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Life means love. We are here for love. Only love is real, and everything is real thanks to love. We are nomads wandering through illusionary space. How to make it real? Only by destroying limits that separate us from others. No violence, no attempts at escape can help, only love. Too often love is more painful than joyful. The instances of love are much shorter than the periods during which we wait for love to emerge. The meaning of living is mastering the art of waiting.


Georgi Litichevsky, Ukrainian artist
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Hope


Tambov Prison Camp 188, Russia, April 1943


Aldo Gardini stood behind barbed wire in the pale light of a Russian dawn, three hundred miles south-east of Moscow, the start of another desperate day as a prisoner of war. An insect – something small and dark, a butterfly or a moth – had perched itself on the wire a few feet away, its wings lifting up in the breeze. He looked at it longingly as it flew away, then rubbed his hands together for warmth, trying to get some life back into them after another freezing night spent down in his bunker. Tambov 188 had never been intended for human habitation, but needs must – there were just too many prisoners to know what to do with, so anywhere would do and who cared if they died. The prisoners slept underground, each bunker fifteen metres long, fifty men to each one, different nationalities all mixed in together – but Aldo would tell anyone who would listen that they had only one thing in common: they were all Stalin’s enemies and all their leaders were stupid enough to think they could invade the Soviet Union and get away with it.


The roofs of the bunkers were made of branches and packed earth and the walls were solid concrete. There was no light and no ventilation, and when Aldo lay there at the end of each day and looked up into the pitch black, he felt as if he had been buried alive. The nights were hell – the cold and the damp, the lice, the jabbering of the men who had gone mad, the stink of the ones who were dying. Typhus did for most of them, a rampant epidemic, and in the morning you’d often wake up next to a dead man. That got the day off to a bad start, and it usually went downhill from there. Up at six, the door flung open by the guards, banging on it with hammers as they did so, shouting at you to get up, total darkness outside, a blast



of cold air blowing in. Your first job was to separate the dead from the living. Farm carts and sleds pulled by mules trawled from bunker to bunker and you loaded the bodies on and took the cart out into the woods that encircled the camp. You’d light a huge fire to soften the ground six feet down, where the spring hadn’t yet thawed it out, and then you’d dig a pit and throw them all in. Once you’d sorted out the dead, it was time to wash out the bunker, slopping it out like a barn. Then everyone would troop out into the cold and you’d strip so the guards could inspect you for lice. They dragged this out longer than necessary, of course, watching you shiver, and by the time you got your clothes on again, you were lucky if you ever warmed up. Then off you’d go to spend the day hard at work, as if you still had any strength left in you at all. Then back to the camp, a bowl of soup, something indescribable, a few grains of wheat at the bottom of it if you were lucky. Then an hour of ‘rest’ – political indoctrination – with some bastard in a uniform berating you for something you didn’t believe in anyway, when all you wanted to do was sleep. Then finally back to your bunker, where you lay down in the dark at last and prayed.


Today’s lice-checking routine had just finished. Aldo had flung on his clothes and was standing by the wire, waiting for the shouting to begin again, the order to set off for work. He thrust his hands into his pockets and rubbed his fingers against the little wooden fish he had carved for himself out of oak at the boatyard back in Venice a year or two before – a little piece of home, a good-luck charm he had carried with him through the war. He listened to the sounds of the camp around him, the dull buzz of deadened voices, thousands of them, as the prisoners gathered to wait for whatever miseries the day had in store for them. A plane flew in overhead, the first of the day, heading for the landing strip somewhere out of sight among the trees. Aldo often wondered who on earth was flying in. Who the hell would want to come here?


The noise of the plane faded and Aldo heard the sound of a beating going on behind him. It was a bit early in the day for a beating, he thought, especially one as bad as this one sounded. It was



a bad sign – the sooner they started, the more they got a taste for it, and that was just the guards. Some of the other prisoners were almost as bad – Romanians, Hungarians, Croats, a few Germans thrown in for good measure, including some that were probably SS. And the thousands of Italians, of course, peasants and manual workers by and large before the war – at least Aldo could understand them, knew what made them tick, knew they would wish him no harm. The thumping stopped and he turned to look. The guards were dragging a body away by its feet. A group of prisoners stood by and watched. Then one of them – a Romanian, judging by the uniform, what was left of it – broke away from the pack, hands in pockets, slouching along as he followed the body. He caught up with it and let fly with his boot, kicking the man repeatedly in the head. The guards dropped the victim’s feet and yelled at the man who’d been doing the kicking. He clearly couldn’t understand what they were saying, but Aldo could.


‘You’re wasting your fucking time!’ they were saying. ‘You’ve killed him already!’


One of the guards fetched a spade. He chucked it at the Romanian.


‘You’d better bury him now, hadn’t you? But work starts at eight, so be done by then or we’ll put you in the grave with him.’


The man just stood there, so they shouted at him again and pushed him towards the gate and around the edge of the fence to an area of bare ground outside. The man got the message. He took the spade and walked towards the gate, then out of it and around towards Aldo, followed by a guard. Aldo watched as the Romanian started digging. He was digging too slowly. The ground was too hard. He would never get it done in time and the guards knew it. Aldo called out to the man in Italian, warning him that his time was limited, but the man just stared at him and said something that must have been an oath.


Fuck you, then, thought Aldo, I was only trying to help.


He leant into the fence, feeling the barbs against his coat as he let it take his weight, testing its strength, daring the guards to react,



but they ignored him – they usually did, and this only heightened the boredom, the isolation, even among all these thousands. He closed his eyes and tried to remember something good, from the time before the war. How long had he been away from home? Less than a year? And only a few weeks in this camp, after the hellish retreat from the Don. But less than a year had completely changed him, and he could make nothing good come to mind. So he forced his eyes open again and let reality back in. Oh God, he thought, it’s still here, all of it, the whole damn lot: the barbed wire, the woods, the camp behind, all its smells and its sounds, and the Romanian in front of him digging grimly at the ground. So, eyes closed again, reach out, now, imagine you are anywhere, anywhere but here. But then the buzz of an insect, homing in on the smell of him.


