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First Things First

Never Say War is an account of a country and a people in five parts. It is a work of reportage. I have written down what I saw and heard on trips to Russia over a period of three years.

Part one, Andrey’s War, is a Wagner soldier’s account of his life from early childhood until he escapes to Norway in 2023. The story is written as he told it to me.

In part two, Balancing Act, the reader encounters Russian cultural life and academia, and bears witness to a modern-day mutiny.

In part three, Through Siberia, I journey to the depths of Siberia – the glubinka – in search of the soldier’s origins and dream of skiing across the taiga.

In part four, They Still Haven’t Banned the Word Peace, the reader meets opponents of the regime: activists, writers, dissidents and ‘foreign agents’.

In part five, Colosseum, all the threads are brought together – or are the ends looser than ever? We have reached the summer of 2025.

The British standard of transliterating Russian words and names has been used. For Ukrainian place names, the Ukrainian spelling is the norm.




Prologue

‘If you go as a tourist, you act like one,’ said the blonde at the window. Glasses on her nose, her eyes on me. It was a warning. She’d got up from her chair and was standing with my passport in her hand.

‘No interviews, no reporting, no public appearances. Okay?’

The power this woman represented didn’t give warnings just for the hell of it.

It was January 2023. Barely a year into the full-scale invasion. Russian forces were razing towns and villages in Ukraine. Millions had fled. The West was sending weapons, technical equipment, military expertise and humanitarian aid to the Ukrainians, but there was no end in sight. Neither the Russian nor the Ukrainian army seemed strong enough to win. Both were strong enough to keep the other from winning.

Was it Putin’s war, or was it the Russians’? What did your typical Ivan or Natasha think about the invasion of Ukraine?

I was looking for ways in. Russia had become a pariah state. Sanctions were introduced, ties cut. A journalist visa was out of the question; you’d have to work for a media outlet with an office in the country. A tourist visa meant you couldn’t work.

I needed an invitation. Someone had to ask me to come.

A university? A foundation? A humanitarian organisation? The Writers’ Union? What about the Russian Geographical Society? Could I call it an expedition? It turned out Vladimir Putin was chair of the board of trustees, and the secretary, based in St Petersburg, replied: if we invite you, and you write something we can’t endorse, who will be blamed?

No, they didn’t want to risk it, and no one else did either.

I’d broken the country’s rules before, when I’d sneaked into Chechnya under the pretext of volunteering at a children’s home. With a suitcase full of baby clothes and soft toys, I travelled to the republic to document the torture, the murders, the disappearances – and to write about the orphans. The Angel of Grozny came out in 2008. I hadn’t reported from Russia since.

After the full-scale invasion of Ukraine on 24 February 2022, Russian authorities introduced war censorship and adopted strict laws against ‘discrediting the army’. Editorial offices closed and re-emerged outside the country. Western correspondents left too, deported by the regime or called home by their editors.

A Russian friend suggested I visit monasteries in Arkhangelsk and take it from there. He’d taken a similar trip to the White Sea himself and offered me the number of the tour operator. Over the next few days, he filled my inbox with pictures of monasteries.

Hence the tourist visa.

Photographs of the 1944 Liberation of Finnmark hung on the walls of the Russian embassy in Oslo. Soviet sharpshooters lying in the heathland with Germans in their sights. Residents of Kirkenes being rescued from the mine. Soldiers with stars on their caps and blond children in their arms. A building in flames, a victim of the enemy’s scorched-earth tactics.

The Arctic offensive, when the Soviet Union chased Nazi Germany from northern Norway, was the strongest link between the two neighbours since the Viking trade expeditions to the lands of the Rus. The telegram sent to Moscow from the Norwegian government in London was also on the wall: ‘News of the liberation of northern Norway will be received with joy and enthusiasm by the entire Norwegian people and will further strengthen the friendship between our two countries.’

‘You can pick up your visa in a week. Pay there.’ The woman behind window number one nodded towards window number two.

A few days later, I heard on the radio that a man had crossed the border from Russia. ‘Alleged Russian mercenary flees to Norway – claims he was shot at’, the headline on the NRK website read. The Norwegian police had been tipped off by Russian border guards about ‘tracks in the snow’. Those living near the Pasvik River spoke of snowmobiles, searchlights and commotion on the Russian side. The man was apprehended the same night.

‘Andrey Medvedev claims to be a defector from the infamous Wagner Group,’ NRK reported. On the Russian website Gulagu.net, the fugitive explained that he’d got help in Murmansk to reach the mining town of Nikel, ten kilometres from the Norwegian border. From there, he apparently climbed over the barbed-wire fence and ran across the frozen river pursued by dogs.

Who was he? A deserter from Wagner? Really? Or had Russian intelligence sent him?

On the morning news, a Norwegian security expert said it was almost impossible to cross the border. ‘We have no idea who he is. We’re open to anything,’ said another.

Could this ruin things for me? Could a diplomatic dispute prevent my journey?

I returned to the embassy at the appointed time.

‘Have a nice trip!’ said the woman behind the glass.

Western airlines were no longer flying to Russia, and Russian planes couldn’t land in the West. The train I used to take as a student, to Finland Station in St Petersburg, had been suspended. Only the buses still ran.

I took a morning flight to Helsinki and hit the road. When the bus reached the border, everyone disembarked. The Russian border guard glanced at me, then down at my passport and up again before stamping my visa.

Soon the lights of St Petersburg were twinkling at us. We passed fancy floodlit buildings. When I was a student here, in the early nineties, the city was almost blacked out in the evenings.

Occasionally we would go to the legendary Hotel Astoria to drink cappuccinos, a novelty in a country of tea-drinkers. Now I was staying there. Oh, how my fortunes had changed.

The woman in reception smiled.

‘What brings you to Russia?’

‘I love literature and the theatre. Russian theatre is world class.’

The smile widened.

I pulled my suitcase along the corridor. Sergey Yesenin hanged himself in one of these rooms in 1925, after writing one last poem in his own blood. The revolution demanded works full of optimism for the future. A hundred years later, censorship was reasserting itself.

When I got to my room, I turned on the news. The first story was from Donbas. A reporter lay on the ground. Gunned down by Ukrainian forces, her colleague said gravely before the woman was lifted onto a stretcher. I couldn’t see any injuries, but the camera followed her into the field hospital. The rest of the story was about how Ukrainian forces were terrorising civilians with frequent missile attacks.

The next story was also from occupied eastern Ukraine. It described how ‘the Nazis in Kyiv’ were pushing their ideology in nursery schools. The children had been bombarded with propaganda, the interviewees claimed, until Putin’s forces had put a stop to it.

Later, there was a cut-and-paste story from the US about a recently engaged couple. Both were transgender. The man had become a woman, the woman a man. Now they were to be married. That was the US for you. A country gone to the dogs. This was followed by a story about a woman who was planning to marry a doll. Was nothing sacred in America?

