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To the blokadniki




















In Pursuit of Someone Drifting Down the Icy Neva


It was 1942.


I was reeling


From hunger,


From longing,


From grief.


But spring came in, – Unmoved


By my troubles.


Broken into shards,


Like lump sugar,


Ice from the Road of Life,


Floated down the Neva.


And from Liteiny Bridge


I saw


Somewhere in the middle of the Neva,


On the gently pitching ice,


The distinct shape


Of a cross.


The ice drifted


Beyond the piers


It slowed before the bridge.


Cruciform,


With arms spread out,


A figure lay welded into the ice.


No not a soldier killed at Dubrovka


On the accursed Nevsky field,


But a little boy,


Childishly awkward,


In a belted kurguz jacket.


How he died on Ladoga


I don’t know.


Killed by a bullet or frozen in a blizzard.


…Over the seas,


His crystal bed floats,


Melting a little at the edges.


He drifts beneath the light of Constellations,


As though in a cradle,


On a grey wave.


…I have seen the world.


Circled half the earth,


Time has stripped my soul bare.


Children laughed


In London.


School kids danced


In Antofagasta.


But he


Drifted on into unknown regions,


Like a soft moan


Through a mother’s sleep.


Lands were shaken by earthquakes.


Volcanoes choked.


Bombs wailed.


And souls were numbed.


But he drifted on in his cradle of glass.


My soul shall have no rest.


Forever,


Everywhere,


Asleep and awake,


As long as I live,


I shall drift with him through the world,


I shall drift through human memory.




 





Mikhail Dudin, 1966
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AUTHOR’S NOTE





The city of St Petersburg was founded in 1703 by Tsar Peter the Great. During the First World War it was given the Russified name of Petrograd. Following the revolution of 1917 the city was renamed Leningrad. After a referendum in 1991 it reverted to St Petersburg.


Russians have a first name, a patronymic, and a family name. Thus: Yelena Vyacheslavovna (the daughter of Vyacheslav) Vlasova. People are most commonly addressed by their first names and patronymics. Diminutives of the first name are also very commonly used, e.g. Lena, Lenochka for Yelena.


Names and some details of younger characters and people personally connected to me have been changed.
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INTRODUCTION







It is a bitter truth that the spiritual secret of the siege will disappear along with us. Although we ourselves have not yet fathomed this secret to its depths.


Oleg Shestinskii – poet and siege survivor





London, Coventry, Dresden, Hiroshima; in more recent times Port au Prince, New York, New Orleans, Sarajevo, Kobe, Baghdad… But never in human history has a city lost so many of its people as Leningrad. During the 872-day siege from 8 September 1941 to 27 January 1944 half the city’s population of three million died, most of them from starvation.


One hundred and twenty five grammes of bread a day, temperatures of minus 30 degrees, no running water or electricity, cannibals stalking the streets, NKVD spies in every building, a barrage of bombs and shells… yet people survived. By the time the siege was lifted there remained just over half a million blokadniki – survivors who had neither died nor been evacuated to unoccupied Russia across the Road of Life.


This book asks – how? What enables people to survive extreme circumstances – physically, mentally, emotionally and spiritually? Unfortunately the question is as relevant today as it was in the nineteen forties.


Most of the blokadniki who spoke to me so freely about their experiences are now dead. It is my hope and wish that the spiritual secret of the siege might not disappear with them.


This book is dedicated to their memory.
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Oh Pushkin’s beloved city


How far off those years are now!


You fell, tortured, into an abyss…


Vladimir Nabokov – Petersburg





The human struggle against despair is nothing new.


These words circle my head like flies. I look down again at the book on my lap, a collection of letters and poems written during the siege of Leningrad.


The struggle against despair is an inherent feature of our existence.


My train is announced. I shove the book into my bag and shuffle through a neon-lit limbo towards the escalator. The Eurostar glides out from a ghostly morning platform. London Waterloo, the British Interplanetary Society, faded graffiti on black brick: Punk Rules, concrete tenements, the four sentinels of Battersea power station, a lone spotter on Clapham Junction. Commuters keep silent vigil on suburban stations. Mist hangs low over fields, abruptly pierced by wire fencing and watch towers. We are swallowed by the tunnel. A passenger rises from his seat across the aisle and takes a picture of the darkness through the window.


The train’s familiar motion lulls me into a doze. I awaken somewhere on the outskirts of Lille. It is 1999 and I am travelling back to St Petersburg. Go, a friend urged, go and write about the siege.


The siege of Leningrad has haunted me since my first visit to the city as a student in 1979. On a chilly April morning, melting snow running in rivulets over tarmac, I stood by the Monument to Victory with bowed head, listening to the Intourist guide describe the mass starvation of a city so like my own.


