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To my parents, Loraine Lefrançois Baxter and E.R. Baxter III.


And for Leningrad’s blokadniki.












AUTHOR’S NOTE






A LOT HAS BEEN written about World War II, but comparatively little about the Soviet Union and its wartime ordeals. When I was in high school and university, a rather narrow perspective of the Second World War was taught. In general, the Eastern Front did not get much emphasis. Decades later, my children learned a somewhat broader history. If there is any one reason why I have written this book, it is to illuminate the Soviet experience.


My semester as a college student in Moscow during the Cold War (perhaps now considered the First Cold War), and my subsequent work for the US Department of Defense as an arms control negotiator in the 1980s, allowed me to interact with Soviet citizens, Soviet diplomats, and Soviet military personnel. This story has its foundation in those experiences.


The protagonists of this novel are fictional characters wrapped around actual events. A few historical figures appear briefly in the story: Commissar of the Navy, Nikolai G. Kuznetsov; head of the NKVD, Lavrenti P. Beria; Leningrad Philharmonic Orchestra conductor, Yevgeny A. Mravinsky; Radio Committee Orchestra director, Karl I. Eliasberg; and journalist/poet, Olga F. Berggolts. Their words and actions sometimes adhere closely to the historical record, but I have taken plenty of liberties to further the story.


The main events in the novel are a matter of historical fact. Nazi Germany attacked the Soviet Union in the early morning of June 22, 1941. In eleven weeks, Leningrad was surrounded and cut off from the rest of the country. There were close to three million civilians in the city when the Germans pulled the noose tight.


The bombings of the Badayev food warehouses, Gostiny Dvor, and Finland Station are all a matter of record as is the evacuation disaster in Lychkovo.


The naval retreat from Tallinn in late August 1941 was calamitous for the Soviet Baltic Fleet with over 13,000 casualties. By contrast, in the better-known Dunkirk evacuation of 1940, 3,500 British forces lost their lives (although much larger numbers were captured).


During the winter of 1941–42, almost no food was available to average citizens in Leningrad. The daily bread ration fell to 125 grams for dependents, under four and a half ounces.


The Ice Road—the Road of Life—was the Soviet Government’s attempt to save the city once all land routes were blockaded.


In the spring of 1942, the authorities cajoled thousands of emaciated citizens, mostly women, to clean the city.


Composer Dimitri Shostakovich’s Seventh Symphony, the Leningrad Symphony, was performed in Leningrad on August 9, 1942, by the Radio Committee Orchestra to significant acclaim.


The Siege of Leningrad lasted from September 8, 1941 until January 27, 1944. The precise number of civilian deaths will never be known. Estimates range from the original official Soviet number (632,253) to the more accurate but still approximate figure of one million. The vast majority of deaths occurred during the first year, in what is often referred to as the starvation winter of 1941–42. After that time, resupply efforts proved sufficient for the remaining, much diminished, population.


Leningrad was just one corner of the Soviet Union devastated by World War II, the Great Patriotic War as it is known in Russia. The statistics defy comprehension: nine million Soviet soldiers and nineteen million Soviet civilians died. This novel is my earnest and heartfelt effort to draw attention to the Soviet experience and to honor the story of Leningrad and her citizens.


Although it is not a story of Stalin, the brutality, lack of regard for life, and absence of human rights that characterized his years in power demand our revulsion and opposition. The ongoing fight by the Russian leadership against values we hold dear—truth, freedom, justice, and human rights—should remind us all that however imperfect our pursuit of those values, it is far better than the authoritarian alternative.


March 2022, Washington, DC
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THE KNOCK AT THE DOOR






January 1941


ALONG THE BROAD, late-night avenues of central Leningrad, the last of the concert-goers hurried home ahead of curfew. They hastened down side streets and darted into courtyards, while Sofya leaned against the wall of the artists’ entrance inside Philharmonia Hall. She pulled on her boots as her comrades finished sharing a cigarette and some gossip with the guard.


By the time the three musicians made their way up Nevsky Prospekt to Sadovaya Street, the roads and sidewalks were deserted. Indistinct halos around the streetlights cast a reluctant glow. Collars up against the snow, her much younger colleagues turned off together, leaving Sofya to walk alone through the once elegant city. She touched a pocket, checking for her propusk, the pass which allowed her to be out after curfew.


Every shadow and every breath of wind reminded her that the city was a playground for the secret police. When he was alive, Andrei often met her after evening performances. Carrying her violin case in one hand and holding her arm with the other, he made her feel safe, even as the city turned on itself. When the arrests started, no one thought it would happen to them. They’d done nothing wrong. But then friends and acquaintances disappeared, people who also hadn’t done anything wrong. Stalin and his subordinates found fault with all manner of innocent citizens and benign circumstances. Soon old grudges and petty darknesses oozed out of apartments and workplaces. Neighbors spoke against neighbors. Once defined by music, literature, and majestic architecture, a vibrant city where people thought, and thought out loud, Leningrad had become a drab version of its former self—little more than a tarnished tomb holding a body without a breath. Not unlike its namesake on eternal display in Moscow’s Red Square.


Two shadowy figures loomed ahead on the Anichkov Bridge. As she drew closer the burly policemen blocked the sidewalk, bears stalking a defenseless elk calf.


“What are you doing out at such an hour? It’s past curfew. Where are your papers?”


A gust of wind whistled as they snarled and snapped. Sofya’s heart raced even though her paperwork was in order and she’d done nothing wrong. Why, it wasn’t even past curfew. Still, doing everything by the book didn’t mean she couldn’t be arrested. She tried to hide the trembling in her hand as she extended the pass which allowed her to be out between midnight and five in the morning. “I’m with the Leningrad Philharmonic. We just finished a performance and I’m on my way home.”


A third officer wandered up and Sofya recognized him from the neighborhood around the concert hall. She struggled to recall his name, certain they’d spoken before.


“What’s going on here? Why are you delaying Comrade Karavayeva? Can’t you see she’s a musician?” He pointed to her violin case. “Her papers are in order. She walks this route all the time. She lives right there.” He gestured at the street running along the Fontanka River.


Desperate to retrieve the officer’s name, Sofya searched for the memory of their introduction. On the way to rehearsal? After a concert?