The following morning, I took a stroll along the canals, frozen over with ice like broken porcelain. Buildings were painted in pastels – pale yellow, pink, light green. When I lived here, they’d been peeling, the cold and damp air stripping away paint that was often mixed with water to eke it out, and there was a constant drizzle of plaster. Now the city was pristine.

Somewhere, a war raged, but not here, not on the banks of the Neva. Somewhere, someone was taking their last breath, but not here, not on Nevsky Prospekt. Somewhere, a soldier was bleeding in a trench, but not here, in the city of Putin’s birth.

After the attack on Ukraine, there were protests all over Russia. Calls for the complete withdrawal of forces. The very same day that Putin announced the ‘special military operation’ had begun, prominent academics and artists signed an open letter condemning the invasion: ‘We do not want our children to live in an aggressor country, to be ashamed that their army attacked a neighbouring independent state. We call upon all citizens of Russia to say “no” to this war.’

Twelve thousand people were arrested in the first two weeks, opponents of the war were fired, protesters lost their places at university. Artists were blacklisted. Names disappeared from posters. Performances were cancelled. A playwright said he hoped Russia lost the war. A week later, his plays were banned. A director at a national theatre quit; she couldn’t work for – and receive a salary from – a murderer, she wrote on Facebook.

Then Facebook was banned. And Twitter. Instagram. TikTok. Even Pinterest. Newspapers, websites and research institutions, both Russian and foreign, were blocked. People were to be cut off from one another. Unity gave strength; this had to be countered.

What was a chat, and what was an interview? What was a travelogue, and what was reporting? Was I putting people in danger by contacting them?

Not that I knew many people in St Petersburg any more. I’ve never been good at keeping in touch, always moving on to the next thing. So I ambled through places that had once meant something to me, popping in here, looking in there. I met a guy who showed me, in windswept, sub-zero temperatures, places described by Dostoevsky. Raskolnikov lived here. The old woman he killed lived on this stairwell. It was here, in this very entryway, that he hid. The stairs are still there. And look – it was in this little dead end, off the rear courtyard, down in the basement, where fresh air never reached, that Sonya lived. And it was here on the bridge, when Raskolnikov himself was contemplating suicide, that a young girl jumped into the canal, and . . .

I went to see Anna Akhmatova’s apartment. Before the revolution, as a young, freshly minted poet, she received rave reviews. Then the Bolsheviks tore her life apart. Her poems were banned by the Party’s Central Committee, her first husband was executed, the next died in prison, her son was sent to Siberia. She herself was accused of ‘individualism’ and of poisoning young minds. Her most famous poem, ‘Requiem’, about the Great Purge, was written over three decades. She dictated the lines to a friend and burnt the paper she’d written on.


That was a time when only the dead

could smile, delivered from their wars

and the sign, the soul, of Leningrad

dangled outside its prison-house.



Russia crushed its children. As then, so now, too.

Vladimir Putin’s imperial ambitions aside, what was the war about?

Russia annexed Crimea back in 2014. Eight years of hostilities in Donbas never stoked any mass hatred of Ukrainians. It was a backyard war, not something most people gave much thought to. Propaganda made the full-scale invasion possible. Ukraine had been taken over by Nazis. They had to be stamped out before it was too late.

Did people believe that? Or did they just accept the lie? How had ordinary Russians ended up in the war machine, carrying out the president’s megalomaniacal plan? Did they agree with him?

Without soldiers following orders, no war. Who were the men on the front line? What were the volunteers fighting for? And what of those who were mobilised? What was their story?

I pondered all this as I made my way to Vasilyevsky Island in the middle of the Neva. I struggled across the bridge from the Winter Palace, as I had done countless times during my student days. The gusts from the Baltic Sea forced me towards the railings, trying their best to blow me out to sea.

Some things never changed.

I left the riverbank and headed towards the university area. The professor I was meeting had suggested a basement café. With the Second World War as his specialism, he’d had extensive contact with Western historians. When Ukraine was attacked, colleagues in Germany wanted to help him relocate. He refused. His students were here. His elderly mother. His job.

We each ordered a bowl of soup. Talked quietly about this and that. He was cautious. As was I. The conversation just wasn’t flowing. It was like talking to someone who was grieving.

In hushed tones, I told him about the idea I’d had while exploring the canal paths. Writing about the Russian soldier. Where he came from. What drove him. The society around him.

The professor gave me an incredulous look.

‘If that’s what you want to write about, your days here are numbered. Anything to do with soldiers is a state secret.’

He lowered his voice. ‘You know that even the word “war” is banned?’

I nodded.

‘Right now, all I can recommend is visiting our museums. Have you been to the Blockade Museum?’

I nodded again. I’d traipsed around that one, surrounded by school children, earlier in the week.

An interactive exhibition had opened in Victory Park, a few metro stops away, the professor said. It presented Putin’s perspective on history. Lavish, patriotic and simplistic, with the West as an eternal enemy.

‘Go have a look, and you’ll see these new times we’re living in. With history as a mirror.’

I met Lena when I was about twenty, in the early nineties. She opened the door to a new world. I stepped into a bohemian lifestyle where no one had money or safety nets or a moment of peace. They lived in close quarters in cold apartments, made the most of the night rather than standing in line. Vodka before bread. Life was about art and the soul.

The parties had faster scene changes than I was used to. First, exuberant joy. Then some drama that turned into an argument, into broken glass and flying fists. Get-togethers ended in fights. Fascinating and repellent. Where did that unbridled fury come from?

‘There is nothing in our culture that is founded on love,’ said Svetlana Alexievich, winner of the Nobel Prize in Literature. ‘There are many varieties of violence, and it is in this culture I believe we have grown up.’ In the family, in the backyard, at school, on the street, in prisons, in the military, between lovers. Russian law has a section dedicated to crimes of passion.

Now the party was over. The entire country had been pulled into what Alexievich called the essence of Russian culture: war. ‘They are taught to kill and to die. Nothing else. That is our main experience.’

I gave Lena a call.

She was over the moon. Was I really in town?

She didn’t have time to meet up, unfortunately, but was there anything I wanted to see?

Lena could get tickets for anywhere. For all the theatres in the city. All she had to do was make a call, and poof – a ticket would be waiting for me at the box office.

‘You have to see The Nose by Gogol. It’s just wonderful. And Macbeth! Five hours plus intervals, yet still it’s sold out every evening. Audiences love it! Do you know We by Zamyatin? The inspiration for Orwell’s Nineteen Eighty-Four? That you must see before it closes. And Antigone! Just amazing, but the theatre’s a bit out of the way . . .’

I plumped for Macbeth.

I was giddy after the first act. The precision, the rhythm, the physicality. The standard was extraordinary.