Later I became involved with a man who bore the siege’s legacy. The son of a survivor, Ivan Nikolaevich was a native of Samara, a provincial city on the Volga. I first met him there in 1992 while researching a book on post-Soviet Russia. He invited me to see Eugene Onegin, then walked me home along the misty river.


I returned to London. A phone call came. Ivan wanted to send me an invitation. Didn’t I miss the Volga? At the sound of his voice my London life ebbed like grey tidewater. I abandoned my home and work and bought a ticket to Samara, changing in Moscow and heading eastwards through Ryazan and over the wide Volga. As a blizzard raged across the steppe I felt the vertiginous joy of hurtling through boundless space. Today that excitement has vanished without trace, as completely as a disgraced comrade from a Stalin-era photograph. In the end I stayed with Ivan for no more than a few months.


Brussels Midi. Another half-world, a subterranean antechamber insulated by glass from the life of the city. The overhead screen flickers a summons. I board a pristine train that glides through immaculate landscapes, over the Rhine bridge and into Köln Hauptbahnhof. I alight into a swarm of rucksacks and suitcases bound for Munich or Paris. The piles of zipped plastic carrier bags on platform eight tell me where the Moscow train comes in.


‘Will I have it to myself?’ I ask the Russian attendant who brings freshly-laundered sheets to my compartment. He sifts through a sheaf of papers. ‘For tonight.’ He twirls his pen. ‘I can put someone in with you though. So you won’t be lonely.’


Two nights and a day will take me to the capital; from there I will catch the overnight Arrow express north. Berlin Zoo, Friedrichstrasse, Frankfurt-am-Oder. Another border. Passengers alight and newcomers board. A little battered around the edges, the men hang up their leather jackets and pad the corridor in vests and tracksuit bottoms; the women in leggings and slippers. They offer me boiled potatoes and eggs from tinfoil wrappers. Their children crayon pictures. No one yells into their mobile phone. I sit on red plush and watch the flat Polish landscape unfurl through the length of the afternoon. Teaspoons chink against glasses set in silvery holders. Poznan, Warszawa Centralna, Warszawa Wschodnia.


A long wait while another train is coupled to ours. Again I pull out the book of letters.


The Germans were roaring terribly, the trams stopped, in the streets – darkness and filth. I live in one dark room. Two other rooms are uninhabited, they do not have blackout and in Nikita’s room more than half the glass in the windows is broken and badly patched up with cardboard and paper. It is very cold in there…


Its author was a schoolteacher, Anna Alexeeva. Her daily ration was a quarter of a loaf of bread, half of it sawdust. Her electricity was cut off. She had to fetch water from an ice hole in the Fontanka river. Temperatures fell to minus forty degrees – the coldest winter in a hundred years. Nights were passed running to and from bomb shelters. On the streets trams, cars and pedestrians were ripped apart by shells.


The train lurches to a halt. The border between Poland and Belarus, once the western frontier of the USSR. We are shunted into the railway shed of Peace and Friendship. Metal clamps hoist our carriage while men scuttle about beneath changing the bogies (in the nineteenth-century, long before tanks were invented, the Russians built their railways on a wider gauge as a safeguard against invasion). Hours later we slide away across no man’s land.


Through passport control, Brest station. The screech of wheels and female voices. Bleached heads bob alongside our window, racing towards the carriage door. Our compartment is invaded by pink lipstick smiles. Stout arms clutch home-baked pies, beer and sour milk. ‘Kefir, sweetheart, chocolate, champagne…’


‘Let me buy your kefir for you,’ whispers a fellow passenger, a librarian from Omsk. ‘Otherwise they’ll cheat you. They will see you are foreign.’


Minsk, Smolensk. Dusk falls for the second night on the train. The carriage attendant warns us to fasten our compartment doors from the inside.


‘What for?’ I ask the librarian.


‘As protection from bandits. They rob sleepers on international trains – sometimes they spray the car with gas. But don’t worry, there should be armed guards on this train.’


Absurdly, this sounds romantic, an echo of civil war days of the 1920s. I lock the door.


25 December 1943: I leave home at 7.30 a.m. while it is still dark and return, or rather crawl home, at about 7.30 in the evening. I find the walk easier in the mornings but in the evenings I get breathless and have to stop and lean against the walls of buildings to rest for long periods. I stand in the darkness and think, ‘This is the end.’ Even if a shell explodes close by it makes no difference as I have not the strength to take another step, all I can do is close my eyes.