‘Fucking bugs,’ he muttered, and he opened his eyes and looked at the sleeve of his muddy stinking coat, saw it there, something small and leggy that had blown in off the steppe, coming in to bite at him, to take another piece of him. He slapped at it, flailing, but he failed, the thing lifting up again and buzzing off behind him, then going quiet, setting itself down somewhere he couldn’t see, just out of reach. They were cunning like that, he thought, never still unless the winter got them, always on the hunt for another bit of his blood. And there would never be an end to them, too many to count, more born every minute, hatching up all around him now that spring was here, thousands of these fucking Russian bugs. So, eyes closed again now, just the sound of the Romanian and his spade, and the guards shouting at someone behind – but then something else too, something soft and hesitant. Footsteps, right in front of him, and a sound like a breath, then a touch upon his hand, his eyelids snapping open as her hand withdrew its touch.


‘I’m so sorry,’ she said. ‘I didn’t mean to startle you.’


He looked at her face and into her eyes, and he saw it in them now, that look, the look he had always loved, an unexpected recognition, something hatching up from nothing, as if she already knew him, as if she always had, or perhaps he reminded her of a friend, somebody just like him, someone she had loved. There were people like that,



capable of it – he had known that, back in the old days, before the war, and he remembered it still, despite it all. Suddenly her hand was in her pocket, digging around for something, then pulling it out, a rabbit from a hat for him, a little piece of magic, her small white hand holding a dark piece of bread. And what a trick it was, how it made him feel, how it filled his leaping heart.


‘Have this,’ she said, twisting her hand between the strands of wire, catching her skin on one of the barbs. Up rose a tiny sphere of blood, red on the white of her hand, like all the red he had seen on the snow in the depths of the winter just past.


‘I’m so sorry,’ he said, at the sight of the blood, as if he were somehow to blame.


‘For what?’ she said, wiping it away. ‘You’ve done nothing wrong.’


The wind carried her words away across the steppe before he could cling to them.


‘Go on, take it. It’s not exactly fresh, but I’m sure it’s better than what you get in there.’


Aldo reached out and took the gift. He lifted it to his lips, bit off a piece of it.


‘Thank you,’ he said at last.


Her lips moved, something uncertain, a kind of smile, as if she had remembered something again but wanted to keep it hidden. Aldo longed to speak, to tell her everything, but no more words would come, so they stood there, the two of them, on the edge of wilderness, and he was suddenly aware of the state of him, embarrassed by it, a feeling he had not known for months, a civilising reminder, almost a politeness, brought on by this girl, this reminder of what life had been, what it should always be, a thing of unexpected kindness.


‘I might come and see you again tomorrow,’ she said. ‘If you want me to?’


‘Oh,’ he said, taken aback. ‘Yes, I would like that very much.’


‘Good,’ she said. ‘Then I’ll do just that.’ She turned to go, then stopped. ‘You know, I feel so sorry for you,’ she said, then paused. ‘Well, I’ll see you tomorrow.’




‘Yes,’ he said. ‘Yes . . . but . . . what’s your name?’ Trying to detain her, every moment an unexpected joy now, until she went away.


‘I’ll tell you that tomorrow.’


‘Tell me now. In case you don’t come back.’


‘Don’t worry, I will come back.’


‘Tell me anyway. Please. Just in case.’


She looked at him. ‘Katerina,’ she said.


‘What a beautiful name,’ he said, trying to keep her there with compliments, but she was turning away again. ‘Katerina, wait!’


She turned again.


‘Have this,’ he said.


He was holding something in his hand and she reached out and took it. A little wooden fish.


‘I carved it myself,’ he said. ‘A long time ago. When I was at home.’


‘It’s beautiful,’ she said. ‘I’ll treasure it.’


‘It’s oak,’ he said. ‘It’ll last forever, and it’ll bring you luck.’


‘Thank you.’


‘Something to remember me by. In case you don’t come back.’


‘Don’t worry,’ she said. ‘I told you I will, and I meant it.’


She turned away again and he watched her all the way down the path, her legs brushing against the grass as she went, and then he lost sight of her among the trees.


He turned his attention back to the Romanian. He was struggling now, only two feet into the ground and time was running out. If only he knew. Aldo shouted at him again, urging him to hurry, but the man just looked at him. Aldo could hear the sounds of the trucks behind as the prisoners were gathering for another long day of backbreaking work. He shouted again, but then there was a rough hand on his shoulder, a guard pulling him away from the fence, shoving him towards one of the trucks. He hauled himself up into it, already exhausted before the day had begun. A whistle blew and the trucks pulled away and as he was passing out through the gate, Aldo looked over to where the Romanian stood digging at the earth beneath the gaze of the guard. Then the guard looked at his watch and raised his rifle. The Romanian stopped digging and



looked at the guard. There was the sound of a shot and the Romanian fell into the semi-dug grave.


Aldo spent the rest of the day chopping logs into bits, lifting the dead weight of his axe time after time, but all the while he thought of Katerina. What on earth had compelled her to come over to him, to risk herself for him? Why him out of all the others in the camp? And anyway, wasn’t he the enemy? Shouldn’t she be afraid of him? Shouldn’t she hate his guts? As he dwelt on what she had done, he allowed himself to dream, that one day the world might be at peace and he and Katerina might meet again after the war, and she would come to visit him at his home in Venice, and he would show the most beautiful person in the world the most beautiful city that had ever existed. And they would be together there forever, that’s how it would be.