He stepped toward her. “How was the performance tonight, Comrade Karavayeva?”


“Thank you, Comrade, Comrade Volkov,” she replied, his name popping forth. “The audience especially enjoyed the Romeo and Juliet Overture.”


“Konechno. Of course.” His face softened. “Everyone likes Tchaikovsky.”


“Pravilno. That’s right. Always a favorite.” She smiled. He appreciated music. She thanked Officer Volkov as he returned her papers, wished him a good night and turned for home.


With her first steps away from the bridge, Sofya heard the men exchange a few words followed by laughter. She hugged the violin case to her chest and walked with restraint, not wanting to draw more attention. What good were rules if there was no protection in obeying them?


Sofya shivered, her heart still racing, as she slipped through the street entrance of Fontanka Embankment 54. They should be ashamed—badgering a woman my age. Even the secret police must have better things to do than bother a hard-working, law-abiding babushka. She shuddered again from the chill reminder that life in the Soviet Union could always get worse.


The courtyard’s archways and angles loomed, familiar but unsettling. The Karavayevs had moved into the building decades earlier when it was new, captivated by its architecture and lured by the convenient location on the edge of central St. Petersburg. After the revolution, when the Communists were eager to equalize living standards, most city apartments were consolidated. Complete strangers soon shared single-family dwellings. Communal living meant curtained corners, sleeping mats in hallways, and a single bathroom for a dozen or more people. At first, Sofya guessed her brother’s unique history protected them from the indignities of shared housing, but after he died and her professional status grew, she wondered if their apartment was perhaps an unspoken privilege, a reward for her years with the Philharmonic. Regardless, she lived in constant fear of the municipal housing authorities.


Creeping into the apartment so as not to disturb her son and daughter-in-law, she hung her coat and tucked her violin into a corner, then followed the hall to the bedroom she shared with her granddaughter. Just enough light filtered through the two windows to cast a faint glow on Yelena’s sleeping form, buried under blankets. Sofya tip-toed about the room, more out of habit than any real concern about waking the sound asleep teenager. She slipped on nightclothes, picked up a book, and padded into the tidy kitchen.


The small samovar stood alone on the table. Every time she had a late performance, her son made sure it was hot before he went to bed. After drawing her tea, she settled in the living room, snuggling into the sofa’s familiar contours. Sofya savored this hour before bed, reading or reviewing the evening’s performance, surrounded by intense quiet with everyone asleep.


She opened Pushkin’s Dubrovsky, a tale of injustice and lost love. Quickly engrossed, the unexpected sound of heavy footfalls and loud male voices startled her. Sofya knew who it was, what it was. Plenty of people had already vanished over the last several years. Intellectuals, artists, life-long Bolsheviks, even military officers by the thousands. After the incident on the way home, she guessed they were coming for her, a suspicion that knotted her insides.


The book slipped from her lap as she stood. A desperate whispered prayer, “God protect us,” escaped her lips as she pulled the belt on her dressing gown tight. Her pulse quickened and she slid toward the entry, ears alert.


The booming steps grew louder as the men thudded down the hall toward her. For a moment there was nothing but silence. Sofya held her breath. Heart hammering, she inched toward the door and strained to listen.


A fist banged hard and repeatedly. Sofya jumped, even though she was expecting it. She hesitated, but when the fist roared again, she leaned forward and reached for the doorknob.


They filled the entryway, pushing past her, smelling of stale cigarette smoke and alcohol. The frightened apartment manager followed, clutching her keys in case no one opened the door. She did double-duty as the civilian witness. A despicable role in this circus. Sofya pitied her.


“We’re here for Major Aleksandr Karavayev. Where is he?” Without waiting for her answer, two of the agents thundered toward the back of the apartment.


At her son’s name, Sofya froze. There had to be a mistake. Unable to make sense of what she’d heard, she willed herself after the intruders.


Squinting in the light, Aleksandr appeared in the hallway as the agents approached.


“I’m Major Karavayev.”


The two thickset men flanked him. A third, smallish officer, narrow-faced and sharp-nosed with eyes like dark pinholes, approached the trio.


“Aleksandr Andreiivich Karavayev. You are under arrest. Get dressed and bring your identification papers.”


Fear and confusion rose in Aleksandr’s countenance. He and his wife, Katya, exchanged a look and she shrank into the shadows. He disappeared down the hall, escorted by the two thugs. A moment later Yelena stumbled out of the bedroom.


“Papa? Mama?”


Sofya stepped forward and pulled her close, shielding her, while silent Katya clutched the neck of her nightgown and edged toward them.


The rat-faced man walked from room to room like the master of the house. He pulled the drawers out of the mahogany secretary, dumping the contents on the floor but not examining what was there. Out of the corner of her eye Sofya watched him finger Lenin’s What Is To Be Done? then carefully return the book to its place of esteem. Next, he went into her bedroom. She heard the fearful thumps of volumes hitting the floor and steadied herself, wondering if he would find what was behind the bookcase. Instead, he came out as quickly as he went in. It was all part of the routine, frightening people, conducting arrests when families were asleep and vulnerable.


“What’s happening, Babusya?”


She held her granddaughter, but couldn’t form a reply. Aleksandr came out in his uniform, buttoning the jacket. Service medals and campaign ribbons flashed across the left chest. He handed his papers to the rat-faced man. Yelena latched onto her father. He kissed the top of her head whispering “I love you” as he pried her arms away. Sofya pulled Yelena close as she cried out, “No! Not Papa.” Aleksandr grabbed his heavy military greatcoat off the hook as they propelled him out the door. There were no explanations, no last words, only a stunned and desperate look on her dear Sasha’s face. One moment Sofya had a son; the next, he was gone. It was over in the space of a few hundred heartbeats.












BETRAYAL






February 1941


THE BOLSHOI DOM, the Big House, as the headquarters of the secret police was known to locals, could have been any other government building except for the line of women winding down the street and around the block. That symbol of suffering lengthened as the arrests grew, stretching like a gigantic, slow-moving centipede.


Sofya now joined the queue. As much as her schedule allowed, she waited in the cold, hoping for news of Aleksandr. Sweet Yelena wanted to help, arguing she could hold a place in line, but Sofya wouldn’t allow her granddaughter anywhere near the prison. Meanwhile, Katya was her typical enigmatic self.


