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About the Book

Semyon is disturbed. He has woken up in the living room with blood on his shirt, an angry wife and no idea where he was the night before. After waking to find his boots and overcoat damp on several mornings in a row, Semyon realises his excursions are a nightly occurrence. Concerned for his own safety and for the security of his marriage, he asks his friend and business partner Volodka to follow him on his nocturnal wanderings.

The next morning, Volodka gives Semyon a full report. He left the apartment a little after 2 a.m. and walked several blocks until he encountered a tall blonde, whom he kissed and accompanied to her door. But when he visits the address in the daytime, the bemused Semyon doesn’t recognise the location. And stranger yet, someone has been watching Volodka watching Semyon.

As the adventure unfurls, an unemployed sniffer-dog handler makes a dangerous discovery, a single mother provides breast milk for an unusual recipient, and a vengeful cat is on the loose. All in all, there are some very strange goings-on in Kiev.
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Lipovka village, Kiev region

Deprived of human attention, the lonely Milky Way was languishing in the winter sky. The night was utterly still and quiet. Not a single dog was barking, as though the low, starry sky had somehow sedated them all. Irina was the only one not sleeping. She had been awake all night listening to her chest, which had started hurting the previous evening. She lay there quietly contemplating her pain, not wishing to bother anyone and not getting up early in case the creaking of the bed woke Yasya. She got up as she usually did just after 4 a.m. She boiled the kettle, mixed the Malysh formula milk in a one-litre jar and placed it on the warm lid of the old boiler, which was humming away quietly in the little boiler room. The sweet, warm smell of baby clothes and muslins drifted down from the ceiling, where they had been hung to dry the previous evening.

Before leaving the house Irina kissed her three-month-old daughter, who was sleeping contentedly in the corner of their cosy bedroom, directly beneath the icon of St Nicholas. Then she went in to her mother’s room and whispered, ‘I’m off now!’ Her mother nodded and reached for the lamp on her bedside table.

As she left the front yard Irina looked back at the house she’d grown up in – a neat brick bungalow built by her own father, who had recently died of liver disease. A gentle glow of light came from one of the four front windows. The metal frame creaked as Irina’s mother looked under her bed for her well-worn slippers, wheezing and muttering to herself. But Irina didn’t see or hear any of this.

At first they had used firewood to heat the house, and as a child she had loved watching the grey smoke drifting up into the evening sky. But when they installed the boiler her father had dismantled the stove. It made more room in the house, but the chimney on the roof had fallen silent. Even now, on this dark winter’s morning, the house didn’t look quite right without that grey smoke drifting into the sky!

The snow crunched underfoot. Irina hurried towards the road, not wanting to miss the first minibus taxi to Kiev. The minibus passengers all knew one another; they all knew the driver Vasya, and they all knew that his wife had left him. She’d gone off with one of their neighbours, who was a welder and a Baptist and never touched a drop.

A pair of warm, yellow headlights appeared on the road as soon as Irina stopped. The minibus pulled up without Irina even having to flag it down.

It was warm and quiet inside the minibus. Pyotr Sergeevich, who worked as a security guard on a building site in Kiev, was fast asleep with his head resting on his shoulder. The others were dozing. Several of her travelling companions looked up, their eyes full of sleep; Irina greeted them with a nod and took a seat by the door. Her chest was still hurting but she tried to ignore it.

In an hour’s time the minibus would deposit them all near the Zhytomyrska metro station, and she would wait for the first train to take her onwards, to where she was expected, where she was paid.
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Kiev, a winter’s night

Some stories have a beginning but no end. There simply is no possible way for them to end because their beginning gives rise to dozens of separate stories, each with its own continuation. It’s like when a pebble strikes a car windscreen, sending cracks spreading out in all directions, and every pothole in the road causes at least one of the cracks to lengthen. This particular story began one winter’s night and is still unfolding today. But all we know for now is the beginning. And just when you think you’re at the end, you’ll realise you’re only halfway through. It would take more than a lifetime to follow every story to its conclusion. But we do know when and where this story began: one night in Kiev, on the corner of Striletska Street and Yaroslaviv Val, not far from the Radisson hotel. Someone parks their pink Hummer there every night. More specifically, it all started in the narrow gap between the Hummer, which was parked half on the pavement, and the wall of the café on the corner. The café was called Shkvarochka and hadn’t been open that long, maybe a year or so.

It was the middle of the night, and Eduard Ivanovich Zarvazin, pharmacist and inveterate mushroom gatherer, had a strange look about him as he walked along Yaroslaviv Val towards this corner from the direction of the Golden Gates. He was dressed for autumn in a long raincoat and a hat and wore patent-leather boots with pointed toes, which shone in the light from the street lamps. That’s right! It was winter, not autumn – the middle of January to be precise. And everything was gleaming in the light from the street lamps, but most of all the snow and the ice. Eduard Ivanovich was walking at a leisurely pace, as though he were simply out for a stroll on a calm winter’s night through the deserted, picturesque streets of Kiev’s so-called ‘quiet centre’.

At the same time a thirty-year-old woman was hurrying nervously along Striletska Street towards the same corner. She was wearing a long but lightweight fox-fur coat, which had been bought for her two years previously in the summer sales by a lover she could barely remember. The soft light gave her blonde hair a distinctive, subtle sheen and her thin, straight little nose was rather red, either because of the light frost or due to a mild cold. But let’s assume it was the frost. Beautiful women don’t suffer from colds. At least, not when they’re out on the street in the middle of the night.

She stopped briefly outside the Norwegian Embassy to read a sign giving details of the opening hours for visa applications. Not that she needed a Norwegian visa … She was just one of those individuals prone to daydreaming, who love to read the names of streets, shops, cafés and restaurants but stop for even longer by handwritten notices such as ‘Lost Cat’.

When she started walking again a young-looking, athletic man of around forty started to cross Striletska Street from the Radisson hotel side. He was wearing a dark blue jacket, jeans and brown trainers, and his eyes scanned the winter street with the indifference of a webcam. Even the man walking towards him in a raincoat and a hat failed to arouse his interest. But when the blonde-haired woman emerged from behind the pink Hummer that was parked on the pavement at the corner of the street, the man in the long coat and hat stopped, and a knife gleamed in his hands.