He was still thinking of her late that night as he lay on the concrete floor of the bunker and listened to men all around him tormented in their sleep. And as he wondered if she really would come back to see him again, he was suddenly aware of it, that feeling again, something he had forgotten, something lighting up in him, something she had lit in him.


It was hope.


And he loved her for it.













PART ONE


Russia
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Katerina


Leningrad, winter 1928


The little girl thrust her head up through the surface of the river and gulped at the freezing air. She opened her throat and let out a roar of extraordinary rage and volume as the water rushed into her mouth and her head dipped below the surface again. For a moment it looked as though she was giving up the fight, sinking down into the darkness of the River Neva, but then she beat her legs frantically once more and thrashed her arms and fists and pulled herself towards the surface. Her head emerged again into the fading afternoon light, the icy wind snatching at her skin, and she gasped, a spluttering, coughing, spraying exhalation. And then a strong hand took hold of her wrist with a certainty that sent death slinking back beneath the waves, back into its hole among the dark, inert and rusting things that littered the riverbed. The fisherman hauled the girl out of the water and deposited her on the quayside. The wet bundle sat and stared back at him in shock.


‘What the hell are you doing falling into the water on a day like this? Or any day, for that matter? And you shouldn’t be out and about on your own anyway, a little thing like you. Does your mother even know where you are?’


His tone was harsh and reproachful, and as she listened to his scolding, her wide eyes blinked slowly and dissolved into tears.


‘Come on, you can’t sit there like that. You’ll freeze to death in no time. But don’t think I’m going to carry you, all soaking wet like that.’


He picked her up, placed her on her feet, and hurried her along to the nearest building – a museum – chiding her as they went, his stride lengthening as he spoke. Her little steps quickened to keep



up and she felt a warmth edging through her and her shivers became less violent in the dusk.


‘I bet you, when I get back, someone will have taken all my fishing gear,’ he said.


‘Do you really think so?’ she whispered, feeling guilty now for the trouble she was putting him to.


‘Yes, I do. I honestly think so! You come along bothering me for fish every day, and then you go and fall in the river and now I . . . I don’t know.’


‘I’m sorry,’ she said.


‘And there’s no point in you coming and asking me for fish any more, is there? Because I’m not going to have any, am I?’


‘No?’


‘No, not if someone goes and steals all my stuff! And they’ll take the fish I caught too! They’re probably half-way home with them now, all pleased with themselves, wondering if they’re going to cook them nice and simple with a few potatoes and maybe a little dill and a nice bit of butter sauce, some onions . . . damn it. Or maybe they’ll fry them up and have them with blinys.’


‘I like blinys,’ she said.


‘Oh, really? Honestly, I’ve been there all day in the freezing cold and now I’ve got no food for this evening.’


He looked down at the girl. Her big eyes were watching him as she tripped and hurried along. She stopped and raised a clenched little fist, blotched blue and purple with the cold, and held it out towards him.


‘For you,’ she said, as she opened her hand.


A little fish lay in her palm, crushed and broken by her tenacious grip.


‘No, I think that’s your fish now,’ the man said, smiling at last. ‘You hold onto it.’


She closed her fingers around it once more. They went inside the museum and a clerk took the girl into an office where a fire burned in the grate and they sat her down next to it. The girl took off her wet coat and dried her hair with a towel, then watched the flames through her ragged fringe as someone brought her a mug of hot milk.



When she turned to look for the fisherman he had gone. A little later a woman came and spoke to her as she sipped the milk.


‘Are you all right, my dear?’


The girl nodded.


‘What’s your name?’


‘Katerina. Katerina Kuznetsova.’


‘Well, Katerina. I think you’ve been very lucky today. If that man hadn’t seen you, well, you wouldn’t be here now, would you?’


‘No. I’d have been with the fishes.’


The woman looked at her sternly. ‘Yes. You’d have been with the fishes.’


Katerina opened her fist again and the woman saw the broken little silver thing in the palm of her hand.


‘Where did you get that from?’


‘The river. It was a present, from that man. But he doesn’t have any fish now. Somebody stole them. And his fishing lines. He said he won’t have any dinner now.’


‘Don’t worry, I’m sure he’s got plenty of fishing lines . . . and fish. He was just giving you a telling off.’


‘No. It’s true. He hasn’t got any fish now. Someone will have wandered off with them.’


‘Who will?’


‘I don’t know, he didn’t say. Thieves, I guess. Fish thieves.’


‘Fish thieves?’ The woman smiled at the thought.


‘It’s not funny, you know.’


‘Well, don’t worry, he’ll catch some more fish tomorrow, I’m sure of that. Here, let me get rid of that smelly little thing for you.’


‘No.’ The firmness of the girl’s voice took the woman aback. ‘No,’ she repeated, then added, ‘It’s a roach. They eat worms!’


The woman’s expression hinted at a sudden waning of sympathy for the spiky little creature sitting in front of her. ‘I think you’re dry now. Where do you live, Katerina?’


‘Not far from here. I can walk.’


‘You shouldn’t really go on your own. It’s getting dark. Do you want me to get someone to walk you home?’




Katerina knew that the woman’s tone was less than genuine. She had heard that tone before. ‘No, thank you. I’ll go on my own. I go everywhere on my own.’ She stood up. ‘Goodbye,’ she said. ‘Thank you for the milk.’


She walked out of the museum, turned towards the river, and went to look for the fisherman. She walked quickly to the spot near the Trinity Bridge where he had been, but the quay was deserted. She wandered along opposite the Fortress of Peter and Paul, towards the arsenal and the zoological gardens, but he was not there either, so she went back and sat at the end of the bridge and looked at the inky water of the River Neva as it swirled around the arches. Across the river, the long walls of the fortress, dusted by an early fall of snow, stretched around the perimeter of the island. The sun had set and Katerina watched as a waning moon crept low across the horizon. In the centre of the island, the body of Peter the Great lay somewhere beneath the long thin spire of the cathedral as it stitched constellations upon the sky with its needle point.


