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Part One

Beginnings

No path to see: the snow has drifted across each bush, across each steep, and all the world is buried deep.

(Aleksander Pushkin, Eugene Onegin)




The Chelyuskin

 



 



 



 



Out here on deck my breath is turned to ice but I won’t go in, at least not yet. It’s good to be alone. Away from all the others. It’s quiet. And cold, of course, but that goes without saying in the Arctic.

I know I’m risking frostbite and I know I should go in and I will soon, but I am trying to make sense out of what it is that has happened to me. I’m no storyteller. I look only to the facts. Or, if not to the facts, at least to the essentials.

My name is Ira, Irina Davydovna Arbatova to be exact. Davyd after my father, Arbatov after my husband, although the less said about him the better.

My father’s name was Davyd Grigoryevich Pashin. He’s dead. He died twenty-nine years ago when I was still a child. He didn’t die alone. The menfolk in my family hardly ever do. They always follow trends. In my father’s case this meant he breathed his last in 1905 on Bloody Sunday, in Winter Palace Square in the city of Petrograd (as it was then called).

My father was only one of many killed that day, that’s why I say he didn’t die alone. But maybe he was alone – at least in spirit.

I know he wouldn’t have been singing hymns like the  rest of them. He never sang in public. He had an off-key singing voice of which he was ashamed. I know, as well, that he didn’t set out from home that day with the intention of taking part in any kind of demonstration. My father wasn’t political. He wasn’t much of a joiner of any kind, or so my mother tells it. She further says – to anyone who bothers to stick around and listen – that my father was an ineffective man who often got himself caught up in urges he didn’t really understand. He liked crowds, my mother says; by all accounts he was a little simple, and he must have got carried along with this one. The way my mother tells it – although I don’t know how she knows, she wasn’t there – is that on this, his last day on earth, my father was clumsy – like every other day, my mother always adds. Having lived through the gunfire, he tripped on the cobbles, falling into the path of an army detachment which, satisfied by the blood they’d spilled, was just then riding out.

The horses’ hooves caved in my father’s skull and passed by and so he died, this unimportant man who was born, and who lived, and who perished, all before the onset of our revolution. His death was a trifling thing, a part of a past now so completely done away with that it cannot be got back (and a good thing too or so they say). But it was also an unnecessary death, careless in fact – which was just like him, my mother always says – and it left my family fatherless when I was five.

I am now thirty-four years old. As old as our century. I was born at the moment of its birth although, come to think of it, now that they’ve moved over to the Gregorian calendar, that’s no longer true. Well, never mind. Many other things are also no longer true and the commonplace that I was born at the turn of the century will do.

And now I find myself in the Arctic, on the Chelyuskin.

There was no design to my coming here. That’s the way  it always goes with the likes of me: things either happen or else they don’t. Usually the second. So while the others on the boat might have had to compete for their places (they probably even had to take a test), I didn’t. No, with me, it was an accidental meeting in the Smolny that brought me to this place. This set of places.

It started with a man, which is often the way.

In this case, the man’s name was Boris Aleksandrovich – Boris Aleksandrovich Ivanov – and he came upon me in the broom cupboard.

I had every reason to be in that cupboard. I’m a cleaner: I’m in and out of there all day. I never did find out, though, what it was that could have brought Boris Aleksandrovich Ivanov there.

A man and a woman in a cupboard must sound suspicious. It isn’t. Nothing irregular happened, nothing that could have caused a scandal. ‘Course it didn’t: Boris Aleksandrovich is a true gentleman.

Hold on a minute – I’m not thinking straight. What I really meant to say was that Boris Aleksandrovich is a true revolutionary and, besides, he has his hands full with his important job, that brainy wife of his, his children and his mistress: why would he even look at me? In fact, until the moment when he came upon me in that cupboard, Boris Aleksandrovich and I had had little contact. We nodded to each other, of course, when we passed in the corridor, but that’s just what everybody does. We had no reason to do anything else, not until that day at the Smolny, when fate made him open the door so unexpectedly that I had no chance to wipe my face.

I hardly ever cry. Crying is a luxury. I don’t have time for tears. And I certainly wouldn’t have chosen to cry in front of an important man like Boris Aleksandrovich.

Not that he was harsh. Not at all. That’s not Boris  Aleksandrovich’s way. He’s a kind man. A controlled one. He wasn’t cross, he was embarrassed: that big bear of a man standing there, looking at his feet. I wasn’t surprised. Our leaders have confidence enough to put the whole world in their scales and weigh each separate part of it, but shove a tearful woman in their path and they always turn to jelly. Which is what happened to Boris Aleksandrovich.

I’m not an educated woman but this I do know: no good can come from the softening up of someone who’s in power. So seeing him standing there like that I thought: trouble.

I grabbed my bucket and made to go.

But before I could make good my escape, Boris Aleksandrovich told me (without lifting his eyes) that it had fallen to him to find stewardesses for the Chelyuskin expedition (the many different things that cross our leaders’ desks!) and did I want to be one?

‘The Chelyuskin,’ I said. ‘What’s that?’

‘It’s a ship,’ he said, ‘a scientific expedition, that will travel along the coast of Siberia and through the Arctic Circle and round, the first time this has ever been achieved. You must have read about it in Pravda, haven’t you?’

Well, you know, I didn’t like to say I couldn’t read, I didn’t want to make it worse. So I said something like:

‘Oh yes, now you mention it,’ and he asked me again.

It was an offer, not an order. I could have turned it down. At any other time, I would have done. One thing life has taught me: it’s best to keep out of the limelight and away from crowds – if you don’t a horse might run you down. I should have made some excuse, said no, thanks but no, and quickly walked away. I didn’t though. I suppose the thought of getting away if only for a short time, both from home and from the endless polishing at the Smolny, was too tempting. Before I had time to come to my senses I heard myself saying yes.

That was all it took, that one, stupid ‘yes’, and I had to carry through. I couldn’t make my way upstairs, the central stairs at that, all the way to the third floor, and walk along that creaking corridor, and knock on Boris Aleksandrovich’s door all to tell him that I’d changed my mind. ’Course I couldn’t. For a man as important as Boris Aleksandrovich to put my name on the list was dangerous enough: asking him to go to the trouble of explaining why he was removing it would really be tempting fate.

And so I found myself standing on the Chelyuskin as the bridges of Leningrad were lifted to let us pass.

I am not a woman given to much enthusiasm, and I have never expected life to have its high points, but that day in July 1933 and that moment when we steamed down the Neva heading for the gulf will always be my summit.

They opened up the bridges in the day. Even now, I can hardly credit it. The bridges opening up for me! Me who had never left the city! I smiled that day, I have to say, I really did smile.

And it wasn’t just the bridges that saluted us. There were sailing boats as well – tiny, white sheathed things they were, dipping and rising as our ugly Chelyuskin ploughed through the waters of the Neva and out to sea. There were horns that sounded, other ships honouring us. There were ceremonies. Slogans. Speeches. Crowds cheering. There were ribbons and garlands and hands uplifted. I saw Boris Aleksandrovich and his daughter in the crowd and I even saw my husband.

That pleased me. My husband, Fyodor Maksimovich Arbatov, having to watch me leaving him. That brute, Fyodor, powerless, as I sailed away.

And it got even better. Out on the ocean our political commander, Comrade Schmidt, called us together to make a speech. I’ve heard a lot of those in my time, and I can’t  promise to remember everything he said. But one thing did stick. We are all equal, he said: each of us matters; together we will make history. I’ve heard those words before – who hasn’t? – but this time they felt real. And they weren’t grand words spoken about far more important people. They were about me.

It was far-fetched, unbelievable, but I did find myself half-believing it. Why not believe a man who believes himself so well? Whether this makes any difference in the long run is not for me to say, but I took advantage of his goodness and went to the Red Corner where, along with some illiterate sailors who’d come on board in Murmansk, I learned what it is to read. And almost what it is to write.

I, Ira – Irina Davydovna Arbatova – halfway educated. My husband won’t like it. If, that is, we get out of here alive.

Oh dear: that ‘if’ is part of what’s forbidden. I heard so yesterday. Through the walls of the cabin I was wiping down I heard Comrade Schmidt say as much. ‘Comrades,’ I heard him saying, ‘we must guard against defeatism.’ I knew exactly what that means. It means no ifs allowed and here I am, a few hours later, bringing one out. My husband’s right. I am a stubborn woman. I might be able to read but I still can’t learn.

Far away as he now is, my husband still manages to exert his influence. It’s as if, even standing here, I can hear his voice. I certainly know what he’d be saying. He’d be jeering at me, asking if I think that when the ice field takes us down, as it most surely will, it will give a toss about whether I can read or write. And, of course, he’s got a point. The ice doesn’t care. It just is.