Noticing the glint of the knife, the woman stopped two paces from the man and screamed. The man in the dark blue jacket sprang forward – another second and he knew it would be too late to save the terrified lady in the fur coat. She had backed up against the wall of the café and was standing there rooted to the spot, unable to comprehend what had happened. The man in the jacket grabbed her hand and pulled her after him. She glanced over her shoulder and saw a body lying motionless on the snow-covered pavement between the Hummer and the wall of the café on the corner. And a knife, which was no longer gleaming. The man in the jacket ran down Ivana Franko Street, still pulling the woman behind him. He held her hand tightly in his own and kept looking round and hurrying her along with his eyes and his lips, which were mouthing the words, ‘Come on!’ She was having trouble running in her high-heeled Italian boots. Her open fur coat fluttered like the flag of an obscure winter country, and shock was frozen in her eyes.
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Boryspil airport, morning

The world has its share of cheerful souls. Take, for example, Dmitry Kovalenko, the sniffer-dog handler: as he inspected the rows of checked baggage with his German shepherd, Shamil, he was humming a raucous pop song by two schoolgirls that seemed altogether inappropriate for the time of day – ‘They’ll Never Catch Us.’ Shamil had been sniffing suitcases and holdalls since 4 a.m. When he’d started his eyes had been shining, sparkling and burning with professional zeal, but after three hours of work this zeal was somewhat diminished. Shamil was looking forward to the end of his shift. As if to spite him, that morning’s air passengers were unusually law-abiding. Not the slightest whiff of drugs in their bags. And all Shamil wanted was to please his master, whose eyes had never expressed anything remotely resembling ‘zeal’. He just wished his master would stop yawning.

But that morning Dmitry was yawning for real – not because he was bored at work, but because he hadn’t had enough sleep the night before. His younger sister Nadya had been celebrating her twenty-fifth birthday, so they’d partied all night and he’d ended up going straight to work. There had been about twenty of them there, all close friends. Eating, drinking, singing karaoke … The karaoke was the reason that song about not being able to catch them was stuck in his head. ‘Who the hell wants to catch you anyway?!’ Dima thought about the two singers, but try as he might he still couldn’t get the song out of his head.

Meanwhile Shamil’s wet nose carried on extracting smells from the suitcases and bags, until suddenly one completely new and unfamiliar smell caught his attention.

The smell in question was coming from a black plastic suitcase with wheels. The suitcase was new, his nose told him so immediately, but he could also detect a strange, heavy and ominous sense of exhilaration. Shamil didn’t start barking noisily and enthusiastically like he usually did in such situations, but turned to his master in confusion. His master had also stopped but was looking beyond the baggage section at the open doors, the motor trolleys loaded with suitcases and, nearby, the baggage handlers Boris and Zhenya. They were standing there in their green overalls, smoking and chatting quietly.

Boris had an impressively luxuriant moustache, which grew down to his chin. He looked over, saw the dog handler and his dog frozen to the spot and fell silent, watching them. The second man, Zhenya, also turned round.

‘Hey, looks like he’s found something,’ said Zhenya.

‘Great, that’s all we need,’ said Boris sadly, with a sigh. ‘Just think, one suitcase full of loot through the back door, and we could retire and live happily ever after.’

They threw their cigarette butts to the floor, squashing them with the tips of their heavy black boots, in accordance with the fire-prevention regulations. They went over to Dima.

‘Well?’ Boris asked the dog handler. ‘Are you going to hand the loot over to your arsehole bosses again, so each of them can upgrade his BMW to a Lexus?’

The two of them fixed Dima with serious, questioning looks. They were both heavyset men in their fifties.

‘I don’t have a lot of choice, do I?’ Dima shrugged.

‘Well, the dog’s not going to go telling tales,’ said Boris, quite reasonably. ‘We can get it out of this secure zone in one piece.’ He nodded at the suitcase.

‘And save its owner from a prison sentence,’ added Zhenya. ‘It’s a win–win situation!’

Dima was feeling stressed. He was paying for his sleepless night – his body ached all over, and now his mind had started to ache as well. And that damn song about not being able to catch those girls was still going round and round inside his head.

‘Well?’ Boris wanted a firm answer.

Deciding to rid himself of all of his problems in one go, Dima resolutely waved his hand.

Boris the baggage handler nodded, then took a piece of chalk out of his overall pocket and drew a tick on the suitcase.

Shamil sensed that something was wrong and looked up at his master.

‘What are you staring at? Get a move on!’ ordered Dima, annoyed. ‘Your job is to use your nose, not your eyes!’

But Shamil didn’t understand why his master hadn’t pulled the suitcase out. Usually when this happened his master would take a walkie-talkie out of his breast pocket and speak into it, using words that fell outside the category of canine commands and which Shamil therefore didn’t understand. But whatever he said must also have been some kind of order, because literally within minutes several people would come running up to them – one would read the luggage tag with a scanner, and the others would quickly pick up the suitcase and take it off somewhere.

‘Didn’t you hear me?’ Dima yelled at Shamil. ‘Do as I tell you!’

Shamil heard him all right. He heard that he and his nose had to continue along the row of luggage. He sniffed a couple of bags, a brown suitcase, a trunk shrink-wrapped in polythene. He picked up the scent of a rather tasty dry sausage, tobacco, a piece of lard. He started drooling with hunger, his saliva dripping to the floor. He stopped and looked back at his master.

‘What is it this time?’ Dima panicked and glanced back too, at the baggage handlers who were walking towards the motor trolley parked near the open gates. ‘I’ve had enough of this … Lie down!’ Dima ordered the dog.

He took out a cigarette and walked over to the open doors to smoke.
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Lipovka village, Kiev region

A blizzard had been howling outside the window all night, but by 4 a.m. it had calmed down, leaving a fresh layer on top of the deep snow that was already there.

Irina ran out towards the road, tying her fluffy grey scarf on the way. She stopped at the roadside and peered into the darkness, expecting two egg-yolk headlights to come into view.

She kept her eyes fixed on the road for about five minutes. The frost was biting, its needles pricking her cheeks and nose.