The cold finally forced Katerina up and she crossed the long bridge over the Neva and passed through the summer gardens, the trees now devoid of leaves, the red squirrels busying themselves with the last of their chores before the onset of winter’s depths. No one paid any attention to the eight-year-old girl as she hurried up Nevski Prospekt and along the Griboedova Canal. A few minutes later she was in the familiar alley that led towards the small courtyard. The washing still hung from an upstairs window, the sheets stiff with ice. The girl banged on the door.


‘It’s me, Katerina! I’m home! Open the door!’


She banged again, then stepped back and looked up at the window, but the room beyond lay in darkness. She knocked again.


‘It’s me! I’m home!’


But no one came to the door. She sat on the step and rested her chin on her knees. Her clothes were still damp from the river and she felt the cold rising up through the glazed green tiles of the doorstep and into her bones. A freezing rain began to fall, irregularly at first, then steadily, the heavy drops exploding off the cobbles until the



courtyard was covered in a layer of water that would soon turn to ice. Katerina looked at the fish that still lay in her hand. Its belly had split open and a grey sludge was slipping out. She raised it to her nose and sniffed, and then laid the fish on the step and swished her hand around in the puddle that had collected at her feet. Tiny silver scales swirled in the pool of water, glinting as they slipped into the gutter. Katerina stood up again and walked back down the alley, feeling a peculiar delight at the numbness in her feet, no longer aware of the ground beneath her as she walked.


A couple of streets away, a bell rattled dustily as Katerina pushed open the door of Anna Suvurova’s general store. Rumours proliferated among the neighbourhood’s children as to what Anna Suvurova kept in the back room of her shop. When the bell rang, she would emerge from the shadows and stand by the till and glower at whoever had disturbed her nefarious activities. Her nicknames were various, but the balance of opinion seemed to favour the most opaque. No one could quite remember why she had come to be known as the Mushroom Woman, but the name was lent thrilling substance by tales of her cultivating poisonous fungi on shelves in the back room for use against her enemies, which in her case meant most of the human race. The absence of mushroom-related deaths in the area somewhat undermined this theory, but it was still enough to terrify the local children.


Katerina looked towards the counter and saw the Mushroom Woman loom out of the darkness. She glared ferociously at the child who had dared to enter her lair unaccompanied. Katerina screwed up her face and glared back with fierce little eyes.


‘What do you want, you little scumbag?’ snapped the Mushroom Woman.


Katerina ignored her and ducked up the aisle, moving quickly to the far end of the shop. Out of sight, she looked quickly around the shelves. Where were they? She was sure she had seen them here the previous week, had picked one up and pushed one of the little hooks into the end of her finger to test its sharpness, licked the blood away and put the line back on the shelf. Yes, it was definitely this shelf. The Mushroom Woman had probably moved them up higher, just



to stop her playing with them again. The witch! Now Katerina could hear the woman’s footsteps tracing their way round the counter and towards the aisle. She knew that this in itself was a cause for concern, as the Mushroom Woman rarely ventured out from behind the tall worktop that housed the till, a fact which had led to ever more colourful rumours about her not having any feet, or even possessing more of them than she should. A boy from across the river swore that she did in fact have two feet – he had seen them with his very own eyes – but the Lord had put them on backwards as a sign that he had disowned her at birth. Or that she wasn’t a Communist. Or something equally dreadful.


Katerina caught sight of one of the fishing lines, a nice one, a bit old and dusty – it had probably been here since before the Great War – but wound round a nice wooden holder and with a float, one of those round painted ones, and a weight and several small hooks. She reached up and grabbed it, then turned her back as the Mushroom Woman appeared at the end of the aisle. She tucked the fishing line up under her sweater, drew her coat around herself, and folded her arms tightly across her chest.


‘What do you want?’ hissed the Mushroom Woman.


‘Nothing in particular. I’m just looking, thank you.’


Katerina looked down at the Mushroom Woman’s feet, just to make sure.


‘Get out! Get out!’


‘I said I’m just looking. I haven’t found what I want yet – I’ll tell you when I do.’


The Mushroom Woman lunged at Katerina. The girl skipped backwards, then up another aisle, past the vegetables and dried apples and some sort of yellow fruit she had never seen before. Then she saw a shelf of small white cheeses and slipped one into her pocket, then ducked under the nearest rack of shelves and past the till. The Mushroom Woman was standing by the door.


‘Turn out your pockets, you little wretch. Come on!’


Katerina drew one hand out of a pocket and opened it slowly, mockingly.




‘See? Nothing.’


‘And the other. Come on, show me, or I’ll call the police.’


‘They wouldn’t come. Even the police are afraid of you! Even Comrade Stalin would be, you . . . you . . . you Mushroom Woman!’


‘What did you say?’


‘Mushroom Woman! Everyone knows your secret.’


‘What on earth are you talking about? Show me what you’ve got in that pocket.’


Katerina drew her other fist from her pocket and held it up to the woman. ‘Come and see . . .’


The Mushroom Woman edged towards the fist, stooping down until it was inches from her face. Her nose twitched. ‘Open it!’


Katerina opened her fist and pushed the palm of her hand, still smelling of the guts of the dead fish, into the woman’s face. Then she dashed past her and the bell clattered as the door slammed shut. She heard the Mushroom Woman howling some way behind as she ran through the narrow streets, her legs no longer numb, her little body lit up by adventure, and soon she was back in the courtyard outside her house where the sheets still hung solid and the water on the cobblestones had formed itself into a sheet of black ice. Katerina looked up at the window. A dim yellow light hung behind the condensation that coated the inside of the pane. Katerina banged on the door and a few seconds later it was thrown open.


