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  PART ONE

  OCTOBER

  The truth was obscure, too profound and too pure,

  To live it you had to explode.

  
  Journey Through Dark Heat, BOB DYLAN

  

  
    
  


  Love and Chaos


  
    
  


  1


  Gabriel Glover


  He was relieved to be again among the Russians. Nothing to do with his head, or even his heart, but in his soul: some kind of internal alignment or tessellation. He looked up
  at the clock on the wall above the brown lift doors. Hed lost two hours with the delays. But the London panic had given way to cool urgency, a calculating haste. There would be the visa and
  passport queues. There would be the usual wrangle with the taxi driver  unless he agreed up front to pay the tourist price. And then there would be traffic on Moskovsky . . . An hour and a
  quarter and he should be there.


  The doors opened. The other Europeans and the Americans hesitated. He pushed his way inside with the Russians and a Finnish businessman with a tatty attach. Everyone was already smoking.
  He squashed up and breathed it in: the flavour of the tobacco  more aromatic, smokier somehow. An old woman swathed in a heavy black shawl with her hair tied up in a scalp-tightening white
  bun began shouldering her myriad straps, grasping numberless bags, grimly determined to be the first out.


  But he was quicker. He walked swiftly across the vast immigration hall  the high two-tone walls, light Soviet tan at the base and dark Soviet mahogany at the top. There were only two
  queues for non-residents. He had hoped for three or four. The first was shorter but comprised disorderly families and excited tourists; the second was mainly businessmen, money people. Follow the
  money. Money, after all, had won.


  He put down his bag. These last few miles always seemed such an incremental agony; especially when the previous thousand he had scorched across the curve of the Earth. And now the candour that
  he had been evading for the last thirty-six hours finally ambushed him: OK, yes, it was true: this call had been different. Much worse. Something was really wrong. Something serious. Otherwise why
  would he have gone straight to the airport this morning and taken the first flight via Helbloody-sinki?


  The slab-faced man in the booth looked up from the pages of the passport and met his eyes through the bullet-proof glass.


  Your name?


  Gabriel Glover.


  How old are you?


  Thirty-two.


  There was a long scrutinizing pause, as if the official was formulating a difficult third question, something beginning with why. Gabriel straightened up, consciously pulling his
  shoulders back, as both Lina and Connie reminded him to do  one thing at least they had in common  and stood with proper posture at his full five eleven. He was dressed half
  scruffily, in cheap jeans and scuffed boots, and half elegantly, in a dark tailored pure-wool suit jacket and fine white shirt  as though he had not been able to make up his mind about who
  he really was or which side he was on when he set out. He had the figure of someone thin through restlessness, through exercise of the mind rather than of the body; he had liquid dark eyes and his
  hair was near black and kicked and kinked at the ends, not so much a style as a lack of one, stylishly passing itself off. Immigration officials usually had him down as Mediterranean before they
  opened up his passport: Her Britannic Majesty requests and requires . . .


  The officials silence was becoming a test of stamina. He felt the urge to say something  anything  whatever confession was most required. But at last the Russian gave a
  grotesque smile followed by a parody of that long-suffering American imperative: Enjoy.


  Thank you.


  And his passport was returned to him slowly beneath the glass  as if it documented nothing but the transit excuses of a notorious pimp turned pederast turned priest turned politician.
  (Truly these people were the masters of contempt.) Now he had to wait for his luggage. They had forced him to check it in: too heavy.


  For five minutes, he fidgeted by the jaws of the empty carousel like an actor misguidedly aping madness. Then he could stand it no longer. He struck yet another deal with
  himself  no smoking in London but, OK, fine abroad  and set off to buy some cigarettes from the kiosk with the roubles he had left over from the last trip. When was that? Six weeks
  ago? No, less . . . Four weeks ago. This had to stop.