Irina started to worry. She couldn’t be late. Her boss was strict. ‘Don’t bother coming back!’ she would say. And then what? What would she do for money?

Then, finally, the glare of two orange headlights distracted her from her troubled thoughts. She stepped forward onto the road and peered at them. The headlights were different, unfamiliar.

‘Maybe it’s a different minibus,’ she thought and put her hand out to flag it down, just to be on the safe side.

A red Mazda pulled up beside her. The driver, a man of around forty wearing a black leather jacket with the collar turned up, leaned across and opened the passenger door.

‘Where are you off to at this time in the morning?’ he asked.

‘Are you going to Kiev?’

‘Yes, jump in.’

It was warm in the car. Irina removed her scarf.

‘That scarf doesn’t suit you,’ said the man, shaking his head. ‘You’re more beautiful without it.’

‘Beauty is a distraction,’ Irina retorted.

The man looked at his passenger in surprise.

‘For whom?’

‘You, for example, from the road! It’s dangerous … And me, from—’

The driver burst out laughing.

‘You’re distracted by your own beauty?’

‘Stop laughing at me!’ she said indignantly, her voice completely serious. ‘Just because I’m from the country you think you can say anything you like to me.’

‘I’m from the country too,’ the driver shrugged. ‘You can say anything you like to me!’

‘I’ve got a three-month-old baby,’ said Irina, offended. ‘I’m not some kind of –’

‘Look, I’m sorry,’ said the man, suppressing his smile.

Irina felt stupidly upset, affronted, although she didn’t really know why. Then suddenly she was saved: like the light of a torch leading her out of the dark, she recognised her minibus ahead of them by the side of the road. Nearby she saw several of her regular travelling companions and the driver, down on all fours near the front wheel.

‘Oh! It’s my minibus!’ exclaimed Irina. ‘I need to get out!’

‘But it’s broken down!’ the driver exclaimed. ‘And you need to get to Kiev! You’ll catch your death standing by the side of the road while they fix it.’

‘Stop the car! It’s my minibus!’ Irina repeated stubbornly.

The man shrugged and stopped the car.

Without even thanking him Irina ran up to Vasya, the driver.

‘Why didn’t you pick me up?’ she asked in an aggrieved tone.

The driver looked up at her.

‘They changed the timetable by five minutes. I set off earlier now.’

‘But what if I hadn’t caught up with you?’

‘Look,’ Vasya snorted with irritation. ‘They told me to leave five minutes earlier, so I did!’ He nodded at the other passengers. ‘They all made it! Because they came out and stood by the road fifteen minutes earlier, rather than lying in bed drooling all over the pillow. You like a lie-in, so you missed the bus! Now, get out of my way!’

Irina stared at the driver incredulously, shocked by his callous indifference. She couldn’t believe that someone whose personal life she knew about in far more detail than she would have wished could treat her, his regular passenger, in such a way.

Vasya sighed and stood up.

He told them all to get on. Everyone took their seats in silence. Irina took her usual seat by the door. The engine started and normality seemed to be restored. The day was beginning in its usual rhythm, surrounded by the usual sleepy faces.

Irina took the metro to Arsenalna station, where she left the half-empty carriage. She adjusted her scarf and looked over her shoulder, noticing that she was the only one on the long platform. She went up the first escalator, then the next. She was still alone. And there was no one coming down either. It struck her as odd, although it was the same every day – this station was just particularly dead. For some reason it only got busy later on; she was the only one so early.

Her chest hurt. It felt constricted. The escalator crawled slowly upwards. It wasn’t in a hurry to get anywhere.

Irina thought about the driver who had given her a lift. She sighed at her own stupid behaviour, then smiled. What a funny man! But she had to admit that he’d been right about the scarf. She would have to dye it.
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Apartment No. 10, Reitarska Street, Kiev

‘Where have you been? Where have you been?’ The repetitive jangling of his wife’s voice assaulted his ears like a miner’s pick.

Semyon opened his eyes. His head was full of noise. His feet were aching, as though he’d been for a long walk in shoes that didn’t quite fit.

‘Have you gone deaf or something?’ The tears filling Veronika’s eyes had overflowed into her voice.

Semyon raised his head and looked at his wife in her towelling dressing gown.

‘I haven’t been anywhere.’ He waved his hand dismissively. ‘What are you going on about?’

‘What am I going on about?’ she repeated indignantly. ‘You went off somewhere at one in the morning, came back at four and then fell asleep right there in that chair, without even getting undressed! “I haven’t been anywhere,” he says. And what’s that on your sleeve?’

Semyon looked down at the sleeves of his denim shirt. There was some kind of stain on the right one. At his feet lay his dark blue winter jacket, bought for a trip to Alaska that had never taken place. A group of rich adventure-seekers had promised to take him with them as team masseur and all-round nice guy (with an impressive physique and experience of working as a bodyguard). At the time they’d said, ‘Make sure you get yourself the right kit, it’s going to be minus fifty!’ He’d got himself the right kit, but the expedition had been postponed. Indefinitely. He still had the jacket, though … And for some reason it was now lying on the floor.

Semyon looked around. He took his trainers off.

‘Well? Aren’t you going to answer me?’ There was that importunate jangling noise again.

‘What do you want me to say?’ He stared up at his wife.

Seeing the look on her husband’s face, she took a step back, afraid that she’d gone too far.

‘I must have been out drinking with someone.’

‘Who would you have been out drinking with all night? You never go out drinking!’

Semyon shrugged and felt a sudden pain in his left collarbone. He rubbed the sore place with his hand and looked up at his wife again. She was crying. But at least she was doing it quietly.

Brushing her tears away, Veronika went out into the hallway and stopped in front of the heavy iron door. She opened it decisively and slammed it hard behind her. Thunder reverberated down the stairwell.

When the noise had died away, the sound of footsteps could be heard from below. Veronika adjusted her towelling dressing gown and looked down. Her neighbour Igor was coming upstairs.

‘Locked yourself out?’ he enquired sympathetically.

‘A draught caught it,’ she explained. ‘Semyon will let me in,’ she said, and pressed the doorbell.

As if to spite Veronika, her neighbour stood and waited at the door with her, apparently hoping his services might be required. When Veronika pressed the bell a second time, Igor followed it up by rapping on the door with the back of his hand. Again, thunder filled the landing and stairs.