Yet Alexeeva found the strength to describe her hell. I switch off the overhead light and slide between the sheets of my narrow berth.
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The sun rises over rolling fields and tiny wooden Baba Yaga huts shrouded by silver birches. Seated on a vinyl banquette in the restaurant car I breakfast on rye bread and pickled cabbage. On the other side of the window tall grass, willowherb and ragwort line the tracks. A paper trail of white butterflies blows over the flowers. Lace curtains sway by my shoulder. The book of letters lies open by my plate:


Leningrad, 20 January 1945, Saturday, 12 midnight:


My dear Verochka,


At 10 p.m. a neighbour came by with a notice from the War Office. They have summoned me today at midday, ‘Concerning the fate of your family member Nikita Vladimirovich Alexeev.’


So this summons lies here before me. You know yourself what people who receive such summonses can expect to hear. For two hours I paced like a pendulum from corner to corner. At first my leg began to drag itself suspiciously, but I used all my strength to try to pull myself together. There is no way I can die because I am too indebted to you (not only for the money but for that which is so much dearer than money).


Nikita and you, you and Nikita – you fill my thoughts. And here I sit writing to you, the only person left close to me in the world.


Notice


Your son Sergeant Alexeyev Nikita Vladimirovich


of 53 Fontanka, flat 38, date of birth 1925


was killed on 11 October 1944 in the defence of the Socialist Motherland


All Anna Alexeeva had left of her son were his mud-covered boots retrieved by a soldier who had fought in his unit.


‘May I join you?’


The man by my side has mild blue eyes and rotting teeth. He wears a crumpled shirt, shorts, grey socks and leather sandals. Unmistakably a compatriot.


Still reluctant for company, I glance around. The other tables are occupied.


‘Please do.’


My new companion introduces himself as Harry from Portsmouth. ‘I’m going to Japan. Looking for work. I’m a builder.’


‘You’re taking the Trans-Siberian?’


He nods.


‘I’ve always wanted to do that.’ And it’s true. I’ve been many times to European Russia but never east of the Urals.


‘You see so much from the train.’ He pulls back the curtain at his side. Beyond the window three headscarved women bounce across a ploughed field in a tractor-trailer.


‘Where are they going?’ my companion muses. ‘Who is waiting for them?’ He takes a swig from the glass of beer that the waitress has placed before him. ‘England is predictable. You pass back gardens with people working in them. You know there will be someone inside getting the tea ready. Here you don’t know anything. There is a whole world but people don’t see it. They fly everywhere.’


He drains his glass. ‘Nice talking to you.’ He ambles out of the dining-car.


Later there is a knock at the door of my compartment. The carriage conductor stands before me, the philosopher-builder behind him.


‘We have a small problem,’ the conductor slurs. ‘Tonight I want to show my friend Garry the sights of our beautiful Moscow.’


Harry beams. His eyes are unfocused.


‘Unfortunately,’ the conductor continues, ‘I speak no English and Garry no Russian. Will you do us the honour of being our interpreter?’


Now I have to polish my number one Russian survival skill – the avoidance of drinking parties without giving offence. ‘Nothing would afford me greater pleasure,’ I reply, ‘but I have a connection to St Petersburg.’


The conductor waves his hand. ‘I can arrange for your ticket to be changed.’ He taps his chest. ‘I too have connections.’


‘The problem is this.’ I inject a note of regret into my voice. ‘My friends in Petersburg have organised a reception for me. Tonight.’


I am making myself out to be the Wedding General,* but a white lie will allow the conductor to save face.


‘Then you must go!’ His heart will not withstand the guilt of spoiling someone else’s party. ‘Garry! Come with me. I have an idea…’ He wraps his arm around Harry’s shoulder and together they sway down the corridor.


I alight in Moscow at the Belorusskii station. A woman drags the wheels of her trolley over my foot.


‘Ouch.’


‘Watch where you’re fucking going.’


I take the circle line to Leningrad station. ‘Mind the doors…’ A shove in the back. ‘Vanka, get your arse in.’ A belly laugh. Red eyes glitter, arms drape over shoulders. Hungover limitchiki, male and female, migrants from the steppes granted precious residence permits now their labour is needed to build towers for the new Russian rich. Around us solemn Muscovites bury their heads in books and papers.


I share a compartment on the Arrow with a man and woman in their fifties. They chatter like excited children, rubbing shoulders as we rush through the night. Lovers? Russian affairs are conducted on long-distance trains. Flats are too cramped; there is no privacy. Yet this couple address each other by the formal ‘you’. They are colleagues of thirty years, they tell me, engineers on a business trip.


We talk into the night. Why am I so interested in Russia they want to know? I tell them how my teenage reading – War and Peace, The House of the Dead, Cancer Ward – introduced me to the wider questions of life. At university I fell in love with the country’s history, then with its language, music and poetry, and later still, although I don’t mention this to my companions, with one of their compatriots.


Had I been to Petersburg before?


Twice, briefly, when it was Leningrad.