If we do go down, though, and if I do die, I know that my last moments will be spent thinking about the things I’ve learned on board. Thinking about those first days. Those long summer days. The smooth seas. The green coast of  Norway. The noisy welcome when we docked in Murmansk. The speeches delivered in our honour. We were to pass through seas I’d never even heard of. Now, of course, I can both name and almost spell those seas. So many of them: the Barents, the Kara, the Laptev, the East Siberian, the Chukchi, the Bering Strait, the Sea of Okhotsk, the Sea of Japan and finally to Vladivostok. Oh, we had ambitions.

Or maybe we were just bewitched.

The likes of Comrade Schmidt don’t believe in magic. They’re practical men, persuaded by their material world, their facts and figures, their quotas and their targets. If there’s one thing they know, it’s that men break boundaries and not boundaries that break men. Their thinking power is what drives them forward – or so they think.

But I know differently. I’ve watched them. That’s what I do: I watch. And I was watching as winter drew in, the ice escalating, the horizon lengthening, I saw the Arctic courting them, offering herself up, and I saw them carried away by her scale and beauty. In short, I saw them fall for her.

Before deep winter set in, I would come across them standing out on deck as I am doing now and I could tell by their faraway gazes that they had been hypnotised by those sunsets the colour of amber and sunrises the colour of blood. Watching, I began to see what they could not: that they, like me, were changing. The points, and dots, and the numbers, and who knows what else, they put down in their notebooks no longer had the same effect. I knew that by the way they looked, the things they said and, more importantly, the things they didn’t say. They didn’t talk about the shortening of the days, the darkening of the nights, the hissing of the ice as it pressed against our bow. They couldn’t talk of these. They were enchanted. The Arctic had got them prisoner. And so it  was that they didn’t even think of turning back. Not until it was too late.

They don’t know any of this. Clever they may be, but they’re also dreamers who plan to change the world but who, on waking, say they never dreamed a thing. We are men of action is what they always say: duty drives us on. We have scientists to relieve, they said; supplies to offload; measurements to take, we can’t turn back. And so they tore themselves away from the view and took their measurements and offloaded their supplies. But ignorant as I know I am, I knew they were really only halfway present. And then, as if to prove me right, we suddenly got stuck.

That was some time ago and we are still stranded. Surrounded by ice which keeps on moving in. We can’t push through: not until winter’s over and that’s some three months off.

To save power, the heat is on for two hours and off for two. That’s lesson number one: without fuel you die. Without food as well. Our cooks are careful. Counting all the time. Checking how much it is that we’re allowed to eat.

But I trust Comrade Schmidt and I believe him. So when  we are rescued and when we return, will I say that I enjoyed myself?

Have I enjoyed myself? Hard to say. Enjoy is not a word that comes easily to me. And, to be honest, it has been a bit icy.

But despite the cold, I continue to stand out here on deck, and now I find myself thinking about Leningrad and about Boris Aleksandrovich who was the one to bring me here, and I can’t help but wonder whether Boris Aleksandrovich ever thinks of me.




A Pretty Girl

 



 



 



 



If Boris Aleksandrovich Ivanov was asleep before, he now finds himself suddenly awake. His head is full of images of ice, and of destruction. He must have been dreaming, he realises guiltily, about Irina Davydovna, stuck there on the  Chelyuskin, but even as he thinks this he is simultaneously coming up to consciousness, and the image of Irina Davydovna slips away so that now he is only conscious of his pounding head, his thick tongue and the bile that is welling in his throat, and none of this because he’s ill. He’s got a hangover, that’s all; that has awakened him in the early hours of the morning before the real hangover has time to begin.

Lying on his back, gazing up into the darkness, Boris Aleksandrovich knows that this biliousness is all his own fault. At forty-four, he must have at least twenty years on the American, Jack Brandon, and he certainly has many more cares: he should have known better than to start a drinking competition. He conjures up a picture of Jack tucked up, comfortably, in the Astoria hotel, sleeping soundly while Boris Aleksandrovich lies awake. Stupid Borya. Vain Borya. He pushes the heavy quilt aside.

The cold, kept at bay during the day, has once again set in. Groping blindly for something to put on over his underwear, it takes him a while to extract his clothes from Lina’s. Separating his trousers from some female undergarment, he thinks how wonderful it would be to have a wife, someone like Tanya, who put away his clothes (and hers), but then, pulling on the trousers, he tells himself he’s being unfair and that Polina Konstantinovna, who works as hard as he does, probably also wishes he was tidier. And besides, he must not compare Lina to Tanya, for that breaks his resolve never to think of his mistress while he is with his wife.

Slippers – fur-lined: they at least are where they ought to be, tucked under the bed. He puts them on and then, his eyes having by now grown acclimatised to the dark, he looks across the bed.

Only part of Lina’s face is visible: the rest she’s covered with the quilt. She looks terribly pale, he thinks, and – and he thinks this before he can block the thought from pushing through – she also looks almost ugly. She’s lying still, still as a plank, this capacity of hers to stay so quiet in slumber (in contrast to his own grunting, snoring, almost exhibitionist unconscious) that once delighted him has now become just another indication of her infuriating detachment.

It’s freezing. As quietly as he can, although he never does anything completely quietly, he leaves the room, stopping first at the toilet (their own, private toilet as befits the family of a member of the nomenklatura, that small band of the new select who are eligible for responsible jobs) and then heading into the living room, passes those other symbols of privilege – the Bakelite wireless, the telephone, the gramophone propped up in the corner and the grand piano scaled to match the tall windows overlooking Nevsky – until he is finally by the samovar where he pours himself a succession  of cups of warm water which he thirstily downs. There. Much better. He even feels warmer.

Back in the bedroom, he rubs away the sheen of newly crusting ice that has smeared itself across the windowpane. He looks out on to Leningrad’s premier street, Nevsky Prospect. The wide and whitened road is empty: the only time in this growing city that it ever is. Soon, Boris knows, bundled shadows will appear from inside the catacomb of courtyards and shuffle over the quilted layers of snow, those sleepy workers bent almost double against the freezing wind, as, high up on the roof tops, someone will most likely be chipping away at a series of sharp stalactites that nightly form on every ledge. Now, however, is the time of silence – soft and cold – that Boris loves.

Gazing out at emptiness, he wishes he could do as he used to when a student, and stay up all night to watch the darkness changing. Oh to be young again, he thinks, and even as the thought occurs he knows that what he’s really wishing back is neither his youth, nor the time he then possessed, but something much more precious, that something that he might call possibility.

All those possibilities in which they once believed: all those dreams, ambitions and ideals. All that hope and that fear and that courage poured into their project that was, by the theory they had all imbibed, impossible, and yet they made it happen, their revolution, the old order not fighting as they thought it would, but dissolving and there, in their hands: state power. How hopeful they were then: how sure of themselves.

Seventeen years later, Boris Aleksandrovich looks out of the window, and he thinks that although he did help to change the world, what he hadn’t realised then was how much he would also be changing himself.

That first step, the seizing of state power, was easy or it  was certainly easy when compared with what came after. Measures taken to counter the invasions from outside and the enemies within, as their youth bled away into their new reality. No longer barricades to man, arms to distribute, pamphlets to write: no, now what absorbed their time was a mountain of paper and of compromises, some immense, others trivial, each creating a different set of circumstances that also needed dealing with until, one day, you wake up and you’re not sure where you are, save for the fact that you have an almost grown-up family and a job in the Smolny that qualifies you for this grand apartment on Nevsky. All of which, he thinks, means you also need your sleep.

Heading back to the bed, he looks down on Lina and realises he was wrong before: she’s not ugly. On the contrary, even though her face has lined and sagged, she’s still a handsome woman. And it’s not as if he’s so untouched by time himself. What would once have been a clean run from his chest to his genitals is now interrupted by a mound of doughy flesh – more of it now than there was this time last year. Sucking in his stomach, he side-chops his midriff and is pleased to feel that there’s still some muscle there. Maybe he should make more of an effort to join the others in the Smolny for their morning exercise session, he thinks as he climbs into bed.

Lina is not asleep. As he pulls the cover up, her voice sounds out calm, clear, wide awake, and delivered on that undercurrent of accusation that seems to be present whenever she says anything to him these days, and in particular when she talks about their youngest child and only daughter.

‘You still think of Natasha as a child, don’t you?’ she says.

He answers mildly: ‘In many ways, she is still a child.’

‘Your child perhaps.’

Gritting his teeth, he forces himself into stillness, hoping that way to silence her.

But Polina Konstantinovna will not be silenced, especially when it comes to Natasha.

‘You didn’t notice the way they looked at her?’

‘Who’s they?’

‘Well, Kolya for a start.’

He shrugs. ‘Kolya always looks at her like that.’

‘And the American.’

That makes him smile. ‘If Jack Brandon looked at Natasha,’ he says, ‘it’s because Jack’s got an eye for the ladies. He doesn’t have designs on Natasha. His hands are already full with a certain young lady who has taken to visiting his hotel room,’ and saying this, Boris wonders whether he should find a way to warn the American that the girl is bound to be reporting to the police, a thought that is driven out by Lina’s:

‘And Dmitry Fedorovich as well.’