‘It’s OK,’ Veronika said to her neighbour. ‘He’s probably just in the bathroom …’

Igor nodded and walked over to his own door, which was directly opposite. He stopped and looked back.

‘A pharmacist was murdered tonight, just outside,’ he said. ‘He was a good man. A mushroom-gatherer, too. Used to cure friends with his own medicines. Better than that Kashpirovsky and all his psychic healing!’

Veronika heard the jingling of a key behind her and felt the rush of air displaced by her neighbour’s door as it opened and closed.

A moment later her own door opened.

‘Make your mind up, will you – are you going out or coming in?’ Semyon’s expression was one of genuine bewilderment. He looked exhausted and still half asleep.

‘Let me in!’ Veronika pushed him aside and ran into the hallway.

She stopped in front of the mirror and bitterly examined the new haircut she’d had the day before, which her husband hadn’t even noticed.

‘A bit shorter and it would be what they call a “gamine crop”,’ thought Veronika. ‘No, it’s fine as it is … I don’t need to start relying on shorter haircuts to make me look younger just yet.’
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9 May Street, Boryspil

‘Fluffy! Fluffy!’ Dima heard the voice of his wife, Valya. He had been trying to sleep. ‘Fluffy! Where are you?’

Just then he heard from outside the familiar unpleasant snarling of the neighbour’s bull terrier, which went by the name of King. Dog and owner were equally objectionable. Instead of taking the dog for a walk its owner would sometimes just let it out in his front yard, whereupon it would make a beeline for Dima and Valya’s front yard to do its business – and chase their cat Fluffy if he should happen to be nearby – before retreating to its own territory.

Dima wrenched his head from the cushion and looked wearily round the room. The curtains at both windows were tightly drawn, which made for limited visibility.

‘I wish Fluffy and that bloody dog would both just sod off!’ Dima whispered to himself. He peered at the television stand, with its three shelves for all the video accessories and other gadgets that they didn’t yet possess. That was where their grey cat loved to sit, on the top shelf just under the television. Valya called him Fluffy, and Dima called him Scruffy. The cat, who weighed at least ten kilos, answered to both names and ate anything that was put in his bowl.

‘Scruffy … Hey, Scruffs. Here, puss puss!’ whispered Dima, when he saw the cat occupying its favourite spot.

The cat ran over to his master and lowered his head, expecting to be scratched behind the ears.

‘Valya!’ called Dima. ‘He’s in here!’

The door opened and Valya came in, wearing fluffy slippers and an apron over her lilac flannel dressing gown. The smell of freshly prepared fish wafted in with her. The cat shot straight through into the kitchen like a creature possessed, and the door closed behind him. Dima resumed his attempts to sleep, but the fish smell was too strong and the noise of traffic kept intruding from outside – their building was near the main road that was used to transport sizeable ferroconcrete structures out of a nearby factory.

‘Maybe a double shot of sleeping draught would help,’ Dima thought and looked over at the sideboard, where an ordinary half-litre bottle of vodka stood behind a glass door, in case of unexpected guests. On the bottom shelf of the same sideboard stood several bottles of home-brew infused with young nettle leaves. These were for expected guests. Dima loved infusing vodka with herbs and berries – it tasted nicer and was supposedly better for you.

He got up from the sofa, poured himself a shot of home-brew and downed it in one. Suddenly the smell of fish was quite welcome: he didn’t have any snacks to hand so chased the vodka with a few deep breaths.

He lay down again and went straight to sleep, as though the double shot were all that his weary body had needed.

After eating his fill of fish guts the cat tried to push his way back into the room where his master was sleeping, where it was warm and cosy. But he was thwarted by the closed door. He had no choice but to stay in the kitchen and watch his mistress from under the ribbed cast-iron radiator. Once she’d put the fish in the oven, she turned her attention to a couple of pigs’ trotters. A huge pot stood on the gas ring. ‘Ah, we’ll be having jellied meat!’ thought the grey cat.

Just then there was a knock at the door and his mistress put the sharp knife back into the knife block and went out into the hallway.

‘We’re from the airport,’ explained one of the men standing on the doorstep. ‘We need a word with Dima.’

‘Well, he’s asleep. He’s just back from his shift.’ Valya felt the need to protect her husband.

‘It’s really important,’ the second man insisted. ‘It’ll only take five minutes. We’ve just got to discuss one thing with him, that’s all.’

Valya wouldn’t let them into the house. She left them standing on the doorstep while she went back inside to wake her husband.

‘There are some people from work here to see you, from the airport. They’re waiting on the doorstep. Are you coming out?’

Dima gave a deep sigh and swung his feet off the sofa. ‘Do you know who they are?’ he asked his wife, although he knew perfectly well that she wouldn’t have recognised a single person he worked with. Firstly because he didn’t socialise with anyone from work, and secondly because Valya herself had never been to Boryspil airport. Or to any other airport, for that matter.

Coming to the door, Dima fixed his sleepy gaze on his visitors and recognised them immediately – it was the baggage handlers Boris and Zhenya. The ones who had talked him into ‘not noticing’ the black plastic suitcase that had aroused Shamil’s interest.

‘We’ve got it!’ Boris nodded in the direction of a brown Volkswagen Passat standing on the other side of the fence.

‘You should have opened it up yourselves,’ said Dima, with a weary sigh.

‘No.’ Boris shook his head. ‘Not without you. It’s got to be fair. We’ll open it up together, split the contents between us and then forget it ever happened. OK?’

Dima nodded.

‘Let’s do it in your garage,’ suggested Zhenya.

Dima yawned and went back into the hallway to get the garage key.

He went into the garage first and made his way to the space between the back wall and his old BMW. ‘Bring it over here, I’ve got an inspection lamp.’

He switched the lamp on, and the baggage handlers carefully put the suitcase down on the concrete floor. The luggage tag was still hanging from the handle of the suitcase, bearing the code of the destination airport: Vienna.

‘Have you got anything to smash the lock with?’ Boris asked Dima.

‘Let’s have a look.’ Dima went over to his wooden toolbox in the corner of the garage and took out a hammer and chisel. ‘Seems a shame to break it,’ he sighed, crouching down.