The engineers smile. How wonderful to be going now, independently like this, to see Petersburg myself.


Dawn breaks over crumbling factories and concrete housing blocks, a mirror of the city I left behind. Pank’s not dead scrawled on a wall in English. Allotments, sidings, Kolpino, Petroslavyanka… A graveyard of rusting steam engines.


Lena is waiting on the platform with flowers.









* From the Chekhov play The Wedding where a general is invited in order to confer status on the hosts.
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…Scarcely able to breathe, I hurry to work


The sea-wind whipping my face


But the lictor* strolls behind me


And whispers, ‘Memento mori.’


Anna Alexeeva, 5 February 1942





We exit the station carrying my bag between us. Lena and I have not seen each other for four years. It is a shock to notice white hairs among brown and the sharpened creases at the sides of her mouth. She is barely forty; she has three jobs. Like most people here, she cannot survive on one salary.


We first met in the Moscow Kremlin ten years ago, during my second visit to what was still the USSR. I had a private invitation from an Australian journalist who lived in a block just off the inner ring road. She obtained tickets to see Vasiliev’s ballet Macbeth in the brutalist Palace of Soviets. I remember little of the performance except to wonder at the orchestra playing Greensleeves during the murder scenes. I found one of our Russian companions more interesting – a thin, intense girl in long skirt and ankle boots, a pin-tucked shirt buttoned to her chin, who quizzed me on cockney rhyming slang during the interval. She said she was a native of St Petersburg – Leningrad as it was then – but was studying at Moscow State University.


Afterwards Lena took me to a bar at the Architects’ Union. Members only but she had connections. The bar was one of the few places in the city where one could get a drink – this was a time of food rationing and dry laws. We sat in the faded splendour of the Union bar and I questioned her about her existence.


‘It’s not food I worry about; it’s saving my soul.’


Uncertain how to respond, I summoned that rare sight – a passing waiter – and ordered another round of drinks.


In the days that followed Lena showed me around Moscow. The October revolution holiday was approaching. Grey facades were gashed by red; Lenin glared from street corners. I followed Lena through a snowy landscape into backstreet churches where headscarved women bowed and kissed icons in musky gloom.


Later, after the collapse of the Soviet Union, she visited me in London. She would skip her English classes to watch the changing of the guard. It was a metaphor for our way of life, she said.


And then in the summer of 1992 I went to stay in Samara. As a centre for the aviation industry and armaments production it had been closed to westerners since the Second World War. I wanted to see how people lived in the forbidden land of my childhood and youth. An invitation from a friend of Lena’s secured me a visa.


I rented a hut in a holiday camp for chocolate factory workers. Lena came to visit. We swam and walked through pine woods. I embarked on my book while she continued to wrestle with her faith. After she returned to St Petersburg I stayed on in Samara, renting a room in a komunalka, a communal flat in the old part of the city. A shop opened on the corner of my street selling imported western goods. I wandered in one day in search of a pen that did not leak. Ivan was standing behind the counter.




[image: ]





I tire, the bag sags. Lena’s thin arm takes up the slack. With her free hand she flags down a Lada. Its Tatar driver speeds terrifyingly along the rutted street where Dostoevsky once lived. Down Nevsky, past the Admiralty spire, we cross the sparkling Neva and head out to the suburb where Lena lives. The Tatar flirts. He wants to show the foreign lady around the city. Am I married? How many children? He kisses our hands when we give him some cash for the ride.


Lena’s one-roomed flat is on a Soviet-era housing estate that looks like any other from Leipzig to Vladivostock. Grey concrete blocks file into the distance, fourteen storeys high, stained cliff faces in which families have built their nests, patching balconies with corrugated plastic, metal sheeting and tattered strips of tinfoil. Rooftops are spiked with TV aerials; linked by swathes of telephone wire. Inside, each block is the same as its neighbour: a metal security door opening onto a concrete stairwell smelling of rotting cabbage. Stray dogs doze behind hot water pipes. On the seventh floor Lena unlocks a gate, another security door, a padded front door and we are in her flat.


One large room, a kitchen, bathroom and balcony. Solid Soviet furniture made to last. In the kitchen a small table and four square stools. Nothing to distinguish it from any other flat. The wallpaper in the hall and kitchen is a shiny pebble-effect design, puffy to the touch; two contrasting green geometric patterns cover the living room walls. Yet the effect is faded, old-fashioned and pleasant, reminiscent of some English boarding-house of thirty years ago.


Lena opens a door off the kitchen. She shows me a room no larger than a cubicle containing an iron bedstead. The walls are lined from floor to ceiling with books. On the wide windowsill a stethoscope snakes around the largest collection of lipsticks I have seen outside a department store.


