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Sunday/Monday

I’m home. As the plane touches down at Minsk International Airport, it’s always my first and only thought. It’s the same for David.

There’s a change of routine for us this time though, because instead of being collected by the Vetka District Executive Committee, we’ve decided to strike out on our own and hire a car for the 200 mile journey on unlit single carriageway down to the south-eastern corner of the country.

The first challenge is less than a mile from the airport. We need fuel, and urgently. It’s a throwback to the days of the old Soviet Union. We park up at the pump, in the middle of the largest forecourt I’ve ever seen (deserted, of course), and I take a slow languid walk across to the attendant’s kiosk, all the while trying to remember how to ask for ’32 litres of 92 octane fuel’ in Russian. I manage it, somehow, pay from a huge wad of the filthiest notes ever, and return to the car to watch David complete the task of re-fuelling, before re-tracing my steps to the kiosk to collect the receipt.

The four-hour journey through impenetrable darkness passes without incident, until the very last challenge of the night, which greets us when we are only 10 miles from Vetka. We have to first traverse Gomel, the country’s second largest city behind Minsk and of course, we get lost. We’re both tired and we’ve been travelling for 13 hours, all told. I never knew Gomel was so big, with so many roads that all look the same. By the time we stumble across the right road out of town, it feels as though we’ve swerved around every pothole, taken our lives into our hands at every junction and intersection, where the traffic lights have all been switched off, and raced every trolley-bus in the city’s fleet.

I drop David off with Irina and her mother, exchange huge bear-hugs with them and then negotiate the final potholes of the night to reach journey’s end.

Карла Маркса, сорок два!

(42 Karl Marx Street!)

The front door opens, the street is flooded with light and Olya leaps into my arms. Her mother and Valeri are in bed (it is quarter to one in the morning, after all), so we exchange our news in a whispered hush as she prepares a supper of ravioli, cold meats, bread and cheese for me.

It’s 2.30 am by the time I’ve unpacked and when I climb into bed, all I can hear is Valeri snoring on the sofa next door. I get the only double bed in the house each time I come, which means that Tanya and Valeri give up their bedroom for me. I’m the guest you see, and anything less would be unthinkable.

Valeri is silent now. I lie on my back and stare at the watery moonlight through the paper-thin curtains. A dog barks somewhere close and one by one, its chums answer, in an ever widening circle. I’m home.

I think sleep came pretty quickly, and when I wake, it is to the sound of barking dogs again. Everyone in the household is already at work, and I have the luxury of an hour and a half to prepare for the imminent meeting about the Children’s Correction Centre. I stretch, languorously, and I’m just beginning to enjoy the self-indulgent prospect of a lie-in, when there’s a knock at the door. It’s David, who is precisely one hour early for the meeting. Ah well, serves me right ...
It’s so good to see everyone at the Correction Centre. This is our third time here, and no other visitors have ever returned after their first visit. I just don’t understand how anyone could fail to be moved or inspired by these precious kids, their devoted parents and the wonderful staff.

The new sensory room looks fabulous and we hear that it’s really making a difference for the children who spend time there. Such a huge impact, from such a modest investment. 

We are ushered into another room to meet a child we haven’t seen before. It’s another Zhenya, and he is 13 years old. He has cerebral palsy and he can’t do much for himself, but I think he’s the smiliest child I’ve ever met in my whole life. 

As well as bringing hundreds of nappies for Nina and Vanya and the other Zhenya, who are all doubly incontinent, we have also bought two small boxes of building bricks, hand-me-downs from friends back home.

David places one box in front of Zhenya and opens the lid. The child peers inside, and his face lights up. He breaks into the hugest, sunniest smile in the whole world. Gently but purposefully, his teacher helps him to build a huge tower. He gazes up at it, from the bottom to the top, his eyes full of wonder. I remember my own kids on Christmas mornings and on birthdays, but I can’t recall ever seeing such wonderment in a child’s face. The contrast between the size of the gift and the joy it has brought is utterly cavernous. Gosh, this place just turns everything about life back home completely on its head!
Zhenya’s mother arrives to collect him, and he takes her hand. He smiles that enormous grin, gives us a huge ‘thumbs-up’, and he is gone, although we’ll be waiting when he comes back in the morning.