Dmitry Fedorovich. Now that’s a different matter. Boris pulls the covers tighter. Dmitry Fedorovich Anninsky’s presence, and the presence of men like him, might be a safeguard, a necessary evil, but Boris would never want such a man interested in his daughter.

But is Lina right?

Thinking back, Boris Aleksandrovich remembers a moment that unfolded after dinner. Natasha, the centre of attention as she so often is, was up on a chair over by the window. She was singing a popular ditty of love spurned and a lover betrayed, her eyes shining as she joyfully teased out the words, and all of them had turned to watch her, save Dmitry Fedorovich who had been out the room. It was a carefree moment, full of joy until, Boris Aleksandrovich remembers, two things had happened almost simultaneously: Natasha had come to the end of the song and Dmitry Fedorovich had returned. That’s what Boris Aleksandrovich can now recall, the sight of Dmitry Fedorovich frozen in the  line of Natasha’s laughing gaze, as Jack Brandon had begun to clap and the rest of the company had joined in, and Natasha had bowed and then, still laughing, had looked around for a hand to help her off the table where she’d been standing. Dmitry Fedorovich was so fast that even though he was furthest away he got there first, his hand reaching out for Natasha’s, and for a moment, lying in bed, Boris Aleksandrovich wonders if Lina is right, and Dmitry Fedorovich could have designs on Natasha. But then he remembers what happened next, Dmitry Fedorovich backing away as Kolya took over, Kolya catching Natasha round the waist and swinging her down, she, carefree, in his embrace while Dmitry Fedorovich retreats so Boris Aleksandrovich knows Lina is wrong, that Dmitry Fedorovich, a normally persistent man, can’t be interested in Natasha. He isn’t interested in any girl. His kind doesn’t believe in love and mostly not even in sex. Their passion is politics and politics alone. And even if Dmitry Fedorovich was interested in Natasha, well, Boris Aleksandrovich knows his daughter. She’s a romantic. She would never fall for an apparatchik like Dmitry Fedorovich. Lina’s just overreacting. As always.

‘They were all watching her,’ Lina says.

‘It’s normal, Lina: she’s a pretty girl.’

‘Yes, Borya, of course. I know that. What’s not normal is that she didn’t notice.’

When was it, Boris wonders, that Lina first started talking in italics?

‘She doesn’t notice anybody except Kolya.’

‘Kolya is her friend.’ Boris yawns – he really must get some sleep.

‘He’s more than that, Borya. He has been for a while. If we’re not careful, she’ll end up marrying him.’

‘Would that be so bad? He’s a sweet boy. ‘

‘He’s not right for her.’

‘Because he works in a factory?’

‘Because he’s not interested in the things that interest her.’ The sharp edge in Polina Konstantinovna’s voice is there to remind Boris Aleksandrovich she’s not just his wife but a professional as well, and a scientist, pre-eminent in her field.

‘Kolya will limit her horizons,’ she’s saying now. ‘And she’ll end up making him unhappy.’

She’ll make him unhappy, Boris Aleksandrovich notes, and thinks: Lina couldn’t be more wrong. Doesn’t she know that there isn’t a malicious bone in their daughter’s body?

‘You really should try and make her see sense.’

‘Why don’t you?’

‘She doesn’t take any notice of what I say.’

Which is true. What lies between Lina and Natasha is less a passing difficulty than a mutual and inalterable incomprehension, a clash of world views. Mother and daughter are so very different. Natasha’s imagination is driven by colours, shapes and texture whereas Lina prefers the known, the mathematical and the organisms that only she and a handful of other experts can pin down in the lenses of her powerful microscope. In fact, Boris Aleksandrovich thinks, of their three children Natasha is most like him while their eldest, Misha, now in Moscow, is like Lina. As for Ilya, well, he’s like nobody else on earth.

‘Talk to her, please, Borya.’

‘All right, Lina.’

He leans over, meaning to kiss her goodnight, but when she says:

‘Please, Borya. This is important. Make the time,’ he drops back, abruptly, on to his side of the bed and she turns over. Looking at his wife’s back, he is suffused with anger. Her complex world of microbes, he thinks, is turning her into a simpleton.

‘Bring her to her senses,’ she says.

He closes his eyes.

‘Will you, Borya?’

‘Yes, Lina. I’ll talk to her,’ he says and, turning over, forces himself into sleep.
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I can count off my life by the things that have so far happened in this century.

I was five when my father died in 1905; seventeen, in 1917, when Lenin, standing in our own Smolny Institute, announced the birth of the Bolshevik state; twenty-four, in 1924, when they swapped the signs to Petrograd with our city’s new name, Leningrad; twenty-eight in 1928, the beginning of our iron age; and thirty-two when they tarred the Winter Palace Square in 1932. If they’d done that earlier my father might still be alive, although, since in my experience people don’t ever escape their fate, my father would most likely have found another way to exit early from this world. It doesn’t really matter. The fact is: he’s long dead.

Until now, I have lived an uneventful life. And a lucky one.

I have been handed three separate pieces of good fortune: I have survived (unlike my three brothers) into adulthood; I have always earned enough to get by; and, probably most important of all, nobody powerful ever interested themselves in me.

Until recently, that is.

I’ve kept the same job, cleaning in the Smolny Institute, that I got when I turned thirteen. It wasn’t hard to keep. Rules and rulers may come and go, but dirt never changes. Not that I’m complaining. Who I clean for is all the same to me. My brother, the idealist in our family when he was still alive, used to go on about the glory of our common humanity, but life has taught me that what common humanity really means is that most people, be they red or white, will leap at the chance to get someone else to sweep away their dirt.

I am a good cleaner. Not brilliant, but good enough.

I have lived my whole life in the city we must now call Leningrad. My home is in one of the buildings overlooking the Moika canal. It’s one of the most beautiful parts of the city, or so they say. I don’t much notice it: you don’t when you know a place so well, and when your life is all work, and queueing for food, and cooking, and sleep. ’Course you don’t. What I do notice though – probably because you can’t miss it – is the way the canal freezes up in winter. So solid is the ice that I could, if I wanted to, cross over to visit a neighbour on the other side without using any of the bridges, if, that is, I had a neighbour worth visiting, and there were stairs down on our section of the stone-lined canal.

Ours is a grand building, four storeys high, one in a curved row of stone constructions of which our city’s founder, Peter the Great, was so proud. From outside they say the building looks exactly as it did in 1705 (except dirtier) but, like all the others in the crescent, inside it has been subdivided and redivided again.

Our allocated space sits on the second floor. The signal for us to answer the door – should anybody come visiting – is two long presses and one short. There are three Primuses in our communal kitchen – ours and the two belonging to the two other families. We don’t have much to do with them  apart from queueing for the toilet and sticking to the rota for kitchen use and kitchen cleaning. We like to keep ourselves to ourselves: it saves trouble.

We – my family – is me, my husband, his mother and his two unmarried sisters, five of us in the one room that we have partitioned off for privacy.

That I should live in a family where there is only one man (if, that is, my husband can be included in the world of men) is nothing new. It’s part of my tradition that stretches way back. My father’s end I’ve already described. As for the rest: my maternal grandfather and my paternal grandfather were both carried away in the famine of 1891. Of their grandchildren, my brothers born to my father’s loins, one of them died during the famine of 1906 and another in the typhus epidemic that followed. My only remaining brother, Andrei, the idealist, well, he died in 1917 in the mud of the battlefields just before our glorious revolution put an end to the war.

Andrei was my lovely, my favourite brother. Such an easy-going, kind, devoted boy. Sometimes in the dead of night I find myself wondering if he still stuck to his grand ideas of common humanity even while a German soldier used a bayonet to make tripe out of his guts.

Wait a minute: I didn’t mean to lay out this multitude of my dead. They, like me, are unimportant. They lived, that’s all, and now they don’t. If I am different it is only because I am a survivor, or at least I so far have been one. That, apart from cleaning, is what I do: survive. And watch, of course: I like that.

So here I stand. Irina Davydovna Arbatova, plain and simple. There’s nothing else to me except the facts.

The facts like where are we? Now, that’s a tricky one. There are around me here people not only clever but also highly educated which, I’ve been told, is not always the  same thing. But these people are both. The elite of our society. Not only the commander of our expedition, Comrade Schmidt, but also the ship’s captain, its engineers, helmsmen and radio operators as well as a whole lot of experts who do things I’ve not heard of nor can hardly pronounce: a physicist, there is, and an ichthyologist, a hydrologist, a meteorologist, a geodesist . . . and more than that as well. At night the talk is all of Freud and Einstein and other grand subjects, my companions being some of the most advanced minds of our age. So much knowledge in such a confined space. But should I want, at any given moment, to pin down exactly where we are, then I might as well ask the artist Reshetnikov or the cine-operator Troyanovsky, or even the baby Karina, born as we entered the Kara Sea, for all the good it would do me.

The fact is that we are nowhere and we are everywhere. We are in the Arctic, somewhere between the Chukchi Sea and the Bering Strait at the mercy of the ice.