‘Don’t worry about it. You wouldn’t be able to take it on a plane again anyway – you’d never get rid of the smell, and any dog would start barking as soon as it got anywhere near it.’

Dima placed the blade of the chisel against the combination lock. He struck it with the hammer and the lock split in two.

Boris and Zhenya grinned in anticipation of discovering the secrets within.

As soon as Dima opened the suitcase, he was hit by a sweetish smell that seemed vaguely familiar.

There was cardboard on top, then a layer of corrugated packing paper, then rows and rows of identical little boxes packed in tightly, each about the size of a cigarette packet. One of the boxes was damp. Dima opened it and carefully extracted a broken glass ampoule. He dropped this one on the floor and took out another ampoule, which was intact and full of an opaque liquid. He held it out to Boris.

Boris held the ampoule up to the inspection lamp and looked at it in the light.

‘There’s nothing written on it,’ he remarked, passing it to his friend.

Zhenya also rolled the ampoule around in his fingers, then shrugged and handed it back to Boris.

‘Buggered if I know what it is,’ Boris said pensively. He looked from the ampoule to Dima. ‘Do you know any doctors?’

Dima thought about it. He knew one doctor’s assistant and a vet. The latter had cured their cat of constipation the previous year.

‘Not a normal one, no.’

Boris carefully snapped the end off the ampoule and held it up to his nose. He sniffed it.

‘Smells like valerian,’ he said.

‘Well, we can soon find out.’ Dima left the garage and came back carrying Fluffy. He put him on the floor with a plate in front of him, which had a hardened lump of lard on it. Dima flicked the lard into the corner of the garage and tipped the contents of the ampoule onto the plate.

Boris opened another ampoule, and the quantity of cloudy liquid on the plate doubled. The three men watched the cat.

Fluffy had a little look around then bent over the plate, lapped up the liquid and sat down abruptly on his hindquarters. He froze in this strange, un-catlike pose, like a trained dog obeying the command to sit. A minute later his front paws folded under him as well. He lay down and closed his eyes.

‘So is that all it is then, just valerian?’ Boris sounded disappointed.

Suddenly Fluffy got up, looked around drunkenly and wandered over to the half-open garage doors.

‘No, it’s not valerian,’ said Zhenya. ‘Valerian’s like catnip, it makes them go nuts.’

He was about to say something else, but just at that moment they heard a shout in the street, followed by a mechanical noise and a feline screech.

Dima ran out into the street, the baggage handlers close behind him.

A bicycle lay on the ground just in front of the garage. About two metres away from it, near Boris’s Passat, a man in a tracksuit with a skiing hat on his bloodstained head lay face down in the snow. He wasn’t moving. Meanwhile, dragging his hind legs in a strange way, Fluffy was trying to crawl into the garden through a narrow gap between the fence and the ground.

‘Get him into the garage!’ ordered Boris.

They dragged the cyclist inside. Then his bicycle.

‘Is he alive?’ asked Dima, looking at Boris, who was leaning over the victim.

‘Christ knows!’ Boris was searching the cyclist’s clothing. He pulled his wallet from the pocket of his tracksuit bottoms. Besides a few notes, the wallet contained a court summons. The moustachioed baggage handler scrutinised the document, and a cunning smile spread over his face. He put the wallet back into the tracksuit pocket but held on to the summons. Then he opened another ampoule and tipped the opaque liquid directly into the cyclist’s mouth. The cyclist wheezed and half opened his eyes.

‘There we go, he’s breathing! Well, we know where he lives.’ Boris showed Dima the summons. ‘I’ll drop in on him tomorrow, tell him I found it in the street … and at the same time I can see how he is after today’s dose of medication.’

‘Good thinking. He’s clearly smarter than he looks,’ thought Dima, impressed with the baggage handler’s ingenious plan.

A little while later Boris and Zhenya took the cyclist out into the street and sat him on the ground, propping him up with his back against the neighbour’s fence. They threw his bike down next to him. Then they left, promising to return the following evening.

Dima shut the garage. He felt worried and depressed. He went to see how Fluffy was. The cat’s motionless body lay on the snow under the fence.

Dima lifted Fluffy up and saw that the cat was dead. He laid him back down on the snow. The enormity of the situation suddenly hit him. His wife didn’t expect too much from him emotionally – she talked to Fluffy more frequently and in greater depth than she did to him, her husband! What would happen when she found out that Fluffy was dead?

Dima panicked. He found an old potato sack in the garage and stuffed the body of the dead cat into it. Then he walked quickly and nervously down the street, racking his brains as he went, trying to work out where he could hide the body so that no one would find it. Fifteen minutes later he stopped in front of the charred remains of an old building that had caught fire a couple of years previously. Kids came and played here occasionally, but the abandoned front yard was of no interest to adults. Apart from the drunks who would use it to vomit or relieve themselves in on their way home. There was even a well for that very purpose.

Dima glanced furtively around and then, satisfied that he was alone on the street, slipped into the yard of the burnt-out building. He went straight over to the well and looked down it. He couldn’t see any water – the well was full of rubbish – but it must have been at least three metres to the bottom.

‘Farewell, Scruffy!’ said Dima, as he threw the sack containing the dead cat down the well.

‘Have you seen Fluffy?’ Valya asked him the minute he got home.

Dima shook his head. ‘No, can’t say I have.’
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Lipovka village, Kiev region

Snow was falling heavily. Every now and then a sudden gust of wind would gather it and throw it back up into the air, sending it flying over the roof of the single-storey house so that it fell on the other side, outside the little room where Irina and her three-month-old daughter were sleeping. The baby’s name was Yaroslava, shortened affectionately to Yasya or Yasenka by her grandmother, who looked after her every day and gently tried to encourage her to drink more of the Malysh formula milk, so that she would grow up quickly, say her first word and take her first steps.

‘Come on, my little Yasenka! Just a little bit more!’ Irina’s mother – known to her nearest and dearest as Baba Shura – pleaded with the baby in her broad country accent, bringing the bottle of formula milk to the child’s tiny mouth. But Yasya stubbornly pushed the bottle away without taking her beady little eyes off the television, which was showing the latest episode of Gangs of St Petersburg.