‘Phenomenal. Thanks!’ I texted Lena during the interval. She replied with a smiley face. I didn’t know anything about her life now. Maybe this wasn’t the time to be meeting up with a foreigner.

I would have to content myself with Macbeth, the tyrannical king who leads his country into a bloodbath and civil war.

Shakespeare has him die in the final act.

***

Back in Oslo, it all seemed impossible.

How was I to travel around in Russia and talk to people about their lives? About the war, the word you weren’t even allowed to say aloud? The people I’d once known had retreated into their shells. As if they could just wait there until it was all over.

One evening, the Russian mercenary was on the news. I watched it with my dad, and we sat there bewildered. Who was this guy? Was he for real? We watched the interview again. He answered as if from afar, from behind some sort of veil.

An old classmate of mine was appointed as his lawyer. I called him. He thought his client might benefit from telling his story. ‘But be careful,’ he warned. ‘He’s, um, intense . . .’

I sent a text.

Days passed.

Then, suddenly, he called. ‘Can we meet? Now? Outside McDonald’s in Majorstua? Do you know where that is?’

‘Give me half an hour,’ I replied.

I recognised him from a distance. While others waited for the bus or just hung out, he stood to attention, shoulders pulled up around his ears, arms clamped to his sides. His muscles looked tense under his clothes, hopelessly thin in the cold – just a hoodie and a light jacket. I watched him for a moment. There was something untamed about him.

He said a quick hello and pointed across the street towards Valkyrien. Known as Valka, it’s a place for everyone – students from the academy of music around the corner, neighbours from nicer buildings, old alkies. Here you could drink your beer in peace. And that was what Andrey Medvedev wanted.

The corner table at the back was free. He hurried over and sat facing out into the room.

His beer arrived. After the first gulp, his shoulders relaxed slightly. Another gulp, and he turned his attention to me. His face was pale and square, with a jutting chin. His hair was buzzed short.

So here he was, the defector from Wagner, the brutal mercenary army. He’d apologised to the Ukrainians. An apology the Ukrainians in Norway wouldn’t accept. Once a mercenary, always a mercenary.

He was scared, he said, of the Russian security service, or worse, Wagner’s people. To them, he was a traitor. ‘You’re a dead man walking,’ they’d apparently told him.

I usually ask people to start as far back as they can remember when they’re telling me their life stories, but this time I knew I had to start at the end – with his escape.

‘Can I record?’ I asked, pointing at my iPhone.

He nodded.

‘Why did you run away from Wagner?’

‘We were at the front in Bakhmut, had been for months. I refused to stay longer than my contract, which was four months, and went to the bosses’ barracks. The boss just looked at me. “The contract’s six months, not four.” I ran my mouth. “Now it’s eight,” he said.’

He told the story with feeling, playing all the roles. Remembering what everyone said.

‘I lost it. You don’t know me, so you don’t know how mad I can be. I tore off my uniform, threw it on the floor, screamed that they were motherfuckers. But I was outnumbered. They threw me in the hole.’

‘The hole?’

‘A trench with sheet metal over it. Impossible to lift off from underneath. I was to wait there for the security service. That was when I knew it was over. I’d seen them kill before. But, well, I’ll have to tell you about Wagner some other time – it really stresses me out. Wagner, Wagner, Wagner. They’re all anyone wants me to talk about. I’ll give you all the details some other time . . . not now. Now I want to tell you about my escape.’

He just needed a smoke first. When he passed the waiter on his way back in, I heard him say in halting Norwegian: ‘A. Beer.’

‘My friends managed to get me out. My team’s tank driver took me to the Russian border. He dropped me off and said “Run!” ’

‘What happened to him?’

‘He was killed when they found out about it. Shot.’

‘Oh . . .’

‘For two days I stumbled around in the forest. The roads were being watched, so I had to avoid them. Once I was a safe distance from the border, I risked hitch-hiking.’

His casual tone gave me pause, so I asked him to back up a bit.

‘A friend was shot for helping you. How does that make you feel?’

He immediately pinned me with his gaze.

‘How do you think? How do you think? Two children have lost their father because of me! A young woman her husband! How do you think it makes me feel?’

He stormed off with his cigarettes.

It was like he had a drummer inside him, pounding away until something exploded. He was still vibrating when he burst back in and stalked towards me.

‘He was killed because of me. End of. I was almost killed for helping someone else. That’s friendship in war.’

Then he picked up where he’d left off. He’d hitch-hiked east to a village in Oryol, where a man owed him a life debt. Twice, actually, he’d saved his former company commander, he said. The guy’s mother was home. She called her son to check. ‘Andrey Medvedev?’ her son exclaimed. ‘But he’s dead!’ That’s what Wagner had reported.

The fugitive needed another smoke. The next table were talking about their tax forms. They were students, not used to filling them out. One of the regulars was eating apple pie. He’d opted for the Sunday menu, roast pork with dessert. The server stopped to chat. At another table, neighbours complained about snow shovelling and pavements that hadn’t been gritted.

By closing time, the story of the escape had come to the moment when he was convinced he’d actually made it to Norway.

‘I lay down in the snow, with my arms out, and looked up at the sky.’

He lifted his arms and smiled almost shyly. ‘That was when I finally felt safe.’

Chairs scraped against the floor. The tables around us were emptying.

‘Do you want to continue tomorrow?’ I asked.

‘Yes,’ he replied. ‘I’ll tell you everything, just as it happened. My whole life in detail. Have you read Shantaram?’

I nodded, even though I’d given up on it after a few chapters. I later met the author, an Australian bank robber and former heroin addict, at a book fair in Sydney. A flamboyant character.

‘And Papillon?’

I nodded again. I’d left the French crime classic half-read too, but I understood what he was getting at. Life in prison, escape attempts, breaking out against the odds.

He drained his glass.

‘My story should be written like Shantaram, but you should feel like you’re reading Dostoevsky.’

I grinned.

It seemed I’d found my Russian soldier.

At least, a Russian soldier.




Part 1

Andrey’s War

1993–2023




Escape

Ice, polar night, wilderness. Deep snow blanketing the hillside. White as far as the eye can see. One thing is certain: it’s winter. And it’s been a rough one. The Pasvik River froze early, the slow flow of the water no match for the cold. You can amble along the bank, walk out onto the ice and cut a hole, drape a hide over a fishing chair and drop your line.

Just make sure you never, ever cross to the far shore.

Forest, frozen marshland, animal tracks. Perhaps, under the sod, hidden by a snowdrift, a bear slumbers. When the spring hunger starts to gnaw, she will crawl out, sniff her way to some shrivelled blueberries and wander onwards. But not yet: the polar night is black, three weeks have passed since the winter solstice.

The Pasvik Valley is as far north-west as the taiga reaches. Three countries manage a nature reserve of dense, almost untouched forest. To the north, the Barents Sea. To the west, the Norwegian Sea, and to the south, the Finnish forests. Heading east, the taiga extends across ten time zones to Siberia.