When we first set out we were supposed to use the miracle of flight and radio to guide us through uncharted waters from Leningrad via Murmansk through the Arctic Circle and to Vladivostok, thousands of miles’ worth of the coldest, most inhospitable region on the planet. But now, with our reconnaissance plane crashed, our radio more a source of morale than help, and the ice locked on to us, our goals are much smaller – and, at the same time, much bigger.

What we must now strive to do is to survive. All one hundred and five of us who are at the mercy of an ice mass that is aimless and unstoppable.

We passed Cape Stone Heart the other day.

For the fourth time.

And soon, we know, although we do not speak of it, the ice will squeeze our ship to death.
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Natasha’s fingers are freezing. As for her toes: well, although reason tells her that they must still be pressing against the edge of her valenki, which are slightly too small, she can no longer feel them.

Oh to be somewhere else! Anywhere else. Anywhere warm. But she can’t go, at least not yet, not until Kolya has reached the bridge’s other end. It’s a promise she made to him.

‘Please, Natyushka, don’t turn away until I get to the other side,’ he’d said with such sweet intensity that she’d laughed out loud and said of course she wouldn’t.

He hadn’t returned her laughter: he’d stayed solemn as he sometimes does for no reason she can understand, repeating it then as a question, saying:

‘Promise?’ twice, pleadingly, as if he was afraid she might refuse. And so, of course, she’d promised, and now she must stand here, at one end of the bridge, as he steadily makes his way towards the other.

The light is dwindling and a grey mist has overlaid the day so she can only just make out the sight of Kolya, now halfway over, as he stops and turns to look at her. He’s  checking she’s still there and then, seeing that she is, he waves. She also lifts an arm. Even though she can’t quite make out his features, she knows he must be smiling. He has such a lovely smile: it’s infectious even in memory. She finds herself returning it.

Kolya’s so solid, she thinks: so dependable. So archetypical. In fact, with his blue padded jacket hugging his well-developed shoulders, and with his blond hair hidden by a blue peaked cap, what he most resembles is a poster. An uplifting poster of a healthy man. The Happy Worker Heading to His Factory perhaps?

Yes. A fitting description. It’s what he is. A worker. A happy worker. Happy to have her as his girl, that’s undoubtedly number one, but happy also to live at home, and to be part of a production line making components for tractors, and happy also to work as many extra shifts as are required because, that way, he knows he can further contribute to the successful fulfilment of the five-year plan. In fact, Natasha thinks, as she watches him setting off again, this is the thing that most characterises Kolya: his contentment with the order of things. With duty. With necessity. That’s part of the reason she loves him so: because he’s impervious to that longing that can sometimes come over her. That longing to break with ritual, to risk censure, to act spontaneously – to do something, anything, just because she feels like it, rather than because her mother, her Komsomol group, her leader, or her motherland has told her that she should.

Thoughts like these are alien to Kolya: he’s far too well adjusted. He even gets on with his difficult mother. Nothing ruffles his equanimity: that’s what makes him her perfect match. He stands to one side of her moods. That’s what makes him special, that when she falls into one of those states her mother disdainfully calls ‘Natasha’s frenzies’, her  father might grow flustered and her mother disapproving but not Kolya – while what he does is he looks at her and laughs in genuine amusement, and this is always enough to make her realise that whatever it is she thinks is annoying her doesn’t really matter.

With Kolya she feels herself grounded: with him she feels normal.

No, it’s more than that. With him she is normal.

He’s at the other end of the bridge now; he turns to give one last wave. She waves right back, still waving as he launches himself out into the falling gloom, walking as stolidly as he always does. He is Kolya. And he loves her. Lucky Natasha. Lucky life: it makes her want to call out, to dance, to give a final whirl of joy.

Instead she gazes down the straight section of the Neva just before it winds itself round the bend. Winter has taken hold, the ice forming a thick crust along the river banks while in its centre tiny, grey ice floes dot the syrupy water. For the moment the floes are still on the move, granulated waves heading, slowly, out towards the Gulf of Finland, but it’s so cold that soon, Natasha knows, they will multiply and pile up, and form an ice garden of preposterous, needle-pointed shapes.

Like every child of Leningrad, she loves midsummer with its glorious white nights. How could anyone not fall then for the viscous Neva, a contrast to the glistening of the bayonets of Admiralty and the burnished dome of St Isaac’s across the water? But for Natasha winter is also precious, for in winter there’s an added bonus: mystery and delight. She loves the way this season changes texture, and great snowflakes keep floating down, and falling, mute sound. She loves the lie of them, as well, one flake upon the other until they form an interlocking series of undulating beds of dazzling white that, after a particularly vivid sunset, will  turn an almost electric blue. And she never ceases to be entranced by the way that the combination of alabaster snow and the blue light of a full moon somehow combine to cover the earth in an unworldly glow.

It is this that makes winter so special: what it does to colour. Take the red scarf on that child over there in the distance, the one tobogganing down a slope. She can hardly see the child itself – she can’t tell how old it is or whether it’s a girl or a boy – but the scarf cuts across the whiteness, vividly, brighter than a stain of blood.

As the thought crosses her mind, she shivers.




Two Men

 



 



 



 



To cater to their tsar’s whim, the men whose job it was to build this new city of bridges and islands, this St Petersburg, first had to reclaim most of the land from marshes. Not so, however, in the district of Smolny, for Smolny, formerly the site of the tar yards for Peter’s warships and then the favourite choice of residence for the Russian nobility, stands four metres above sea level from where it can look down on the mist and damp and fog that persecute the rest of Leningrad.

At the Smolny’s apex, overlooking the Bolshaya Neva, sits the Smolny Institute. In this complex of buildings is history writ large: what started life as an orphan’s convent championed by an empress was turned first into a school for the daughters of the nobility, then into the headquarters of the Petrograd Soviet, and finally it became the site of the second all-Russian Congress of Socialists and Workers and Soldiers Deputies. It is here that, in 1917, Lenin and Trotsky and Zinoviev and Kamenev stood, under the chandeliers and swirling cigarette smoke, to announce the birth of the Bolshevik state. And nowadays, as befits a building of this  stature, the Smolny is Party headquarters and the busy, bustling centre of local government.

It is to the Smolny that Natasha comes flushed with cold and the exertion of her walk, striding vigorously. She’s known to the Smolny guards who wave her through the imposing wrought-iron gates.

Singing a tune plundered from a jazz musical that has recently swept through Russia, ‘Thank you, heart, that you know how to live’, humming over the words she can’t remember, she can hear her valenkis crunching against the compacted snow.

Soon it will be dark but for the moment the sky, viewed through a feathery lattice of velvet brown branches, looks almost white. If it were summer there’d be stretches of clipped green and sparkling fountains but now the fountains are boxed in against the cold, and the lawns and flower beds are covered by uninterrupted beds of snow.

On the occasions when she was young, when her father would come and pick her up from the pioneers, she had loved to sail through the empty streets, then to come here and make her imprint in the snow, Papa waiting patiently for her, before the warmth of the Smolny embraced them both, and she would spend hours quietly drawing, as he finished what he had to do. But now she is no longer young and Boris is much busier.

To the left, rising above a screen of trees, she can see the exquisite cupolas of the white cathedral and, standing in the Smolny grounds and screened from the cathedral by those same trees, the bust of a man, with its bullish head, long beard, sweeping moustache and ferocious eyebrows. It’s Friedrich Engels and opposite him, on the other side of the path, his match, his friend, the much more benign-looking, bushy-bearded Karl Marx. Natasha knows the statues well. She throws each a casual nod.

Quickening her step, she goes past the statue of Vladimir Ilyich Lenin and his pointing arm. In summer, he will be ringed by flowers – red tulips – but now he has only snow for his carpet, and a sprinkling of powdery snow on the back of his head and inside the folds of his cap.

‘Thank you, heart . . .,’ she sings. She is happy. Kolya wants her and, as for her father, well, he’ll help her work out what she should do.

 



What Natasha doesn’t like about winter is the way it smells indoors: damp fur, rotting felt, untreated rubber and the stink of bodies after all those garments have been removed. She stands on the grey marbled floor by the cloakroom having handed in her outdoor shoes, almost gagging. She’s even considering going out again when someone comes to tell her that her father, who has been delayed, has given her permission to wait upstairs.

She hands her identity document to a guard, a handsome policeman who can’t be that much older than Kolya. He smiles at her, his brow lifting to suggest that what he’d really like to do is wink. Flattered, she nevertheless tilts up her chin to demonstrate disapproval – for all he knows she could be a married woman. Or a nearly married one. She says: ‘My pass, please, comrade,’ but sees that his eyes have now swivelled past and beyond her and that he is standing to attention.

She turns.

Like everybody in Leningrad, she recognises Kirov. His squat, confident figure is unmistakeable and, besides, she’s seen him close up many times, with her father or at the Marinsky, a place that Kirov, an opera fan (and a fan of ballerinas, or so gossip goes), likes to frequent.