‘Now, what am I going to tell your mother?’ The old lady shook her head. ‘She’s off earning money for you in town, and what are you up to while her back’s turned?’

The doorbell rang while the main characters of the television show were gunning each other down, but Baba Shura didn’t hear it until the crossfire ceased. Then she jumped up, laid Yasya on the sofa and hurried to the door.

‘Oh, you’re back!’ she cried, delighted to see her daughter.

Irina put her heavy shopping bag down on the floor and took off her headscarf.

‘Go on into the kitchen, sit yourself down, there’s some chicken for you on the stove,’ her mother said to her in a comforting, domestic way before returning to her own room, without noticing the tears in her daughter’s eyes.

In the kitchen Irina unpacked the shopping. She put the sausage and the herring in the fridge and the cans in the cupboard next to the sink. Then she sat down at the table, buried her face in her hands and started crying, quietly, barely sobbing. The strange emptiness she felt inside scared her. Or maybe it was just tiredness. Either way it was not something that could be solved by a quick nap or any amount of chicken and mashed potato.

Every day she rushed off to Kiev, her breasts taut with milk, to sit in a little room while an impassive woman in a white robe expressed her milk with a little pump before sending her off to the kitchen, where the nurse, a kind old woman, would give her a bowl of porridge and make sure that Irina ate every last mouthful. Sometimes there would be one or two other new mothers like her in the kitchen, and then the nurse would keep an equally strict eye on all of them. After the porridge she would spend a couple of hours walking around Mariinsky Park, which was just across the road from the ‘offices’ of this private enterprise – in actual fact an ordinary apartment, if a little larger than usual. It resembled a milk kitchen, though in reality it was the exact opposite, because they took milk from new mothers rather than giving it out. And in return they paid these young mothers from the villages only about enough to cover the cost of formula milk for their own babies and the bus fare to Kiev and back.

Irina already knew several other single mothers.

‘It’s for female deputies from the Supreme Council,’ Nastya-from-just-outside-Byshev told her once. ‘They take some kind of special tablets straight after giving birth to stop their milk coming in, so their breasts don’t sag, and then they raise their babies on our milk.’

Irina could believe it. She didn’t think badly of such mothers. She’d never been able to think badly of others, even those who deserved it, although she did wish that she could see with her own eyes the baby being raised on her milk.

But on the way home today she’d had to stand in the minibus taxi for more than an hour. The combination of exhaustion and physical discomfort was probably why she spent the entire journey feeling sorry for both herself and her daughter Yasya, who was stuck at home with her grandmother all day even though her own mother was alive and well.

Irina felt better once she’d had a little cry. She ate some supper. She touched her breasts. Although they’d been emptied only three hours ago, they seemed to be filling with milk again. Irina went into her mother’s room, picked Yasya up and brought her to her breast. The little girl latched on immediately and started moving her lips greedily. Irina felt a tickling sensation and a smile appeared on her face.

‘Mind you don’t spoil her,’ called her mother. ‘Or tomorrow they’ll say you haven’t got enough milk, and they’ll tell you not to bother coming back!’

‘I’ll have something else to eat before I go to bed,’ Irina replied calmly, unfazed by her mother’s words.

Before she went to bed, after eating some bread and lard and another plate of mashed potato, Irina dissolved the dark green fabric dye she’d bought in Kiev in a bowl and put her fluffy grey scarf in it to soak. She added a bit more water to the bowl, so that the scarf wouldn’t come out too dark.
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Apartment No. 10, Reitarska Street, Kiev, midday

Veronika had a slim-fitting lycra tracksuit that she liked to wear in the mornings. It made her look so fit and healthy that the thought of actually doing a fitness workout at home or walking to the gym brought an ironic smile to her pretty face. Today she had permitted herself the luxury of staying in bed until 10.30 a.m. And now that she was finally up, she had the sudden urge to do some housework.

As she put a load of whites into the washing machine, Veronika suddenly remembered Semyon’s shirt. She bent down again, opened the round plastic door and pulled her husband’s shirt out by the sleeve. The sleeve she pulled out first was relatively clean, but the other one was a different matter. She took the shirt over to the window to examine the brown stain more closely. She sniffed it and rubbed at it with her fingertips. The more she looked at it the more convinced she became that the sleeve was stained with blood. She started running through all the possible explanations, and her thoughts sent a shiver down her spine. She would have preferred to discover that her husband was having some kind of affair than to discover after twelve years together that he was a murderer!

She stuffed the shirt back into the washing machine, pressed the start button and went into the kitchen, anxious and absorbed in her thoughts.

The apartment was quiet. Semyon had taken a phone call early in the morning from his regular client, Gennady Ilyich, and had left straight away on business. He hadn’t been out anywhere the previous evening. Although it had been uncomfortable, she’d kept her arm around his shoulder all night.

Veronika sat at the kitchen table next to the window, beyond which a light snow was falling. She remembered Igor telling her about the murdered pharmacist. ‘Maybe I should ask him about it,’ she thought. ‘He might have more details. He reads the papers and watches all the news channels. They might have already found the murderer …’

A cup of tea with honey helped her to relax and eased her anxiety. She could have carried on sitting there for another half an hour, or even an hour. But questions, even unspoken ones, need answers. Otherwise they keep itching like mosquito bites, driving you mad. So Veronika went out onto the landing and rang her neighbour’s doorbell. She waited for a couple of minutes before returning to her apartment.