The rest of the day is spent in discussions about the next phase of development at the Centre. It’s a frustrating afternoon. We come with hope, ideas, enthusiasm and lateral thinking, but each of our suggestions seems to be met with ever bigger problems, whichever way we turn. Nonetheless, the staff here are simply inspirational. A proportion of their own salary goes towards repairs and decoration. They can’t do enough for the children. But how do we engage the authorities in ownership of the search for solutions? Our feelings of elation and optimism at being back with these kids are mixed with anger and frustration and helplessness, as we sink ever deeper into the quick-sand of bureaucracy and institutional negativity. It’s all so suffocating. Everywhere we turn, we find contradiction and obstacles. The children have to leave the centre at lunchtime, because there are no facilities for preparing and cooking food for them, yet the electricity supply just won’t take the demands of the power needed to run a cooker. But the state won’t allow a microwave, in case the food isn’t heated through properly. No food at all is the preferred option, it seems ...
Back at Карла Маркса, сорок два, I walk into the ‘open all hours’ shop that Valeri built as an extension to the home. It was a brave idea, designed to boost the family’s income, but it hasn’t been easy. Tanya and Valeri both greet me with the warmest of hugs. As customers come and go, Valeri pours beer for us both, and for two of his mates who have been labouring for him at the house he is building a few streets away. He takes two fish from a bucket, tops tails and guts them, before slicing them into chunks for us to eat off sheets of newspaper, with extra sheets of newsprint to wipe and clean our fish-oily hands.

I’m home. Look at all we’ve done since we got up, and it’s only our first full day...

Tuesday

The prospect of today struck fear into our hearts long before we even got here, for today was the day we had set aside to register our presence in Belarus with the local militia. It’s the law you see, and a few years ago, failure to register cost me an uncomfortable journey in a lift at Minsk airport with a militia man, as well as a hundred US dollars, so we weren’t about to play fast and loose with the rules.
We actually tried to get the process out of the way yesterday, knowing that the first visit was likely to be fruitless, for any one of a thousand possible reasons related to constantly-changing rules, regulations, red tape and bureaucracy. So it proved. I can’t even remember why now. But today, our hopes of success were really well-founded. So we thought.

We kick our heels in the waiting room for 20 minutes or so, before we are ushered into a small office, clutching every piece of paper and every document that could possibly be needed. They aren’t enough. With a flourish, the official produces new forms, and despatches us back to the waiting room to complete them. 

All of the information required in the new forms is, of course, provided (several times over) in the papers we already have. The sting in the tail is that now, for the first time, we are required to present our hosts Tanya and Irina to the official, in person, along with their own passports and other registration documents. This is beyond a joke.

But there’s no point in protesting or throwing our toys out of the pram. We smile sweetly, stroll out to the car and then drive across town first to get Irina from home, then to collect Tanya from work. We return to the militia office via Карла Маркса, сорок два, to pick up Tanya’s papers. We present our hosts, our papers, their papers ... and watch as the official slowly shakes her head. The forms we completed earlier in English need to be filled out in Russian ...

My smile is wearing thin now, but we do as we are bid, and it’s the last hurdle. Without the official even looking at any of the papers, our registration documents receive the necessary stamp and signature, and we’re out of there. 

Oh, and I forgot to tell you; between the two visits to the militia, we also had to drive across town with our sheaf of papers to the bank, to pay the requisite registration fee of 17,500 roubles (around four quid) and collect a ‘receipt’ for presenting to the militia official.

It would be very easy to get just a tad irritated with all this bureaucracy. When all is said and done, we’re here to work with these wonderful children, and not to drive backwards and forwards across town with a growing pile of duplicatory papers. But there’s absolutely no point in getting wound up. The system can’t be beaten.

After lunch I drive David and three of our Belarusian colleagues the fifteen kilometres into Gomel. We’re on a mission to buy carpet. The newly created sensory room looks splendid with all its glistening equipment and features, but the entirety of the effect is not best served (to put it very mildly) by the cold, hard linoleum that lines the floor. The kids need to be able to lie on it, and to stretch out. The answer, of course, is carpet.