Sergei Mironovich, Comrade Kirov, is dressed as ever in his outdoor garb of a calf-length, shabby black overcoat and  visored Finnish cap. He’s not a man to stand on ceremony. The fuss that attends his entrance emanates not from him but from the bulk of bodyguards that surround him. According to Papa, Kirov hates this recent increase in security. What he longs to do is walk in the city on his own, or stop his car to chat to a stranger without having his muscled members of the NKVD pressing close, or hold a conversation, any conversation, even a private one about his health, without always being conscious of these men (there to protect him) listening in. Just shows you, her father tells her, that power and position have their drawbacks, although, Natasha thinks, Sergei Mironovich certainly doesn’t look as if he’s suffering now. Dark though the rings beneath his eyes might be, he’s full of energy. A stocky man with a chubby, smiling face, he draws on a cigarette as he strides past the guards and up the stairs. So much energy: it’s almost as if he takes the air with him. People sag when he has gone, amongst them Natasha’s guard, who, setting aside flirtation, holds out her document.

She follows in Kirov’s wake. While he and his men had gone up the right-hand branch of the white marble steps, she chooses the left. They were hurrying: she meanders. By the time she reaches the second floor their convoy has long since swept past. She hands her permit to a second guard and when he says:

‘Boris Aleksandrovich left word that he’ll meet you in ten minutes, in the Assembly Hall,’ she turns and walks off, the parquet squeaking under her shoes.

The corridor is long and dark, a veritable cove, the same length as Rossi’s Street behind Pushkin Square, with every detail correspondingly oversize, including the many doors that, evenly spaced, are each more than ten feet high. If she were to keep on walking she’d end up at the Assembly Hall but, with ten minutes’ grace, she decides instead to take a  sudden left. She walks into a kind of cul-de-sac, going to its end where there is another door, this one much lower and signposted ‘Head Teacher’. Head teacher – that’s funny. How come they never took it down? She pushes open the door.

It’s very light, this corner room, with windows overlooking the winding Neva. And it’s perfect. Like a stage set but at the same time perfectly real for this is Vladimir Ilyich’s – Lenin’s – room: the office from which he orchestrated the first six months of the revolution.

It’s a Spartan space. Lenin’s table is in the middle of the room. His green framed light and telephone with wooden receiver sit on the table. And on the walls, those early posters, decrees on peace, decrees on land. And there – most wonderful of all: the hat stand.

There are two hats hanging on two separate branches, and two umbrellas underneath, as if the occupants of the room have just stepped out and will soon be back. Lenin’s cap, a little like Kirov’s, Natasha thinks, and that other one: that round felt, Krupskaya’s hat, so small, so delicate and at the same time so workmanlike.

Natasha would love to try it on. She has always wanted to, and always desisted, but this time she does. She sees her hand smooth and white, reaching out and plucking the blue hat off the stand as if it is a stranger’s hand, and she feels that stranger placing it gently on her head. And is that her, whirling round? She cannot tell. She has lost herself in imagining how it must have been. So much to do: so much happening. People running in and out, information to be gathered, orders to be given, problems solved. Heady days, dangerous days, exciting days. A tyranny overthrown: a new idealism reaching for the light. Being here brings back the stories her father used to tell her when she was a child.

He doesn’t tell those stories now, she thinks, slowing  down. He’s too busy. Or perhaps she’s just too old. But how wonderful to have been part of all that, to have helped bring new hope into the world. She does one last 360-degree turn and then pulls off Krupskaya’s hat and, taking aim, hurls it back. Perfect: it lands on target. She walks over, adjusting its tilt, making sure it hangs exactly as it did when she arrived and then quietly pulls the door to again.

 



As Boris Aleksandrovich makes his way along the corridor he sees Stepan Vasilyevich lumbering towards him. The two men, having drawn abreast, stop and greet each other, and follow this with a quick glance, each man over the other’s shoulder and then behind himself. Checking. A very modern ritual.

The corridor is empty but for a guard leaning against the wall, his eyes closed. He’s too far away, and too half-asleep, to bother listening but nevertheless Stepan Vasilyevich edges closer, his fat jowls wobbling as he says in a low voice:

‘Have you thought about the matter we discussed?’

The matter we discussed, Boris Aleksandrovich hears, thinking that this is conversation, Smolny-style, where cryptic questions must be answered indirectly as Boris Aleksandrovich is doing now by saying:

‘Yes,’ and then, for form’s sake and to show he hasn’t entirely abandoned speech, adding a relatively garrulous:

‘Yes. I thought about it.’

‘And?’

Boris Aleskandrovich shrugs. ‘It’s difficult.’

Which is both a truism and an understatement. Of course it’s difficult, everything is these days, but to contemplate putting up a candidate (even if it is someone as well established as Kirov) against Stalin as General Secretary which is what Stepan Vasilyevich is proposing: well, this could be  beyond difficult. No matter that things are better, that the war is over, the countryside subdued, the economy on its feet, fear still lingers. That’s why they’re talking about it in the corridor and in lowered voices. And that’s why Boris Aleksandrovich still needs to weigh up all the options before committing himself. He stalls for time. For information. Asking:

‘What’s the general consensus?’

‘Hard to tell.’ Stepan Vasilyevich throws his own version of a shrug. ‘You know how it is.’

‘And Sergei Mironovich, Comrade Kirov himself? Is he willing?’

‘We think it better if some of the Congress delegates were to suggest it.’

Which means they haven’t yet even asked Kirov whether he would stand as General Secretary. Boris Aleksandrovich was right to have been cautious.

‘You’re not against it, are you Boris Aleksandrovich?’ Stepan Vasilyevich asks.

A simple question for which a simple answer, yes or no, would suffice. But how does Boris Aleksandrovich respond? Like this:

‘No, on balance no, I’m not against it . . .,’ and frowns as if to say, well, no, I’m not against it, you understand, but don’t spread this around because I’m not exactly for it either, and to underline this, he adds, ‘. . . but, Stepan Vasilyevich, we must take into account the fragility of our situation. We mustn’t give succour to our enemies. We must think carefully, we must do what’s right. We must preserve unity,’ which will just about do it, will keep him in the middle of the river, not stranded on either bank.

Stepan certainly seems to think so. He looks carefully at Boris and when he sees his colleague standing there calmly, his face at one with his bland words, he nods as if to say he  understands and having shaken Boris’s Aleksandrovich’s hand – farewell – walks off while Boris Aleksandrovich stands a moment, watching Stepan Vasilyevich’s vast retreating back, and then he turns and also continues on his way, the things he is thinking belying his apparent calm. Questions hit at him. Questions like: how did this happen? How did I become this man I would once have despised? Why can’t I just say what I really think? What everybody thinks? And as his inner voice takes wing, he wonders what would happen if he’d been braver, if he’d said, quite casually:

‘Yes, of course we should put Kirov up as candidate for General Secretary. It’s our right. If we’re dissatisfied, if we want a change, then we must put him up. This is our organisation. Our Party. We wrote the rules: we can help unwrite them. We can ask people to cross off Comrade Stalin’s name: what is the harm in that?’

And then he feels like laughing because, of course, there was no way he could risk saying that. Not in public. Not here. And not to a consummate caucuser like Stepan Vasilyevich.

And so the man who has just told himself that he feels like laughing, continues down the corridor, the expression on his face quite grim.

 



In the Assembly Hall Natasha sees rows of red velvet chairs facing the front; high and regularly spaced windows; a plain, square stage; a mural of V. I. Lenin so large that he towers over oil wells and factories; lights that hang from every point along the ceiling that look like marble but are in fact made of specially polished alabaster. This hall is the site of Smolny schoolgirls’ infrequent reunions with their parents. It must have been chaos, Natasha thinks, girls coming through one entrance, princes and princesses through the  other, and all of them talking at once, making polite conversation, saying very little because what can you talk about with a member of your family that you hardly even know? And after the girls had been banished from this place, it was reborn as the Hall of the Soviets where delegates cheered the birth of their new nation. How much better, Natasha thinks, to have been outside, celebrating in the streets, rather than shut up in this place and subject to the kind of interminable speeches that bored her to distraction.

‘Natasha?’

She spins round, expecting to see her father, but it’s not Papa, it’s Dmitry Fedorovich Anninsky, her father’s underling, although not so much his underling, she thinks, as Papa’s frequent, if silent, companion who had come in so quietly (could he have been following her?) that she missed both his opening of the door and his walking down the aisle, so that by the time he calls her name and she turns, he’s already so close she can hear him breathing, hard as if he has been running.

‘Dmitry Fedorovich, you gave me such a fright.’ Seeing how his face darkens and how he takes a hasty backward step as if he’s affronted, she thinks how sensitive he is and how easily put off, and she walks towards him, taking his hands in hers to make up for her abruptness, and says, without forethought:

‘My, how cold your hands are, you need warming up.’ And now she sees his face reddening and there’s part of her that’s inclined to laugh and part that knows how much this would hurt him, and so instead she holds on to his hands longer than she might otherwise have done.