Swans. Tits. Redshanks. Now singing somewhere in the Mediterranean. In the spring, the birds will lay eggs in the moss, in the marshes, on the forest floor, and fly over the border markers. Some of them, striped red and green, belong to the Russians. The Norwegian ones are bright yellow with black tops. A little further south, they’re blue and white, like Finland’s flag. Somewhere, there’s a cairn no one is allowed to walk around, where three borders meet.

The Norway–Russia border spans barely two hundred kilometres. Just over half of it runs up the middle of the Pasvik River. That’s why the ice fishers have to keep to their own side.

It’s Norway’s newest and Russia’s oldest current border. The treaty was signed by Nicholas I of Russia and Charles XIV John of Sweden in 1826. Both nations brought settlers from the south. They built Orthodox churches and Lutheran chapels, laid roads and tilled the soil.

The Indigenous population was brutally colonised. In Norway, loyalty and allegiance to the state were beaten into the Sámi, whether they lived on the coast or herded reindeer on the tundra. The land couldn’t be allowed to escape the king’s dominion.

The people in the north somehow found each other, the Pomors from the east bringing rye flour and grain, then iron, cloth and tar. In return, they were given cod and halibut, pollock and hides. A pidgin language – Russenorsk – emerged, and neither duties nor tax were collected; the fishermen and merchants were independent of the state, until the Russian Revolution in 1917 put an abrupt stop to the Pomor trade.

Watchtowers. Barbed wire. Surveillance cameras. During the Cold War, large areas were militarised. When the Soviet Union collapsed, the authorities relaxed the rules. Eventually, local people were allowed to travel across the border without visas, and soon there were three hundred thousand crossings a year. There was trade, there was curiosity, there was love.

But that was before.

Before Russia invaded its neighbour to the south.

Before schoolteachers in Kyiv dug trenches.

Before hairdressers in Kharkiv fired missiles.

Before every new day brought more death and mayhem.

Now the Pasvik River once again separates two enemies that are arming themselves. Traffic is strictly regulated. Hardly anyone travels now. The border stations are empty. The visa stamps are drying up.

Old forest. Cotton-grass. Arctic aster. Many species in the far north are threatened with extinction. On the Norwegian side, there are Siberian species that don’t grow anywhere else in the country. For a few years – between the end of the Cold War and the start of the new hot one – the authorities cooperated to manage the nature reserve. Researchers collected data for plant and animal registers, drew up reports together. The area was to become a certified Dark Sky Park in a world obsessed with light. Humans would have their starry skies. Animals would have their peaceful nights. This was what people cared about.

But that was before.

One night, just past midnight, something unusual happens.

A car pulls over, halfway between Murmansk and the Norwegian border. Two men sit in the car. The passenger has put his seat back as far as it will go and is fast asleep. Before dozing off, he’d downed half a bottle of brandy. He’d been drinking heavily all day, a day that started with a Czech beer.

In his drunkenness, before falling asleep in his seat, he tried to imagine Norway. He’d never been outside the old empire, which collapsed five years before he was born.

‘Andryukha, wake up. We’re near the checkpoint!’

The passenger opened his eyes and gripped his thigh. Yes, the passport bearing another man’s name was safe in his side pocket. The driver had asked him to hide his white camo gear under his seat. Andrey stayed reclined so it would look like he’d had a long day at work and just a bit too much to drink. Drunk people generally inspired confidence in Russia.

The barrier at Titovka was down. A couple of soldiers signalled for the driver to stop. He rolled down the window and handed them a passport opened at the photo page. Andrey passed his, borrowed from a man who looked like him, the same way. The young men gave the documents a cursory glance before waving them through.

The compass was in its case. The map was saved on his phone. Everything was in order.

Well, not entirely. He was out of booze.

The driver turned off at Zapolyarny and pulled up outside a twenty-four-hour store. A group of men in military uniforms stood outside. Who were they? Border guards?

Andrey was becoming increasingly jumpy. That was why – another reason why – he had to drink. He trusted no one, was always looking over his shoulder, afraid of being apprehended.

‘They’re mobiki,’ the driver said. ‘Zapolyarny’s the assembly point for the mobilised from the area. They’re trained here before they’re sent off to Ukraine.’

Andrey pulled himself together and headed into the shop. The alcohol was behind the counter. One brand of vodka came in a flat bottle. Easier to shove in his pocket. Two of them. And a jar of pickled herring.

‘Drink with us!’ a soldier shouted.

Andrey’s stomach lurched. He leant against the wall. The boy pulled out a bottle and passed it around. Andrey was saving his.

‘To us all coming back home!’ toasted the boy.

Oh, you’ll come home, Andrey wanted to tell them. Some of you on your feet, some of you without feet, and others in zinc-lined caskets. The unlucky ones would be buried where they fell.

He held his tongue.

‘Have you served?’ one asked.

‘Me? No, I’m a pen-pusher. Couldn’t even carry the ammo.’

Andrey didn’t look like much of a bookworm. He was tall and broad-shouldered, with scars from fights and tattoos from life on the front line. He moved smoothly, like a predator, even when well oiled, like now. If necessary, he would swing first.

It was the night of 13 January 2023. Andrey had enlisted for the war in Ukraine the summer before; now he counted two months on the run. He’d recently ventured into the area around Vyborg, on the Gulf of Finland, but gave up after two attempts. It was easier to cross the Norwegian border, he’d heard. It wasn’t watched as closely.

That morning, he’d woken up in a hotel in Murmansk. He got up, washed, brushed his teeth. The water from the tap stank. All the while he talked to himself, a habit he’d had since he was little. It was more of a mantra than a monologue. ‘I have to go, I have to go, I have to go. I can’t stay, I can’t delay, I must go. I need to go today.’

A couple of days earlier, he’d called the number he’d been given. It belonged to a businessman, or rather, a crook. He knew the type from the prisons he’d done time in; the man had survived the gangster period of the nineties, when the country’s wealth was split between criminals, bureaucrats and intelligence agents.

The guy offered him a driver, a jailbird who could be relied on. The day before, Andrey had been dropped off at a military surplus store, something to be found in every Russian town of a certain size. Soldiers often had to source their own first-aid kit, boots and bulletproof vests. On paper, the army could provide everything. In reality, their supplies were half empty.

Camo gear. Knife. Compass. Back in his room, he studied the map on his phone. The border seemed to float like a thread down the middle of the river. He checked the temperature in recent weeks. Would the ice hold a man? Had anyone drowned there that winter? Did people go out on the ice at all?

Then he went to a bar.

His mind was made up. But he needed a few beers to be sure.