Now, driving in Belarus is generally stress-free (unless you get lost in the dark), but Gomel is a very big city. People drive there just as they do in every big city. And we’ve had a stressful morning. And the traffic is heavy. Three people are shouting directions at me from the back seat, sometimes contradictory ones, and in Russian of course. I have to translate the information into English before I can apply it to the road and traffic conditions that present themselves on the end of my bonnet. And let’s just say that the directions I’m given come without the benefit of a huge amount of notice. It’s all less than ideal and by the time we get to the carpet shop, most of the way across town, I’m just a little frazzled. I start to relax only when we leave the city limits a couple of hours later, the new carpet rolled, stuffed and crammed into the boot. 

I know the way home, and our Belarusian colleagues know I know, so they leave me to drive and navigate on my own. By the time we’ve dropped the carpet into place in the sensory room (ready to be cut in the following morning), reviewed the day over sweet black coffee, planned for tomorrow, satisfied ourselves that the day has been a constructive one and I’ve taken people home, I’m fit to drop as I drive to Карла Маркса, сорок два, but I smile to myself at the memory of the staff at the centre stretching out on the new carpet, luxuriating in its opulence. And my spirits lift further when I walk into the shop to find Valeri’s mates Kolya and Ivan in the corner with a large bottle of Krinitsa beer, looking on as Valeri studiously guts two fish to accompany our drinking. 

As I write these words now at the kitchen table, Tanya is clearing away in the shop, Valeri is in the bath, sponging the labours of the day from his aching body, and Richard the cat is catching flies. I reflect sadly on the fact that the children didn’t come to the Centre today. They couldn’t. The transport couldn’t collect them. There was no fuel for the vehicle, you see ...

And tomorrow? Time with our precious children if they can get to the Centre. Oh, and there will also be samagon, or home-distilled vodka. But that’s tomorrow’s tale. 
Wednesday

I knew when I clambered into bed last night that I wouldn’t sleep well. I was bushed, but yesterday was more than a little stressful, all things considered. The first few days of a visit here are always marked by the need to get our passports registered with the local militia. You can’t mess with bureaucracy in this country and when it’s also time-limited, there’s an added edge. Plus my time at the wheel in the afternoon wasn’t exactly restful. I drive to collect Oxana and David with the window open to clear my head. I’m looking forward to an early coffee to get me going, but at the Centre, Anya has other ideas. The children will be arriving in 20 minutes, so a knife is thrust into my hand and we’re ushered into the sensory room to cut the carpet in. She wants everything just right for when the kids arrive. Actually the chance to concentrate on something else apart from my lack of sleep is not only particularly welcome, but also much better for me than caffeine! 
Job done, we wander back to Elena’s office to discuss what else we want to achieve this week. Whenever I talk about this place and what needs to be done, whatever the circumstances, it feels that powerful forces are at work. But I can only take so much planning and administration and theory. I need to be with the children now. 
I stroll down the corridor to find Zhenya, and as soon as he sees me, he grins me that infectious grin from ear to ear. He and I have really bonded already. We build with the bricks on the floor, then we arm-wrestle, and then I find some finger puppets. I’m just a big kid at the best of times, and this is the perfect opportunity for me to regress to my own childhood again. Silly voices and tickles render him helpless with mirth. Me too. Oh Zhenya. 

The sensory room is an oasis of calm. The children do love it so. Gentle sounds from the hi-fi, softly changing colours projected onto the walls and the half-light provided by the dark curtains bring all of us, kids, parents and staff alike, to a warm place of contemplation and meditation.