  There was no relief at first  just acridity and watering eyes  but by midway through the second, he was tempered, smoking greedily and watching the Russians. If ever there was a
  nation that understood waiting . . . And it occurred to him all over again why she had wanted to come back: because there was something that appealed to her particular vanity here  something
  fierce and irreducible, some semi-nihilistic condition of character. He remembered her speaking about just this quality when he was a child. She too must have been quite young then, one of the
  London parties perhaps  he and Isabella, his twin sister, had been allowed to stay up, listening carefully for their cues in the adult conversation. She was talking to Grandpa Max:
  The difference between the Russian character and the Western is that we Russians have learned to live our days in the full knowledge that  whatever transpires in the interim 
  the sun will eventually expand and humanity will be incinerated. Its a way of life precisely opposite to the American Dream. Call it Russian Fatalism if you like. But it gives us a sense of
  perspective, a sense of humour and, perhaps, a certain dignity.


  He exhaled smoke through his nose. Her declarations and her pronunciations  was ever a person so convinced of the absolute truth of her latest opinion? She must have been unbearable when
  she was younger. Her voice was in his head too much these days  especially since the calls had started in earnest; indeed, there were moments when he found himself unable to distinguish his
  thoughts from hers. His luggage.


  . . . Youre just like your father.


  Im not listening to this. Thats not even true. Ive got to go to bed now.


  You are still with Lina?


  (Linas voice through the open bedroom door: Gabriel? Are you off the phone? Can you bring me some water? And put the lettuce back in the fridge.)


  Since we spoke yesterday? It was Sunday night. He tried to keep the anger out of his voice. Am I still with Lina since this time yesterday? Yeah. Since yesterday, Im
  still with Lina. The same as the last four years. Nothing has changed. Listen, I am


  And Connie?


  The line clicked irregularly, all the way across Europe.


  Nothing has changed in the last twenty-four hours. He almost hissed the words. That was unusually devious and unnecessary, even by her standards. But you know I cant
  speak . . .


  You can always speak to me.


  He had started whispering. Lina is awake. Its . . . Its midnight. I have to go to bed.


  Going sideways, going sideways, going sideways. Cant go forward. Cant go back. So you go sideways.


  Ill call tomorrow from work.


  Like your father.


  No. Stop. Thats it. Ill call you tom


  Dont go.


  Her voice contained a new note of . . . of what? Desperation?


  I promise I will call you tomorrow.


  Gabriel.


  He felt her reaching in for his heart. And he felt his heart uncoil. OK. But I do have to go soon. And  and you should be in bed, too. Its what? Christ, its past
  three with you. Its the middle of the night.


  Its difficult for you. I know.


  What is? Youre not sounding great. Youre rasping. Seriously, is everything OK?


  To inhabit yourself fully. Very few people do this anymore. But you and I, we try  correct? We try to hold the line . . . Even though this will cost us almost everything we have
   this great indignity, this great antagonism, this great protest. She coughed. Which is itself pointless.


  Unnerved now. More riddles. His attention wholly focused.


  But  listen to me. She spoke more steadily. You have to be fierce in the face of all the cowardice you see around you. And you have to say: No. For me: no. I
  will not. I will not lie down and I will not give up. I will not do, or be, or become anything that you wish me to. However you disguise it, however you describe it  politics, religion,
  economics  I will continue to stand here and tell you that what you believe in is a lie and what you have become is a falsehood. 


  Why  why  are you talking to me like this?


  Another cough and suddenly she became urgent: Will you come tomorrow?


  To Petersburg?


  Yes.


  I cant. Im at work tomorrow.


  Your work is a joke. Come tomorrow.


  I cant just . . . Why are you laughing? Jesus  youre coughing. He continued to speak but he knew that she could not hear. Oh God . . . Its
  getting worse.


  For nearly a minute he stood there, listening to her hacking. But it was unendurable. So he started up again, shouting into the phone, regardless of waking Lina: Can you hear me? Are you
  there? Hold the phone up. A few seconds quiet  her breathing like wind through rusted barbed wire. Oh God . . . youre crying.


  And then this: Do you love me, Gabriel?


  She had never asked him such a thing. Not once.


  Yes. Of course. You know I do.


  Say it in Russian.


  Ya tyebya lyublyu.


  Come tomorrow. Promise me.


  Youve got to move back to London. And you dont have to live in the old house. He would have set out that instant if he could have made it there any faster by doing
  so.