In the bar, he ordered three litres of beer, a whole keg. He liked knowing he still had beer left. Then he ordered dried fish and sat at a small table. In his childhood, he and his grandfather had fished in small rivers in Siberia. They came home with buckets full of pike, which he loved to catch but hated to eat, apart from when his grandfather made fishcakes for the whole family.

The keg wasn’t just about reminiscing. He had to numb himself a bit. Not that he was in any doubt. No, he had to go, he had to go, he had to go, couldn’t delay, couldn’t wait. But it wasn’t easy to leave his homeland. That was what he sat pondering.

Maybe this will be my last meal, he thought. Would he be met by a hail of bullets? End up fried on an electric fence? Would they catch him? With dogs? On snowmobiles?

If he were stopped on the Russian side, he’d be done for.

He switched from beer to vodka. He enjoyed the burning sensation that spread from his mouth to his throat and out into his body, all the way to his fingertips. His nerves calmed. He was champion of the world. He could have flown to the moon.

All his major life choices had been made while drunk.

Now he scoured his soul for doubt and found none.

He moved to sit closer to the barmaid.

‘Two glasses!’

He always ordered vodka in twos. Two. Two more. Another two. The treacherous seventh. The malicious eighth. Nine, ten. A full dozen.

The exhilaration didn’t last. Despair kicked in.

‘Why is life so unfair?’ he asked the woman behind the bar.

Why did some people get everything, while others only encountered obstacles?

They were the only people there. They agreed that they deserved better. Why did someone always have to ruin everything?

The barmaid soon tired of his whingeing.

‘You’re such a downer. You’re talking as if you want to end it all.’

He answered by asking when she got off work. Maybe they could meet up then? Afterwards?

***

A fence followed the road. Sometimes right alongside, other times further back, put up by Soviet engineers to keep their fellow citizens in. Sturdy posts had been driven into the ground, thick steel wire strung between them.

The headlights were off.

Andrey kept checking the wing mirror to make sure no one was following them. He pulled out the white overalls and stripped down to his woollen underclothes, transferring what he had in his pockets – the flat vodka bottle, cigarettes, phone – to his new attire. He rolled the clothes he’d taken off into a stiff cylinder, and strapped the second bottle of vodka to his belt. A litre and a half of beer sat waiting in his backpack.

He looked at the map on his phone.

‘Are you sure?’ the driver asked.

‘Don’t try to talk me out of it now!’

He took another swig of vodka. It burned on the way down. At least that feeling was an old friend. Everything else was new.

‘Give me some too,’ the driver said.

They shared the jar of herring. And some cigarettes. The moon shone dimly from behind a veil of clouds. Otherwise, the polar night was dark.

Andrey lit his next cigarette with the last. He would jump out as soon as the driver stopped. Barely half a kilometre from the checkpoint at Salmiyarvi, the driver slowed down.

‘Well, good luck, brother!’

‘K chortu! To the devil!’

He jumped out into the ditch. The snow was deep. His boots sank into it. Near the fence, he picked up the pace, grabbing a fencepost and starting to climb. Nothing. Still Russian soil for a while yet. He came to a lower fence and sneaked over. Just like that.

The next fence was ready for him. An alarm sounded. He kept climbing as sirens wailed, feeling the jolts of electricity, before dropping down on the other side.

Then he sprinted into the forest.

Was that dogs barking? Adrenalin pushed him onwards. His heart pounded in his chest. Was he running in the right direction? On, on. How far could the last fence be from the border? And where was the riverbank?

He thought he heard shots. But it’s hard to hit a moving target in the dark. Suddenly the sky was ablaze. The old forest hid him.

He fumbled with the compass as he ran. His fingers were shaking so much that he couldn’t get it out of its case. He took out the vodka. Another big gulp. He checked the arrow and headed west.

The snow levelled out. This had to be the riverbank. He ran out onto the ice. There was surface water under the snow, slush up to his ankles. He turned back.

His mind raced. The sounds he could hear were close. The squelching of the slush. The crunching of the snow. His own breathing. He reached for the bottle, found a new place to cross, and ran.

Once again he heard barking. They had him now. There, in the middle of the icy river, he dug out his phone and threw it into the slush. Why hadn’t he thought of that before?

Then he surged forwards.

Where was the border? Was he even running towards Norway?

Faster, faster, faster, you have to reach the bank . . . A flare lit up the sky. Where was he now? He checked the compass. He was still heading west, but doubt gripped him. What if this was still Russia? He took out the bottle again, drank and ran onwards.

Finally, the ground rose. The other bank!

He dropped to his knees and celebrated by swigging more vodka, swallowing a little snow and lighting a cigarette.

So quiet.

There was no one here.

Where were the Norwegian border guards?

Andrey got up and started to walk. What if this wasn’t Norway yet, but no man’s land? There was forest everywhere, just like at home. He could make out lights in the distance. Around a bend, he spotted a house. A couple more. He stopped. String lights and garlands decorated fences and windowsills. Letterboxes sat on a cute stand. He’d never seen anything like it. What lovely dustbins!

He took a deep breath – even the air was different – and bellowed, ‘Daaa!’ Yesssssss!

A car with Norwegian plates sat in front of one of the houses. He was a long way from home. He had made it.

He flopped down onto his back with his arms stretched out. He moved them slowly, past his body and up towards his head, as if making a snow angel.




No Angel

The fugitive in the snow was indeed far from home. His parents fell in love on an uncommonly warm spring day at the other end of the vast belt of forest he now lay in, on the banks of the Ob River, which flowed sedately through flatlands, forest and marsh from Mongolia to the Arctic Ocean.

The young man who would become his father was studying to be a carpenter. Aleksey got his place at the vocational school in the Siberian town of Kolpashevo after two years of service in a stroibat, a military construction battalion. He had been drafted the same year the Soviet Union withdrew from Afghanistan and thus avoided the ill-fated military campaign – the bleeding wound, as Mikhail Gorbachev called it. The wall between east and west in Europe fell that same autumn, marking the end of the Cold War. Homo sovieticus had to find his place in a new world.

The young woman who would become Andrey’s mother was seventeen when she came to the small riverside town. Alfia dreamt of designing clothes. But places in school were in great demand, and young people without connections or good grades were slotted in where there was space. She was enrolled in painting and plastering.

Aleksey and Alfia were children of a stratum of society where social problems piled up through the generations, even in the ostensibly classless Soviet society. Aleksey had never known his father and barely knew his mother, and he’d grown up all over the place. Alfia had cared for her four younger siblings after their father died and his widow drowned her sorrows in alcohol. The teenager washed and sewed, fed and clothed, until she left to study. Then the next sister took over.

Finally, Alfia only had herself to think about. She survived on weak tea and biscuits, the only diet a student could afford in the early nineties, when grants didn’t keep up with inflation. When the students from the vocational programmes were sent out to fix up apartments, Alfia met Aleksey.

