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One

There wasn’t time for second thoughts. I had to kill that man. But why on earth was I involved? I blame my father for this one. I blame him for a lot. He always gets the sympathy in those biographies they write: the grieving genius, the monk, a beacon of principle in the Stalinist darkness. There weren’t too many of his type, but someone had to pay the price and that was usually me. Oh, there were other pressures, I suppose; I mustn’t be unreasonable. That, too, was his monopoly.

My name is Belkin, Anton Markovich. Born 1897, Soviet citizen, unmarried. Education: two years higher in a legal college just before the Revolution. Profession: criminal investigator, now retired. Officially, I give my social origin as working class – my father was a painter, after all. An artist, I mean. His name was Mark Solomonovich Belkin but the world knows him as Belka, The Squirrel, the man who painted worlds on fire. Some people still collect his stuff; they must like geometric shapes and plenty of bright red. But it was still on his account that we’d ended up in the artists’ colony at Pleyadskoe, the one the government had made, about an hour from town by train. Very pleasant if you like birch trees. Just far enough from Moscow for some silence and clean air. Our house was No 9 Tropinin Street. 

I can still see it in my mind: the white fence and the currant bushes, the little vegetable patch. That was Irina Feoktistovna’s – she came with the house, I’m afraid, a bit like the toad round the back of the privy. At one time there were chickens scratching in the yard and I think I remember a goat. Our own contribution was a very large grey cat that Father had named for his hero, Diego Maria Rivera. 

This cat had been a demon mouser in his younger days, and since I had to get up early it was usually one of my bare feet that stepped into the evidence. At least most spring mornings were light. All the same, I’d ventured downstairs before dawn on this particular Thursday. I’d got a big new case at work, the Mytishchi factory thefts, and I wanted to set a few things going before the May Day holiday. I picked my way with special care. The thaw was well advanced by then and life was stirring in our yard.

There was a mouse this morning, too. I heard a kind of crackle, then a dark streak shot across the tablecloth, almost knocking into my ashtray before it vanished behind our basket of bread-crusts. The cat, however, did not move. ‘You’re getting old, Comrade Rivera,’ I whispered, reaching out to pat his head, and as I did I glanced up at the calendar, the one with slogans from the current, second, Five Year Plan. It was the month of the old Easter, so the message was predictable: ‘Priests are the Agents of our Enemy!’ Last month’s had been about cement. I remember that, and I remember what I said to Diego Maria as he shifted position in his sleep, mouth sagging open to expose a cruel canine tooth. ‘How far we’ve all come, Comrade Cat. But we must work to earn our keep. No living off the past.’ Like him, I wasn’t eager to be doing my own job. Even then, in 1934, before the real whirlwind struck – all the arrests and then the war – I longed to have a quiet life. ‘“He who does not work, neither shall he eat”? Got that?’

The animal slept on, ignoring me. It was Irina Feoktistovna who fed him, sometimes even sacrificing a few precious scraps of meat. Glancing at the clock, I crushed out my cigarette and gulped the last of my black tea. Another day of numb routine: that was my master plan. I grabbed my satchel and set off for our suburban station, glad that I’d thought to keep a spare pair of boots at the Procuracy. The mud I’d pick up on the way would weigh me down, like dough. It sucked and slid around my feet the moment I stepped through our gate. 

Her car was waiting where our lane joined the Pereyaslavl highway. She always chose that exact spot, beside a clump of birches at the edge of our old wood. I often wondered just how much her driver ever knew. It was almost always the same man by that time: I recognised the shaven neck, the small ears ruthlessly exposed. The rear door opened and I caught a burst of hotter air. Within, I could just see the outline of a woman, tall and slim, with a streak of silver in her thick, dark hair. 




Two

My bag of papers went in first, spilling across the seat. I followed, awkward in those boots, my height more awkward still. Vika hadn’t said a word. She didn’t even look at me until the car moved off. 

‘It’s not a game we’re playing, Anton Markovich,’ she began. ‘There’s been a death. Unusual. I’m going to need your help.’

There was a legal protocol and naturally I told her so. ‘We have to use official routes.’

‘Ah, yes,’ she said. ‘Procedures. Rules.’ Her voice was warm, with a faint trace of the far north in the staccato ds and ps. I sensed her smiling as she spoke, face turned to mine in the half-light. ‘We both understand that there are still some limitations in the system, though, don’t we? I just want you to be the one who gets this case when it comes up. That’s not so much to ask, is it?’

‘I’ve done enough! Can’t you see that?’ It wasn’t wise, that direct tone, but tact comes hard to me. ‘Just let me get on with my life! We settled that last time.’

She sighed and reached to touch my arm. ‘I need the best investigator I can get, Anton. Top-level, discreet, flexible. Not some fresh-faced careerist or that idiot Polonsky. I need you.’