‘Oh well, I guess it wasn’t meant to be,’ she decided. And with that her thoughts turned to fate. What about it? It would have been a sin for her to lament her fate. The only child of a military pilot and a geography teacher … At home there were always plenty of sweets and chocolates, expensive fish for dinner and a large globe on the sideboard, which her mother would dust every now and then. An ill-advised first marriage at eighteen. Divorce six months later. Her second marriage, already in its thirteenth year, was a different matter entirely. During this time Semyon had gone from selling video cassettes at the Petrivka market to owning a small but successful firm organising security for various high-level meetings and corporate social events. Strictly speaking it wasn’t even a firm, just two old friends – Semyon and Volodka – plus three or four ‘robust’ acquaintances who worked for him on a freelance basis as required. After four years in the security business Semyon had earned enough for a nice little apartment on Striletska Street, right in the centre. He didn’t need an office. All his business was conducted over the phone. His main client, Gennady Ilyich, was a parliamentary deputy, which meant that his life both day and night was a continuous round of business meetings and other undertakings requiring secrecy and security. He and Semyon had known each other for a long time, since Petrivka days. Back then Gennady Ilyich had been responsible for the daily collection of money from the traders and he’d been nicknamed Crocodile Gena, after a popular children’s character. ‘We are the people, we’re all children of the workers …’ Gennady Ilyich would sometimes sing, and whenever Semyon was within earshot it always took him straight back to pitch No. 47 in the third row of the market. Then the song would attach itself to Semyon’s brain like a burr and stay with him for the rest of the day. Sometimes he would still be singing it when he got home from work. Veronika had come to think of it as part of their domestic soundtrack, and whenever she heard it she smiled.

Over the years she had learned a lot from Semyon about the ups and downs of market life. During Semyon’s trading years he’d been arrested more than once by the militia, and during his arrests he’d managed to make a number of useful contacts. Former sergeants had become majors and colonels, and now they occupied important positions they treated Semyon like a childhood friend and witness to their professional and career growth. Was this fate too? Of course it was!

Suddenly Veronika gave a shudder. She was gripped by an icy chill, plunged into an abyss. She had just had a flashback of something that had happened seven years previously, something that her psychotherapist had promised she would never remember again as long as she lived.

She looked out of the window in despair, at the fluffy snowflakes falling smoothly from the sky. Her right hand swept across the little table, colliding with her unfinished cup of tea and sending it crashing to the floor. The sound of breaking china brought Veronika to her senses. She looked down at the floor, at the white fragments of the cup. She felt a little better. But now this sudden chill in her soul became physical, and she started shivering. She went into the bedroom, took a thick Norwegian jumper out of her wardrobe and pulled it on over her Adidas sports top. Then she went into the bathroom and wrapped herself up in her emerald-coloured towelling dressing gown – a gift from Semyon the previous Valentine’s Day. She did the belt up tight. Focusing her attention on warming her body – and thereby her soul – helped to bring her back to reality.

She picked up the larger fragments of the cup with her fingers and brushed the rest into the dustpan. She washed the floor and then decided to go out for a walk in the snow. The bright, white light always calmed her down. It made her feel like a little girl, curious and defenceless. She could remember being afraid of everything when she was about four or five years old. Afraid of being alone in a snowy field when she went with her parents to visit their friends in a village outside Kiev. Afraid to go too close to the road and the enormous, noisy lorries rushing past. But, strangely enough, she had actually relished this feeling of fear, in the same way that many children like scary fairy tales at bedtime even though they know that afterwards they won’t be able to sleep without checking under their bed, or leaving the light on to keep monsters and bogeymen at bay.

Veronika wrapped a pashmina around her neck and swapped her towelling dressing gown for her long, brown sheepskin coat. She was planning to walk along by the tall and imposing rear wall of the St Sophia Cathedral as far as Stritenska Street, then to Rylsky Street and back again, three or four times. It was her tried and tested route for times like this, when she needed to regain her composure. Walking beside the high, white cathedral wall in the falling snow would make everything right with the world. With her inner world, at least. She had no control over the rest of it.
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9 May Street, Boryspil

Following Fluffy’s ‘disappearance’, life in Dima’s house descended into an atmosphere of funereal gloom. Day after day Valya would wander round the town, questioning the ubiquitous old ladies about her missing grey cat. She also sent Dima out about five times a day to different areas of Boryspil where there had been reported sightings of a large grey cat matching Fluffy’s description. Flyers featuring his photograph and the plaintive offer of a reward for his safe return had already been plastered up all over Boryspil. Valya had refused even to countenance her husband’s suggestion to qualify the reward as ‘modest’. Dima wished he’d kept his mouth shut and stayed out of it – the search for their errant pet was a mission doomed to fail from the outset, because Fluffy was somewhere he’d never be found. Well, theoretically it would be possible for someone to find his remains, but Valya would be unlikely to rejoice at such an outcome.

So Dima just waited patiently for his wife to calm down. He kept on going to work, supervising the routine olfactory inspection of airline baggage and paying close attention to Shamil’s mood. But when he came home it was to an atmosphere of unremitting sorrow. Anticipating his wife’s request, he would take it upon himself to announce, ‘Right, I’m off to look for Fluffy!’ And he would go out to the garage, where he had made himself a comfortable little corner between the back wall and his old BMW. He’d even rigged up an electric heater, to warm it up a bit.

That was where Boris and Zhenya found him. Of course they went to the house first, but Valya told them that Dima had gone out looking for Fluffy. They put two and two together and headed straight for the garage.

‘You’ll never guess what,’ Boris began excitedly, once they’d installed themselves near the heater at the back of the garage. ‘He was missing for three whole days!’

‘Who?’ asked Dima, whose thoughts were primarily occupied by the ‘missing’ Fluffy.

‘That cyclist!’ said Boris. ‘His wife was going to pieces. I went round there with that summons three days running and ended up having to try and calm her down. I told her he’d probably gone into hiding so they couldn’t hand him the summons in person. Then he comes home this morning, as thin as a rake.’

‘He was skinny enough to start with,’ recalled Dima.

‘Well he’s even skinnier now. He looks like he’s escaped from a concentration camp – his cheekbones are sticking out and everything. And do you know what he said? Told her that he’d cycled over to Chernigov to visit his nephew!’

‘Why?’ asked Dima.

‘That’s what I said – why? But he just shrugged.’

‘No,’ Zhenya said slowly. It was his first contribution to the conversation. ‘He said something about not feeling remotely tired … Said he had more energy than he knew what to do with, so he’d just decided to go a bit further afield …’

‘Anyone fancy a drink?’ asked Dima.

Boris shook his head, but Zhenya nodded enthusiastically.

Using the stool as a table, Dima put some salted cucumbers on a plate and filled two shot glasses. But before raising his glass he had a little moan about his wife’s obsession with their missing cat.

‘She’ll get over it,’ Boris assured him.

‘But when? I can’t take it any more. The way she’s carrying on, anybody’d think we had a dead body in there!’