“You know I can’t do that,” Katya said. “My position is precarious now.”


“But what about Sasha?” Sofya tried to avoid the issue of loyalty to the State.


“Aleksandr is important, of course,” Katya said. “But nothing will come of waiting at the Big House. We won’t see him unless he’s released. So why risk aggravating the authorities? Why risk ourselves and Yelena?”


It was true that supporting Aleksandr could make things worse, but Katya’s fatalism frustrated Sofya. There were more important things than always protecting oneself. Like standing up for family. Standing up for what was right. Besides, no matter what Katya might think, no matter how special she might believe she was, no one was beyond Stalin’s reach. Plenty of Party faithful had disappeared.
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On a day that began like any other in the late winter of Sasha’s arrest, Sofya reached the front of the line at the Bolshoi Dom. After so many days of waiting she’d almost given up hope. Her heart pounded as she climbed the steps and approached reception.


“Karavayeva, Sofya Nikolayevna. I’m here to inquire about my son, Major Aleksandr Andreiivich Karavayev.” She forced her voice to remain neutral, almost pleasant, like she was asking for two hundred grams of cheese at the store.


The officer seated behind the desk looked right through her. “No one here by that name.”


“I was told he’s been here since his arrest in January.” She’d done her homework, already taken risks by petitioning certain authorities. Careful to stay respectful, she reached inside her bag and pulled out a small bundle wrapped in newspaper. As she set it on the desk, the paper fell open to reveal a pair of socks and a small, homemade loaf of dark bread. A piece of string held the socks on top like a sad, floppy bow.


“May I leave this for him?”


The officer shrugged, his lack of emotion adding to the bleakness of the place.


She started to ask if she could see Aleksandr, but lost her nerve when another officer picked up the package and put his nose to the bread, sniffing appreciatively. She stiffened, but before she said something she’d regret, a third agent approached with a handful of papers. The senior officer scanned the documents, pulled one out and slid it across the desk to Sofya.


“According to this, former person Karavayev is no longer a guest of the NKVD.” Sofya saw disgust in his eyes. To him she had no rights, deserved nothing. “And you no longer have any reason to be here,” he added, dismissing her with the flick of a hand.


She glanced at the paper then stuffed it in a pocket. A “tenner.” Ten years in a labor camp. A common enough sentence for someone who wasn’t guilty of anything. As she clutched at the rail and stumbled down the steps, she knew their lives had taken a terrible turn. Should Aleksandr even survive, he would never again hold a decent job. His army career was over. He’d probably never live in Leningrad again, but be forced to move to some far-flung community after serving out his sentence.


Once out of sight of the prison, she read the paper carefully and her heart jumped. Stamped at the bottom were the golden words, “Right to correspondence.” Everyone knew that “Without the right to correspondence” almost certainly meant your loved one had been shot. The camp number and address was far from Leningrad, but not far like Kolyma, at the other end of the world. The gold mining camps there were rumored to be the worst. Still, they could just as well work him to death in a lumber camp.


As her legs carried her through the city, she brushed away a few tears. No sense in letting self-pity take control; life was hard for everyone. She wasn’t the first to have a son taken by the secret police. In many ways she was fortunate. Raised in a privileged family and gifted in music, she’d been blessed with parents who sacrificed to make her career a reality. When the Revolution came, her brother had protected them. And even though she hadn’t been lucky in love, she’d built a good marriage. No, she couldn’t complain. She detested what her country had become, but she’d been luckier than most.


That evening, she searched for an appropriate moment to tell Yelena that the faint hope of her papa’s release had vanished. As the minutes ticked past, she knew there would never be a good time to share such awful news. Her dear Lenochka missed him so much. The way he’d help with difficult school assignments. His gentle reminders that it was more important to be hard-working and smart than beautiful, even though Yelena was all three.


After dinner, Sofya scooted her chair close as her granddaughter did homework. Yelena had become even more diligent with her papa gone.


“Lenochka, there was news today.” Sofya kept her voice from trembling, but her eyes filled and she blinked to bring her granddaughter back into focus.


“Not Papa?” The teen suddenly straightened and looked up. “What’s happened?”


“It’s not that,” Sofya patted her granddaughter’s arm. “Papa’s alive, but they’ve sent him away,” she continued, wiping her tears and sniffing. “A labor camp—ten years.”


Yelena put her arms and head down on the table, hair cascading over her shoulders. Sofya stroked the yellow strands and leaned against her.


Yelena’s muffled voice came up out of the tangle of arms and hair. “Are you and Mama going to be arrested too?” She lifted her head, chin quivering, face pallid.


Everyone knew it worked that way. Family members were often next. Katya—now the spouse of an ‘enemy of the people’—would probably be first. But Sofya was at risk too, despite her family history. Oh, God, they could even take Yelena. Fifteen wasn’t too young to disappear into the maws of the Bolshoi Dom. Fear started to crush her and she stifled a cry. There were hideous rumors about what happened to beautiful young women at the hands of the secret police.


Sofya pushed the thought away and tried to act self-assured. “It was an anonymous accusation. And remember, your great-uncle was part of the cause.” Sofya didn’t want to think her brother’s years with Lenin might not matter anymore. A flood of stalwart Bolsheviks had been swallowed by the system—Bukharin, Tukhachevsky, even Leningrad’s own Sergei Kirov.


“I miss Papa so much. It already seems like he’s been gone forever. Ten years? I’ll be grown in half that time.”


The harsh reality, the permanence of Sasha’s absence, gripped Sofya. Would she even live long enough to see him again?


She handed her granddaughter a hanky. “Just think about how much you love him and how much he loves you. No one can take that away. Your papa wants us to remain strong and hopeful. No matter what.”


The apartment door opened and Katya came into the kitchen looking for dinner. After Aleksandr’s arrest, she increased her time on the radio crew, believing hours translated to devotion. Her job with the Radio Committee had her going door to door, confiscating private radios and installing receivers so the Party could control what the people heard. Radio Leningrad and government newspapers were the only sources of information. The ubiquitous tarelka, a plate-like radio receiver, sat in the corner of their living room.