‘Come on, come on. In you come,’ her mother scolded as she stumbled in. ‘Where in heaven’s name have you been all this time? I’ve been worried sick about you. And who said you could go out? I asked you to get the vegetables ready and put them in the bowl.’


‘I’ve done the vegetables.’


‘No, you haven’t. You did the potatoes, some of the potatoes. I can’t do everything, you know. Your dad’s out at work all day, and . . .’


‘He’s not my dad. My dad’s dead.’


Katerina’s mother put her arm round her shoulders.


‘Katerina, he is your dad now.’


‘He isn’t.’




‘But, Katerina, he loves you just the same as the others. He loves you just the same.’


Katerina said nothing.


‘You know that, don’t you? He loves you just the same.’


‘No, he doesn’t. And I don’t love him just the same, and neither should you. He’s not my dad and you can’t change that, and neither can he.’


‘Come on now, Katerina, take your coat off, it’s all wet. Go and change your clothes or you’ll catch your death. I’ll warm up some soup.’


‘He’s not my dad.’


Katerina walked slowly up the stairs and into the bedroom at the top. She took off her damp coat, laid it on the bed that was shared by her half-brother and half-sister, Vladimir and Svetlana, and sat down on her own bed. She pulled the spool of fishing line out from under her jumper and admired the float, its cork whittled to a perfect sphere, a quill thrust through its heart and out the other side. She thought of all the fish the fisherman would catch on the hooks that ran up the line in a string of dull silver, and then she tucked the spool under the mattress. She sat on the spot where the spool lay hidden, to check it was undetectable among the other lumps in the bed. She removed the rest of her damp clothes and replaced them with the first ones she found in her drawer. Then she gathered everything up to take downstairs to dry by the stove. She glanced back at the bed to check again that the fishing line wasn’t visible, then stepped lightly onto the landing and went downstairs. Her mother was in the kitchen and she poured the soup into a ghzel bowl, the rim chipped but the blue-painted leaves and flowers still perfect on a white background and undimmed by time. Katerina shovelled the pale lumpy liquid into her mouth.


‘What is it?’


‘Don’t you like it? It’s mystery soup.’


‘That means you don’t want to say what’s in it. It’s not parsnip, is it? I hate parsnips. They’re not like real carrots.’


‘No, it’s cauliflower.’




Katerina screwed up her face.


‘And onion.’


‘What’s for dinner?’


‘I don’t know yet. Let’s see what your dad brings home.’


‘My stepdad . . .’


She ignored Katerina’s comment.


‘My stepdad.’


‘Do you like the soup, then?’


‘It’s not bad, I suppose.’


Katerina suddenly jumped up and ran out of the room. Her mother heard the door open and slam shut again. Katerina reappeared. ‘Where’s my fish?’


‘What fish?’


‘My fish. I left it on the doorstep earlier.’


‘Oh, that. I put it in the bin.’


‘But I wanted it for dinner.’


‘It was all dirty and battered. You couldn’t eat a thing like that.’


‘But you always cook them for me.’


‘Yes, but Katerina, there was nothing left of it.’


‘That doesn’t matter.’


Katerina was already ferreting through the bin. She retrieved the little lump of silver from beneath the cauliflower leaves and the skins of the other vegetables, laid it on the table, and resumed her soup.


‘Where did you get the fish from anyway?’


‘From a fisherman, over by the fort.’


‘What on earth were you doing all the way over there? How many times do I have to tell you not to go wandering around on your own? You never know who you might meet. There are some funny people around. Bad people.’


‘He wasn’t a bad person. He pulled me out of the river.’


‘He what?’


‘He pulled me out of the river. I fell in the river and he pulled me out and took me to the museum. They gave me some milk and the woman wanted to take the fish away, but I told her not to and



she didn’t like me any more after that, so I left. And my clothes were still wet and she pretended they weren’t.’


‘Katerina, listen to me. You are never to go to the river on your own again. Do you understand? It’s too dangerous.’


‘What do you expect me to do all day, then, when you’re out? I can’t stay at home all day. It’s boring.’


‘I’m not out all day.’


‘You are.’


‘I had to go out – and you weren’t here when I came back. I was worried about you.’


‘That’s because you were late. I came home and the house was locked and I had to sit in the rain again, so I went to the Mushroom Woman’s shop.’


‘The Mushroom Woman?’


‘I don’t know her real name. The scary one.’


‘Oh, yes. Anna Suvurova . . .’


‘She’s got two feet, you know, just like the rest of us.’


‘Listen, shall I cook that little fish for you?’


Katerina nodded and smiled. Her mother poured a little oil into the base of a heavy black pan and fried the remains of the fish, doing her best to keep it from breaking into pieces. She placed the fish on a saucer and put it in front of Katerina.


‘Do you want some, Mum?’


‘I don’t think there’s enough for two of us. Wait, don’t eat it yet . . . close your eyes. All right, open them.’


A lemon, small, blotched and imperfect, sat on the saucer next to the fish.


‘An orange!’


‘A lemon . . .’


‘Wow, a lemon! Where did you get it?’


‘From the Mushroom Woman’s shop.’


‘No!’


‘Here, let me cut a piece of that off for you.’ She cut the end off the lemon, and squeezed a few drops onto the fish. ‘There, try it now.’




Katerina lifted the fish and looked into the empty hole where its eye had been.


‘I’m sorry, little fish,’ she said, and bit off its head. ‘Delicious. Can I have the rest of the lemon? Please.’


Her mother nodded. ‘So, are you looking forward to starting school next week?’


‘No.’


‘But it’ll keep you away from that river.’