‘It’s not as simple as that, though, is it? Especially now.’ My brain was listing complications even as her voice purred on.

‘I wouldn’t ask if I thought there was anyone else,’ she was saying. ‘You’re the only man I trust to do this, honestly.’ You didn’t get to be a deputy head of section in our powerful secret police, our Cheka – the OGPU as they called it then – without a knack for flattery. 

I pulled my arm away from hers. That was rejection, not her style.

‘I could just order you, of course. Remember? You don’t have a choice.’

My reckless side might still have won – she’d seen that happen once. I’d disobeyed a lot of orders, put a lot of lives at risk. 

Leaving the threat to fester, she lied to me some more. ‘I’m not the only one who’s noticed how you always get things done. It’s quite unusual, these days, and everyone admires you for it, even if they can’t actually say so. You don’t take crap, you don’t give up. You’re a bit of a legend up in the Lubyanka, in case you didn’t know.’

I still said nothing. She changed tack.

‘The victim was an academic. A professor with an interest in medieval art. Middle-aged, talented, bourgeois, just the type you’ve always been so soft on. They’ve noticed that, too, where I work.’

‘What happened?’ I sighed, too tired to bother arguing about Stalin’s class war. ‘Is it political?’ If it had been, as I’m sure you know, there’d be no point in my doing much. The range of crimes that came my way was always pretty wide, but malfeasance by the top brass was someone else’s job.

‘I can’t say at this moment, Anton, but if I find out you’ll be told. The victim’s name was Andrei Davydovich Dovlatov. Apart from that, we don’t know much beyond the standard biographical facts. Age fifty – he was born in 1884. Education … Well, he took several degrees at the university here. Profession historian, political status non-Party, social origin quite probably bourgeois, family none. No wife we know of and no kids. One other thing, though: he was tortured.’

My heart sank but she didn’t pause. On the contrary, she was just getting into her stride. 

‘The cause of death was a blow to the head. They’ve told me it looked as if the killer used his boot. But someone had been working on him pretty hard before. The body’s burned in a dozen places and they’d had a go at hacking off one of his thumbs. Not very competently.’

‘I can’t do this. I simply can’t.’

‘They’d have been plastered in blood by the end of it, the killers, all of them. They tied him up, knocked out some teeth. Must have been at least two at him, probably three.’

‘Ask someone else. Do it in-house. You’ve got more men than anyone.’

‘They found him in the courtyard of some old place on Volkhonka. You know, the big house on the corner of Lenivka as you’re getting close to Borovitsky Square. Number five. Not sure if he was tortured there, but it’s where he was dumped. There’s still plenty of blood around. You’ll want to take a look.’

She wasn’t about to let me go, whatever line I took. She didn’t even have the decency to consider the terms of my job. We had a rota for new assignments at the Procuracy and the person who controlled it – or at least the one with the final say – was my boss, Procurator General Ivan Alekseyevich Akulov. Not her, and not her grisly crew of OGPU psychopaths. Akulov could choose any one of dozens of investigators, a risk I insured against by heaping work high on my desk. Safe work, the kind I preferred. Not this.

‘There’s been an arrest already, Anton,’ she persisted. ‘But I’m bound to tell you it was made by one of ours. Transport Construction Division. A captain: Lukas Jansons.’

‘Which branch of TCD?’ I asked, still hoping she’d say something bland. Transport Construction was a fiefdom of its own within the OGPU’s sprawling realm, so Jansons might still be some hack who checked late-running trams.

‘The Metropolitan Railway. He’s attached to shaft seven, the one down by the Pashkov House.’

No trams, then, but a flagship job and thus a flagship officer. It wasn’t simply that our new underground railway system, the Metro, was mightily prestigious. Prestige alone was commonplace; the leaders lived for it. They’d fought and won their greatest war, the one against the peasantry, so now it was the capital they’d set out to subdue. They wanted gleaming Soviet steel and the white heat of science, but Moscow reeked of horse manure, dry rot and home-made booze. The idea of our brand-new Plan was to transform all that, but while the Metro promised speed – the modern kind, geared for huge crowds – it had a secret, subtle reach. An offspring of the fungal soil and seams of ancient bones, its tentacles could not be seen as they felt through the dark. Our enemies were everywhere – the British spy, French saboteur – and we’d been taught that tunnels would attract them all like flies. Worse, the one that Vika had mentioned, shaft seven, was within easy rifle-shot of the Kremlin. Whoever Captain Jansons was, the OGPU trusted him.

‘He’s told us it was a fluke,’ Vika was explaining. ‘Jansons was just passing when he saw a young man bending over what looked like a body. He even recognised the kid. It turns out he works on Jansons’ very own shaft seven. You’d better talk to both of them. The lad’s in custody, of course. He’s not saying much, but he’ll have to explain why there was blood up to his wrists when Jansons found him there.’