Katya poked around for dinner, looking in the pots Sofya had kept warm. She stopped and turned, examining their tear-stained faces and subdued expressions.


“What’s going on?” Katya asked. “Did something happen?”


“Sasha has been sent to a labor camp,” Sofya said. “Ten years.”


“He was found guilty then.” Katya uttered the unthinkable.


Yelena narrowed her eyes at her mother. Sofya bristled.


“Innocent people are found guilty every day,” Sofya snapped. “Why can’t you admit the truth? Sasha is no more an ‘enemy of the people’ than you or I. He’s innocent. You know that.”


“I understand,” said Katya. “But do any of us really know the truth? Innocence to one may be guilt to another.” Her arrogant tone grated.


“The truth is the truth. And you know Aleksandr. You know your family.”


“Yes, but I know the Party too.” Katya hurried out of the kitchen. Sofya followed and pushed her way into the bedroom, cornering her retreating daughter-in-law.


“What did you do?” Sofya hissed. “Maybe you’ve fooled Yelena. Not me.”


Katya didn’t respond. She twisted her plain wedding band round and round.


“He loves you. You destroyed our family, your family.” Sofya’s chest tightened.


“I didn’t mean for this to happen.” Katya spluttered and sank onto the bed. “He became distant.” Her words burbled out between sobs. “The war with Finland last winter changed him somehow. I made a comment in front of colleagues.”


All the air in the room rushed out. Sofya steadied herself against a wall. The Winter War had been hard on Aleksandr. A military embarrassment. Since then, he had kept to himself more, maybe been a bit withdrawn. But that had nothing to do with loyalty.


“His whole life has been devotion,” she said. “Loving his family, serving his country, supporting the Party. How could you suggest such a thing?”


“I’m sorry.” Katya made a pitiful, wounded sound. “It was an accident. Please don’t tell Yelena.”


Sofya wanted to lash out, to punish her. Instead, without a word, she reached for the doorknob. Gulping the cool air in the hall, she slipped into the bathroom and filled the sink with water. She splashed it on her cheeks, then held her hair back and plunged her face in. After drying off she glared at herself in the mirror.


The first time she met her soon-to-be daughter-in-law, Katya greeted her as Tovarishch. Comrade. The revolutionary term had become commonplace, spreading with the Bolshevik push for a classless society that Sofya thought was genuine, at least in the beginning. But neither the word, nor the equality it sought to encourage, was ever personal. Rather than make everyone equal, it kept everyone at arm’s length. The Karavayevs never used the term with family or close friends.


That first evening, tall, golden-haired Katya strolled about the apartment with the imperious air of one secure in belief. Aleksandr, captivated and adoring, didn’t recognize her unhealthy devotion to the new socialist system and the Communist Party. He pulled Katya close while she hovered over the family’s few treasures displayed in the dark, polished secretary. Sofya and Andrei both noticed her flash of excitement when Aleksandr showed her the personalized copy of What Is To Be Done?


Katya turned and looked out a window, quoting Lenin, “This is the road to a World Revolution.” She sounded like a schoolgirl reciting lessons. “When there is a state there can be no freedom, but when there is freedom there will be no state.” Sofya held her tongue, recalling another Lenin assertion. “A lie told often enough becomes the truth.”


In those days, there were varying degrees of support for the new communist experiment. The Karavayevs believed in the Bolsheviks—Andrei had fought for the Reds—but that belief was colored by history and tempered by reality.


Some citizens possessed devotion so blind that they overlooked the new leadership’s cruelty. Others seemed unwilling to think for themselves. And yet another group was motivated by greed and ambition. Their support for the Communists was a ladder to the top, or at least an insurance policy. Sofya had never quite figured out to which group Katya belonged.


In the early years of Aleksandr and Katya’s marriage, this didn’t matter. Nor did the fact that Sofya wasn’t fond of her daughter-in-law. The young couple lived across town with Katya’s parents and the distance bred contentment, if not affection. Everything changed one winter when Katya’s parents fell victim to a virulent influenza. Before the shock wore off, the Party took away their apartment, and Aleksandr and Katya moved in with Sofya and Andrei. At first Andrei provided a calm balance to the combined household, but since his death Katya’s behavior had gone increasingly unchecked and unchallenged.


Now, with Sasha in prison, there was no control over the steady drip, drip, drip of Katya’s criticism. Sofya’s books were a favorite target. Katya liked to say that books were an indulgence for the intelligentsia and personal collections shouldn’t exist in a classless society. She didn’t even know about Sofya’s hidden volumes.


Long before Katya entered their lives, when Sofya’s books outgrew their shelves of raw wood and bricks, Andrei constructed an elaborate bookcase. Floor to ceiling, slightly recessed, it filled an interior wall in the large bedroom. The dark, polished wood held Sofya’s escape from the ever-tightening constraints of reality. Andrei hadn’t built the library just for his wife. A private man, not a trusting one, he constructed the bookcase with a phony back that gave access to storage within the wall. When two removable shelves were taken out and the spring hinge pressed, the false back panel would pop open. He lined the space with cedar to keep bugs and rodents away, and over the years they’d used it to store everything from valuables to woolens.


No one but he and Sofya, not even Aleksandr, knew of the hiding place and shortly after the Revolution, Sofya began concealing those of her books deemed unacceptable by the new Soviet government. By the time Katya and Aleksandr moved in, there were no controversial volumes displayed. Still, that didn’t stop her daughter-in-law from harping on Sofya’s passions and predilections—music and literature—as symbols of the intelligentsia.


Sofya smoothed her hair before leaving the bathroom. She didn’t understand Katya any better now than when she first entered their lives. Katya worked for the Party and knew what was going on: neighbors informing on neighbors, betrayals just to pay back some perceived slight or small offense. She had always been self-centered and naive.


A dark thought appeared. What if the betrayal was intentional? Sofya shook the idea free.


Katya might be reckless, but she wasn’t evil.


When Sofya entered the kitchen, Yelena turned from the sink. “You and Mama arguing again?” Sofya knew their sharp words were difficult for the teen. Yelena loved them both. As much as Sofya wanted to defend herself and tell Yelena the truth about what her mother had done, she couldn’t bear to hurt her granddaughter that way.


