

We’re going to take an entrance exam at an institute of higher education. We’re going to choose something or other to do with economics.

I’m an amateur photographer and don’t have much spare time. There’s this beautiful girl. 

I take a lot of pictures of her. Right now she’s at work, but in the evenings she’s at home at my place. She’s the only girl that interests me.

I’d like to work in the advertising business, but most of all within the restaurant and tourism industry.

I want to work with photography. 

My girlfriend and I are going to Moscow, because she dreams about going to a concert at Club B2. We’ve already bought the tickets.

Did you know that the European Football Championship is going to be held in the Ukraine in 2012? Ukraine and Poland. It would be great if Odessa was the city of tomorrow, but right now all I can see is nostalgia. 

I will never leave Odessa.

It’s a good city if you want to get a business going. It has lots of visitors.

I’d love to travel. If it’s possible, I’ll leave Odessa, but come back often to visit it.

I’m in favour of the EU. Odessa isn’t in Europe yet. We’ve got to distance ourselves from Russia. We mustn’t sever old ties, but we’ve got to develop something new. Otherwise, we’ll always be wearing raffia shoes and be eating with wooden spoons. 

Interview 

All my life I have wanted to prove that I can do a lot on my own. I know I’ve got talent. If you want to know about my personality, what it consists of, then it’s my parents’ blood. I have a great deal from my parents. I went to a horrible school. There were 45 in a class and 8 classes at each level. A huge barracks where it was impossible to stuff anything into anyone’s head. I was a musician, and I’ve done an incredible amount. Naturally, I was the one to open Odessa’s first private radio station. Everybody knows it – it became a legend. I invented the name, I was the boss, I sat at the microphone, I was in love with my project.

I’m sorry Odessa doesn’t have a PR department. Odessa is a place where there has always been lots of money. It is provincial, but glamorous provincial. A PR department is a place where there are professionals who, with the aid of PR technology, could develop an Odessa brand. It’s got quite exceptional potential. If you centralised your efforts, there would be something that stuck in the consumer’s mind. The old attributes: the comedians, the clowns, the sea, the satirical literature and the bazaar are all out of date. The Odessa myth is being transformed into kitsch. The young people don’t know anything about it. They want to leave. We need some re-branding. I really believe this.

I would like my children to be born here. Of course, I don’t know when that will be, but that’s what I want. People are completely different here. That’s because blood is mixed here. 

And there’s the smell of the sea.

I am standing by a bridge, looking at Tamara. She is standing quite still. Only her eyes are moving. 

Now she is walking over the bridge, clicking along on high heels. 
I trace her to the summer cottage, which her family rents in the village. 

I ride my bicycle in the vicinity and come across her at this or that bland bend of the road. My heart explodes. 

Not until the 9th of August at half- past four do I pull myself together to speak to her for the first time.

People here are in a strange state of transition – like being on a bridge. The state is out of control and does what it wants. The bridge consists in there not being any ideological submission, but there’s no chance at all of organizing your life, either. People have left one bank but haven’t arrived on the other. They don’t even feel confident about repairing the house they live in. There’s no connection between their income and the price of building materials.

Interview
For me, Odessa first and foremost means the sea. The sea gives me a job and provides me with food. I’m captain on a boat that does sightseeing trips along the coast, along the shores to Arcadia. It takes forty minutes.

My mother took me to visit some relatives down by the sea. I was seven at the time. As soon as I saw the sea, my soul melted. In the village, all we had was a small stream and a marsh with stagnant water. My father was a partisan. The Germans shot him. My mother, who was 

a schoolteacher, was left with us kids. My brother and I didn’t want to live the way people did on our collective farm. We had completed the technical school, but we’re not the business types, and we didn’t feel like travelling north to get the extra cold-climate allowance.

So there was only one thing left – to become a sailor.

Being a sailor used to be the most fancied and sought-after profession. 

Now the sea has almost become a huge bath tub that you have to keep clean and keep an eye on. The beaches have become restaurants. You have to pay to use them.

But the sea is a free element. It’s freedom.

Now I’m going to read a poem I’ve written myself, to explain what the sea is:

Forgive me gentle sea, forgive my infidelity and farewell

I see pain in your silent reproach, I am travelling far away.

I’m travelling to deep forests, or to the never-ending curling of the fields,

or perhaps to mountains, to steep cliffs’ heaps of stones.

And if I end up in the desert where the heat is like that of hell,

the fresh breath of the breakers will not be extinguished in my sad eyes.

I have left, but in inconsolable sorrow I will only wait for the day

when I, my friend, have returned – and you, sea, will recognise and lick me.

How fine it is on the expanses of the steppe to breathe freely and lightly,

but your air is dearer to me, sea, beneath a sky that stands tall.
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