But Oxana has a plan. It seems that when we were buying the carpet yesterday, Elena’s joy at its purchase was tempered by her disappointment at the realisation that she wouldn’t be able to keep it clean. The Centre has no vacuum cleaner. Now Oxana asks in whispered and conspiratorial tones if the funds will stretch to buying one, which will cost around 50 quid. The decision is a no-brainer, and as Elena looks on with suspicion, arms folded across her chest and booted foot tapping ominously (she doesn’t like secrets, at least, not if she isn’t included), Oxana and I guiltily fabricate a tale which will allow us to slip away to make the purchase. We scurry away like forbidden lovers embarking on a tryst (Elena really isn’t best pleased), to return an hour later with the product of our conspiracy. Elena’s own guilt now consumes her, but the mood is soon light again as we prepare to visit Vanya in his dacha just out of town.

Vanya’s disabilities are so profound that he cannot visit the Centre. He is almost 16 and his hydrocephalus is severe. His tiny body lies permanently in the foetal position and he cannot see, except to discern some change of light. He must be turned regularly. Bed sores are a constant problem. But each May, he and his parents Natasha and Kolya move to the family’s small dacha in the country for the summer. I can’t begin to imagine how they manage the logistics of getting Vanya there. Now their time at the dacha grows short, and they will return to the town in a few days.

On our last visit, Natasha impressed us hugely with her integrity, her devotion and her colossal inner strength. David and I are anxious to convince her that we’re here for the long run and that we’ll do all we can for Vanya. We didn’t get to meet Kolya last time, but he’ll be there after work tonight. And we very much want to see dear Vanya.

He lies on a little bed in a room that is cosy, warm and calm. I sit on the floor and stroke his head as Natasha sings softly to him. At the sound of her voice, his sightless eyes look towards her and he smiles, but then his chin starts to crumple. He’s going to cry, says Natasha; best to leave him be for now. 

We move into the tiny lounge and squeeze around the table, which is laden with provender from corner to corner. The mood is sombre, but at the same time, it’s impossible not to be utterly inspired by the dedication of this extraordinary family. It’s not easy to articulate the powerful forces that are at work here, but as the sun goes down and each toast is followed by another, tears are mixed with laughter and the table is a cacophony of gay conversation.
Kolya arrives from work. He’s such a lovely, warm and dignified man. David and I feel that we’re amongst very old friends. As the vodka begins to mellow out everyone, we are treated to some traditional songs from our hosts. A rousing ‘Moscow Nights’ (I can do the chorus of that one in Russian!) is followed by a mournful refrain about soldiers of the Red Army at the battle of Stalingrad, then Natasha and Kolya sing a love song. I wish I had the words to explain how privileged I feel to be part of this.
Kolya tells us a little about his time in the Army. He served in Afghanistan. For six months, the authorities refused to tell his parents where he was. ‘If he dies,’ they said, ‘then you’ll know.’ His father almost died from grief and worry.

Every time I come to Belarus, an evening like this always ends in song. David and I have a party-piece which always go down a storm. Hard to believe I know, but it’s ‘Old MacDonald Had a Farm’ and we’ve sung it to rapturous applause all over this region. This time, we’re both as intoxicated as we usually are, but David has the nous to write down a list of the verses. The tears are now rolling down Kolya’s cheeks, but they are tears of mirth.

As we talk about Vanya, the mood becomes sombre again. David asks if he can do a blessing over him, and Natasha consents. I wait outside Vanya’s bedroom as the blessing is administered, but it’s clear even from a distance that it’s a deeply moving, intensely emotional event. As we say our goodbyes to Vanya, Kolya is softly singing to him, big, wet tears rolling down his cheeks and onto the bed. This wonderful, strong and gentle man is completely and utterly devoted to his darling son. 
Oxana is very tearful as we drive back into town. When we get to Карла Маркса, сорок два, she gets out with me and asks if I will walk with her. We traverse back and forth down the town’s deserted streets as an autumnal mist descends, buying cigarettes from the only bar we can find open, strolling, stopping and strolling again. She’s worked with us on each of our three visits to the Centre and she’s been telling me for some time that it’s beginning to have a profound effect on her. Now she needs to download, and talk from me is superfluous. She’s known much tragedy in her own life, and as we sit on the bench at the bottom of the stairway leading to her flat, she just keeps on talking as she lights one cigarette after another. It’s a long time before the download is complete. I watch as she disappears inside to bed and as I walk slowly back home in the darkness, my mind almost can’t take in the enormity of today’s events. This place gets right into my soul. Just how lucky am I to be able to experience all this?