  Petersburg is my home. You must be here tomorrow. I will give you the money. I want to see you. I will talk. There are so many things I have to tell you.


  I need a visa.


  Come the day after, then. Get an express visa. Ill pay.


  Are you crying?


  Promise me.


  OK. OK. I promise.


  It was one thirty-five UK time when he finally hung up. Three and a half hours later, he was standing at the front of the already-lengthening queue outside the Russian Embassy on Kensington
  Palace Gardens, watching a grout-grey dawn seep slowly through the cracks in the east.


  The driver was crazier than he had dared hope. He clasped the handrail above the passenger door, the muscles tensing in his upper arm as the taxi veered left onto Moskovsky
   wide and straight, the road into town was as Stalin-soaked in the monochrome of tyranny as the centre of the city was bright and colourful with the light of eighteenth-century
  autocracy.


  Democracy is difficult for us, Gabriel, she often said. In Russia we are required to live within the pathologies of the strongest man  whatever he titles himself.
  That way we all know where we are and what we are doing. However bad it gets.


  The cars were moving freely  the battered Czech wrecks and tattered Russian rust-crates, the sleek German saloons and the tinted American SUVs, overtaking, undertaking, switching lanes in
  a fat salsa of metal and gasoline. Still no phone network; it didnt usually take this long. He shifted in the back seat, lit his fourth cigarette and wound down the window as the cab slowed
  for the lights. A mortally decrepit bus bullied its way across the intersection discharging plumes of what looked like . . . like coal dust. The pollution was worsening: particles hung heavy and
  brazen as nails in the lower air  a blunt parody of the fine mists that must have once come dancing up the Neva in from the sea to greet great Peter himself as he rode out across the marshes
  to meet his enemies.


  He would stay with the cab: twenty minutes and hed be there. No need to jump out and take the underground. Gorolov-Geroev Park was just ahead now  he could see the scrub-trees
  behind the tarnished railings and there was the crooked-nosed old man with that same heavily lapelled sports jacket still selling books and magazines on the corner. Not really selling. More like
  minding them for someone or something never to come. Jesus, it was as if he had not been away. How many times was he going to have to do this?


  He bent to look up. The sky was low and louring. The plane had been in rain clouds for much of the descent. The wind must be carrying them inland from the west. He tried to listen to the music
  from the ill-tuned station on the car radio; it sounded like Kino. Something off Gruppa Krovi maybe  he couldnt be sure  beauty and despair bound in razor wire and thrown
  overboard together, white-lipped now beneath the ice, thrashing it out, life and death. His sister would have known the exact song, the exact version. A current of anger joined the stream of his
  thinking. Isabella hadnt been over for nearly a year. Longer, in fact; twenty-one months  Christmas  the Mariinsky  that vicious wind on the walk home, which froze the
  nose and iced the eyeballs, three atheists on their knees at Kazan Cathedral early the next morning.


  The truth was that he wished he had managed to get hold of Isabella last night instead of leaving a message. The truth was that he was no longer sure of the truth. And he trusted his sister to
  apprehend things precisely  to seek out the quiddity of things and once grasped never to let go, to insist, to assert, to confirm. Whereas for him . . . For him the truth seemed to be
  slipping away with each passing year  losing distinctiveness, losing clarity, losing weight. Duplicity, hypocrisy and cant, the primary colours he once would have scorned, he now saw in
  softer shades. Perhaps this was the ageing process: bit by bit truth grows faint until she vanishes completely leaving you stranded on the path, required to choose a replacement guide from those
  few stragglers left among your party  surly prejudice, grinning bewilderment, purblind grievance. The thin beep of his phone locating a network.


  He sat up smartly, let the cigarette fall outside the window and pressed the last-dial button. A childs unmediated eagerness ran through him. With every second he expected her voice . . .
  But the ringing continued as if to spite him. And he began to picture the phone shrilling on the side table by the bay window  the dusty light, the red-cushioned casement seats, the chess
  set forever ready for action. He imagined her climbing from the bath, or hurrying from the shower, or fumbling with keys and bags at the door.


  Eventually, the line went dead.