Instead, chastened by the look on Yelena’s face, she said, “I’m sorry we don’t get along.”


“I know Mama’s different,” Yelena shrugged. “She says lots of things that don’t make sense. I mean, how could the Party possibly know more about Papa than we do?” She returned to the last of the dishes. “Mama sees the world differently. Doesn’t mean she’s right, but it seems like she never lives up to your expectations.” Yelena sniffed and added. “You always say family is everything.












THE PHILHARMONIC






March 1941


AT PHILHARMONIA HALL, the last of the applause faded and Sofya gathered her music. The muted sounds of people exiting the auditorium blended with the murmuring of her colleagues. Other post-performance noises began to swirl: stagehands moving chairs and equipment, workers on the catwalks above. When she looked up, Yevgeny Mravinsky, the conductor of the Leningrad Philharmonic Orchestra, loomed over her.


“Comrade, come to my office when you’ve finished.”


She nodded. “Of course. I’ll be right there.”


She gripped her music so tightly the pages began to tremble. Ever since Katya lost her job and Party membership, Sofya feared she would be next. And although she didn’t value her Party card and its privileges the way her daughter-in-law did, she might also end up with an obscure factory job. Or worse.


Walking to Mravinsky’s office, she clutched her violin and bow, her life. She knocked and entered at his invitation. He avoided her eyes, gazing at the ground between them. A handsome man, despite the receding hairline that aged him. His sober demeanor also made him seem older than thirty-seven. The same age as her Sasha.


“There’s no easy way to say this,” he began, finally looking at her. “Today was your last performance with the Philharmonic. Tomorrow you are to report to the Radio Committee Orchestra. Director Eliasberg is expecting you.”


Sofya stared at Mravinsky, a bit unsure of what she’d heard. The RadioCom was Leningrad’s second-tier orchestra. Could it be she still had a profession and a livelihood?


The conductor lowered his voice. “And I imagine he’s thrilled to be getting you, a musician of your caliber.”


One of the most accomplished members of the Philharmonic, Sofya had held a first violin chair for many years, the lone woman in such an elevated position. She had no dreams of promotion beyond that; music was emphatically a man’s world. Instead, she developed a talent for suppressing the resentment that flared whenever less-experienced male colleagues were promoted.


Now however, to be able to play was all she wanted. She nodded at Mravinsky, stunned and grateful, controlling the impulse to thank him even though he’d just let her go.


As she turned to leave, he added, “You’ve served the city and this orchestra well.”


“Thank you.” She took a breath and collected herself. “I’ll do my best to maintain a tradition of excellence.”


A smile played at the corners of his mouth and he raised his chin. “I have no doubt.”


Sofya closed the door and leaned against the wall, letting out a huge sigh. A simple demotion. Her dear brother had reached out from the grave after all. Even if he couldn’t save Aleksandr, he’d protected her. Awash with relief, she threaded her way to the dressing room, the knot in her stomach loosening with every step.


Quiet enveloped the hallways now, but a few people still wandered about the wardrobe rooms and equipment storage areas. At the far end of the hall, the percussionists wrestled with their ungainly instruments. When she turned the corner to the women’s dressing room, she bumped into a man standing by the door.


“Izvinite pozhaluysta. Pardon me, please.” She stepped back.


“Sofya. Sofya Nikolayevna.”


She froze at the familiar voice, then let it fill her like the intoxicating notes of a favorite symphony. She looked past the gold braid on his sleeves to study his face, aged in a way that suited him. His eyes held hers as if there had been no years of separation.


“Vasili.” Her voice caught. “What a pleasant surprise. Is Anna here?” She looked around the hallway for his wife.


He shook his head. “She‘s doing poorly and can’t be alone. Doctor says it’s early senility. But her sister is visiting so I was able to have a few hours to myself.”


Neither of them seemed to notice the bouquet in his hand.


“I’m so sorry. How terrible for you and the family.” Her voice was warm and her words heartfelt. It was the only way she knew how to be with him. “Let me put these down.” She nodded at her full hands and disappeared into the dressing room. They hadn’t seen each other for ages—not since Andrei’s funeral six years ago. And before that? So long she couldn’t remember. She glanced in a mirror. Disheveled and sweating from the effort of the performance and her conversation with Mravinsky, she patted the beads of moisture on her face and smoothed the errant strands of hair before returning to the man who’d once meant everything to her.


“Terrible about Anna.” She touched his arm in sympathy.


“Thank you,” he said, covering her hand with his. Warmth radiated up her arm.


“It’s been difficult. She’s worsened rapidly. Doctor says only a few more months.” He looked down and began to whisper. “I didn’t come to talk about Anna though, but about Aleksandr. A horrible thing. When I heard, I swear I felt your grief.”


So he knew Sasha had been arrested. She glimpsed her pain reflected in his doleful eyes.


He looked around and pulled her into a corner. “So many officers gone. There’s an invisible net hanging over everyone, catching everything. Casual conversations, glances, even our thoughts seem to be overheard.” His eyes darted down the hall again.


Overwhelmed by his concern, she pressed her lips together in a futile effort to maintain her composure. He drew out his handkerchief and wiped her tears with it—a gesture at once so intimate and so natural that more tears fell.


“If there’s any comfort or support I can offer, you must call,” he said, putting the piece of linen in her hand. “I can only imagine how difficult it is, bearing this alone, without Andrei.”


She doubted he could imagine what it was like to see your son taken away, to have no help facing the bleak reality. Self-conscious about soiling the crisp square of fine cloth, she sniffed hard to stop her nose from running. Dabbing at her face, she inhaled his scent. Earthy, like leaves in autumn. She inched closer, letting her guard down as the past reared up. Did he suspect he was Sasha’s father? Was that why he’d come?


The urge to confess welled up inside, a growing tightness in her chest. But instead of allowing the truth out, she swallowed repeatedly to keep it down and searched Vasili’s face for any sign that he might know Aleksandr was his son. His expression showed nothing more than the friendly concern of an old friend.


“It’s been … difficult,” she said. “Unimaginable really. Yes, it would be easier if Andrei were here, but mostly I’m glad he’s gone. Sasha’s arrest would have destroyed him.”