‘This room belongs to my aunt. I came to live with her here last year. She insisted I had the main room while she lives in her cell, as she calls it. You’ll meet her. She’s away for the weekend, lecturing.’


‘She’s a doctor?’


‘A specialist in children’s illnesses. Officially she retired fifteen years ago but she took no notice. Come on, let’s have lunch.’


Lena peels potatoes while I chop garlic and dill.


‘How are you?’ she asks. ‘Have you written anything new?’


‘No.’ I was hoping to avoid this subject. I have been struggling for over a year now.


‘I have been reading about the siege.’


Lena’s knife works faster.


‘Do they really know how many died?’


She sighs, lays down the knife and smoothes back a loose strand of hair. ‘It was impossible to count. Perhaps half of us. We were three million before the war.’


Lena speaks as though she had lived through the siege herself, when in reality it was lifted in 1944, fifteen years before her birth. Yet I understand her identification with her city’s collective history. Although I was born in London more than a decade after the Second World War, I grew up believing I had only escaped the blitz by a whisker. Its legacy pervaded my childhood – in the talk of neighbours, in the gaping space between houses on the next street, in an aunt’s terror as she cowered in her cellar during a thunderstorm.


‘How did anyone survive?’ I ask.


‘Lake Ladoga froze over.’ She pulls out a stool and sits down; her eyes distant. ‘They opened a road across the ice to unoccupied Russia. It was called the Road of Life. Food was brought in but people went on dying. The supply trucks could not carry enough for the whole city. On the return journey they evacuated children.’


‘I once knew someone who was evacuated across the Road of Life. She couldn’t remember much about it.’ Or perhaps she blocked it from her mind.


‘German planes fired on them as they drove across the ice.’


‘It must have been terrifying.’ My finger prods at a wallpaper pebble. It is spongy beneath the plastic surface. I fight the urge to pick at it. ‘Had they no cover?’


‘Only blizzards. And then they got lost. They usually drove at night. They left the back of the truck open so people could jump if the truck started to go through the ice.


‘There was food on the other side. But some people were unable to restrain themselves. They ate too much, too quickly, and died.’


‘Such extreme conditions – how could anyone survive?’


She shrugs. ‘They lived. They worked.’


‘Wasn’t there panic?’


‘Not really. Don’t forget we had the NKVD to keep order. They shot people for rescuing sodden bags of flour from Ladoga. They called it looting.’ She picks up her knife again. ‘During the worst weeks non-manual workers were allocated 125 grammes of bread per day. People cut them into three thin slices – for breakfast, lunch and supper. And that’s if they were lucky. On some days bread didn’t appear in the shops at all. People were left holding their cardboard ration coupons.’


Three tiny slices – you would burn more energy than these provided by queuing in sub-zero temperatures to obtain them.


‘Didn’t they despair?’


She looks at me steadily. ‘Yes. There was the psychosis of hunger.’


‘Meaning?’


‘At its worst, cannibalism. Murdering your children and eating them – for example.’


The kitchen is stifling. I drop the potato peeler and walk through a glass door onto the balcony. Below me children chase each other around a grassy courtyard, watched by head-scarved babushki sitting on benches in the shade of poplars. A folk tune drifts from a window in the opposite block. As if in response to the invisible accordionist a woman on a floor above bursts into song. ‘Kalinka, Kalinka…’


Another voice bawls at the singer, ‘Turn it down!’


‘Take a running jump!’ the singer shouts back.


Across the main road a new apartment tower gleams pink and orange, twenty storeys high, all gloss and shine. Pokazukha – the Russian word for show and no soul. The tower is hideous, menacing even, the sort of building that eclipses its inhabitants, whereas here on the old estate the blocks are no more than a modest backdrop for the human life they contain.


Lena follows me onto the balcony. ‘You didn’t answer my question.’


‘Which one?’


‘About yourself. How are you?’


‘Oh, fine.’


‘What happened to that guy in Samara?’


‘Ivan? That fizzled out.’


‘Oh?’ Her eyebrows lift.


‘You knew already – I’m sure I told you. Anyway it was ages ago.’ Turning away from her, I grip the balcony rail and lean over to watch a pack of dogs savage each other in the courtyard below.


As my train pulled in from Moscow I caught sight of him running along the platform, peering into the windows of each carriage. He carried a huge bunch of flowers. We spent a Dr Zhivago Christmas in a wooden izba rented from a beekeeper, sleeping curled up by the wood stove, beneath a roof weighed down by snow. When spring returned, with a blast of fierce Asiatic heat, we sailed on the Volga, stopping to bathe by sandy islets. Ivan spent hours explaining his life and his homeland to me; we were equally companions in silence.