 



What Boris Aleksandrovich sees when he walks in is this: his daughter hand in hand with Dmitry Fedorovich. And furthermore, he also sees Dmitry Fedorovich gazing in  red-faced admiration into Natasha’s eyes, and Natasha smiling back. The sight disturbs so that he calls out:

‘Natasha,’ much more abrasively than he’d intended, for the spectacle has brought back Lina’s night-time insinuations, his misgivings increased by the way that, at the sound of his voice, the two break guiltily apart, and so he says even more abrasively:

‘Was there something that you wanted, Dmitry Fedorovich?’ looking sternly at the other to indicate that it would be unwise for him to give expression to any such desire, no matter how mundane it might turn out to be, and Dmitry Fedorovich, no fool he, just shakes his head – no – and quickly leaves.

Boris Aleksandrovich looks at his daughter, thinking, you silly fool, don’t you know better than to waste your affections on a man like that? and so he snaps out:

‘Natasha, what were you thinking of?’

But when in response Natasha steps back, he reads in her expression not anger, as he’d anticipated, but bewilderment. He hadn’t, he realises, caught her in a compromising position. Look at her, she’s far too much the child to have led Dmitry Fedorovich on. He should never have spoken so harshly.

I let myself be poisoned by Lina’s suspicions, he tells himself, but he must admit Lina has a point and the point is this: Natasha is eighteen, no longer just a child. She should know better than to let a man like Dmitry Fedorovich in so close, never mind to take her hand, and he says:

‘Your mother asked me to have a word with you.’


Your mother, Natasha hears. So that explains her father’s anger. If her mother had asked him to speak to her, it must be because of something she’s done wrong. This, she thinks, is the main reason these days why her father speaks to her: because her mother asked him to.

She says:

‘What have I done?’

‘Done?’ She sees his face softening. ‘You haven’t done anything,’ he adds, although to her ears he sounds hesitant as if he doesn’t entirely believe this. ‘She’s worried about the growing familiarity between you and Kolya,’ he says.

Boris Aleksandrovich is watching carefully as he says this, to see how Natasha will react, but the light is now so dim that he can’t be sure whether what he thinks he sees – Natasha’s colour draining from her face – is real and not illusion. He walks back to the door and there, at the flick of a switch, lights up a score of alabaster holders. By the time he comes back, she is smiling. Brightly. Perhaps too brightly? He says much more gently:

‘I know Kolya is your friend, Natasha,’ and he’s rewarded by her answering nod so that now he asks: ‘Is there anything you’d like to tell me?’ and hears her answer, rushed out:

‘He says he loves me,’ before she immediately looks down.

‘He?’

‘Kolya.’

Kolya. So Lina’s right: Natasha’s friendship with Kolya has got out of hand. But then, given what he’s just seen, Boris Aleksandrovich thinks, is that such a bad thing? He uses a gentle hand to tilt up his daughter’s face: ‘And do you also love Kolya?’

Do I love Kolya is what she wants to say: how would I know? I’m only eighteen – all of this she thinks although what she says is:

‘He wants to marry me,’ hoping for . . .

Hoping for she knows not what and not getting it either because although her father nods he doesn’t actually say anything and so the silence stretches between them until it is she who breaks it.

‘Should I?’

She’s looking up at him.

Her pleading eyes make him want to talk to her, openly, as he used to. He wants to say: instinct tells me no. Don’t marry Kolya, that’s what he wants to say, wait a while. But can he trust his instinct any longer? And how does he know that Lina’s objections haven’t affected the way he is reacting? And besides: does any father ever want another man to possess the love of his only daughter? Instead of giving in to instinct, all he can do is repeat: ‘Do you love him?

Of course, she thinks, I must love him and yet: ‘How would I know?’

He sighs. ‘You’d know, Natasha.’

She thinks of Kolya on the bridge, looking back, checking she hadn’t disappeared. Kolya needs me, she thinks: with Kolya I am strong. She imagines how it will be if they are married. The two of them together, cosy, unbothered by misunderstanding or harsh words. Kolya and she will never argue: they never do.

‘Yes, Papa,’ she says, ‘I love Kolya,’ blurting out the words and then looking up at her beloved father, whose opinion she cares about above all others: ‘Is that all right?’

His daughter looking up at him, wanting his approval. He can’t withhold it. She’s always had this effect on him: of all his children, hers is the strongest pull. Besides, he thinks, Kolya is a good boy. A real proletarian: a man of the future. Sure, Lina has a point – Kolya can be dull – but who says excitement is what makes a marriage work? And besides, Kolya is no Dmitry Fedorovich. Kolya’s ambition won’t endanger her. Granted Kolya’s naïve but Boris Aleksandrovich, in his position, can help him. Protect him. See that he progresses. And Natasha is asking for his approval: how can he withhold it? How can I, he thinks, and thinks again: Kolya is no Dmitry Fedorovich.

He reaches out and pulls her to him, hugging her, saying:

‘Of course, Natasha, if you love Kolya, then that’s all that matters. I’m happy for you. Really I am happy,’ and this time, when Natasha smiles, he knows she’s not pretending. This was all she wanted: her father’s reassuring arms. Her father giving her permission, and so, surely, it must be right.
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Before I came on the Chelyuskin, I thought I knew everything there was to know about snow and ice. I am a child of the north. I have lived through winters so cold that my breath has turned to slivers that shatter when they hit the ground. I have seen slabs of marble cracked by frost, I have pulled sledges across the solid surface of a lake and I have watched stalactites grow from Peter’s great stone buildings. But here in the Arctic, snow and ice are different. Everything is. Even space. In this whiteness, a ship can grow enormous in a clearing fog then shrink down to nothing; or an ice field that you know for sure is flat can seem to rear up like a towering giant; or a dull sky that was once at one with the land can suddenly shine more brightly than a polished mirror. As for the ice: well, it is a living, breathing, menacing thing. I have heard its crystals whisper in the air, I have watched its diamond jags shaft into the snow, and I have even heard it scream.

It’s February. Another month passed by and I am – we all are – still here. Not much to do but think. And what I have been thinking is that our ship, the Chelyuskin, is not an icebreaker. Everybody from our captain and Comrade  Schmidt, our political commander, to the lowliest of the cabin stewardesses like me knows this. It’s part of our daily talk. It was the first thing said after we passed through the Straits of Matochkin Shar into the Kara Sea – the one our sailors call the ice cellar – and our ship suffered her first mishap: as her 2,500-horsepower engine strained to shift her 4,000 tons through the ice, her bow was damaged and her plates bent in. It wasn’t much of a problem (not compared to what’s happened since) and it was easily fixed, but that’s when the sentence started doing the rounds. Each word separated to show its weight. The. Chelyuskin. Is. Not. (That word underlined: Not.) An. Ice. Breaker.

It’s obvious. You only have to use your eyes. Icebreakers like the Krassin or the Littke are narrow-bottomed and angled; they’re made to ram through the archipelago of Arctic floes. Our Chelyuskin is different. She’s big and fat, a basic cargo ship, even if she has been thoroughly (although, as it has turned out, not thoroughly enough) reinforced.

But even though she’s not an icebreaker, she’s still in the furthest north. This is because her hold is much bigger than an icebreaker’s which means she can carry more supplies. That was part of our mission: to relieve some of the people on our scientific station on Wrangel Island and to deliver to those that were staying everything they needed to survive another winter. And we did it. We delivered the supplies. Pity, now I come to think of it. If we hadn’t reached Wrangel Island and unloaded, we wouldn’t now be down to our last 400 pounds of coal.

That last was an unworthy thought, and it was selfish. Worse than that, it was also anti-Soviet. What would be the fate of the Wrangel Islanders if we hadn’t stocked them up?

Our not being on an icebreaker didn’t bother us at first. We had the Krassin to accompany us and the Littke in  reserve, both of them real icebreakers. Our protectors. With them we were safe. Invulnerable. Or so we thought.

Some protectors they turned out to be. Winter had just set in when the Krassin broke a shaft in one of its engines and had to turn back. As for the Littke: well, her crew had already spent too long in the Arctic. They had to leave. They had to see the sun or die; Comrade Schmidt understood and he released them. So goodbye you ice ships Littke and  Krassin, and over to the Chelyuskin.

What not being in an ice ship might really mean became clear three months after we’d left Leningrad. We were all confident, or at least I was. I didn’t know then about the ice. I didn’t know that as winter comes on the ice increases so that the gaps between floes grow smaller. And I certainly didn’t know how much power that ice could pack, power not only to hold tight to a ship but also to destroy it.

That kind of ignorance doesn’t last long in the Arctic. It was mid-September when the weather first closed in. Nothing to do but to sit it out. So that’s what we did, all of us, me included. I sat inside my cabin hearing the thrashing about of a wild blizzard that we’d already been told had been carried in on the tail of a hurricane. It was bad but I’d heard worse – or so I thought.

But then there was another sound. A new one. It started like whispering, as if there was something trying to get attention. Soft it was at first but as it continued it grew louder. I couldn’t work out what it was, not in the beginning, but, gradually, it came to me. It was the ice and it was hissing as it pressed against our bow. Ice, elastic but, at the same time, unbending.