She paused a moment, but then continued. “And, if things weren’t bad enough, I just came from Mravinsky’s office.” Confiding in Vasili felt so natural. “I’ve been demoted,” she blurted out. “To the Radio Committee Orchestra.”


“Oh, no. Sofi.”


Her heart cracked open. Only family called her Sofi.


“There’s nothing to be done,” she said. “In fact, crazy as it seems, I’m grateful. To be able to play at all.” She knew he understood how tenuous things were. She could be in prison herself right now. “And you being here is such a kindness. I’ve been discouraged, alone.”


She had few friends, almost none since the arrests gained momentum. And even before Stalin took friendships and neighborliness away, her secret made her a loner. Afraid of getting too close lest someone notice Aleksandr bore little resemblance to Andrei, she kept to herself, devoted exclusively to her violin and her family.


“You aren’t alone,” he said, and his gaze assured her he meant it. “I’m sorry I can’t stay longer. I must get back to Anna.” He moved to go before remembering the flowers. “These are for you. It was wonderful to see you play, you’re as brilliant as ever.” One side of his mouth pulled up in a charming crooked grin she recalled.


“Prekrasniye. They’re lovely. Thank you.”


As Vasili disappeared, she clutched the flowers to her chest. It had been ages since someone had done something nice for her.












CONDOLENCES






April 1941


VASILI ANTONOV BURIED his wife on a Tuesday.


When Anna’s mind first began its slow slide into oblivion, he pressed the doctors for help and consulted specialists, determined to find another outcome. Although good at generating solutions, in this he was helpless. Anna slipped away, bit by bit, month upon month, year after year. The senility diagnosis became a death sentence fulfilled.


Today he felt less sad than he expected. The doctor told him death can be a relief when someone you love is in a terrible way. Anna was no longer hurting, lost and in distress, but, despite the doctor’s words, there was guilt too.


An hour before guests were scheduled to arrive, Vasili stood in the parlor, gazing at the portrait of Anna above the mantel. Gorgeous in a rich royal blue dress, she looked strangely commanding, not at all like her true self: a predictable, reserved woman who didn’t ruffle easily or react strongly without serious provocation. She’d say the most obvious things about the most ordinary topics. Conversation for Anna consisted of simple observations—the rain was dreary or a friend’s new dress lovely. Worst of all, she didn’t read books.


Early on, Vasili tried to hide his disappointment at her lack of engagement. He winced, remembering the time he bought her a fine German Leica. She never used the camera, claiming it was too difficult to get the settings correct. Perhaps it was complicated, or perhaps her confusion was an early manifestation of what would eventually bury her mind. In any case, why had her gentle nature bothered him so? There were many good things. She was an excellent cook and an exemplary hostess. She was devoted to him and adored being a mother. When he was on deployment, especially during Maksim’s childhood, she managed the household without him, often for months at a time. Why did it matter so much that they didn’t share the same interests or temperament? She was capable in many ways that mattered.


On top of all that, she was striking: tall, with heavy auburn hair framing her flawless face. He was intensely attracted to her when they first met. Sparkling green eyes flecked with gold entranced. Full lips seduced. A body that begged for the pleasures of the bedroom. But when they were alone, the spark was just that. Not a flame, not a bonfire, certainly not a conflagration. Just a spark. Several years after Maksim, with no success at conceiving a second child, her disinterested nature extended to physical pleasures as well, and they stopped trying. Life became simpler and smaller with each passing year and Vasili found the calm and narrowness suffocating.


Forty years ago, she was the exquisite daughter of well-connected family friends. He was starting his naval career. It was the right time for marriage. His parents thought her elegance, manner, and good family a perfect fit. Of course, it was the idea of her that attracted both his parents and himself. The fact was Vasili had little idea what he wanted in a spouse back then.


The first time he saw petite, raven-haired Sofya was at a dinner party some months after he and Anna were married. From across the room he watched her in a friendly but animated discussion with three men, her dark eyes flashing. The group ended up laughing and agreeing to disagree in the genteel way of dinner party conversation. She had a deep, throaty laugh, full of life, and seemed a different sort of woman—charming, but also smart and engaged. Vasili stared. The opportunity to speak with her finally presented itself when he glimpsed her alone in the library. Her back was to him as she examined the books, touching the spines with a single finger, tracing the titles with reverence and sensuality. Her touch hovered over a particular volume.


He cleared his throat so as not to surprise her, but she jumped anyway.


“Oh, Vasili Maksimovich, I didn’t hear you.”


“I’m sorry to have startled you, Sofya Nikolayevna. Please excuse me for interrupting your privacy.”


“The interruption is quite welcome. I hope you don’t mind that I was looking at your library. The door was open and I can’t resist books.” Her smile was entirely genuine and her manner so free that he felt as if she was confiding in him.


“I’m flattered, please feel at home. Books are also my escape.”


She regarded him intently, her voice soft, as if her words were for him alone.


“A kindred spirit. Everything in the human experience can be found in books, don’t you think? I have just a tiny collection myself and am always looking for things I haven’t read. This Dumas, for instance. The State Library has a French copy, but my French isn’t good enough.”


“Mine either.” He laughed and grinned. “But you know French?”


“A bit. Two years at university and then last year my parents and I spent three months in Paris for my music studies. My conversational French is passable. But to read French literature? That’s beyond my grasp.”


“Paris, you’re lucky,” he said. “A city that captures the imagination. And the home of the great Victor Hugo.”


“My favorite writer.” Her eyes flashed. “Don’t tell anyone—” she looked around conspiratorially “—but I think Les Miserables is better than War and Peace.”


“Blasphemy!” he teased. “Don’t worry. Your secret’s safe with me.”


She colored, then waved a hand along the shelves. “Have you read most of these?”


Vasili chuckled. “Not even close.” He reached over her shoulder for the Dumas, mesmerized by the eagerness in her eyes, an energy he recognized in himself. Then, unsteadied by the nearness of her, he stepped back. “But I have read The Count of Monte Cristo.” He held it out. “Would you like to borrow it?”


She hesitated, dropping her gaze for an instant before meeting his eyes. “Very much, but are you sure it wouldn’t be an inconvenience?”


“Of course not. You must take it.” He handed it to her. “When we next see each other you can tell me what you think. It’s a favorite. A brilliant plot with some unexpected twists.”