One day after I had been there for a few months, Ivan asked me to take a drive with him. His mood was unusually serious. He stopped the car outside a newly-built block on the river bank. A man in army uniform hurried down the entrance steps to help me out of the car. He escorted us upstairs to a spacious flat, where he fell into a deep discussion with Ivan, leaving me to weave between glass-fronted cabinets and beige leather sofas to the balcony.


As we drove away Ivan asked what I thought of the place. I said it had a nice view. He told me he had made an offer on it. We would register ourselves, he said.


It took me a minute to realise this was a proposal.


His mother would do the housework as he understood I didn’t care for it. He would work to support us; I could spend my days writing.


I panicked. For an afternoon I paced up and down the embankment beneath the prospective flat, trying to envisage an impossible future among the occasional tables and beige leather. On the far bank of the river wild steppe undulated in layers of blue and violet. I pictured myself sitting on the balcony like a captain on the bridge of a ship, watching the colours change with the light, day after day for the rest of my life.


An oil tanker sailed past, bound for the Caspian Sea. More than anything in the world, I wished I was on it.


The last I saw of Ivan was his tear-stained cheek pressed to the window of the Seagull express as it pulled out of Moscow’s Kazan station. He raised his hand to the glass. I picked up my case and walked down to the circle line, as numb as frostbite.
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‘Let me tell you a story.’ Lena rests her elbows on the balcony rail beside me. ‘It’s a love story – a real one.’


I’m not in the mood for love stories.


Lena reads my expression. ‘You raised a question back there in the kitchen. I’m trying to answer it for you.’


Usually I enjoy her discursive speech, but today I’m impatient. I want straight answers, not fairy tales.


‘Alexander Nikolaevich Boldyrev was an Orientalist who worked at the Hermitage Museum,’ she begins. ‘He fell in love with a young married woman, Victoria Garbuzova. One day he called at her home while her husband was out and made a declaration. She replied that she too had loved him for a long while. Then she sent him away. That evening she told her husband Alexander Paster about the visit. He asked what she wanted to do. “Nothing,” she replied. “Alexander Nikolaevich has a family and I have – you.”’


I peer over the balcony rail. Beneath us a group of men raise beer bottles to their mouths as they slide dominoes across a metal table. TV sets blare, pots clatter in unseen kitchens, frying meat and peppers scent the hot air.


‘War broke out,’ she continues. ‘Volunteers were selected for the front, Boldyrev among them. Paster was a military commander. She went to him in tears. He said he would see what he could do.


‘A few days later she was summoned by the director of the Hermitage, Joseph Orbeli. Before she could open her mouth Orbeli remarked that she had a wonderful husband.’


‘I can imagine what most men would have done in his position.’


‘What would have been the point of sending Boldyrev to almost certain death?’ Lena’s voice is sharp. ‘It wouldn’t have changed anything. Victoria’s husband was too intelligent not to see that.’


‘Intelligence and emotion do not always coincide.’


She glares at me. I am spoiling her story.


‘Okay. What happened?’


‘Shortly afterwards, without any explanation, Boldyrev was discharged from active service and sent home. Almost all the men in his regiment were killed at the front. Boldyrev stayed in the city throughout the siege, lecturing at the Hermitage. When the war ended he married Victoria.’


‘What happened to Paster – did he survive too?’


‘Yes. He died in 1987.’


Lena shows me the book in her hand. ‘And this is the point of the story.’ A hardback with a plain black cover, A.N. Boldyrev, Siege Notes (Blockade Diary) is engraved on it in gold lettering, like a tombstone.


‘Boldyrev kept this diary throughout the siege. After his death Victoria prepared it for publication. It came out last year.


‘I want to read you something from it. It made a great impression on me.’ She flips through the pages. ‘Here we are… Boldyrev had a friend whom he called Uncle Sasha, a professor of ancient languages, a gentle cultured man who never raised his voice. He describes how they met in a canteen for lunch one day. Uncle Sasha is distressed.’ Peering short-sightedly at the text, Lena reads, ‘Meat, there’s no meat today,’ he said in an impatient tone. ‘No there isn’t,’ I said. ‘They’re giving us soya soup today.’ ‘Where’s the meat?’ he asked me almost rudely, fixing me with a strange, watchful stare.


‘When I read that,’ says Lena, ‘a voice within me cried out – that could have been me!’


Gripping my arm, she stares intently into my eyes. ‘You asked what the psychosis of hunger was – well precisely that. It possessed people, transformed them.’


I twist my head away from her gaze, fixing my eyes on the tower across the road. It looms over the old estate, a silent reminder of the place where I might have lived.