I left the cabin and went outside. I wasn’t the only one. All of us, the whole ship, clutching the rails as the wind tore at us, silent as we stared into the deep night’s blackness at this white foe moving down below. Unfeeling ice. It  surged against our ship’s (reinforced) metal plates. If it carries on, I remember thinking, we’ll be ground up. But no. I put the thought away. Our ship was strong, I told myself, stronger than any ice.

I wasn’t the only one who thought like this. All of us, even our captain, positive that we would beat the ice. Men crowded in the boiler room, heaping on coal, feeding the engines, sending them to battle, all three engines near bursting with steam, fighting against the onrush, trying to free us from the ice, turning the ship’s screw so we watched it beating down, swirling, hitting, blow after blow, so that the deck shuddered and splinters of ice kept flying free . . . and all of it no use. The ice was stronger than any number of our engines. Our screw was in danger of being mashed up. The captain had no choice: he called off the attack.

And that, as it turned out, was not the end of it. The ice isn’t static, it keeps moving even though not all of it moves at the self-same time. This I learned some days later when one mass of ice pushed against our port side, twisting and almost overtaking the ship, crushing her against the solid, stagnant ice on the starboard side. The floor tilted, the ship groaned. That’s when I understood the might of the forces that could bear down, and that’s also when I understood how easily we could be sunk.

We weren’t. Not then. Our ship swung round and that way escaped the pressure of the moving mass. Now we were just stuck tight.

Did we give up? No, we did not. Remember who we are – members of the glorious Soviet Union, ambassadors, even on the ice, of our revolution. If the engines couldn’t free us then, our experts said, they would blast the ice away. They set to work with their ammonal. Black they were, silhouettes skidding over all that whiteness, laying charges, lighting fuses, moving away, covering their ears. Blasting. It  was noisy, and spectacular, the explosions seeming to shake the very foundations of the earth. Not the ice, though. It just absorbed the shock. All the force that we could muster, and still it held us in its grip.

That’s when the truth dawned. We were stranded. The  Krassin and the Littke could not reach us. Our plane, that machine which was supposed to make our expedition safer than any that had gone before, was damaged beyond any repair. Nothing to do but hold tight.

A lesson in life, I guess: you set out on one course, and the course just plucks you up, and carries you, and puts you down in a place where the things that drove you there in the first place no longer seem to add up.

As if to make this point, on 5 October, that ice played another party trick. It did easily what we hadn’t been able to: it set us free. One day we were stuck and on the next, when our boilers turned over, they moved us forward. Cheering we watched as our captain steered through the dark lines of still water that lay between the ice. We saw ourselves through different eyes: as explorers, not sitting ducks. All of us through the worst. Even me, a cleaner.

But as it turns out our celebrations were too hasty. The ice was only playing with us. Soon, too soon, it came on again, and this time in deadly earnest. It surrounded and entrapped us and now it holds us tight. It will not let go until next summer. If we’re still here to be let go of, that is.

At the same time the ice keeps moving, constantly north, carrying us along. We have been drifting since October. Drifting and waiting for the end. Stuck in ice, hundreds of miles from human habitation.

We have our radio, of course, our link to the world. We must save its crystals but Comrade Schmidt says that contact with land is good for morale so each night for a short time we sit and listen. From this we know of the efforts  being made on our behalf, of our brave airman Anatoly Lyadersky who, having set out on 20 December – yes, that’s right: December! – is still battling to reach us. We can also follow the progress of the fearless Sigismund Levansky, travelling in the opposite direction, flying to Berlin and then to London and onwards to New York so as to circle the globe and reach Fairbanks from where he will fly on to us. Oh, the things we hear. We, and our undaunted spirit, are an important item on the news, as important as the Don production fields fulfilling their quota a full two years ahead of plan, and almost as important as the Victors’ Congress even now taking place in Moscow.

Yes, we’re up there amongst the greats. The world watching us. Waiting. Of course, they’re not praying for us – people no longer pray – but they are working to come and get us.

In the meantime we follow doctor’s orders. We keep lethargy and defeatism away by exercising daily on the ice. We keep busy in other ways as well. Our scientists continue to do what they have been put on this ship to do – they take measurements – and so do I: I clean.

Some of us have special tasks. The Party members, naturally, Comrade Schmidt’s inner circle. At the moment what they are doing is moving our ship’s stores. Secretly. They work at night, taking from the hold to the deck the stuff of life – fur breeches, thick shirts, warm underclothing and sleeping bags to port, food, enough for two months, to starboard – so that if, so that when, the ice squeezes our ship so hard she sinks, we’ll have time to get off our supplies. We all know this but since the knowledge might panic us, we’re not supposed to know. So they hide the goods under canvas, pretending we can’t see it. And we? We do the same.

But there is a limit to the things you can hide from yourself and my own limit has recently got smaller. I’ve learned  to read, you see. Better that I had not, for now I can read about those other Arctic expeditions and about those many Arctic deaths. My reading tells me that, no matter how bad things get, some of us will live. Some always do. The only question is how many. On Valerian Albanov’s expedition, out of a crew of twenty-three, two made it home. Maybe it will go better for us: maybe we’ll be as lucky as the crew of the Jeanette – twenty of their thirty-three survived.

There’s no way of knowing. What we do know, though, is that if we die we won’t go like those others, walking across the ice. Comrade Schmidt has made this clear. He will not walk. None of us will. We will not walk, he says, because that would mean leaving the weak behind, and this he will never permit. Such courage. Comrade Schmidt is a true leader: a true Communist.

Pity he’s not in command of an ice ship.

There I go again. At home, such sarcasm would have got me smacked. Not here. Which is a comfort, I suppose. My husband is far away, back in Leningrad: not even his voice can reach me here. I peer out, out at the long, low line of the horizon. In truth, I still think that it’s been good to get away. I might even like him better when I return.


When I return, not if. I am improving. I might even become an optimist. And I’m changing in other ways. I’ve learned to interest myself in the radio report of our Congress. There’s not much else to do, of course, but that’s not the only reason. I can read, you see, and if you can read you can also try discussing. Not that I have. Not yet, you understand. The people around me are far too smart.

But I can listen. That’s possible. And I can think. Although what I think I keep to myself. Take our city’s leader: Sergei Mironovich Kirov. If I happen to find myself worrying about him, I keep that worry quiet. I may have conquered the alphabet but I am still ignorant. What do I  know of power? Of conquest? Of position? I should not have opinions: I should not judge. What I should do instead is watch.

I was watching my compatriots last night when the radio talked about Comrade Kirov. Rumours were that he was going to stand for the post of General Secretary but no, he didn’t. Stalin must have liked that. He is to reward Sergei Mironovich by making him the last but one to speak: the place of honour just before our father, Stalin. I was watching when they told us this: I saw my fellow Leningraders swell with pride. I heard their cry: ‘Long live our Mironych.’

And I? I am a stupid woman. What I thought was: careful, Sergei Mironovich. Kirov, who is such a powerful speaker, coming just before Stalin, who is not.

Will Kirov rein himself in? Does he understand that no good can come from outshining a powerful man?
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Can the dead speak? Can their cries be heard? Have those countless serfs and prisoners of war who died in the building of Peter’s folly been speaking out through his city’s marshy foundations? Is it their suffering that makes the city so unquiet? Or is it just this place? This St Petersburg, Peter, Petrograd, and once more born again: this Leningrad. Russia’s Paris. Its Venice. Its Prague. This ‘rotten slimy’ city as Dostoyevsky called it.

Yet what, in 1934, would Leningrad care about Dostoyevsky’s opinion? The city has a much more modern detractor. A dangerous enemy by anybody’s standards. A man who sits at the centre of his country. Russia’s leader, whom his friends call Koba. Born Iosif Vissarionovich Dzhugashvili, now changed into that man of steel: Joseph Stalin.

Stalin has never liked the city. How he applauded the decision in 1918 to move Russia’s capital to Moscow and how fiercely he resisted any suggestion that, with the Civil War over, it should move back. What would Stalin care about a Paris, a Venice, or a Prague? He’s a Georgian, a country boy, his references to east not west. Not for him the  egotistic self-regard of the city’s famed intelligentsia, its boasting of its music, art and poetry. Stalin likes folksongs, he likes the technical brilliance of V. I. Repin or the solidity of a realist poster, and he likes his language plain, ordinary and clear. When he looks to history, the history he most embraces is the medieval world, and when he looks to the imagination what stirs him are not those constructivist flights of fancy that fuelled a revolution, but the picturesque folksongs of illiterate tribal bards.

And now, as Stalin sits broodingly behind the Kremlin’s walls, sucking up power, and as he waits for his 17th Congress to begin, his distrust and dislike of Leningrad seem only to increase. No matter that he recently scored a victory over the city, that by slow politicking, enticement and manoeuvre, of which he is the master, he has made Leningrad ditch Zinoviev for his friend Kirov.