Up and down ladders. Along skirting boards and around door and window frames. In corners and on ceilings. Their bodies collided. Their eyes met.

They were two restless souls longing for a place to land. For someone to call their own.

They got together on that uncommonly warm spring day when they went down to the river after work. The air was still. The Ob brimmed with cold, fresh meltwater.

But they didn’t have swimsuits, or underwear that deserved to see the light of day. So they just sat there, sweating, on the riverbank.

The river was so enticing, but its bank bore a chapter of the country’s darkest history.

Every year, the river claimed more of the sandy earth, and the nearest houses were dangerously close to the deep water. When the snowy winter of 1979 suddenly transitioned into a sweltering spring, a powerful surge of meltwater took a bite out of the riverbank. A human body suddenly bobbed to the surface. First one, then another, then several hundred as the water dug deeper. Buried in the clay soil just above the permafrost, they hadn’t rotted but were mummified. In only a few days, more than a thousand corpses were unearthed by the deluge.

The terrified inhabitants of Kolpashevo knew who the dead were. Some thought they recognised relatives and neighbours wearing the same clothes and shoes they’d been arrested in over forty years earlier. The place where they surfaced was near the former headquarters of the NKVD, the state’s security service and secret police. Several million ‘enemies of the people’ were killed in the thirties, accused of treason and plotting against Stalin.

When the bodies forced their way out of the sandy earth, the head of the Politburo was Leonid Brezhnev. He had put a stop to any semblance of political thaw after succeeding Nikita Khrushchev. The Great Purge of the thirties wasn’t something people spoke openly about any more. Bureaucrats from the Communist Party were flown in to put things right. At first, Brezhnev’s men said they were animal carcasses before realising that lie was a bit much even for the Politburo, so then they announced that they were deserters from the Second World War.

All of the corpses had a bullet wound, some two, in their necks or skulls.

The riverbank was cordoned off. Crews worked flat out to remove evidence of the mass graves. But how were they to get rid of the bodies that lay bobbing in the water?

Early one morning, a ferry set out from the bank. A net was attached to the stern, and the bodies moved with it, like fish in a trawl.

‘Their mouths were open,’ said one of the ferrymen. ‘Like they were screaming.’

Using wires, metal and heavy rocks, the victims were laid to rest at the bottom of the Ob. Some got stuck in locks and grates, requiring the clearing of bone fragments and skulls from drains for a long time afterwards.

By the time the two lovers sat on the riverbank in the spring of 1993, just over a year had passed since the Soviet Union had collapsed. The fifteen republics were now free to discover their true selves. Russia’s new president, Boris Yeltsin, opened the archives, finally enabling the residents of Kolpashevo and millions of others who had endured Stalin’s tyranny to find out what had happened to the people who’d disappeared. Everything was to come out into the open.

But between the students on the riverbank, shyness prevailed.

Aleksey suddenly got up. He’d be back soon, he said, and ran off.

The young man scoured the town’s shops. In addition to bowing your head and obeying, the ability to get hold of things was a valuable quality in Soviet society. Wrangling, swindling, bartering. People had got glasnost and perestroika – openness and restructuring – but the stores in Siberia remained empty, and when there was anything to buy, the prices were astronomical.

Finally, Aleksey found what he was looking for.

And thus the bond was sealed, with a sky-blue bikini.

The riverbank was muddy, the riverbed a graveyard, but the future was bright.

Their first child, a son, was born while they were living in student housing. Alfia was eighteen and put her studies on hold. The couple moved in with an uncle in the village of Yudino, accessible only by hand-pulled raft. The small family lived on Aleksey’s carpenter’s salary and child benefit.

Two years later, in 1996, they had another son. Andrey was born in the middle of the summer, when the Siberian mosquito was at its fattest and babies had to be protected by nets. Before he could walk, the family moved to Alfia’s village, which was home to five hundred souls. The family carried everything they owned in three bags on the cable ferry.

Ust-Bakchar had something Yudino didn’t – a state-run collective farm. Aleksey got a job as a cowhand, and Alfia became a dairymaid. They found a lopsided little house on the outskirts of the village and together made it a home. Aleksey had become a skilled carpenter, renowned for his beautiful woodwork. He carved leaf patterns around the window frames, with detailed borders like embroidered tatting. What Aleksey created, Alfia painted. The house had sky-blue window frames, and the front door was bright orange.

Aleksey found some leftover wallpaper that gave their two rooms and kitchen an air of a wider world. A scene on one wall depicted a stately manor-house fireplace, complete with glowing hearth and mantelpiece with gilded dishes and baroque candlesticks. In front of the fireplace, still within the confines of the wallpaper, sat an antique globe, and on the wall hung a sword worthy of a knight. In the bedroom, he pasted up an Alpine landscape with snow-capped mountains and a clear blue sky. The hall was papered with goldfish in an aquarium, and in the tiny kitchen, red flowers climbed a brick wall somewhere far south.

The young carpenter fixed up the barn, bathhouse and outhouse. The family got a cow, sheep and chickens. Alfia spun the sheep’s wool and knitted mittens and children’s clothes with the yarn. The cow gave them milk, the chickens eggs and meat. Aleksey taught his sons to chop the birds’ heads off. The chicken on the chopping block was to be held still with one hand; the rest was brute force and precision.

Meanwhile, Russia toddled towards capitalism. Boris Yeltsin, supported by Western economists, anticipated a quick transition. To achieve growth and prosperity, the enormous empire had to make a ruthless switch from planned economy to market economy, a procedure known as shock therapy.

The state itself was toppled and looted. The wreckage was left behind.

The summer Andrey was born, there was a presidential election in Russia. At first, Yeltsin’s colleagues thought he was guaranteed to win. His opponent from the Communist Party didn’t scare them. But jobs that were once safe had been streamlined away, and pensions weren’t seeing people through to the end of the month.

When the shock therapists realised how close the election would be, they initiated a major scare campaign, paid for by the men who had plundered state-owned industries. The partnership was an important step away from the democracy they outwardly praised. In reality, the country had become a kleptocracy where the political leadership worked closely with newly wealthy oligarchs.

Boris Yeltsin was re-elected over the Communist Party candidate. The sway of the KGB was broken for good, people thought.

Most Russians were struggling. Many people began to take a nostalgic view of the Soviet era, when everyday life was safeguarded. Now they could barely afford a heel of dark bread and a bit of sausage. Some grieved the loss of their fatherland – the Soviet Union. Russia alone was so small compared to the rest of the world. All around them they saw decay, and goods they couldn’t afford. The nouveau riche flaunted their wealth on TV while the mafia fought turf wars with guns. In the mornings, fresh bodies littered the streets of Moscow, Novosibirsk and Kaliningrad. Sure, ordinary citizens could speak freely – but was anyone listening?