‘The spirit begins to die before the flesh,’ she goes on. ‘The ties that bind one to the rest of humanity are loosened. And then, well, who knows what people are capable of? Like poor Uncle Sasha, their speech changes; their vision alters. They might find a corpse in the street and see meat; they might find a living child and see meat…’ Her voice catches. ‘Damn, the kasha’s burning.’ She releases me and dashes back into the kitchen.
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The sky is milky, the sun has just dipped behind the tower block opposite ours. In this light it is hard to sleep. I roll onto my side and trace the pattern on my pillowcase: tiny blue flowers woven around the letters Minzdrav. A shortening of Ministerstvo Zdravookhraneniya – Ministry of Health – in the Orwellian language of the Soviet era. I imagine the Leningrad wounded lying in their hospital beds, tucked beneath pristine Minzdrav sheets.


Wide awake now, I get up and cross to Lena’s desk where Boldyrev’s diary lies open. I flick through the pages, my eyes settling on random entries. Obsessive records of food eaten – weighed to the gramme – and details of food collected on ration cards. There is work: chopping wood; reading a lecture: In a vast basement room, by the light of hanging lamps, I spoke to a strange audience in dressing-gowns, head-coverings, bandages. Among the soldiers were elderly civilians, dystrophics, ragged hags with the spark of hunger in their eyes. The gloom was full of strange twisted figures, like a wild Rembrandt dream.


Ivan once showed me an antique stereoscope he had acquired. I peeped through the view hole of the wooden box at anaglyphic Chekhov scenes. Girls in white dresses and picture hats played croquet, drank tea on a lawn with their governess, chased a little dog… With perfect focus, Boldyrev’s diary zooms straight into the dark heart of the siege.


Scenes of disintegrating daily life: There is no water in the entire city… Ice holes have been cut in the Neva, the rivers and canals. Endless lines go to and fro with buckets and vessels of all kinds. Factories are idle. They can’t put out fires, houses burn like candles.


Of civic duty – cleaning frozen shit from the streets: The stench of liquefying chocolate snow is disgusting. When you dig into it with an axe and crowbar thousands of droplets spatter your face and clothes. I leave after an hour, falling over and pretending to have hurt my knee.


Boldyrev’s honesty is compelling. I take his diary to bed with me. It is light enough to read without disturbing Lena.


More scenes follow, of death in the streets: I walked home beneath the dazzling frosty moon: on Chernyshevksy, between Sadovaya and Arkaya a person lay in the middle of the road. It seemed that he had only recently collapsed. Nobody stopped.


His marriage fractures under intolerable pressure. His body starts to fail: Now a difficult period begins, which means I shall have to write briefly – as in a crisis, like the final pages of the diary of a dying polar explorer: today there is no water and no bread.


The struggle for life: Today I didn’t get up until 1 o’clock. Very weak. For the first time my face has swollen. Lying in bed my spirits fell, I experienced something like hysterics: i.e. I simply howled for a while… Death sucks one towards it like a current beneath a narrow bridge. As soon as you lower your guard you have to redouble your efforts to escape it.


A few years ago I felt as though I was being sucked towards an unnameable menace. Beneath Ivan’s nouveau riche lifestyle there flowed a more sinister current. Now, as I read about events that happened more than half a century ago, I feel the tentacles of the siege reach far into the future until they hook onto my own life.


Although it is a warm night I unroll the duvet and pull it up to my chin. I close Boldyrev’s diary and lay it on the floor beneath my bed.







[image: ]





‘The diary caused a stir when it was published.’ Lena plunges her hands into a sink full of last night’s washing-up. ‘It was such a wide departure from heroic siege myth. Boldyrev’s widow wrote in the preface that reading it was so painful that she wondered whether it would have been better not to have asked her husband to intervene on his behalf, and to have let events take their course. She was wrong, of course. He has left us with a remarkable legacy.’


‘Leave that, I’ll do it. You’ll be late.’


She goes off to work. I decide to spend the morning exploring her neighbourhood. I wander past housing blocks, a kindergarten, a clinic, a supermarket, Pizzeria Cilantano, shops offering western cosmetics and air conditioners. Finally I stop before a dusty window festooned with dying pot plants: Souveniri. Perhaps here… I push open the wooden door. The interior rattles with slot machines, rap music and teenage boys.


I am searching for ghosts, for shops where assistants doze behind abacuses, where glass counters display single treasures: a toothbrush, a plastic comb, a roll of grey toilet paper, a painted wooden spoon. And where the food is fresh and unprocessed: rye bread, nutty sunflower oil as thick as honey, and live yoghurt that is spooned into containers you provide yourself. Yet now these shops have almost disappeared, being replaced by supermarkets and Commission stores like the one Ivan owned.


He had begun his capitalist life working in a shop on the corner of the street where I lived in Samara. He sold pens, watches and leather jackets bought from Middle Eastern students, paying a percentage of his profits to the shop owner. By the time I returned he had amassed enough money to buy the shop himself and rent out counter space to other entrepreneurs.