‘How old’s the kid?’ I had to ask. ‘Who is he? What’s his name?’

‘Limonchik. Fedor Limonchik. Barely into his teens, I believe.’

Despite myself I must have sighed. She’d set this trap so well. 

‘Some orphan from the south, they say. But he was working as a tunneller. He’d have known he was caught the minute Jansons clapped eyes on him.’

I tried to picture Limonchik. We called them moles, those tunnellers, but real moles have bodies that are built for shifting earth. For men, the work was backbreaking, against Nature’s design. Some said their lungs would be destroyed, some that they’d all go mad. I knew what the boy’s days were like and I could imagine him at the end of one, too, stumbling up to the surface, his small frame caked in soot and grit, his throat thick with damp fumes. Of course he’d know who Jansons was. The clean boots would have been enough, the tunic with its crimson trim … 

That image, that clean uniform, suggested the one objection that might actually work. The OGPU, not my office, handled large-scale racketeers.

‘I still don’t see the problem, Vika,’ I began, this time attempting friendliness. ‘It’s got all the hallmarks of one of the gangs, hasn’t it? Your professor did something or knew something and they decided to make an example of him. I’d put my money on Krasyuk.’ I knew this sounded plausible. The gangster Krasyuk was sadistic; torturing was just his style. He also used illegal vodka – his own vile samogon – to trap unwary young street kids. ‘Was the boy Limonchik drunk, by the way?’

‘Stone-cold sober, Anton. And hungry. They’ve searched him. Nothing in his pockets. He wasn’t dressed to be outdoors. But the police will know all that.’

‘Who’ve they assigned to this?’

‘Kopeikin and Klopov.’

‘That pair of clowns?’ Ivan Kopeikin was an ex-soldier, ingenious in a tight spot, but Pasha Klopov was a typical militiaman, a former labourer who could barely sign his name. At least they wouldn’t be around and in the way for long. By law they had a day or two to scramble after facts, but most of our detectives preferred handing stuff to us. The OGPU didn’t like the courts – their own approach to suspects was much quicker and more final – but the civilian police had such a vast backlog of work that any help, including ours, was welcomed with relief. The courts knew best, that was what they’d say; the courts could deal with it. That still left the larger problem of my own involvement. If Procurator General Akulov, my boss, got wind that the OGPU was scheming to take the case – especially now, with our delicate politics – he’d want to keep the whole thing under his direct control. He’d use a crony, one of his. That shit Katz sprang to mind at once. 

I could sense Vika’s spine relaxing as she watched me with my thoughts. She’d always liked pretending she could read my mind. 

‘It’s not the who that worries me,’ she went on, cutting in. ‘You’ll find that out, if you work hard, and if you don’t? Well, Limonchik will do, won’t he? Crime is a manifestation of the class struggle, remember? They’re picking up vanloads of kids every day. No one’s going to miss another. No, what bothers me is the why. Why Dovlatov? And why Jansons?’

She paused, checking to make quite certain that I’d noted Jansons’ name. ‘Between the two of us, I’ve had my people ask around. The story goes that someone’s found real gold down in those tunnel shafts, good stuff, not only coins and rings. And money’s only part of this, I’m sure of it, Anton. For some time now, I’ve had a feeling that there’s something no one’s telling me, something dangerous. It’s not just politics. It’s personal. The knives are out and I must say I don’t feel safe myself.’

Ah, Vika, the damsel in need. She’d hooked me with the orphan boy and now she was pretending I might protect her, too. I’d long vowed to avoid that trap, yet here I was, back in her car and almost at the city gates, the free horizon far behind. Ahead, but further than it seemed, a golden dome shone bright above socialist Moscow’s grey and brown.

‘Are the Bosses involved?’ I asked. ‘The Kremlin?’

‘Not to my knowledge.’

‘Or not at this stage? Not yet?’ 

‘I wouldn’t ask you if I thought the job would drag you into all of that. You couldn’t do it, anyway. Your father’s lost touch with his contacts, hasn’t he?’

Her green eyes glittered as she spoke, their menace unconcealed. I didn’t answer. My father’s withdrawal, which I attributed by turns to idleness, vodka or depression, was beyond any control of mine. So was its likely consequence: the midnight knock, the men in black, the threats, the crowded cell. He who does not work, neither shall he eat. And he who shoots his mouth off can’t expect a second chance.

We’d hit the shanty-town at the peak of its morning rush. Here lived the real working class, tens of thousands of them, mostly men. They’d come to Moscow from the steppe, searching for the life Stalin had promised them, and now, heads bowed and collars turned up to ward off the wind, they trudged past us in little groups to go and toil for it. A film of mud disguised the road and I could see no pavement, only ever-deeper mud, but still they walked, line after line, all headed for the north-east terminus and the city trams. From there, I knew, most faced an hour’s journey to town and after dusk an hour back. One day, our leaders promised us, the Metro, Moscow’s Underground, would cut that down to a mere blink.