One month, the dairymaids weren’t paid. The next month, the cowhands’ pay packets were empty. One day, Alfia came home with a calf she’d been given in lieu of her wages.

She picked herbs for headache remedies. To help with stomach pain. With sore throats and bad skin and depression. She wrote all the recipes in a notebook. She sold her concoctions or bartered them.

She picked blueberries and wild strawberries. She harvested sour red kalina – guelder-rose berries – from trees in the forest, and sweet, wild malina – raspberries. She preserved, juiced, canned, pickled or soaked them in alcohol.

She made liquor at home and kept lists of customers. Kolya, Vanya, Misha . . . who had paid, who still owed? Her liquor was strong and good.

She crocheted blankets and took sewing jobs, cut out recipes from magazines that she stuck into her notebook, reproduced garments she’d seen in shops or designed her own.

There goes Alfia, people said. With her buckets, baskets and bottles. She’s carrying that family on her shoulders.

Sometimes Andrey ran along behind her. He accompanied his mother to the milking and scampered around as she worked. Happiness was meeting her halfway after her shift. Then they’d walk home, hand in hand. He stitched together scraps of fabric using her sturdy Soviet sewing machine. She taught him to darn socks, to make soup, to forage for mushrooms and berries and kindling. One should never come home empty-handed.

The barn got emptier. Aleksey kept slaughtering. His sons helped. One afternoon, they were to kill a pig. The two boys were told to stab the animal through its heart. Afterwards, they had to drink the warm blood. A glass each. The blood made Andrey gag, but he downed it.

Soon there were no more animals left to slaughter.

Instead of shaking their fists at the people running the country, some beat their nearest and dearest. In time, neighbours heard screams from the house with the blue window frames.

But that sort of thing was private.

People looked away. Or rather, they sneaked glances. Talked in hushed tones. He’ll kill her one day, they said.

Oh well, it wasn’t like they were the only family in the village with a wife-beater.

There wasn’t much in the way of punishment in a country that was equal by proclamation, but where thousands of women were killed by their husbands every year. Problem families, they were called.

Often, abusive fathers also drank. Aleksey drank. With both hands. Sometimes he did nothing but drink. That was when he hit hardest. Jealousy gnawed at him. A look could clench his fist. Where was Alfia going with her baskets? And what about the men who came to buy her liquor? How close was she with them, really?

He always found a reason to beat her.

If Andrey made a mess, was late for dinner, tracked in mud or forgot a chore, he got a slap. If he wet his bed, he got a smack. He never stopped wetting the bed. Only when his mother woke him up in the night to go out to pee were his sheets dry in the morning. If his father was in a particularly bad mood, he would swing the poker at the boy’s head. You never knew what would set Aleksey off, and what he would let slide.

Izverg, the neighbours called him. Monster. But what good did that do?

When Andrey was four, the country got a new president – Vladimir Putin. Drunken and diminished, Boris Yeltsin had appointed his intelligence chief as his successor. Despite his liberal image, Yeltsin had shown himself to be a true autocrat. He empowered the presidency at the expense of parliament and local councillors, and took care of his own. The agreement with his successor was clear: Yeltsin and his family were to have full immunity.

The economy improved, with real wage growth and tax reforms. This upturn was primarily due to increasing commodity prices, especially oil and gas, which brought prosperity for the few and a little more butter for the bread of the many. The state-run collective farm was privatised and split into various companies. Alfia kept her job, but Aleksey had to make do with casual work.

Their sons had differing approaches to tackling life’s challenges.

When Aleksey beat Alfia, the elder son hid. He would find a nook and sit there with his head between his knees and his hands covering his ears until it was over. Andrey, on the other hand, lunged at his father. He clung to the lean man, tore at him, wrapped his hands around his neck. When he was thrown off, he jumped back up, was flung away, pounced on him again. But he was never able to stop the beatings. His mother’s head was slammed against the wall, hit against the stove, smashed against the kitchen counter.

To avoid trouble, Andrey rarely came home before dark. He roamed the forest or hung out at the stadium – an open area by the school where they played football in summer and ice hockey in winter.

Hockey was his favourite. Their coach, the son of the school gym teacher, introduced them to the concept of team spirit, where everyone needed each other, and they could only succeed together. After matches, they went back to his house to drink tea. He always had time to talk, joke around or give advice. Moreover, he spoke to them like they mattered.

Andrey stole his first moped when he was eleven. He just hid that one. After all, it wasn’t like he could use it. Everyone would know he’d taken it.

Sometimes he and his brother rummaged around in people’s garages and backyards. Took whatever was lying around. Bike chains, batteries, tools. The brothers eyed the well-kept garage of Grisha, a neighbour down the road. One time, they took two cans of diesel. But they couldn’t sell them. Who could they offer stolen diesel?

They asked their father for advice.

‘Papa, we’ve found a couple of cans of diesel.’

‘Where?’ Their father didn’t wait for the answer. ‘Give them to me!’

He took the cans and sold them. That same day, he came home with vodka. Once he’d drunk himself senseless enough, he beat his sons for stealing from their neighbour.

It wasn’t just their father who drank. Alfia’s mother, who Andrey called Baba Galya, had drowned her grief for her husband in vodka and was a known drunk in the village. And when her mother, Andrey’s great-grandmother Babulya, visited, Alfia indulged as well.

Soon Andrey drank too. The first time, before he turned twelve, was with his great-grandmother’s help. She loved what people called port – cheap red wine with added liquor and sugar.

One summer morning, when Aleksey and the two older women woke with sore heads and in dire need of the hair of the dog, Alfia was already busy with the milking. Her shift started at five. Increasingly often, she was still tipsy when she started work.

Babulya would often send Andrey and his brother to the village store to buy on credit. She would write what she needed on a scrap of paper and pay when she got her pension. That morning, she wrote: 1 box of port and 1 pack of cigarettes.

The brothers copied their great-grandmother’s handwriting. It was easy. She just scribbled things down without bothering to put her glasses on. One pen stroke changed 1 to 4. Using the same handwriting, they also scrawled waffle sticks and biscuits.

The shopkeeper made a note of the treats in the cash book, along with four boxes of port and four packs of cigarettes. The brothers hid the biscuits, three boxes of port and three packs of cigarettes under some shadbush in the woods behind the stadium.

Then they went home with what their great-grandmother had ordered.

As always after a drinking binge, their father was in a foul mood. The brothers waited until he’d drunk himself into slightly better spirits.

‘Papa, can we go to the stadium?’

‘Just go!’

Through the vegetable garden behind the house, over the fence, along the edge of the field, another fence, past the stadium and into the forest. They retrieved their ill-gotten gains from the hiding place. We’re like grown-ups, Andrey thought, the biscuits, port and cigarettes lying next to them.

Misha and Kostya from his year at school soon joined them, then an older boy, and finally some girls from his class. Andrey served them all. The port rose in their throats and left a bitter taste in their mouths. The cigarettes made their gums smart. The children expelled the acrid smoke without inhaling.