Later that evening, Katerina sat on her bed in the darkness and looked at Vladimir and Svetlana as they slept in the bed by the door. She reached under her mattress and felt for the fishing line. She pulled it out and ran her fingers along the wooden rim, feeling the rough edge. Then she picked at the line until she located the hooks, felt their cruel points in the darkness, rubbed her thumb against one of the barbs. She put the spool back under the mattress, placed the lemon next to it and went to sleep. The next morning, Katerina got up early to dress Vladimir and Svetlana while her mother prepared breakfast. Her stepfather left early for the engineering works and her mother then had to take the infants to their grandmother’s before going to work at the factory.


‘Why don’t you come to your grandma’s too?’


‘No, thank you, I’ll stay here.’


‘Well, all right. But you know where she is – you can always go later. And no wandering today, Katerina!’ she called out from the hall. ‘I might come back at lunchtime to check on you. I’ve left that book you like on the chair in my room – the one about France.’


The door was pulled shut and her mother’s footsteps faded away down the alleyway. Katerina took the spool and the lemon out from under the mattress, tucked the spool up her jumper, and went downstairs. She put on her coat, still a little damp, slipped the lemon into a pocket and left the house. Outside in the courtyard, she saw the boy from the house opposite looking out of the window, his face grey in the weak light that reached down between the tall houses. He looked at Katerina longingly.


‘What are you looking at, stupid?’ she said.




He continued to watch her, his passive face, mild and good, now overcome by some sort of ill-defined misery. Katerina remembered the lemon in her pocket.


‘Look,’ she said. ‘Look, I’ve got a lemon.’ She waved it at the boy, who stared back, unmoving. ‘I’ve got a lemon.’


She put the lemon to her mouth and pretended to suck on it. The boy looked back at her from behind the glass, his sallow skin and hollow cheeks expressing the apparent emptiness of his existence. His deep sigh misted the pane, his face became blurred, and then he was gone.


Katerina went straight to Anna Suvurova’s shop. ‘Hello! Hello! Mushroom Woman? I’d like a lemon, please.’


She ran out of the shop, squealing with delight as the Mushroom Woman lurched at her from the darkness of the back room. She headed straight for Nevski Prospekt and the Summer Gardens, then across the bridge towards the fort. As she approached the far side of the river she saw the hunched figure by the quayside and her heart lifted. She hurried up to the man. ‘Can I have a fish, please?’


He turned round. ‘Not you again. I thought I told you not to come to the river on your own?’


‘They didn’t steal your fishing line, then?’ She sounded disappointed.


‘No, they didn’t steal my fishing line.’


He looked back at the float as it bobbed in the water and was dragged under by the current.


‘And did they steal your fish?’


‘No. I had them for dinner. Very nice too.’


He didn’t look back at her this time. She stood behind him watching the float. Several minutes passed.


‘I think you had a bite there. I saw a fish next to the float.’


‘No, the bait’s down in the water, deeper down. So are the fish.’


‘There, look, you had another bite.’


‘It’s just the current.’


Katerina stood next to the man for a while longer as he watched his float intently.




‘Those fish thieves,’ she said at last, ‘I was hoping they’d stolen your line.’


‘I rescue you from the river and you were hoping they’d stolen my line? Thanks a bunch.’


‘Yes, I wish they’d stolen your line because I got this for you . . . but now it won’t mean so much.’


The man turned round. Katerina had removed the spool from under her jumper and was holding it out towards him. ‘For you,’ she said.


The man’s hard old face melted into a smile and he took the spool in a great swollen paw, red with cold, the skin round the knuckles cracked and raw. He ran his fingers around the rim of the spool, examining the float in great detail. ‘It’s very beautiful. Thank you.’


Katerina looked at him seriously. ‘You’re very welcome,’ she said with studied gravitas, her chest swelling with pride at her achievement. ‘Did you have your fish with blinys yesterday?’


‘No, with potatoes.’


‘Potatoes with butter sauce?’


‘No. Potatoes with potatoes.’


‘Just potatoes? I had fish for dinner yesterday too. With lemon.’


‘Very nice.’


‘I have something else for you.’ She plucked the piece of lemon from her pocket. ‘It’s to have with your fish.’


The man took the lemon, scratched at the skin with a nail, and sniffed. For a moment he looked like a little boy. ‘I tell you what,’ he said. ‘The next fish I catch is yours. A present for a present, all right?’


‘All right.’


‘And then you must promise to go home. Promise now?’


‘Promise.’


A little later the float ducked under the water, the quill rose up again, then slid across the surface and slowly submerged, like the periscope of a departing submarine. The man pulled the line tight and it moved across the surface in irregular jags and pulls as the fish turned with the current and nodded a repeated acceptance of its fate.


‘It’s a big one,’ he said.




‘Really? How big?’


‘Very big. A whale.’


‘A whale’s not a fish.’


‘Very good – a whale is not a fish.’


He swung the fish up onto the quayside and it slapped around on the stones. He struck it across the head with the spanner he carried in his bag for that purpose and it lay still.


‘Here, it’s yours. Must be nearly a kilo.’


Katerina took the fish in both hands.


‘It’s a perch,’ he said. ‘Have you seen one before?’


‘No. Is it good to eat?’


‘Very good, especially fried with a little garlic. Take it home to your mother now. And watch the spines on its back – they’re sharp.’


Katerina turned and went. On her way she stopped off at the museum. The woman from the previous day was behind a desk in the entrance hall. Katerina walked in with the fish in her hands. ‘Hello,’ she said.


The woman looked up. She regarded Katerina with studied reproach from behind her glasses, then raised a single arched brow. ‘Yes?’


‘Do you like my fish?’


The woman looked back down at her work.


‘I said do you like my fish? It’s nearly a kilo.’


‘No, I don’t like your fish.’


‘That’s because you’re an idiot.’