Thursday

The overwhelming emotion today is frustration; shuddering, helpless, mind-numbing, strength-sapping frustration. All of the morning is spent on drawing up the necessary papers to satisfy the rules and regulations and registration requirements and bureaucracy relating to ... the purchase of a piece of carpet 18 metres square, and a vacuum cleaner. We endlessly compare what we’re drafting today with the wording of papers that we drew up on our last visit. We argue over the font size of the text, what should be capitalised, how to describe the items, what to put in, what to leave out, and whether David and I are directors or trustees.

“No Nigel, that’s not right; drop that paragraph down so your signature is level on the Russian and English text ...”  
There is one paper to describe the items we bought, and another to set out how much they cost. We agonise over the printer cartridges we bought for 40 quid, and how to describe them.

The more sweet black coffee I drink, the more hyper I get. David is getting irritated too and we snap at each other. Vanya is lying motionless on a plastic sheet at the dacha; Zhenya and  Nina and Vlada and Zhenya are in the sensory room next to this office; and we’re sitting at a computer screen, arguing over full stops and commas. 

Enough now. I’m drowning and I need to get out of this madness. I gesticulate to David to join me for a stroll, and we wander down the street, cursing and effing and blinding at the obtuse pointlessness of all this bureaucracy. It’s cold today and I’m not wearing enough layers, but I don’t care. It’s good to feel the wind on my face. The sky is slate grey and the rain begins to fall. It’s a perfect backdrop to the grim mood of despondency that we both feel. 

We return to the Centre, take a deep breath and steel ourselves for the next obstacle; changing 4,000 US dollars into roubles at the bank round the corner for depositing in the charity’s account at our own bank across town. The rate of exchange at the one next door is slightly better. When every penny counts, these things matter.   
The bank clerk examines every note; and as we watch her place any that have a crease, or a fold, or a pen mark on the ‘reject pile’, our mood darkens yet further. David is fit to explode, but by some means (probably the grace of divine intervention), the job is done, and we leave with 12.4 million roubles (in creased, folded and pen-marked rouble notes, naturally); and as I ponder the prospect of these filthy notes being rejected at our own bank, this Kafkaesque world just gets so surreal, that all I can do is smile inanely. There’s just no point in getting wound up. All will be well, Insha’Allah ...   

Lunch at the usual place is despatched peremptorily and without any of us having much to say, and then to our surprise, the deposit of our roubles passes without hitch. I’m a rouble millionaire, another absurdity that brings a smile to my face. 

The second half of the day is a huge contrast to the first. The staff at the Centre have decided that we all deserve a little treat for our endeavours this week. I can’t actually tell you the detail of how we all pass the next few hours in each other’s company, and I can’t even tell you why I can’t tell you (told you this place was like the product of Kafka’s imagination), but it’s a brief, precious release from grim reality, it’s fun and it’s a chance for the staff to let their hair down and relax, just for a short while. Oxana and I fetch takeaway pizza from the only pizzeria in town, while the staff prepare a picnic of sandwiches, fruit and vodka. We laugh, we dance and we laugh some more. Then reality beckons, we all clear up and prepare to go home.
There is transport to drive us, but Oxana asks again if I will walk with her. There is more that she needs to download. As last night, we meander through the gloom and she talks, and talks some more. When we eventually get to her flat, she places her hand on my arm - “Nigel, you remember last year, when you gave that speech to Vitaly at the Centre? Sergei is coming tomorrow. You must keep him talking until the children arrive ...”  
Vitaly and Sergei are important local officials. We need the authorities on board and we need them to share the load. When I gave that presentation to Vitaly last time, I was speaking for all of the children at the Centre who have no voice to speak for themselves. It felt as if I was riding into battle for them. As my footsteps echo from the concrete of the crumbling blocks of flats that crowd around me, I can feel the stirrings of excitement very deep within. This is exactly what I was always meant to be doing, not the day job back home that gives me so little satisfaction.    

