My mother
My mother arrived at the port of Harwich some time in February, and was immediately apprehended by the British authorities for having filled up her landing form with undue accuracy. To the question: where born? She had answered St Petersburg. To the question: Where educated? She had answered Leningrad. The immigration authorities were convinced that she was making light of the questionnaire, and I feel bound to add with a certain pride that it was only my presence that saved her form further unpleasantness. This tendency to answer official questions too literally seems to run in the family, perhaps owing to the many frontiers we all have crossed since such encumbrances were invented.

Once she had be released by the pernickety British authorities, my mother traveled to London by train through a thick industrial murk, which culminated in a swirling yellow fog, impenetrable, choking, and claustrophobic. She records that she had never seen or smelt such unadulterated filth in her life. Before the names of the stations were entirely obliterated towards the end of the journey, the impression of Kafkaesque horror was increased by the fact that every station seemed to be called Bovril. It is necessary to explain to the uninitiated that Bovril was, and is, a most excellent beef-tea. Being the fruit of private enterprise in a highly competitive capitalist society, it had bright and brilliant advertisements, unlike the names of station which, although privately owned, were without direct competition, and so tended to conceal their identities behind layers of grit and grime.
The train finally pulled in to the greatest Bovril of them all, and my mother was taken by her old governess to a boarding home run by a elderly Puritan couple where nothing was allowed except total silence. She knew, as she conversed in surreptitious whispers with Miss Rose, who had taught her all she new in St. Petersburg, that she had made the mistake of her life in coming to this nightmare of a country with her unborn child. And yet, such is the power of acquired tastes in those of sensibility that this is the selfsame country she was to die in fifty-four years later, refusing for the last ten years of her life to leave even for a brief vacation, wrapping up against the pervasive damp, making casual excuses for every discomfort, deeply involved in village life, warmed by soulless electric stoves and the great hearts of her neighbors.
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