Suddenly they were no longer alone. “There you are, Sofya,” said Andrei. “I should have known you’d be in the library.” He seemed bemused. “I see you’ve discovered Vasili’s secret. He pretends to be a military man, but in truth he’s a closet intellectual.” They smiled at Andrei’s good-natured teasing.


“Andrei, I hope you don’t mind that I’ve been showing your fiancée my library.”


“Not at all. But it’s time we joined the others for coffee. Sofya, I’d like to introduce you to another of my colleagues.”


“And I must return to my lovely wife,” said Vasili with a slight bow.


Sofya thanked him for the book. He watched her turn, wondering if there had been something there, or if he’d just imagined that she held his gaze for a heartbeat longer than customary.


That moment loomed large in his memory. Her finger caressing the books like a lover might her beloved, the animation in her eyes, her self-confidence, the way she knew herself made him want to be known by her. For several glorious months they hid their love from the world, certain that their marriages were mistakes. Indeed, there was no other possible conclusion. All else faded in comparison to Sofya. Then, everything was upended. Anna’s pregnancy shattered their plans for a future together. They sacrificed love and personal happiness on the altar of duty and honor.


Now both their spouses were gone. God, he hoped she’d come this afternoon. She was full of life, the good and the bad of it, when they spoke at the concert hall after her son’s arrest.


The doorbell brought him back to the present. Startled but pleased, he found an old friend behind the door. Admiral Nikolai Kuznetsov, now Commissar of the Navy, the highest-ranking naval officer in the nation, took his hand and pulled him close.


“Vasili. I’m deeply sorry about Anna. A gracious, charming woman.”


“Thank you, sir. She was indeed.” Still shaking hands, they moved inside. “It’s kind of you to call. I can imagine how pressed you are these days.” Rumors about the Germans had been circulating among senior military staff. The Commissar must be working long hours.


“Nonsense. We’ve been friends a long time. I can’t imagine not paying my respects.”


They’d known each other since Vasili commanded the cruiser Krasnyi Kavkas and a young Nikolai Gerasimovich Kuznetsov was his executive officer.


“Besides,” continued the Commissar, “it’s no exaggeration to say serving under you taught me more than anything else in my career.” He gripped Vasili’s shoulder. “That was a good year. You showed me how to command a ship. And remember all the nights we spent drinking?” Kuznetsov smiled, then his face turned dark and his voice became a whisper. “One can’t talk like we did back then.” He looked around, changing the subject. “Truth is, I came early to see you about another matter. Is there someplace private?”


They slipped into the library.


“You’ve probably heard the rumors,” Kuznetsov said. “Seems the non-aggression treaty was just a way for Hitler to bide his time in the East while focusing on Western Europe. Their divisions are on the move. Not entirely clear what they’re up to, but it can’t be good. We need to prepare. Once the ice clears next month, you’ll take the Leningrad into the Baltic. Check on our ports and airfields. Identify the most critical weaknesses and report back to me.”


“Yes, sir. I’ll be glad to be on a ship again.” He’d been teaching naval cadets for several years. A favor from Kuznetsov, allowing him to care for Anna as she worsened.


As the Commissar left, Vasili’s spirits rose at the idea of a naval command. He’d been in the city too long. He wanted a change. Yet, there was Sofya. This might finally be their chance. He had a month before the ice would melt. A month to discover if she cared for him.


Other guests began to arrive. Friends came to pay their respects and share condolences. Some tried to remind him of all the good in his life, and perhaps he needed reminding. Beaten down by years without love and desire, even if filled with loyalty and devotion, Vasili wanted more than to reflect on the good in his past. He wanted to believe there was life yet to be had.


A couple of hours later, feeling the strain, he sat and closed his eyes. When he opened them, Sofya was standing in front of him. He jumped to his feet, and took her hands. Even in her ordinary, almost shabby black coat, she sparkled with the same iridescent aura as in his memory. They brushed cheeks. He sensed she understood his loss and maybe even his complex emotions.


“I am so sorry, Vasili. I know how difficult it is. Such an empty space.”


He saw her remembering Andrei and paused, allowing room for the memory. She always said exactly what she thought. No skirting emotions. He admired the almost uncomfortable honesty which came naturally to her. It took a certain skill to be both forthright and agreeable.


“Seems our lives are little more than a series of losses,” he said. She’d lost so much. First him. Later, her brother, a revolutionary, died in tragic circumstances. She revered her brother. So did her parents, who quickly succumbed to their grief. Then, six years ago, Andrei’s heart gave out. Now, she might not see her son again. Only her granddaughter remained.


“Yes,” she said, “but there’s been love and joy too.”


“Even in that,” he whispered.


He gazed at her as she stared at the floor, silent. She seemed more self-controlled than he recalled, less open than when he comforted her about Aleksandr’s arrest. But something in the shifting of her feet gave her away. Perhaps the hard shell she wore—a grim determination to continue forward in an ever more cruel and capricious world—did this. The years of revolution, war, and famine. Stalin with his five-year plans and purges had crushed stronger people than Sofya. Or maybe he’d simply made her uncomfortable, alluding to their past. Did she think of him much? It had taken him years to subdue his feelings, and thoughts of her were always there, just beneath the surface. Flustered and uncomfortable with the niceties required by the occasion, Vasili wanted to tell her the simple truth. He’d missed her. Profoundly.


He stepped forward, but just as quickly, Sofya retreated.


“I’d like to greet Maksim and his family,” she said.


“Of course. They’re in the dining room. Let me introduce you.”


They navigated around a few small groups of people. “I’ll get you a cup of tea, while you find something to eat,” he said pointing to the food.


The table was laden with fresh bread, butter and cheese, a large platter of sliced ham and a smaller one nearly empty but for a few fragments of eggs and caviar. An assortment of small sandwiches and cookies formed a chessboard of alternating shapes and colors. He watched her select a sandwich like she was making a chess move. They’d played chess long ago at the dacha, in between all their lovemaking. The wooden pieces were an ornate set of imperial Russia with enchanting carved and painted figures—a tsar and tsarina, an orthodox priest, a cavalry officer on horseback, imperial guards as pawns.