‘Can we talk freely?’ I asked, nodding towards the back of her driver’s scalp.

Vika reached into her coat and produced a packet of cigarettes – like most of our secret police, she preferred Belomors – and offered one to me before she settled back against the seat. The car was slowing; we had reached the bottleneck on Rusakovskaya Street, the first of many such vexations that our Metro had produced. There had been fanfares when they’d dug the prototype shaft here. Comrade Lazar Kaganovich, already the city’s political boss, had armed himself with a silver shovel to turn the ceremonial spit. Two summers later, we were still enduring the results: first cave-ins, floods and sagging pipes, now rubble blocking half the road. A flash of early sun made me look up as we moved on: four storeys above, someone was opening a window. It was ironic to think that the masters of the underland, Metrostroi, the very people who had made this mess, should also have the best view of the chaos it had caused.

‘The bit they’ve started digging now runs right up to the Kremlin walls,’ Vika was saying. ‘But don’t worry. There are other people I can call on if it comes to that. I’m much more interested in two other shafts. Shaft seven’s on the corner of Mokhovaya Street, of course. The other one that worries me is next to the Bolshoi.’

Again, we had come to a halt. This time, the problem was a class of children marching past us two by two. One of their teachers caught my eye, a hostile glance she veiled at once, replacing it with blankness. I couldn’t blame her for assuming, at the sight of a car like Vika’s, that we were all high-up police, the type who might just have her snatched and questioned in a cell. 

The children were too young for any wariness like hers. The object of their lesson was now well within our sight, its centrepiece a gateway that spanned the entire street. On either side of that, and so familiar I’d almost stopped seeing them, loomed the remains of city walls at least sixteen feet high. Once the stoutest in Europe, and thick enough for rooms and stores and lines of sharp-shooters inside, the whole lot was now obsolete, at least according to the Plan. Back in the 1910s, when I was at school, our teachers would have told us how these walls had kept us safe, but that was not the message this morning’s lot would hear. It was not history they’d come to watch but the dawning of their future.

The demolition team was a few yards ahead. The air rang to the sound of picks, the rumble of what looked like rock. In fact, I knew, the wall was brick, and special brick, much prized. It had all been baked to the requirements of an exacting Italian, a master-builder from Milan, who’d taken one look at the Russian stuff and vowed to use his own. He’d built himself a factory to bake his special clay. He’d sworn his walls would hold out against any musket-fire. Four hundred years had passed since then and now the walls were yielding to the Russians he’d despised. 

The workmen were all covered with a thick pinkish-grey dust, but the OGPU officer in charge was dressed in flawless style. His gloved hand held our car at bay; we couldn’t move until the next two yards of wall came down. They had been using dynamite on this stretch just last night. Again the metal struck on brick, again a pink cloud rose. Then came a chorus of male shouts. A horse-drawn cart materialised to take away the spoil.

More carts were waiting, line after line, in the street to our left. The horses were exhausted and the men looked much the same, their bodies bent and hands worn rough, their skin tanned by the cold. No wonder people queued for jobs where you could wear a uniform. Transport and Construction: the OGPU man here must have come from Captain Jansons’ team. He’d say he was checking loads – those bricks would all be reused soon – but the real task was surveillance. 

We were barely two minutes from Vika’s office. I was expecting her to leave me now, perhaps with some vague order about solving her new case. Instead, the driver headed on towards Arbat. We threaded through the narrow lanes, bumping over cobbles. We crawled down Kolymazhny Alley, emerging behind the vast bulk of the state Fine Art Museum. Ahead, our way sloped gently down towards the broad Volkhonka Street and the Moscow river beyond.

‘Have you brought your things?’ Vika smiled. ‘We’re going to the crime scene first.’




Three

By the time her driver came to take me on to work, I knew that my Mytishchi case was going to have to wait. Instead of getting down to piles of factory accounts, I’d spent the whole morning in an old house on Volkhonka Street. At least I’d discovered the nice view of the river from its back attic. 

We’d begun on the street side, once so smart. The yellow paint was blistering where sunlight struck the stone, but the façade still had its own abandoned, forlorn grace. Even better, it was still upright, which was more than could be said for some of its neighbours. Ours was the last in a row of about half a dozen bourgeois mansions, some standing like old rotten teeth and some just ugly gaps. Neither of us could remember the history – who had built these places and for whom – but that was not why we were there. 

‘You’d better start by telling me what a professor was doing with the Metro,’ I said, kicking at a plaster lion. Our victim, this man Dovlatov, sounded too old to be a mole. I knew that Metrostroi recruited tunnellers wherever it could find them – the work was so hard no one ever stuck at it for long – but I still couldn’t picture a middle-aged intellectual with a shovel in his hands.