  He hit redial. They were coming towards Moskovskaya  he could see the statue of Lenin a little further on the right arm aloft, one of the few still standing. This time he listened
  intently to the exact pitch and interval of the ring tone. No answer. No bloody answer.


  The line went dead again. She must be out. Maybe she was tired of waiting and hed get there to find one of her notes on the table: At cafe such and such with so and so, come and
  join  as if he should know the cafe or the friend. Or maybe she was just refusing to pick up the phone for reasons she would soon be telling him  something dark and colossally
  unlikely involving organized crime, her time in the Secretariat. Redial. The fact was that he was utterly at a loss as to what she was really trying to communicate to him. The direct accusations,
  sly allusions, subject swerves, sudden changes of register that served (and were meant to serve) only to draw further attention to the preceding hints. Redial. Individual exchanges made sense and
  yet when he got off the phone he could not discern what lay behind her pointed choice of subject, her denouncements, her fabrications. He gave up as the line went dead the fourth time. Why
  wasnt she answering the bloody phone? And suddenly, all his anger passed away. And he knew that he would do this forever if necessary.


  His mobile had heated his ear and he put it down on the seat away from him as the driver slowed for the traffic again. And here they were crawling beneath mighty Lenins arm. That
  failure, she always said, is our failure, Gabriel, is the failure of all of us. Such dreams expired. More dreams than we can imagine  all extinguished by that failure. Not just
  in the past but in the future too: and thats the real sadness, the real tragedy. We have  all of us  the whole world  we have all of us lost our belief in our better
  selves. And the great told-you-so of capitalism will roll out across the earth until there is no hiding place. And every day that passes, Marx will be proved more emphatically right. And every man
  or woman waking in the winter to the slavery of their wages will know it in their heart.


  He stood for an anxious moment by the iron railings of the canal embankment, putting away his wallet and glancing up at the second-floor balcony. The tall windows were closed.
  But the curtains were not drawn. The driver struggled with the lock of the buckled boot, the gusting wind causing his jacket to billow. Rain was coming. Gabriel could smell the damp in the air. He
  took his bag and hurried across the street.


  He reached the gates that blocked his way to the courtyard  like most in the old part of town, the flats were accessed off the various staircases within. And only now he remembered the
  need to punch in the security code. What was the number? He couldnt recall. He pressed the buzzer and waited. Maybe she had been in the bath when he rang. Or maybe her phone wasnt
  working. He simply hadnt thought about this. Hed assumed she would be home. And if, by some strange chance, not, then he had all the keys to let himself in . . . but the security
  code. No. Hed forgotten all about the bloody security code.


  He tried a few combinations at random. He jabbed at her buzzer repeatedly. Nothing happened. And there was no voice from the intercom. The first twist of rain came and he leaned in to the gate
  to get beneath the shallow arch. Water began to drip on his bag. Maybe he could try one of the other buzzers and explain . . . But even if they spoke English  unlikely  there was no
  way on earth theyd let him in; crime had seen to that. He pressed her buzzer again. He did not know what else to do.


  No answer.


  Abruptly, the full force of his panic returned  a tightening in his throat, a clamping of his teeth at the back of his jaw, the sound of his own blood coursing in his ears. (The fear
   yes, that was what it was  the fear in her voice on the telephone.) He looked around  face taut now  hoping for a car or another resident approaching. Someone to open
  the gate. Where was everybody? The whole of the city had vanished. This was insane. Over on the other side of the canal, two men were sprinting for shelter. They ducked down the stairs into the
  opposite cafe.


  Yana. Of course. Yana would know the code. Yanas mother was in and out all the time  cleaning officially, though mainly consuming expensive tea and gossiping. Oh please Christ
  Yanas working today. He picked up his bag and dashed across the bridge. The Kokushkin Bridge on which poor Rodya stared into the murky water to contemplate his crime, Gabriel, can you
  imagine it?


  He was across. He dived down the cafe stairs  slipped on the wet stone and nearly fell, reaching out for the door to stop himself and somehow bloodying his knuckle as he crashed inside.
  But he cared nothing for the eyes that were on him as he walked over to the bar cursing under his breath.


  Is Yana here? Do you speak English?


