SO WHO IS CORRECTING WHOM HERE? (PART I)
I’ve been coming to this country for nine years now, and I made the mistake some time ago of thinking that there was nothing more that could move me, such is the depth of the whole experience. And I keep making that mistake. I made it again this morning.

I’m spending the day at the Childrens Correction Centre in Vetka. It’s a rather grim name that doesn’t even begin to do justice to the astonishing people who work here and the remarkable children to whom they are utterly devoted.

In a society that already believes it has been shunned by the rest of the world, punished with unfathomable and unintelligible motives, these children above all others deserve not to be forgotten. I’m a father. Like all fathers, I know that my own kids are special and precious and unique; and today, I’ve made the acquaintance of some wonderful children who, in the space of a few hours, have enriched my life beyond measure. 

We walk into a small room where soothing music is softly playing. It has simple, basic furniture and ordinary décor, with but a few adornments of youth and childhood on the walls. At a table in the middle of the rooms sits Zhenya. He is 14 years old and he has been coming to the Centre for the past three years. At first, all he could do was walk and lie down, but not sit. As he rocks slowly backwards and forwards, his head on his chest, the face of teacher Galina glows with pride as she tells of the great progress he is making, and how it is a wonderful achievement for him to be able to sit unaided. Sometimes he lifts his head, mutters indistinct sounds and smiles. He is the eldest child of four in his family, and lives in a village thirty kilometres away, where there are still hotspots of radiation following the Chernobyl catastrophe 24 years ago.
Zhenya is doubly incontinent, and sometimes his family has no diapers for him. With love and devotion, Galina works with him every day to develop his basic motor functions. She begins each session by gently massaging his hands, and even though he is unable to hold a pencil, he is still able to create something, for Galina paints his hand with bright red paint and gently places it on a sheet of paper for him to make his handprint. Today he has a cold. He sneezes and snuffles, and sits and rocks.  

In a corner of the same room, held on a rudimentary couch of cushions by a single harness attached by velcro, lies Nina, who is also 14 years old. She and her mother moved to Vetka in September and today Mum sits quietly in another corner, hands in lap, patiently watching all that transpires in this room of calm, loving care. Nina has profound and very significant needs, the most pressing of which is acute hydrocephalus. Mum says that inside her head, which teacher Tatyana gently strokes, 20% is brain and 80% is water. In the UK, the condition can be treated by the application of a routine procedure to drain the fluid. Here in Belarus, it seems that no such procedure is available.   

Nina can see and hear and she smiles a great deal, especially when she is spoken to and when you hold her hand. She has the most beautifully radiant smile, which lights up the room and makes everyone’s heart sing. She adores music and she loves to be touched and stroked. When David and I sit by her side and hold her hand, in slow and deliberate motion she turns her head towards us, her eyes move in our direction, also in slow motion, and she beams that dazzling smile. Tatyana and Mum release the harness and together they lift her into a semi-upright sitting position, which is no easy task; she has little or no motor function. But when you hold her hand, she hangs on for dear life. For many moments, this girl is the centre of the universe for us all.
Mum tells us that she is able to sound out simple words – ‘mum’, ‘dad, ‘give’ – and that she has very discerning taste. For every meal, Mum chews her food for her and then places it in her mouth, and if she doesn’t like it, she spits it out. We hear that she particularly likes chocolate. Not for the first time today, I think of my own kids.
It is at this point, when David and I are having the time of our lives, that Galina whispers to our translator Oxana that she would like to ask her a personal question outside. When they come back into the room, Oxana quietly says that Galina is worried we might be upset by today’s experience. They aren’t used to people (anyone) even coming to the Centre to show the slightest passing interest, let alone sitting with the children, touching them, talking to them. 

Nina is yawning now and we leave to drink tea for a while. In his corner, Zhenya snoozes fitfully, his hands behind his head, and again I am reminded of my own kids, for when they were very small, each of them slept like this. The Centre’s Director Elena tells us that six children with profound difficulties receive support and treatment here. On one of the walls of their room are small photographs of four of them, inside brightly coloured paper clouds with a beaming sun alongside. When we ask about the other two, we are told that their parents will not allow them to be photographed. We don’t ask why, but both of us think we know the answer. One of the two is named Ivan. His hydrocephalus is severe and he is attended at home by specialists, because he cannot be transported to the Centre. He is blind and has only limited hearing. November will see his sixteenth birthday. Support to his family includes a significant psychological element for his mother, who blames Ivan’s doctors still. She cries a great deal. His condition, it seems, results from incorrect immunisation. At birth he was ‘normal’ (our concept of normality has long flown out of the window by now), but he gradually deteriorated over time and his condition continues to deteriorate. 

Today is our third consecutive visit. Each time, around lunchtime, we have taken tea with Elena. And on each occasion, as we look out of the window, the Centre’s bus draws up outside the window. Galina and Tatyana hold a hand each to walk Zhenya out for the ride home. Cradling her precious child carefully in her arms, Nina’s Mum carries her to the bus unaided and climbs aboard to sit with her on her lap. There is no harness and no seat belt. Today I see them to the bus and wave as the door is closed. Nina smiles and she is gone. Every day, the driver covers 360 kilometres of Vetka’s roads to collect the children and then return them home again.
Later, as we emerge into the Spring sunshine for a walk, we ask if Elena and Oxana will do us the honour of allowing us to buy them lunch. Our offer is politely declined, but with the trace of a smile, first Elena tells us that she likes red roses, then Oxana tells us her preference is for black. Later, as we walk back through town, Elena announces that she has changed her mind. It would please her greatly if we could buy diapers. Zhenya has no need for red roses.
Not for the first time in this country, I muse on the arbitrary and entirely random whims of the Fates. I’m 52 years of age. If I live to be 100, and I achieve only one more thing before I die, then I want it to be that I help Elena and her truly wonderful staff and these remarkable children to get the Centre they so richly deserve. It’s going to be a long old road, but we take the first step the very next day, in one of Gomel’s markets. We buy diapers, washing powder and food for Nina, Zhenya, the others and their families. We spend less than 20 pounds. A measly twenty quid. A fast food meal for four at home. A third of a tank of fuel for a family car. Three packets of cigarettes. We’re a million miles away from the obscene materialism of so many lives back home. David and I are grateful for the lesson. 
To be continued …
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