He had a toy, a Coca-Cola tin that sang Rock around the Clock in a Donald Duck voice. He would visit his shop, place the tin on a counter and wind the key. As the tin began to writhe and sing a crowd of shoppers would gather around it, wide-eyed. I longed to knock that vile fetish object off the counter and crush it under my foot.


I reach the metro. Here I find a throng of babushki, their wares laid out on either side of its glass entrance. These old ladies have brought their home-grown produce to the city – honey, cream, fruit and vegetables. Once I took these women for granted; now I realise that the war generation is dying out, that soon no one will be bothered to grow their own food and transport it to the city. It is a tough, heavy way to earn a living. And many shoppers, particularly the young, prefer the speed and convenience of supermarkets.


I approach a vendor who is packing up. She tips her last jar of raspberries into my bag.


‘Can I pull your trolley for you?’


‘Just as far as the road. My son will meet me in his car.’


The woman shuffles beside me, fissured heels overhanging the backs of her slippers. A bouquet of flowers is laid on a plaque at the kerbside: black marble, gold lettering, a photo of a young man.


‘Car accident?’


‘Assassination.’ She sighs, ‘Things are changing around here.’


Being a biznesmen has its risks. I learned that much in Samara.


‘Have you lived in this area long?’


‘I am a native of this city. I grew up by the Fontanka.’


‘May I ask if you lived through the siege?’


The woman surveys me through narrowed eyes. ‘You are not a usual type of foreigner, I see.’


‘Why do you say that?’


‘Because you ask such a question.’


‘I’m sorry.’ Tactless of me.


‘Not at all,’ she replies. ‘It was a very dark time. All sorts of things happened here. People stole from the flats of the dead, they stole ration cards from corpses, they… Well, but to answer your question, no. Just after war broke out I was evacuated with my parents. They were engineers at a defence plant. But my grandparents were left behind.’ Her voice falters. ‘They lived in a village to the west of Leningrad.’


‘What happened to them?’


‘They were shot by the Germans before they could escape. Suddenly it became important who was a Jew and who was not.’


She dabs her eyes with the sleeve of her overall. ‘We came back after the war. I graduated and worked as an engineer. Now I am retired. I sell the fruit from my son’s dacha. Here he is now.’ She reaches for the handle of her trolley. ‘It is quiet around here. Sometimes people move in from the country and make a bit of a row but on the whole we get along. Well, thank you. May God go with you.’
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According to the clock it is late evening. Lena’s kitchen is flooded by sunlight. We sit drinking tea together.


‘So how did anyone survive?’ I ask.


‘How does anyone survive?’ Her voice sharpens. ‘You just get on with it. One day follows the next. The blokadniki had to work, queue for rations, fetch water, drag corpses into piles…’


Her eyes narrow. ‘Self-pity requires energy. They didn’t have any to spare.’


It is almost a reproach. I try to imagine myself rising at three in the morning to join a queue of thousands outside the bakery, waiting for hours in minus 30 degree temperatures. And keeping my mouth shut throughout, because there will be informers ready to report the slightest grumble as counter-revolutionary defeatism. And going home empty-handed. I might as well imagine growing wings.


‘But,’ I persist, ‘when your family, friends and neighbours are dying all around you, when your rations are cut below the minimum required to sustain human life, when daily life is disintegrating the way Boldyrev described, might you not just collapse? If I imagine myself in those circumstances I see myself succumbing pretty quickly.’


‘You don’t know until you are put to the test.’ She whirls around to face me. ‘Why don’t you talk to some blokadniki?’


‘Do you know any?’


‘My mother was one. She survived the siege but it weakened her. She died while she was still quite young. I was in my teens.’


‘Scaramouche, scaramouche, can you do the fandango…’


‘God these walls are thin.’


‘You get used to the noise.’


‘I’m sorry. About your mother I mean.’


‘That’s all right.’


‘You must have told me. I forgot.’


Lena shrugs. ‘She didn’t like to talk about it. She said it was best not to dig among the entrails.’


Ivan was also a second generation blokadnik. His mother Larisa had been orphaned during the siege and evacuated across the Road of Life.


‘But her sister is very much alive,’ Lena says. ‘My Aunt Nadya. She’ll be home later. She will talk to you.’


‘I don’t want to upset her.’


‘She is not like my mother.’


‘Thunderbolt and lightning, very very frightening…’


‘Can we ask them to turn it down?’


‘They’ll go to bed in a minute. They get up for work at five. Talking of which…’ She rises and carries her cup to the sink. ‘It may be difficult for you but just remember, you have to maintain the vertical connection…’


Her words are lost in the flow of running water.









* Lictor – a magisterial bodyguard in ancient Rome who carried out the death sentence in time of war.
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