‘You know those antiquarians, the Petr Sytin crowd?’ I nodded, for I’d heard of them at Father’s Institute. The whole group were historians – the kind Stalin called archive rats – and their great love was Old Moscow, the version built for God and tsar. I’d assumed them to be bourgeois wreckers, and certainly a nuisance from the bosses’ point of view, but Vika said the Metro people had in fact been glad of them. 

‘All the big names are in on it,’ she explained. ‘Miller and Tarasov, Tarabin and Chulkov. I’ll have a report on your desk or you can get one of the girls to look it up for you. Dovlatov’s speciality was architecture, mainly the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. It turns out to be quite important when they’re driving Metro tunnels through. The Plan is pretty tight now and they can’t afford more long delays. Before they called these people in, they had no end of trouble. Pipework and old foundations, walls and footings, even graves.’

‘So when the moles hit a brick wall they’ll know which dead prince they can blame.’

‘There’s been a lot of mapping, too. It’s work that can’t be published, obviously – there are too many implications for our security – but the team has certainly found a good deal of stonework. Promising stuff, they tell me.’ Laughing, she picked her way across a pile of dusty bricks. ‘At least if you like skeletons.’

By then, Vika was already impatient to get on. She muttered something about a meeting at headquarters. She said she’d stay if she could help. But as she hurried back into the comfort of her Model A, I knew she’d only waited to make sure she’d cornered me. 

At least I had some space to think. Balancing my awkward bag, I reached for a sketchbook and a pencil: drawing helps me look at things and drawings do not lie. I couldn’t have started till Vika had gone, for the ritual of a sketch is akin to meditation: it demands complete focus. Like meditation, however, it also throws up new ideas and builds connections in the mind. The patterns alarmed me this time. Vika had known precisely why I’d want to save a child; the cruelty of that manoeuvre was a hallmark of her style. She’d done a good job with Dovlatov, too. Dead though he was, I’d warmed to him. But she had also told me this was something personal for her. 

As far as I could understand, there was a gang in the OGPU. Or that, she said, was her best guess. Black-market dealing, currency. ‘I can’t go after them myself,’ she’d protested. ‘None of the boys will meet my eyes, as if they know I’m bound to fail. As if, in fact, that’s what they want. They’ve always done a bit of profiteering on the side – it’s a perk of the job for some of them – but I’m not comfortable this time.’

She must have sensed real danger, then. She wasn’t frightened easily. Strong nerves went with her way of life, for Vika – Viktoria Maksimovna Volkova – was already on her way to stardom in the firmament of the OGPU. A man’s job, if you ask me, but she’d fought hard to make it hers. Most OGPU types rose through the ranks because they had a patron in the Lubyanka, a boss who had the dirt on them and thus their total loyalty. The whole thing was a network of informal social fealties; half criminal, half convivial, masculine, physical and dangerous. Still, from the moment she’d arrived in Moscow, back in 1922, Vika had got a fresh promotion pretty much in every year. By now, in early 1934, her field was mainly foreign trade. She monitored the big-time thieves; she supervised the covert sale and purchase of strategic goods. But it was not so easy to investigate her own, especially if they were operating under someone else’s protection. She’d kept on circling back to this, checking my willingness to hear. ‘The one man we really have to investigate,’ she’d repeat, trying to make it sound routine, ‘might well be our friend Captain Jansons. Don’t 
you think?’

I wondered what was troubling her. Did she suspect that Jansons was involved in someone’s gang? Or did she think him a mere spy, tasked with destroying her? Did she have anyone in mind to put in his job now? That would explain her interest, though maybe she was hoping just to turn Jansons her way. Whichever it was, she’d want some evidence of real crime – even the lowly, tawdry sort that often landed on my desk – before she ventured her first move. She was a master of the power-games that OGPU grandees learned to play, but even great games must have pawns. 

Sighing, I completed the last of the drawings I’d set myself to make. For this one, I’d wedged myself against the broken railings that still separated the lane at the back from the mansion’s own courtyard. Half a century earlier, the man who had first owned the place had planned for lots of horse-drawn carts; his yard was fifty feet across and ended, on my right-hand side, with a low range of buildings that would once have served as the mews. To my left, in the far corner, three steps rose to the mansion’s main entrance, now doorless and littered with shattered masonry. Dovlatov’s body had been found there; the dust was still disturbed and stained. He’d been dragged out from somewhere else, probably from the morning room where the men had tortured him. I’d gone back in alone just now and found a large slick of dried blood.

I’d also found half-eaten food, rags and some old bones in there. The walls were stippled with bullet-holes, so it was difficult to distinguish a vital clue from the traces of old violence. There’d been a lot of that, of course. The mansion’s original tenants would have moved out in quite a rush, probably in the summer of 1917. The Bolsheviks were coming; tsarist Russia was not safe. That was when the looters had swarmed in; they never waited long. They’d begun with the booze and the porcelain, but then came winter and the cold. The floorboards had been ripped out first, then anything they thought might burn. Whatever else had been on Comrade Lenin’s revolutionary agenda, the conservation of our heritage had not been a priority.