By 8.30 I’m home, and I sit at the kitchen table with Olya, talking about her life and mine, communism and capitalism, the West and the East, big ideological stuff, as once we did in a flat in Brest when we travelled together to research for my book. What an experience it is to come to this community and to be part of it! Eventually we retire to bed, and I reflect and begin to prepare for tomorrow in my head. I won’t let those children down.
Friday
I wake in pitch darkness and my mind instantly alights on the task that awaits in the morning. I drift in and out of sleep, thoughts buzzing around my head, before finally waking to the irritating and insistent sound of my alarm. I need to switch straight on today.
Over breakfast I look through the presentation I gave to Vitaly last visit, and it’s pretty much transferable to today’s need. It’s just that Sergei is more senior than Vitaly. He’s the Deputy Chief Executive of the District’s Executive Committee, and has a fair degree of clout there. We need him on board if the committee is to be convinced of its role to join us in the project at the Centre. I don’t want to mess it up. He’s due to arrive at 9 and the kids should be there by 9.20, so keeping the discussion going long enough so that he sees the children for himself ought to be achievable. Whatever I say to him, the impact will be that much greater if he sees them face-to-face. I’m not sure that he has before.

I leave home to pick up David and Oxana at 8.30 and there’s a real bite in the air today. Clear and crisp, bright and cold, today’s the day to make things happen. Over the first cup of sweet black coffee at the Centre, Oxana tells me again that I simply must keep the meeting going until the kids get there. Her lips barely have time to form the words before we watch as Sergei’s car pulls up outside. It’s not yet five to nine. He’s early. Not a great start ...

Our greetings are warm and cordial. He’s a good bloke, his heart is in the right place and I’m confident he’ll do all that he can to help with this project. I talk to him about what we’ve done this visit, our impressions generally, the dedication of the staff, the children, their families, and our plans for the future. When I stop to draw breath, he responds with all the right statements that are positive and encouraging. The clock ticks on towards 9.20.

I talk to Sergei about our commitment not to leave the project until everything has been completed. I show him a picture of my own kids, and tell him all about them; I say they won’t allow me to abandon the children at the Centre. I talk about press and media interest back home. I’m drying up and it’s already 9.25; where are they?! I look up at Oxana and her gaze is focused and steady. Her eyes are telling me, imploring me to keep the discussion going. It’s the old cliché about the swan; elegant and demure on the surface, with thrashing, churning water beneath. I hope that what I’m saying is articulate and persuasive, but my thoughts are all over the place as I search for some inspiration, any inspiration.

Got it! I invite Sergei to inspect the sensory room equipment, and suggest that it will be easier for him to have a good look if the children are not there. On the way down the corridor, Oxana tugs at my arm.

“Nigel, do something!”

“Oxana, do you think I’m a magician?!”

“Yes ...” comes the less than helpful reply.

9.35. No kids. Sergei’s inspection of the equipment is over. I’ve run out of ideas. Then ...

“Sergei, there are one or two issues on which I would welcome your advice; do you have time for me to ask your opinion over one more coffee?” 
I’m banking on the hope that he will be pleased to have been asked for a view.

“Yes of course!”

I ask him about how to engage the media in Vetka, and about how project management is undertaken in his country. My guess was right; he has much to say, all of which is really helpful. I let him speak and when I have the chance to ask him supplementaries, I do so with relish. 
At 9.45, the Centre’s minibus at last pulls up outside with its precious cargo. They’re 25 minutes late, but I could weep for joy. Sergei and I talk for five minutes more to give the children time to get settled in the sensory room, and then I invite him down to see it once more. Smiley Zhenya is so pleased to see us and I get down on the floor next to him. He has such a warm, outgoing personality. David sits with Nina and holds her hand. She responds with a smile. In the doorway stands Sergei, clearly moved by all that he sees. Next to him, Elena is close to tears. After a couple of minutes he motions that he must leave, and we exchange our goodbyes, with a firm commitment on his part to do all he can to ensure that the authorities join us as fully engaged partners. 
David, Elena, Oxana and I slump into chairs in Elena’s office. We’re all drained. Oxana gives me the “thumbs up”. “Class”, she says ...