Katerina turned and walked out and across the bridge again, heading towards home. As she turned the corner near her house she saw that the door of Mrs Ilieva’s house lay wide open. She paused in the street outside and peered down the hall. A huddle of black shifted around the base of the stairs and then parted as the visitors began to move up towards the first-floor room where Mrs Ilieva’s daughter lay in her wedding dress, her eyes closed. Katerina slipped in through the door as more figures in black arrived. She followed them up the stairs to the landing and peered through a gap to where Mrs Ilieva sat by a table in the middle of the room, the place



suspended in a twilight of candles, their flames slowly dying in the small airless space. Mrs Ilieva looked towards the doorway and her son rose from his place beside her and ushered the newcomers in. They stood a respectful distance from the table and bowed their heads in silence. Someone nudged Katerina to the front. She stood clutching her fish in both hands and stared at the coffin. They had adorned it in the red cloth of the young and the dead and had dressed Nadia Ilieva in the bridal clothes she had never been able to wear in life. Her fiancé stood alone in the corner furthest from the door and watched in empathy as the flame of the candle struggled with its own existence. Then the pall-bearers arrived and they lifted the coffin and carried Nadia Ilieva down into the street. She stared through closed eyelids into the grey of the sky as the mourners followed her to the cemetery, passing between the headstones that lay among a riot of nettles and ivy. Katerina followed somewhere near the back and watched from one side as the coffin was placed next to the empty grave. The remnants of an earlier passing squall leapt from the lid as the nails were driven home, and then Nadia Ilieva was lowered into the ground. The mourners trailed back between the tombs, then out through the heavy iron gates and back along the sodden streets to Mrs Ilieva’s house. Some time later, each of them left with a small wooden spoon and a handkerchief bearing the name of Nadia, so that they might remember her while they salted their soup with their tears.


Katerina arrived home as the rain began to fall again in the dark. She looked across to where the boy had been that morning, the window now dark and empty, impenetrable with condensation. She banged on the door of her house but no one came. She thought about visiting the Mushroom Woman, then laid the fish on the step next to her. It had stiffened during the course of the day and lay in a rigid curve, its mouth still open. She nudged its tail and it rocked gently back and forth. There was a noise from across the courtyard. She looked up to see the door closing. A cat had been put out in the rain. It stood watching the door indignantly for a second or two and then crouched, chin low to the ground, coughing up fur-balls. Then it



scurried off. The door across the courtyard twitched ajar and Katerina saw a pale face watching her from within.


‘Hey, stupid,’ she called out. ‘What are you looking at?’


The face didn’t reply. The door closed slightly, then opened again, a little wider this time. The boy came out and walked tentatively across the courtyard to where Katerina sat on the doorstep of her home. ‘What’s that you’ve got there?’ he asked.


‘A fish.’


‘I know that’s a fish. That . . . there.’


‘It’s a spoon.’


‘Oh.’


‘Can’t you see it’s a spoon?’


‘Yes.’


‘So why did you ask me what it is? I got it at Mrs Ilieva’s.’


‘You got it at Mrs Ilieva’s?’


‘Is that all you do? Ask questions?’


‘No.’


He was already half-way back to his door. He went inside and the door closed and Katerina sat in the rain. She got up and went to the Mushroom Woman’s shop but it was shut. She came back and sat on the step. A little while later the door opened again and the boy poked his head outside.


‘Why don’t you go inside?’


Katerina considered the question beneath her dignity, too stupid to merit an answer.


‘Why don’t you go in?’ he asked again. ‘You’ll get all wet there.’


‘I am all wet.’


‘Why don’t you go in, then?’


‘Because I haven’t got a key, you idiot. Why do you think?’


The boy came outside again, not venturing quite so close this time. He stood in the rain and looked at Katerina. He was a little older than she’d first thought, maybe around ten.


‘You’ve got teeth like a horse,’ she said.


‘I know.’ He shrugged. ‘What am I supposed to do about it? Anyway, you’ve got teeth like a rabbit.’




‘No, I haven’t!’


‘Look in the mirror. Like a rabbit. I’m going inside. You can come in if you want.’


Katerina followed him in. She had never been in the house opposite before, not even when the Krilovs had lived there. Natalia Krilova had been a good friend of Katerina’s mother, but the Krilovs had moved out a couple of months before and the boy’s family had moved in. The other couple that lived in the house, the Ivanovs, had been there for years and were notorious in the neighbourhood. The husband, Vassili Ivanov, worked on ships and was away for months at a time. On his return, sales of vodka in the local shops and bars rose significantly and the ensuing disorder often woke the inhabitants of all the houses around the yard and required the assistance of the local officials to bring under control. It was because of incidents such as this that Mrs Krilova had never invited Katerina’s mother to visit her at home.


‘You wouldn’t like the neighbours,’ she’d say, and would then go home to the shared kitchen and listen to the sailor’s wife’s long monologues of lament about her absent husband. And later in the evening the wife of Vassili Ivanov would lie in bed and think how much better it was when her husband was afloat somewhere far away on the Atlantic or the Pacific or the Indian Ocean, and she would contemplate with a heavy heart the remoteness of the possibility that he would fall overboard and be consumed by passing sharks.


Katerina followed the boy into his hallway and noticed a greasy stale smell of cooking. Two women were talking in a room off to one side, their voices rising and falling rhythmically, each jostling with the other for space in the conversation.


‘Oleg, is that you? Let the cat back in, will you?’


It was Oleg’s mother.


‘The cat’s gone,’ said Oleg.


‘Oleg, let the cat back in, will you?’ she repeated.


Oleg looked in through the kitchen doorway. ‘The cat’s gone.’


‘Where’s it gone? What do you mean gone?’


‘I don’t know. It’s gone, wherever cats go.’