But that was all well in the past; we lived so differently now. Ten families might share a space originally built for one; most citizens I came across had just part of a room. They shared their lives, the air they breathed, the cockroaches and fleas. The lucky ones got plywood walls to give them privacy, the rest hung up a few old sheets to make a boundary. That dreary thought reminded me how charmed my own life was, for out there at Pleyadskoe we all slept on our own. We didn’t have to plead for beds in some new shanty-town, which begged the question why no one had been moved in here. I’d asked Vika about that, for the emptiness had surprised me, and it turned out that this mansion – like the others in the row – was now on an official list for rapid demolition. The Plan had earmarked the whole site for a People’s Commissariat. They needed space, the bureaucrats. They needed a nice view. I traced a pattern in the dust with the left toe of my boot. Our revolution had been made to smash the bourgeoisie.

My own prospects were looking no less delicate, I thought. I hadn’t made a single great discovery in there. I’d found a pile of cigarette ends in that bloodstained morning room; they were fresh enough to count as evidence and, for the record, they were Belomors. Outside, there were a few clear tracks: one scrappy set of prints around the place where the killers had dumped the body and another, more orderly, that indicated where Jansons, having seen the boy, had marched over to collar him. I’d drawn it all, I’d measured it. Still, the newest footprints were quite small and looked more like the work of rats. 

 I thought I’d better finish with a quick tour of the mews. According to Vika, the boy Limonchik’s story was that he’d come across the body by chance when he was taking a short-cut on his way to work. Questioned more intensively, Limonchik confessed to having slept in the house, as evidence for which he pointed to some bed-rolls in the ruined drawing room. I’d found those and a great deal more, though it didn’t look as if anyone had regularly dossed there since the previous autumn. The mews block might well have been colder, but it looked more secluded to me. I stood up, stretching my stiff legs, and walked across to take a look.

I was still there when Vika’s car returned for me. I’d found enough to cover four fresh pages of my book. The mews was built in several parts, including what must once have been stabling, with spaces for three carriages and a wood-cart. But there was also a yardman’s residence, a two-storey lean-to at the far end, whose ground-floor porch commanded an excellent view of the courtyard. Inside, I found the marks of footsteps, several different kinds and depths. I also noticed that the debris had been cleared from the small window-ledge, suggesting the possibility that it had served as a look-out. Further within, stone steps rose to a low half-garret divided into a small kitchen and a closet that must once have been the yardman’s bedroom.

I knew at once that I had found Limonchik’s real home. He’d made himself comfortable, too, with a sheepskin coat for a mattress and thick layers of insulating newspaper. As I breathed in the tang of unwashed youth, I also found the stub of a candle, some sewing kit and the ends of countless hand-rolled smokes. Still, two things didn’t seem to fit. The boy appeared to have more than a dozen pairs of boots, but they were not of the same size and three had no clear twin. 

And then there was the woollen coat, a dark green greatcoat of old-fashioned cut. The boy had folded it like a pillow but it was much too good for that, too clean to have been there for long, too warm to waste as cushioning. It had been made for a tall man – tall and slim – which was not how I pictured Limonchik. I shook it out, admiring it, and briefly considered the possibility of requisition. Too tight, especially the shoulders. Having reclassified the coat as evidence, I checked the pockets, then the seams. The boy must have gone through the thing; he’d need to hide his finds. Tracing the dim walls with my hands, I looked for a loose brick. Not in the bedroom part, I thought, but where the stove had been. 

I heard the heavy tread outside before the man called up. I’d have no time for searching now: Vika’s driver was back. 

‘I’ve been sent by the deputy commissar to convey you to your office, Comrade. She wanted to save you the walk.’

I joined him, hoping he’d say more, for those small ears had not missed much. He didn’t speak again, however, until he’d drawn up at the end of Pushkin Street and opened the car door. As I emerged, clutching my papers, I measured my tall, stooping frame against his shorter, thickset one. The odds were never on my side.

‘Viktoria Maksimovna has asked me to give you my telephone number,’ he said, reaching into the car for a notepad of his own. ‘She has been called away on urgent business, but you will keep her informed. If anything comes up, she has suggested you contact me in the first instance. And she would like to remind you that you’ve agreed to look especially at any involvement by Comrade Jansons. I can reach the deputy commissar at any time. And of course,’ he added, pulling half of his face into a grin, ‘I will attempt to help you, if it comes to it. Just ask.’