Andrey sat there stoically, concealing his nausea.

His friends pulled faces. They forced some wine down, spat out the rest and decided they’d rather play football.

Only Andrey kept drinking. He took deep gulps. While his friends fought over the ball on the pitch, he bent over in the bushes and threw up a red slurry of port and biscuits.

The pitch gradually emptied. It was dinnertime.

‘Let’s go home. I’m hungry,’ his brother said.

Andrey’s head swam. The world was spinning. There was a pounding in his temples.

His big brother helped him up. They only just managed to get over the fence into the field. Finally they were standing outside the house with the sky-blue window frames. His brother went in first. Their father had drunk himself into a stupor. As had the two babushkas.

‘Soup’s ready!’ their mother called when they came in. She eyed Andrey but said nothing. Andrey breathed a sigh of relief. His father would have realised straight away. And beaten him black and blue.

A feeling of intense love washed over him. She always covered for him. His brother sat grinning.

Andrey went to bed after his soup, hoping he wouldn’t wet the sheets.

The year Andrey turned twelve, Russia got yet another president. Just like Yeltsin eight years earlier, Putin appointed his successor, the loyal Dmitry Medvedev. Putin stayed on at the Kremlin as prime minister and leader of the ruling party, United Russia. At first, Medvedev extended a hand to those the Kremlin derided – the liberals. In an interview with Novaya Gazeta, he defended democracy, a state governed by the rule of law and freedom of expression. He praised the newspaper, known for exposing corruption among the ruling elite, for not being bootlickers. There was hope for a political thaw, but Medvedev would soon tighten the rules. Media outlets came under government control, as did the judicial system. Putin was still the one pulling most of the strings. This duo were popular among broad sections of the population, not least because people got more money in their wallets, but very little of this wealth trickled down to the depths of the country. Ust-Bakchar remained a backwater.

Before school broke up for the summer, the children were to bring in sweets for the end-of-year party. Andrey ransacked cupboards and drawers but found nothing, and the village store had stopped letting the family buy on credit.

He couldn’t show up empty-handed, so he didn’t go at all.

He didn’t want to be someone like that. Like Katya. She smelled of pee, wore dirty clothes and lived in a worse house than theirs. The family got called bomzhi – the down-and-outs. Katya – Bomzhika – watched when he played ice hockey, following him with her gaze. He was one of the best players on Krasavtsy Moskvy, the village team, and liked having an audience, but not her.

There was someone else he hoped would cheer him on. Liza with the red hair. He’d admired and dreamt of being close to her since first grade, carrying her backpack, fetching things for her.

While Liza was the best student in their class, Andrey was just average. He had skills, but was restless and unruly. He always compared himself with others, and luckily there were always some worse off. Tolik was even poorer. He had to leave school to find work.

At the end of fifth grade, Alfia gave Andrey something to take. There was to be a party in the gym. Their teacher had taught them to waltz. The boys would ask the girls to dance. Andrey stood there in his freshly ironed shirt. The girls wore summer dresses and ribbons in their hair. Liza was radiant. Floral dress, shiny shoes.

Finally he would dance with her.

He hurried across the room. Before someone else took her. He was shaking. Then, on his way over, something happened. At the end of the row, almost pressed up against the wall, he spotted Katya. She was standing all alone, separate even from those closest to her, staring at him.

A new feeling washed over him.

It could have been him. It was him.

He changed direction. His feet moved almost of their own volition, before stopping.

‘Katyusha, may I?’

Sometimes life was good. When his father was sober. The best thing was going fishing. Then they would laugh together. His father might ask him about school. He might take out his knife and whittle something. You just never knew how long his good mood would last.

The day after one of those fishing trips, Andrey forgot to gather kindling after school. His father slammed his head into the fireplace.

Blood streamed from the wound. Andrey went running to Babulya.

She took him to the village doctor, who managed to stop the bleeding.

‘Lie completely still,’ he said. ‘You need some stitches. Then you must go home and rest.’

‘I can’t! We’re having a party at school!’

‘You won’t be doing any partying.’

‘I don’t want stitches. We’re having a disco in the gym . . .’

Andrey hid his dressing under a hat. This wasn’t anything new. He went to school with bruises, to hockey training with cuts. Every blow left Andrey feeling a little more rattled.

The wildness inside him took hold. He tried to rein it in but couldn’t. People distanced themselves from him. An awful thought struck him.

I am like him.

Winters were hard. To keep warm, they huddled in the kitchen. One evening, their father hacked the woodshed to pieces. It was empty, after all. Once that wood had been used up, he turned his attention to the bathhouse. After that, they had to wash at Babulya’s.

Andrey gained a baby sister. Then another. Alfia’s two youngest siblings moved in when Baba Galya couldn’t quit drinking. Alfia was put down as their foster mother. The resulting state benefits saved the household. Andrey herded cows at the collective farm.

One day in late February, the adults – mother, father, grandmother and great-grandmother – sat drinking. Outside, the evening was drawing in. Inside, only the stately fireplace on the wallpaper made it feel cosy.

The telephone rang. It was the farm manager. One of the dairymaids was ill. Alfia would have to take her shift.

Andrey’s mother got up from the table. The cows came first. She put on her warm coat and pulled her fur hat down over her ears before wrapping a scarf around her head, neck and shoulders, shutting out the world.

Andrey didn’t want to be left with the drinkers. He could give water to the animals while she did the milking. Together they walked along the road and onto the main street, Tsentralnaya. They passed some of Andrey’s friends.

‘Go and play with them,’ his mother said with a smile.

‘Are you sure?’

‘It’s not that dark yet, but when it is, go home.’

Andrey ran over to the others. Alfia kept walking. She left Tsentralnaya and followed a cart track onwards. Here the taiga took over. Tall, slender beech trees grew on both sides of the road. Beyond them was a frozen white expanse.

Alfia continued on into the forest. Her fur hat muted all sense of the world around her. She started up the final incline towards the farm at the top of the hill.

At that same moment, a driver started the engine of a rusty old tractor the size of a tank. He’d been drinking too, and was hammered as he drove down the road from the farm. It was no big deal. He was just going to the workshop down by the main road.

The tractor rolled quickly down the farm road, which was now shrouded in darkness. The driver hadn’t bothered to repair the headlights that had shorted out a few days earlier. He knew exactly where he was going, and in any case, the snowbanks were so high he couldn’t drive off the road even if he wanted to.

Halfway down the hill, the tractor lurched. There wasn’t a bump in the road there, was there? It was like he’d run something over.

He thundered onwards.

A couple of minutes later, he arrived at the workshop. He climbed down from the tractor cab. In a shaky voice, he said to the pair on the shift:

‘I think I’ve run someone over.’
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