
 

 

St. Petersburg, Russia 
 

CHAPTER 1 
 
I asked: “What do you want?” 
He said: “To be with you in hell” 
 

St. Petersburg! 
It was almost a miracle for her to be there by herself.  

Anna’s father wanted her where he could watch her. He had 
already seen the hot spark of her independence. They had 
both been right. She had succeeded in escaping even if she 
was only a short train ride away. She had wanted her 
independence more than anything else. That way she could 
permanently break out of the routine her parents had set for 
her. Her mother called her lazy for sitting with her feet up on 
the windowsill, a book in her lap.   

Her mother had let her go out when her father wasn’t 
home, which was often, and her mother went out herself. 
Their house would be completely quiet, dust and cobwebs 
building up. Her mother’s favorite place to go was a women’s 
book club, but she didn’t write books herself and wasn’t even 
engaged in reading them. She enjoyed turning their pages in 
the company of women, discussing the motivations of 
characters as if they were people she had met, and drinking 
wine.  

Anna dressed in black and went to funerals at the 
cemetery. She draped her shawl over her head. The lawns she 
walked on would sometimes slosh beneath her feet, 
depending on the weather. She was surprised at how often 
people died, how often speeches were given through tears. 
She would watch and cry herself. She enjoyed the feeling of 
the warm tears cascading down her cheeks, but maybe she 
was crying about her own loneliness. It was a feeling she 
knew well. It comforted her like her favorite blanket had as a 
child. 



 

 

Sometimes she spoke with the other mourners. She 
went so far as to embrace them. She became addicted to the 
feeling of a stranger in her arms, of a stranger’s arms around 
her.  

Many of the mourners were elderly. Anna could relate 
to the old souls. She liked to talk to them about the past. 
Many of them focused on a part where their lives were fullest, 
either with children or war or the fulfillment of dreams. 
 When the funerals were over, she remained among 
the gravestones. Like the dead, she tried to transcend her 
body. She thought of herself in third person and wrote poems 
that way, as if she could disguise her deepest emotions. 
When her mother came home from book club, Anna’s father 
still wasn’t there. Her mother walked helplessly through the 
empty hallways, lighting the lamps.  

When Anna was stuck in her room, her mind would 
wander to poetry, and now that she was on the train traveling, 
she understood that she had already experienced this through 
words. Traveling was one of those events you think about so 
much you conjure them into really happening.  

Anna stood on the train platform waiting for her 
friend, Valeriya, to meet her. Valeriya was late as always. 
  Valeriya had left their hometown of Tsarskoye Selo a 
year earlier. It was the hometown of the famous poet Pushkin 
and the refuge of Empress Alexandra. Anna’s mother had 
refused to accompany her to the train station to see her off. 
She pretended she was busy, rattling her keys and stomping 
around the house. 

Her mother stayed in the house on Bezymianny Lane. 
Her mother’s life remained exactly as it was before, but her 
father was a ghost. Her mother no longer waited for him to 
return home from his visits with other women, but she 
waited all the same. She sat in an armchair staring out the 
window, so that the weight of her body and of time would 
leave an impression. She pretended she was watching the 
progress of the birds building a nest.   



 

 

“I’m sorry, Annochka,” Valeriya apologized at that 
train station breathlessly. Her curly red hair bounced with the 
humidity. “I was busy convincing friends to support the 
workers.” She slid her hand across the floral silk scarf Anna 
wore on her head and gave her a kiss.   

“How have you been, Valeriya? Last year without you 
in Tsarskoye Selo was hard.” 

“I’m happy here,” she said. Valeriya reached down to 
pick up Anna’s traveling bag. Anna’s dark hair was pinned 
into a twist. “Do you have anything in here?” she joked. “It’s 
so light!” 
  “I wanted to be able to carry it all by myself,” Anna 
said and she kept secret her desire to leave the possessions of 
her past behind, the books she had already read, her brass-
framed mirror, and the diary Valeriya had given her a couple 
years ago with the tiny stubborn lock. 
 Anna and Valeriya rushed from the platform as if they 
were in as much of a hurry as everyone else, merging into the 
stream of people filled with traveling smells. Anna breathed 
in the stale scent of sleep, the ink of magazines in kiosks, and 
the raw smell of onions spread onto perspiring slices of meat. 
A group of men playing a card game on a wooden crate, their 
playing cards layered with dirt, made the path for the hurried 
travelers smaller. Farther up in the crowd, a woman 
screamed. Anna put her hand out in front of her so that she 
could push her way through without getting trampled. While 
an old woman struggled with a heavy sack of apples, surely 
bruising them, Valeriya confidently forged ahead with Anna’s 
bag. 
 In the street, they found an empty horse cab and 
asked the driver to take them back to the apartment she 
would share with Valeriya. “I think it’s too far to walk, even 
with your light bag. You’ll have to see the city later,” Valeriya 
told her. 
 “This isn’t my first time here,” Anna said. 
 
 