‘Why don’t you just find a cat that looks the same?’ grinned Boris. ‘Then you can pass it off as Fluffy. He was just an ordinary grey cat, wasn’t he? There are hundreds of them running around the streets.’

‘She’ll know in her heart that it’s not him,’ said Dima, after a moment’s hesitation.

‘In her heart? Bollocks! Women come out with that sort of nonsense just to make themselves seem more sensitive. But they –’ Zhenya didn’t finish his sentence. He grabbed his glass and downed his shot nervously, then took a bite out of one of the cucumbers.

‘Anyway, that’s enough about cats.’ Boris decided to change the subject. He looked at Dima. ‘Have you managed to find a doctor?’

‘When have I had the time to find a doctor? I’ve been looking for that bloody cat.’

‘Forget about the cat. Find a doctor. Or a pharmacist. Pharmacists are more likely to know about ampoules.’

‘Here’s what you should do.’ said Zhenya, holding up his forefinger to attract their attention. ‘Take one of the ampoules into a pharmacy. Tell them you found it and don’t know what it is.’

‘Why don’t you do it?’ retorted Dima. ‘Why should I have to go traipsing round the local pharmacies?’

‘Indeed,’ said Boris, smoothing his moustache and looking closely at Zhenya. ‘Do it yourself.’

‘All right, I will,’ he agreed, after an awkward pause. ‘Give me three ampoules and I’ll … Well, I’ll just go and get on with it, I suppose.’

Dima took three ampoules out of the plastic suitcase, which had been pushed against the wall. Zhenya stuffed them into his jacket pocket, nodded goodbye and left.

Boris and Dima looked at one another.

‘What’s up with him?’ asked Dima.

Boris waved his hand but didn’t reply.

‘Go on, I’ll have a drink now,’ he said.

Dima poured.

‘You should have drunk with us,’ he said.

‘I don’t drink in groups of three any more,’ Boris said mournfully. ‘Drinking in threes is the second sign that you’re an alcoholic.’

‘What’s the first sign, then?’

‘The first sign? Drinking alone.’

Boris downed his shot. ‘You know what, I don’t actually care what’s in those ampoules, whether it’s illegal drugs or a cure for cancer. All I want to do is sell them for a good price. Then I can send my daughter to university, pay for her to go privately. And as for your cat, you really should find one that looks the same, roll it around in the mud and bring it home. Tell her that he’s been off chasing lady cats and is a little the worse for wear – that’ll do the trick. It’s not a cat she needs, anyway, it’s a baby.’

‘That’s none of your business!’ Dima leapt to his wife’s defence.

‘You’re right,’ agreed Boris, rising from the improvised wooden bench. ‘But the suitcase is. And the sooner we sort it out, the better.’
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Lipovka village, Kiev region

The following morning started fifteen minutes earlier than usual for Irina. She carried the bowl containing her fluffy scarf and the dye into the boiler room and hung the scarf on the washing line with the bowl directly underneath it, to catch the dye as it dripped off.

She was in a good mood as she got ready to leave the house. She had a cup of tea and ate a cold cottage cheese fritter, then made up the Malysh formula milk for Yasya. She had a brief moment of panic when she put her coat on: what should she wear on her head? Then her eyes fell on the woollen scarf that her mother had bought from some gypsies at the market in Fastov. It was black, with a pattern of pink roses. Her mother had bought three of them at the time, so there must be another two somewhere. Irina tied it round her head, picked up her bag and left.

The snow on the doorstep crunched underfoot.

The minibus taxi pulled up right on time. Once she had taken her usual place, Irina started to relax and fell into a doze. But instead of dreams her head filled with an unfamiliar blue darkness, and she heard a voice. It said, ‘Trust me, he’ll come back. He’ll definitely come back.’

‘Who will?’ she asked in her sleep.

And the voice answered, ‘He will.’

‘But who is “he”?’ she asked again. What if ‘he’ was Yasya’s father? That particular ‘he’ was the last person she wanted to see again. But she wouldn’t mind a different ‘he’, someone who could be a loving father to her daughter and a good husband to her … But a ‘he’ like that wouldn’t just turn up. And in any case the voice had said he’d ‘come back’, not that he’d ‘turn up’. People can only come back if they’re there to begin with.

Irina drifted in and out of sleep as the minibus continued its journey along the dark road. Kiev was waiting for her, to collect the milk from her swollen breasts and to ask for more. Then it would empty them again, down to the very last drop, before sending her home with just enough money in her pocket to keep Irina repeating this daily routine until her milk ran dry.

‘Hey, we’re here!’ the voice of Vasya the driver rang out over her head. ‘Hurry up, or you’ll be late.’

The nurse opened the door to her, wearing a white robe and looking like she’d just woken up. She must have spent the night there.

Irina stripped to the waist and sat at the table. She immediately got goosebumps on her shoulders and arms. The old nurse noticed that Irina was cold and closed the top window, and then she positioned the plastic suction cup over Irina’s left breast. She turned the pump on and it started humming, like a battery-operated child’s toy. Milk started to run along the tube between the suction cup and the bottle.

‘Lilya Petrovna has just upped and left,’ grumbled the nurse. ‘So now I’m left to deal with all the technical stuff.’ She nodded at the pump.

In an attempt to take her mind off things, Irina thought back to the voice she’d heard in the minibus. She tried out the ‘he’ it had mentioned on all the men she knew. It turned out that she didn’t know that many. Leaving aside her elderly neighbours in the village, she could count her male acquaintances on the fingers of one hand; if any one of these five were to return it would be no cause for celebration.

The suction cup migrated to her right breast. The humming of the little pump felt as familiar as Yasya’s cries.

After a filling breakfast of porridge, Irina left her bag on the coat stand in the corridor and went for a walk in Mariinsky Park.

It was getting on for 8 a.m. Hordes of smartly dressed commuters, wrapped up warmly, were spilling out of the buses and minibus taxis that were pulling up at the stop. None of them were going to the park. They were all crossing the road and disappearing.

That was fine by Irina. It made her feel as though she almost owned it, this park adjoining Parliament and the pale turquoise building of the Mariinsky Palace. Maybe it
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