Sergei Mironovich Kirov, Stalin’s choice. Born Sergei Kostrikov, and then renamed after a saint and a Persian warrior. Kirov, Stalin’s friend, is no Leningrader. He doesn’t even like the place. It’s too cold for him, too damp. He’s from the Urals: he’s a real Russian, a real muzhik, a son of the soil, at home in Russia’s Muslim east, not its ersatz Europe. But just as Kirov learns to tolerate Leningrad, so are the people of Leningrad beginning to realise that having Kirov at their head could be good for them. For Kirov throws his heart into everything he does and Stalin likes Kirov.

Kirov means so much to Stalin that, when Kirov dies, Stalin will drop everything and rush to Leningrad and, emerging from the train, will, without removing his gloves, slap the face of the boss of Leningrad’s secret police. And later, white and shaking, he’ll bend over his friend’s coffin and kiss him on the forehead and, later still, will carry Kirov’s ashes to Red Square, mounting the mausoleum, not  last as is his habit, but first, his head turning side to side, sharing his grief with the crowd. Stalin’s tribute to his friend.

But at the moment there is no need for grief. Kirov is very much alive and Stalin, solicitous about his health, sends him telegrams of greetings, posts him books and signs them with affection, invites him to his Moscow residence and his holiday home in Sochi by the Black Sea. He, a man so ashamed of the imperfections of his skin that few are allowed to see him naked, is even prepared to take a sauna in the presence of Sergei Mironovich. For Kirov is Stalin’s man. His ally, the one Stalin put in charge of the Soviet Union’s most ambitious project to date: the building of a canal to join the Baltic to the White Sea. One and a half years it took to dig out the 227 kilometres, and when, in July 1933, Stalin sailed the canal for days on end, it was Kirov who stood beside him. A triumph for Soviet Russia. Who cares that it was built on prison labour and never deep enough to take anything but the most shallow bottomed ship? A triumph it was for Kirov and at the same time Koba gave to his Kirov another gift: this pesky Leningrad.

Kirov: Stalin’s trusted man. But even a Kirov sometimes breaks rank. As he did when Stalin made it clear that, since the two five-year plans were finally bearing fruit, he knew what the next step should be. The grip of the rich peasants, the kulaks, Stalin said, has been broken. Food is flowing into the cities. So why not end bread rationing, make it freely available? Who could dream of resisting that?

Who? None other, it seems, than the very same Sergei Mironovich Kirov who sees it as his job to take Leningrad’s side and who thus tells his General Secretary of the workers’ fears that the end of rationing will bring a rise in the cost of bread. As if anybody is better qualified than the General Secretary to know what the proletariat fears!

And there is worse, or so the rumour goes. Can it be true? Did Kirov stand up to his Koba once before? Did he actually invoke the name of Lenin to argue against the execution of Ryutin? Did he say, as Lenin once had said, that we Bolsheviks must not go down the Jacobin path to self-destruction, that we must never kill our own?

Watch out, Kirov. Don’t you know that tides both wax and wane? Lenin’s body lies restless in a mausoleum he never wanted, and when the gods are restless, man must suffer. For if Lenin is God, then Stalin is his high priest. Who would dare invoke the name of God against his priest, his pope, his Grand Inquisitor? If Lenin was immortalised by death, Stalin is still alive: if Lenin is a God, Stalin is a Man, and while gods pronounce, Man must act; while gods judge, Man must make his own mistakes.

Watch out, Kirov. These are dangerous times. The 17th Party Congress is on. Never mind you chose not to stand against the leader: you thought of it and now they – your enemies – are everywhere. Be on your guard. Look left, look right – and look both ways when crossing Red Square in case the onward momentum of a government limousine, or a government initiative, should run you over. And if they do, they’ll take your city, and the people who live in it, down with you.




Part Two

The Rescue

I will start over again, and change my life’s pattern,
 Will put my naiveté to shame.

(Yevgeny Yevtushenko,  The Snow Will Begin Again)
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She weaves in and out of the crowd, thinking to herself: small. She makes herself small. Small is better: small stops her being noticed.

It’s cold. So very cold.

Everywhere she looks around the railway station there are people walking, or seated, or sprawled on the ground, sleeping with their mouths wide open. All of them bundled up, their breath steaming out of their open mouths like some beast she must once have known or been told about but has long since forgotten. She sniffs the air. She smells: stale breath and roasted chicken; rotting sores and the vinegar of pickled vegetables. The sour whiff of eggs. She’s hungry but this food is not for her. Not here. Not in open view.

She is a whole world in herself. Completely self-sufficient. A world where only some things matter. Not many. She can name them if she has to: food, warmth, somewhere to lay her head when she is weary. Everything else, the stuff of the life she had once led, its memories and its bonds and even the language she once used, are now dispensable. And vanishing.

Her thoughts are plain. Clear. She thinks: trains. They matter. They keep you moving. They take you away from danger. But trains can also bring on danger. You can drop on the rails and be sliced into pieces. You can freeze. Or, just as dangerous, you can run into a uniform.

Time was when the trains were stuffed with uniforms. Two to each carriage. Hard men, looking out for the bezprizornie , the homeless kids, like her. You could know them by the red stars on their caps, by their swagger and the swinging of their guns. And then: trouble. You must jump.

Not as many uniforms these days.

Or kids. Once they swarmed the railway stations, hungry like her, elbowing her out of the way. Pushing, shoving: some of them were strong. They would steal your bread or knock you off a moving train if you didn’t hold on tight. But no longer. These days she is mostly alone.

What happened to the others? She doesn’t know. Finding out means sticking around, asking questions. Talking. All dangerous. She doesn’t put herself in danger, not on purpose, not unless there is something to be gained. And anyway she really doesn’t care. Without the others there is more food, better places to sleep.

Much more food. Recently, yesterday perhaps if she knew what yesterday was, she had experienced a sensation she didn’t fully understand, at least not at first. Then she had remembered. Full – that’s what she felt. No nagging ache to keep her going: no sharp edge that stopped her from sleep. Full, she wanted to lie down. Close her eyes. Relax.

Full is dangerous. It makes you less aware. It makes you soft. Time to move on. To run. Running. She is good at that.

She wasn’t always. Once in the hungriest time, they caught up with her, first trapping her, then holding her and finally sending her on a different journey. A thousands versts  she must have travelled, shut up with the others. A thousand. She heard them saying that. A number that stuck even if it has no meaning. All she knows is that she didn’t like it there in the thousands. Too cold. The steppe’s no good: you need a city to survive. She came back. Slowly. Working her way forward, so as not to be caught again. Oh, she was good at what she did. At surviving.

She mustn’t stay out in the open, she needs to find a train. A goods train? They are the best. Not so many uniforms. Too many red stars on the other ones. Red. For danger. But no, tonight there are no goods trains except the one, over there, and that is guarded. Something special being taken. Not that one then. Not worth the risk . . .

On any other night, she would go away and come back when things had moved on. But not tonight. Something’s happening in the city. Things moving too fast. Not good. Not good for her. Even this station. It’s crowded, much more crowded than it should be.

Crowds can give safety but they can also be dangerous. They attract uniforms, call them close. Something in her tells her: wait. Leave another time. But she cannot listen to that voice, for it has come too late. She survives by deciding and then acting. She has to leave. Tonight. She has already decided. She can’t delay. She’ll take a passenger train. That is her decision. This is how she always makes decisions. She thinks out the one thing, then the other. In order. Slowly and with care. Then she decides and she doesn’t have to think.

To choose a train is a simple thing. She only has to watch out for the movement of the samovars, and to use her eyes to follow the coal trucks jolting down the track, to see the engine already belching, the wheels steaming, the long aprons running backwards and forwards, backwards and forwards as if they are important.

There. That’s the one there on a platform at the end. That one. She will get on that.

Where is she going to? She doesn’t know. She doesn’t care. Another place. That’s all that matters. And why is she going? What does it matter? She’s going, that’s all. Moving on. Instinct told her to and on instinct is how she exists.

On balance she decides she likes a crowded station. That way she can flitter, like a shadow, between the groups and not be noticed. That’s the trick. To make as if she isn’t there. To disappear. She walks. Not fast. Not slow. Queues of women. Crying babies. Why do they bother? Won’t they just shut up?

There: she is almost by the platform. This is the hard part. Only people with a permit allowed. She sticks out. Careful. Two fat boots, thick coats, fur helmets over there. Red stars. Danger.

Danger but she has to take a risk. The city is too busy. Something happening. Something that won’t like her. Now is the time. She has to go.

A long apron. A porter. She falls in step with him. On his other side, there’s a red star but he’s looking the other way and doesn’t see her. The porter’s different: he knows that she is there. She knows he knows, she saw his eyes on her. He, however, gives no sign of it. She knows his type which means she knows he won’t give her away. He’ll boast about it later – how he didn’t call the authorities. ‘I didn’t have the heart,’ he’ll tell his fat cow of a wife. Probably thinks she’s grateful. Grateful. Huh! People like that don’t fool her. They’re like all the rest: they just don’t want to draw trouble, even somebody else’s, to themselves.
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