That was it, then. No more allowance for my doubts, no space for my own plans. He held the pad against his palm and wrote in pencil, underlining the numbers. ‘This is mine, here,’ he said. ‘Glukhov, Ivan Pavlovich. And the other number I’m giving you is for Jansons’ chief. His private line. Jansons works directly for the head of Transport Construction. That’s Colonel Bronin, Nikolai Evgenevich. But you won’t need to contact him. The number’s really only for your files. Call me. Remember that. Call me.’




Four

I watched the black car pull away, heading off towards a street where there had once been shops. The OGPU had an office there, the one where relatives would queue, eager for any crumb of fact, when loved ones disappeared. Alone, and in the muddy boots I’d worn to walk from home, I realised I felt exposed without that chauffeured car. 

Lost in that thought, I didn’t see the group of labourers who were toiling up the pavement towards me with a pile of planks. Their view of things was crystal clear, the guttural of their expletives (and one pictorial, specific word) telling me that they were southerners, village boys, up here as a team for the seasonal jobs. We all made quick judgements like that, assigning labels, tribes; collusion with class enemies was now a serious crime. What was more, they’d made us get new passports to remain in the large towns. You couldn’t fart in Moscow if you didn’t have the paperwork, and paperwork had to be earned through social worthiness. No documents for vagrants, none for hustlers, beggars, spivs. Most foreigners were suspect and non-Russians could be, too. We all had to be careful, to watch out for false new friends. Once more, I pictured Vika’s man Glukhov and wondered what he knew. Since history was everything, was he judging me now?

I’m not from Moscow – he’d have guessed that from my accent straight away. I’m not an ethnic Russian, either. I was born in St Petersburg, as it was then, and that was where I got my legal education, or what has always passed for one, back in the years before our revolution. It still surprises everyone, given the spirit of those times, that my idea of adolescent rebellion was to train as a lawyer. I didn’t want to spend my life in Father’s shadow, I suppose. My brother was the one for that: he started making theatre sets and by the time the war broke out he was spending most of his time at the Mariinsky. Father called it short-term art, but Roman’s work was anything but lightweight or predictable. Perhaps I chose the law because I’d never be that good.

Well, Roman’s call-up papers came and off he went to join the front. Meanwhile, I had another year to go with all my books. But it turned out to be a year when nothing went to plan. For one thing, I discovered the Bolsheviks and revolutionary workers’ politics. Then my brother reappeared. A German shell had killed six of his comrades instantly, but Roman had survived the blast and then three nights alone. The doctors did their very best, but his face had been shattered and his right arm paralysed; no surgery that we knew then could mend his severed nerves. Mother was devastated. Father took it as a cue to plunge into his work all day. For my part, I just felt ashamed: my hands could hold a pencil but my soul was talentless. I could not even help Roman. In January 1917, four months into my final year, I gave up on my law degree and volunteered as a field medical orderly, a feldsher, in our Russian army.

The military situation was desperate, so they didn’t train us very much. I think we had a lecture about hygiene and a session with a tourniquet. You were meant to pick up the basics as you went along. Less than three weeks later I was in the south, Ukraine, the land of wheat and sunflowers, its earth black with spilled blood. Then we heard the tsar had gone.

Everything began to unravel. There were mutinies, shootings, desertions. We medics worked the same long shifts, but spent whatever time was left debating the nuts and bolts of politics. The news was a confusing mix of disasters, strikes and calls to arms, so anyone who could read was in constant demand to interpret it. My training with the socialists now suddenly paid off, and I ended up telling everyone what Lenin had said about the pointless war and the grasping tentacles of international capital. But it was hard work, very slow. Our own newspapers – there were several just for the troops – were demanding an immediate peace but we just went on treating gangrene in a hospital near Tarnopol. Before that summer’s grain was ripe, my comrades were all for the Bolsheviks. We wanted justice, land and freedom, and we wanted to go home. 

And home I went, at least for a time. We all did when Lenin took charge. I got back to Petrograd in mid-December, when everyone still seemed entranced by promises and new ideas. We didn’t mind the shortages, the broken trams and power-cuts. We knew our brand-new government was leading us towards the light. I was about to join a local Bolshevik cell, in fact, when all our plans were forced to change. The order came from Lenin’s personal office. The Party had to reach the masses and it needed artists – Bolshevik ones – to do the job. As an accredited servant of the Revolution, Father was to be relocated to Moscow. Better than that: we learned that it would be the government’s pleasure to house all four of us in a bright apartment on Myasnitskaya Street.

Roman was the keenest. My brother had been learning how to paint with his left hand and now he hoped to try street art. Still, even Mother was eager enough. I was the only one who didn’t care. Tending the wounded was my world, and home life didn’t seem quite real. Although I never slept for long, I’d dream I was still with the boys, back under canvas, torch in hand and breathing in the smells of sweat and alcohol and dilute bleach. A few weeks later, when I received a new call-up, I didn’t hesitate. If the counter-revolution was going on the attack, my place had to be with our Red Army, fighting back. Best of all, I’d be wearing my feldsher’s coat again, treating the wounded and feeling I had a purpose of my own. Roman was against it: he thought my eagerness would get me killed. In fact, it turned out to have saved my life and Roman was the one who died.

