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He nosggérece: Don’t hold your breath

After almost twenty years of writing The Word’s Worth, this is a first: a crowd-sourced
column. Or rather, it’s a column crowd-sourced on social media instead of by my usual crowd
of friends, neighbors, dog-walkers and toddlers who are the main sources for my columns
most weeks. What’s the topic? Snarky ways to say no while seeming to say yes in Russian.

Of course, sometimes the yes-no is not so much snarky as infuriating. Everywhere in the
world, in every country and every language, children who are constantly in the kitchen
scrounging snacks will disappear five minutes before dinner is ready and, when called to the
table, will sing out: May! (Coming!) Or sometimes: Cetiuac! (In a second!)

But let me translate what this really means: “I’m doing something else now, I've totally
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forgotten about food, and I’ll come to the table within the hour, when the food is cold, the
souffle has fallen, and the gravy has congealed into a lumpy mess.”

But a lot of the time when people in Russia don’t want to do whatever you have asked them to
do, they respond with sarcasm. This might be hard to catch, since it sounds like one thing but
means another. Sometimes they use a mix of little Russian words. — Caenaenis jomariiHee
3afjaHue nepeq y>KuHom? —A Kak ske? (“Will you do your homework before dinner?” “You
bet.”) — TbI yOpasncs B KoMHaTe? — Ara, y>ke. (“Did you clean your room?” “Of course! Three
days ago!”) Or you might just hear sounds: — TbI nuienib couriHeHue? — Ara. (“Are you
writing your essay?” “Uh-huh.”)

Of course, all of the above means: Nope, didn’t even start, forget it, no plans to do it, get off
my back.

Or you can use one of a series of Russian phrases that all mean “I’m on it... not.” First up is
the classic kak TonbKo, Tak cpasy (literally, “as soon as, then right away”), which really
means: Don’t count on it any time soon. — ThI CKOPO JOMOM cobupaeriibcsi? B Kak TOIbKO,
TaK Cpasy, B ckasan Urops. (“Are you planning to come home any time soon?” “Oh yeah, like
any minute now,” Igor said.) Kynum Tebe HOBOe MaibTo, KaK TOJIBKO, TaK cpa3y (Buying you
anew coat is at the very top of my to-do list, for sure.)

In Russian, you get snarky by saying “I’ve already done it,” while in English the snark is often
in saying “never in your wildest dreams.” For example, pa3z6e>kascsi/pa3beskanach, which has
a literal meaning of running flat out, doing a wind-up run, means “I have no intention of
doing it ever." — ITomosKelllb MHe KpaCUTh KOMHATy? — [IpsamM pasbeskancs. (“Will you help
me paint the room?” “In your dreams.”)

An even snarkier version of this is cnemry u mapmato (literally “I’m rushing and falling.” This
came up in the world of politics not long ago. Alexei Navalny wrote: Cyj; 06s13a1 MmeHsI
YAAIUTDB pacciiefoBanue "OH BaM He [JumMoH'. [Ta, KoHeuHo. Criery u ragato. (The court
required me to remove my investigation “Don’t Call Me Dimon.” Right. Not gonna happen.)

My favorite versions of the Russian “I’m on it” involve shoelaces: TonbKO HTHYPKU 3aBSI3KY
(1l just tie my shoes) or, to up the sarcasm level: cettuac mHypKu nornasky (let me just iron
my shoelaces). B Komy roBopsT, e3skaii, B cka3ana »KeHsi. B Ara ceiiuac IITHYPKU ITOTJIaKY.
crexupHruana Mamra (“I’'m talking to you! Go!” Zhenya said. “I hear ya. Let me just do my
nails and I'll be off,” Masha sniped).

And then there are two all-purpose phrases. One is He go>knéTecs (literally, you can’t wait for
it), which means: When hell freezes over. When pigs fly. There’s a snowball’s chance in hell.
[Tomorru ot MeHsi? He mosknérech. (Me? Help you? Don’t bet on it.) — JIpO>KUIIIb, TapeHb? —
He goskpémbcs. (“You scared, kid?” “You wish.”) [ToBblieHue 3apriiaThl? He JOSKIEIIBCS.
(A raise? I wouldn’t bet on it.)

The other universal word is cettuac (right away), although the snarky version of it is
pronounced and usually written 11ac or even 1rjaaaaas. Remember the kids who say uay! (I'm
coming!) when a parent calls them to the dinner table? Well, that “I’ll be right there” —
cettuac! — turned into miac, which actually means “never in a million years.”



— Tl 3a HETOo BhIHENTh 3aMysK? — Illac (“Are you going to marry him?” “As if.”) — Tb1
IIOMOKEIIIb OTITY B oropope? — Ara mmpsim miac (“Will you help your father in the garden?”
“Sure! On a cold day in hell!”)

And finally, Russian has several longer expressions for something that will never happen. The
most unusual of them is Korjja pak Ha rope cBucTtHeT (literally, when the crab whistles on the
mountain). No one seems to know how or why this expression came about, but it means:
Never in a million years. fI cgenaro 3T0, Korga pak Ha rope cBucTHeT (I'll do it when pigs fly).

Or you can say you’ll do something nocse fo>knvka B ueTBepr (literally, “on Thursday after
the rain”). O6cymum Bormpoc mociie goskauuka B ueTBepr (We'll discuss that issue at a later
date to be determined). Or riocne TpeTwero npurectBus (literally “after the third coming”).
Kosst coo6miust KoMy-To, UTO Aa, Bacst oma, HO K TerrepOHY CMOSKET MTOJIOMTH TOJIHBKO
nocse TpeTrbero npuiiecTBus (Kolya told someone that Vasya was home but that he would
come to the phone only after the third coming).

And last but not least, there is one expression that might actually mean that something will
happen: Rorjja >RkapeHbIM eTyX B 0JlHO MecTo KirtoHeT (literally “when a roasted rooster
bites you on the butt”). This is another linguistic mystery. No one knows when and why the
phrase appeared, or even why the rooster is roasted. The idea, though, is that when things are
hot, and when someone is being pecked and pinched into action, he might actually do
something. In English this might be “when his back is up against the wall.” Pycckuii uemoBek
He OepeTcsI 3a JIeJI0 CO BCel VIO, MOKa B cj1aboe MecTOo sKapeHbIH MeTyX He YKYCcUuT (A
Russian doesn’t really get down to work until someone holds a gun to his head).

Same thing for teenagers the world over.
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