We barely have time to gather our thoughts, before a gentleman from the press arrives. He is old school, reserved, and perhaps just a little unsure of our motives. Over the course of the next 45 minutes, our discussions range over details of the charity, our projects in the past, our work at the Centre, and then we morph into one of those deep, philosophical and hugely ideological debates that so many people in this country love to have with visitors from abroad. He is quiet for a moment, deep in thought. He leans forward in his chair, grips my arm, fixes me with the steeliest of unblinking gazes and says slowly, and with purpose, enunciating each word; “tell me; what do you really think about the October Revolution in 1917?”
When he’s satisfied that he has enough copy, he asks if he can see the children in the sensory room. Again, David and I are only too pleased to have the chance to return to the carpet. After photographs, we head to Elena’s office for more questions, then I invite him back to the sensory room to share a moment’s silence and contemplation (the kids are by now elsewhere in the Centre). It’s a real delight to share a bean-bag with him, if only for a moment, to watch the soothing lights and to listen to the sounds of the woodland that drift from the sound system. I help him to his feet and our fraternal farewells are effusive; gone are his reserve and uncertainty. He administers huge bear hugs and extracts a pledge that we will meet with him again on our next visit. I promise to bring him a copy of the new edition of the guide. “And a copy of the first edition too, please”, he says with the trace of a smile and the suggestion of mischief in his eye.

Over lunch with Elena and Oxana, David and I have little to say, except to muse on how big a morning we’ve just experienced. We drive to a concert given by children at School Two; it’s ‘Teachers’ Day’ today. We’ve been coming here every visit since our first, and much of our planning and thinking is done there with head teacher Svetlana, who is our key local contact.

Later, we drive Svetlana back to her flat in Gomel. Oxana comes with us for the ride, and we stop off in Khalch to visit the crumbling manor house overlooking the River Sozh. It’s been the subject of a programme of renovation for years, but much remains to be done. I can’t see it ever being finished. It’s closed to visitors, but the curator, who is permanently on site, is happy to let us in and show us around. That’s what people do in this country.
We give Olya a lift back to Vetka from Gomel and as I sit on my usual stool at the kitchen table, I feel exhausted and just a little poorly. I’ve been sneezing all week. I make notes as Tanya and Olya prepare the evening’s meal. Valeri comes in with an enormous pot of mushrooms. He’s been foraging in the forest all day long. Dinner is dispatched with successive toasts of Armenian cognac and Irish whisky. We’re all now sitting around the kitchen table, a communal pile of pumpkin seeds before us, watching President Lukashenka being interviewed by Russian journalists. The programme is scheduled to last 4½ hours. It’s prime-time Friday night. I wonder what’s on TV at home?!
Saturday

It’s our last full day. David took the car last night and he collects me at 8.30. There’s something about today being just a little ‘after the Lord Mayor’s show’; over a supply of coffee that seems to have perpetual motion of its own, David, Oxana, Elena and I review the week’s events. It seems to have gone pretty well, with some real milestones and good progress on a number of fronts. 