Mrs Ivanova was sitting fidgeting in the chair opposite Oleg’s mother, picking continuously at her fingers. She periodically looked at the table top with her mad, quizzical eyes, as if it might hold the answer to her questions. Vassili Ivanov, sharks permitting, was due home that weekend, and the woman’s torment had arrived even before the ship had drawn into sight of the Baltic.


Oleg’s mother noticed Katerina standing just behind her son. ‘Who’s this, Oleg?’


‘A friend. She lives across the yard. She was locked out in the rain.’


Oleg’s mother looked askance at the girl in the doorway. ‘What’s a nice little girl like you doing locked out of her own house?’ she asked, smiling less than sweetly. ‘I’m sure your mother wouldn’t be happy if she knew.’


‘I’m not a nice little girl,’ said Katerina. ‘And my mother lets me out on my own whenever I want.’


‘Does she really?’


Oleg’s mother looked at Mrs Ivanova. Mrs Ivanova’s twitching ceased momentarily and the two women silently communicated their disapproval of Mrs Kuznetsova’s dereliction of parental duty.


‘Dreadful,’ muttered Oleg’s mother, to reinforce the point.


‘Utterly irresponsible,’ concurred Mrs Ivanova, her fingers once more turning against themselves, working away at their own nails in a frenzy of neurotic jabbing.


‘She isn’t irrespons—’ Katerina failed to negotiate the unfamiliar word. ‘But she says you’re a fucking whore.’


Mrs Ivanova’s digits went into overdrive, like the claws of an overexcited, underfed fiddler crab. She launched herself up out of her seat, grabbed Katerina by the scruff of the neck, dragged her towards the door, flung it open, and threw the girl back out in the rain. Katerina picked herself up and went back to sit on her doorstep. She looked up at the window opposite and saw Oleg’s pale shadow watching over her. He wiped the condensation from the glass and sat with her, separated from her only by the bleak walls of his home, the incessant rain and the darkness of the courtyard, until her mother returned with the infants and swept her inside.




The next morning, when her mother had left, Katerina looked out and saw the boy at his window again. She left the house and motioned for him to come outside. He quietly pulled the door ajar.


‘Come out with me today,’ she whispered to him through the gap.


He looked appalled.


‘Come on, it’ll be fun,’ she said. ‘You know, fun.’


The word meant nothing to him. ‘My mum would kill me,’ he said, swallowing hard.


‘Come on, I dare you. You can’t just sit in there all day with that madwoman Mrs Ivanova. Go on, get your coat.’


He nodded uncertainly. ‘Well, perhaps . . .’ He slipped out of the door and they dashed down the alley and into the street, Katerina striding out in front.


‘Right, follow me,’ she said. ‘First I’m going to show you the Mushroom Woman’s shop!’


But the shop was closed so they wandered along to the railway station and sat on a bench and watched the trains departing along the tracks.


‘Vassili Ivanov is a bastard,’ said Oleg.


Katerina didn’t reply.


‘It’s terrible when he’s around,’ Oleg continued. ‘The last time he was home, we didn’t sleep all weekend, he was shouting all night. He’d been out drinking, as usual. He’s just a bastard.’


‘His wife’s a whore, though.’


‘She’s all right.’


‘I don’t like her. I’m not surprised her husband drinks. And he’s nice to me anyway – he even gave me sweets once.’


‘He never gives anything to anyone, unless it’s something awful.’


‘Well, they weren’t very nice sweets. He got them in England. I swapped them for a rabbit.’


‘A rabbit?’


‘Yes, a nice one. I called it Vassili.’


Oleg laughed.


‘Don’t laugh! Vassili escaped and a dog ate him.’


‘Oh. It sounds like he should have stayed in his cage.’




‘I didn’t keep him in a cage. He wanted to be free.’


‘It’s your own bloody fault, then.’


‘It wasn’t my fault! It was the bloody dog that ate him.’ She scowled at him and he edged away from her a bit. They sat there in silence until she decided she would speak to him again.


‘Have you ever been on a train, Oleg?’


Oleg shook his head.


‘Me neither. Let’s get on the next one that comes.’


‘What?’ He screwed up his eyes to convey the idiocy of her suggestion.


‘Let’s get on the next train,’ she repeated, as an engine drew into sight around the bend.


‘What for?’


‘We can go somewhere.’


‘Oh yes, and where are we going to go?’


‘Moscow, and then abroad.’


‘Moscow is miles away. We can’t go there. And abroad is probably even further.’


She stood up and moved with the crowd along the platform, Oleg following a few steps behind.


‘Katerina, you can’t go on the train.’


‘Yes, I can.’


‘You haven’t got a ticket. And how do you know where it’s going?’


‘I don’t.’


She stepped up into the carriage and found a seat by the window. She looked at Oleg through the glass and smiled. He looked around. The guard was at the other end of the platform. Oleg looked back at Katerina. She gestured to him to get on board. The whistle blew and the doors of the carriages were each in turn pushed shut by the guard as he advanced down the platform. The train began to tremble and Katerina mouthed urgently at Oleg through the window, ‘Come on, Oleg!’


He stepped up into the carriage, and sat down next to her. They watched the platform slide past as the train left the station behind



and trundled out of the city centre, through the industrial areas and out into the flat open countryside.


‘How long till we get to Moscow?’ asked Oleg.


‘How should I know? I’m not an expert on everything, you know.’


‘You’re not an expert on anything.’


‘What?’


A little later the guard came round and Katerina and Oleg were put off the train at Kolpino. They reached Leningrad again as dusk was falling and arrived home in the dark. Katerina sat on the step outside her empty house and listened as Oleg ventured inside his own. She heard the shrieks and squawks that ensued as Oleg’s mother welcomed him home with a succession of cuffs and blows that sent him scurrying upstairs and past the room in which Mrs Ivanova sat in the darkness picking at her nails and muttering incomprehensibly in futile preparation for the return of Vassili Ivanov.
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