The large, ornate samovar rested on the sideboard against the wall. Tea cups and glasses adorned spaces to the right and left, themselves an interesting collection of patterns. Vasili held her tea while she fixed a small plate of food. Then he guided her over and reintroduced her to his son and daughter-in-law, whom she hadn’t seen for many years. Vasili stayed in the background as Sofya gave her condolences. He didn’t want to intrude, yet he wanted to hear her voice. It soothed him, like a happy memory. He watched her reminisce with Maksim and Yulia, telling a couple of lovely stories about Anna. Listening to her, gazing at her, he felt transformed. Even in his grief, Sofya had such an effect on him.


Other guests arrived, and Vasili forced himself across the room to greet them. Sofya sipped her tea and took a few bites from her plate. He watched her chat with an acquaintance and noticed her energy and emotion, that old spark. Then he caught her glancing at him.


He cut one conversation short, only to be cornered by someone else. He escorted those guests to the dining room and waited until she looked over again, then locked his eyes on hers. She flushed, and hurriedly placed her plate and cup down and slipped out of the dining room. Vasili cut off her escape by getting her coat.


At the door, he thanked her and held her hand too long, willing his charm to work on her.


“Let’s have tea sometime soon, Sofya. We hardly had a chance to talk.”


She hesitated, and his heart dropped. Doubt crept in. Perhaps she’d let go of the memories. Then her eyes warmed and she said, “Mnye nravitsya. I’d like that.”


Holding the door, Vasili watched her step into the hallway. She glanced at him over one shoulder. The slight smile on her lips and intensity in her eyes sent sparks across the small space.
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April 1941


RAIN PELTED SOFYA as she left the Antonov’s. She clutched her umbrella and hoped the long walk home would calm her. The rush of memories and emotions had taken her by surprise. All these years she’d told herself her feelings were gone. Instead, it seemed she’d simply learned how to live with the quakes of desire, pushing them down over and over.


She should have been warmer toward Vasili. When Andrei died, he had been there for her, holding her hand briefly amidst the low-murmuring crowd of friends and colleagues. His kindness had been a tremendous comfort. Now, when he needed support, she’d been distant. She was afraid, and fear made her do what she always did: withdraw.


By the time she crossed the Neva, the rain had moved westward. She gazed at the Admiralty and its striking gold spire. Vasili taught naval cadets there. To her left, the majestic Winter Palace, Leningrad’s masterpiece, sprawled along the river embankment. Decorated with columns and elaborate statues, the prominent symbol of imperial power now held the Hermitage, the nation’s preeminent museum. She and Vasili had once spent an afternoon strolling past the astounding Rembrandts and Repins but seeing only each other. Her yearning was so strong she nearly threw herself on him in a deserted corner of the museum. Today, she again felt that intoxicating combination of desire and admiration.


At the Griboyedov canal, she turned to the silent, forlorn Church on Spilled Blood. The riot of colors and wild beauty of its onion domes had grown dull from enforced neglect. Abused and shuttered, it bore the heavy cloak of official disapproval reserved for anything related to the Romanovs. Every time Sofya heard the latest rumor of its impending destruction, she grieved a bit. The kaleidoscope of glowing golden mosaics within the Russian Orthodox exterior was spectacular. How ironic that in a city filled with architectural marvels, the most uniquely Russian edifice of all was doomed.


As she continued through the city, other memories of Vasili rose. The late summer weekend at his dacha where they conceived Aleksandr: the colors changing, the air still warm, the smells of leaves and grass and earth all around. Vasili stood on the porch waiting for her. He crossed the lawn, swept her into his arms and carried her inside the cozy two-bedroom cottage. They got no further than the sofa in the living room—her small bag still on the front lawn where she dropped it.


It was the only time in her life she’d had sex more than once in the same day. They’d ended up in every room, and Vasili had teased her that he wished the dacha were larger. She smiled thinking of it. The next day they took a picnic to his favorite spot by the creek, where they made love again, their bodies caressed by the breeze and each other. Afterwards, lying on the blanket in his arms, she noticed even the creek seemed to gurgle in pleasure.


Back in the city, they planned their life together. They’d annul their marriages by bribing the church authorities. Perhaps move to another city to escape the stigma, or even leave Russia. Sofya convinced herself it would work. Love does that sometimes. Makes you believe things that aren’t possible.


Was she doing that again? If she and Vasili did care for each other—if their love could be rekindled—then she’d have to tell him the truth. She desperately wanted to believe he’d still love her once he knew about Aleksandr. But that might not happen. And deep down, that was why she hadn’t been open or genuine. The idea of sharing her secret unmoored her because she was afraid of losing him a second time.


It was true that it had lost some of its power now that both Anna and Andrei were gone. Telling Sasha would be most difficult of all, but he wouldn’t be released for years and it certainly wasn’t something she could put in a letter. In time, Yelena would also need to know. But first, she must tell Vasili. Regardless of how he might take the news.


Perhaps he’d known all along, putting two and two together when Aleksandr was born nine months after their passionate weekend. Or perhaps he’d guessed much later, like at Andrei’s funeral when he and Aleksandr stood together, two military men engaged in conversation. Two men with similar builds and the same eyes.


True, it was possible he didn’t have a clue. There were plenty of men like that, men who didn’t think about how much time had passed between when they’d had relations with their lover and her giving birth. But she liked to think Vasili was more discerning. The few times they’d crossed paths over the years there seemed more to the way he would squeeze her hand and say how well she looked or how pleased he was that her career was successful. His intimate gaze in those moments said, “I know about Sasha. I know how difficult it’s been.”


Whether he knew or not, suspected or not, surely he’d understand her need for secrecy. In the early years, she was afraid of hurting Andrei, and also of what he might do. He could leave her. She didn’t yet have a career, and a scandal would prevent her from getting one. Even worse, Andrei might challenge Vasili. Although formal duels were rare, it wasn’t unheard of for two men, especially military officers like Andrei and Vasili, to go into the woods with pistols and their seconds.


As the years passed the idea of disrupting their families seemed increasingly cruel. The secret stayed buried but controlled her life, turning her inward. She became cool and wary, losing the passion and unbridled enthusiasm of her youth. She kept people at arms-length and avoided friendships, fearful that if someone learned about Aleksandr’s parentage, they’d use it against her.
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