Oxana takes David and me to a telecoms shop (desk!) in town to buy Belarusian sim cards to cut our telecoms costs for future visits. And my daughter Harriet comes to Vetka for a couple of months in January as part of her gap year world tour. She’s going to be working at School Two and at the Correction Centre. Character building stuff, or does that make me sound too much like a Victorian parent?
Given our experiences this week with process and procedure, I speculate that the purchase of several Belarusian sims would be hugely fraught with difficulty, but not so; we’re in and out in moments, and then it’s off to the bank for a few last formalities (registering the sim cards ... honestly!)
 “We’re back!”
It’s the same bank clerk who caused David so much grief earlier in the week by scrutinising each of our dollar bills, and she looks nervous when she sees us coming. But we’re smiling this time, and her nervousness soon turns to relief.
We stroll back into Red Square, which is vibrant of colour and full of activity. Today is ‘Town Day’, you see. It’s Autumn-time, so it’s akin to the harvest festivals that we English all know and recognise, particularly from our youth.  The square is full of stalls and exhibitions promoting local crafts, businesses and trades, as well as displays of produce from the fields. Enormous tractors, combines and other items of farm machinery stand next to mountains of root vegetables. The local wood smith calls us over for vodka and draniki (or traditional pancakes). We take a peek into the back of a parked lorry, which has a makeshift display of stuffed animals of the forest. There are paintings of local scenes, and dozens of rushniki (traditionally woven towels of huge mystical and symbolic significance), each village and hamlet having its own design which has been handed down across the centuries. 
There are parachutists. The first of them descends way too fast, bounces with a thump on the tarmac, lies prone and is then carted off to a waiting ambulance. Children from School Two perform on a makeshift stage, repeating the songs and dances that we saw at yesterday’s concerts. Across the street we spot one of our oldest friends, the mayor of the hamlet Vyeliki Nyemki. He is sporting an astonishingly sharp suit. He ushers us to a nearby table, to break bread and drink home-distilled vodka with the two Cossacks we spotted earlier on our meanderings, hugely proud men in immaculately tailored uniforms. I’m wobbling from the vodka just a little now as we come across Svetlana, whom we persuade to accompany us to Vanya’s dacha for a final goodbye. She buys us coffee and sweets. We see Galina from the Centre (who stops for a chat and a hug), then we spot our friend from the local paper. David taps him on the shoulder, his face lights up, and once more we are both crushed into the hugest bear hug imaginable. We clearly impressed him yesterday, and we’re at pains to assure him how much he impressed us too. Next we see Vitaly, the Education chief at Vetka District Executive Committee, who tells me how proud he was to see my interview on the main news bulletin earlier in the month. I recorded it one summer’s day at the Belarusian Embassy in London. He says again how committed he is personally to the Correction Centre project. He’s a man of enormous integrity. The warm glow that I’m now feeling is not just from the vodka.

On to the dacha for our last goodbyes with Vanya and Natasha and Kolya. Notwithstanding our entreaties to Natasha on the phone not to make a fuss (it’s their last day there before returning to their flat after all), the table is groaning under the weight of food and drink. More vodka, more toasts, more tears, more singing; there’s also another huge moment –just how many huge moments have there been this week?! - when I hold Kolya tightly as he sobs in my arms. Such a big man, so proud, and so devoted to his family. 

David drops me off at Карла Маркса, сорок два, and I say my goodbyes to Oxana, Elena and Svetlana. We’re right there at the very hardest part of the week now. It’s always so tough to say goodbye to these people, who treat me as if I’m one of their own; but at the same time, we pack so many experiences into one week, that by the time it reaches its conclusion, I’m almost at saturation point. And I miss my family very, very much. It’s a contradiction that I find so hard to reconcile, when I want to be with my own family again so much, but there’s such an enormous task to see through here and though it’s far from home, I can’t escape the feeling that my destiny and my own journey of self-discovery will always call me back to this community. Each visit, the last supper with my Belarusian family is really difficult. Nobody says much. And I have my packing to do, a task that I loathe with a vengeance, because it represents closure on the visit. This isn’t my room anymore. After today I won’t live here. And I’m not just zipping up clothes and possessions into my holdall. I’m also zipping up all that’s happened this week into my heart and my memory and my soul, filed away somewhere safe with all the other memories and experiences of previous visits, but filed away nonetheless. I’m in bed shortly after midnight, wondering how on earth I’m going to capture all that’s happened in one short week into a cohesive, intelligible diary format; a million and one images are whirling and dancing around my head. I’m not looking forward to tomorrow’s long journey home, which begins pre-dawn with a five hour drive to Minsk.
Footnote; I feel I’ve been asleep for no more than minutes when that cruel and horribly intrusive alarm wakes me at 5 am. Reflexively I bound out of bed but as I stagger round the bedroom tripping over things I’m still more than half asleep. Olya is up before me, and has prepared the usual sumptuous repast to see me on my way. David draws up at 6, and Valeri and Tanya get up to wave me off. At least they’ll have their bed back tonight ...
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