I saw things in the south that haunt me even to this day. This war was complex, very cruel. It wasn’t just the Whites against us, either. The forces of counter-revolution – urged on by the bourgeois governments of Europe – drew in young boys and grizzled peasants, priests and even working men. Some fought to claim a lost homeland, a fantasy of nationhood. Some died for titles and revenge, and quite a few believed that butchering their neighbours was a way of serving God. Meanwhile, the bankers of the outside world sent new armies to crush our state. Our comrades fought the Japanese, the Poles, Americans and even Czechs; they faced the same foul weapons that had blighted Europe for four years, and then they faced some new ones, even poison gas. In all this death, no front was more carnivorous, more bloodstained, than Ukraine. Our government was barred from most of it until the end of 1918 – the Germans were running a ramshackle protectorate in Kiev – but when we got to take it back we had to fight for it like dogs.

My mother came from Kiev so I knew a bit about the place. She’d even had a sister there, though it was five years since we’d heard from her. I felt an affinity with Ukraine’s historic capital, anyway, which was why I volunteered to serve with a detachment of the Twelfth Army. And that was where I first met Vika, some time in 1919. It must have been late summer, for the wheat was turning gold. It was hot, too, so you always knew when a village was near because it stank of rotting fruit. The unit I had joined was trapped between a gaggle of Polish-backed nationalist scum in the west and a shaky advance by Denikin’s White troops from the south. I’ve searched through wartime maps since then; we were this side of Poltava.

Retreating means a bellyful of contempt and disgust. You’re abandoning the locals to your enemy, after all, and most will cope with that by switching sides. Germans and Poles, Whites, Volunteers, Petliura’s nationalist rabble – our peasants welcomed all of them at one time or another, lining up in Sunday clothes with the old gifts of bread and salt. But we Reds didn’t get a thing, which meant our troops seized food by force. It was another desperate move, and one that drove some of our best to quit their army posts in shame. The other quitters – and there were a lot of them – just ran to stay alive. 

Our days were hard, then, and the nights were worse, what with the moans of dying comrades and the dusty, hot wind from the south. The last thing we needed was a visit from the military authorities. But two young soldiers had gone missing, possibly for good, and there were rumours of a general desertion plan. We’d been expecting the police, so it came as no surprise when a group of uniformed riders appeared at the entrance to our camp. They’d ridden fast, without supplies, but as I watched them lead their weary horses through the gate I allowed myself to hope they might have brought some news of home. 

That much, at least, proved to be true. A little later, just before my shift was due to end, I heard that someone was asking for me by name. I reported to the dark green tent to find three of our new guests there. A telegram, someone told me. Stepping closer to the lamp, I unfolded the thin paper and began to read. Typhus, it said. Both Mother and Roman were dead. Somehow my father had survived and it was he who’d buried them.

I didn’t take it in at once, and really couldn’t for some weeks. The shock was too great and the loss so unexpected, so unnecessary in my private scheme of life and death, that what I felt was numb. The grief came later, with the guilt. But at that moment, in that tent, my main emotion was surprise. 

Of the trio who had summoned me, one was a tall, imposing man, whom I took to be the boss this time, and there was also an attendant who watched me like a wolf, as if any detectable expression of grief might itself constitute an offence against revolutionary discipline. The third, however, was a young female. I noticed she had dark brown hair and thin, sharp features that might have been lovely if she’d had more sleep and a few hot dinners at regular hours. I’d never seen a woman in that job before – it’s man’s work, as I’ve said before – and this girl simply did not fit. As I folded the telegram, I saw her watching me through half-closed eyes. 

‘Can you find somewhere for Comrade Volkova to sleep, Belkin?’ the tallest of the trio asked. ‘She will need to stay for several days. The rest of us will accompany the front-line unit tomorrow but Comrade Volkova will be remaining to complete our enquiries here.’ He turned to my commander. ‘She has my full authority.’

There were spaces for women in one of the hospital tents, so that was where I took this one.

‘Mess tent’s that way,’ I explained, pointing back into the darkness. ‘Girls’ll tell you the rest. We don’t have blankets but I see you’ve got a greatcoat. I might be able to dig out another. Depends who’s died.’

She nodded, perhaps approving the quarters. I thought I’d never hear her speak. I stood beside the open flap and held my lamp a little higher so that she could see her way. ‘Thank you, Comrade,’ she said at last. And then, more quietly, as her hand brushed the outside of my wrist: ‘I’m sorry about your mother. I sometimes think our families are only there to cause us pain.’
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