  Yes, I do. The girl at the bar had a staff T-shirt: CCCP Cafe: The Party People.


  Is Yana here? Yana.


  Yes. She is. What d


  Can you get her? He had not seen this girl before; he tried to ameliorate his manner but to little effect. Sorry. Im sorry. Can you tell her Gabriel is here?
  Its about Maria  shell know.


  OK. The girl had registered his urgency and locked the till as quickly as she could. Please. Wait here.


  Yes. Ill wait. He glanced at the walls, which were pasted in lacquered old editions of Pravda  Khrushchev kissing a dead astronauts son, Andropov, Old
  Joe himself  always a shock to see that, yes, he was a person of flesh and blood and conversation  leaning forward to say something to the woman seated beside his driver as the state
  car processed down Nevsky Prospekt. How many times had he and Isabella tried to read these walls and recreate in their minds what it must have been


  Gabe. Hi. Hello. How are you? I did not know you were coming back. Katja says you are a man who lost it.


  Sorry. Yana, Im just  I cant get in. He raised his thumb to indicate behind himself. Whats the combination? The security gate. Do you know
  it?


  Yes, of course. She told him the number, becoming conscious of the alarm in his eyes. Is everything OK? How long you here? I didnt know you were coming back.
  Its lucky you came today, though  I am going to Kiev tomorrow. I have to


  Its a flying visit. He interrupted her. I just got in. But Ill be back later. Promise. He was already turning for the door. Well go out.
  Definitely. You can tell me about what is really happening  the news isnt clear.


  The rain had soused the cobbles but this time he crossed the bridge at a flat sprint, all the while keeping his eyes on the window above the balcony. Nobody paid him any attention  the
  random autumn flurries of wet weather that came squalling in off the Gulf of Finland often caused old and young alike to scurry and dash. A woman holding a magazine above her head left the shelter
  of the hairdressers canopy and scuttled to her car door.


  He was back at the security gate. He pressed in the numbers. The metal doors began to swing open jerkily: a moment to marvel at how the simple fact of his knowing the right combination was all
  the difference and then he was through, into the courtyard.


  The rain was slicking his hair on to his forehead and causing him to blink. The cars within looked more numerous than the last time. He was unashamedly thinking with her voice now: There you go:
  capitalisms pubescent little triumphs on every hand, see how they vaunt it. Water was gushing down the side of the building where the guttering was broken. His mind would not bend to. But
  his heart was pestling itself mad against the mortar of the present: suffering now from some inarticulate dread  a terrifying feeling that came at him as he reached the staircase in the
  corner of the quadrangle, grinding his very quick to powder.


  The stench of cat urine assailed him, slowed him, as he hit the stairs. She was a little demented, perhaps. Admit it. Thats why he couldnt get at what she meant, what she was
  really saying to him. She contradicted herself twelve times a day, twelve times an hour, and who can believe someone who . . . Distraction, though, distraction, he breathed: back to now, back. Up
  we go. Up we go. Why wasnt he running anymore? Maybe she was refusing to answer the entryphone on purpose. And the telephone. In two minutes, she would be taking her perverse Petersburg
  pleasure in telling him how the criminal gangs were now calling door to door in the afternoons in the hope of being admitted without the need for time-consuming breaking-and-entering procedures.
  Its not as bad as Moscow, but its very dangerous sometimes here, Gabriel. And there was another murder just over in Sennaya . . . He turned to take the third flight. The seconds were
  stalling. He noticed details he had never noticed before. The filth and the smell, the colours, the lack of colours, the chipped and broken sad stone stairs, the million cigarette butts underfoot,
  the unconcealed pipes all caked thick with dust and grime forever wheezing and choking up and down and back and across the stairwell, the metal-slabbed apartment doors riveted with legion bolts and
  locks and tarnished somehow  despite the steel  by nameless cats or poisonous leaks or dogs or rats . . . Her thick exterior padlock was undone.


  So she must be in.


  She must be in  because there was no possibility that shed leave that padlock undone if she had gone out. She must be in. But he turned his key and entered the apartment in silence
  because he could not bring himself to call her name.


  The light was dim. The wooden floor smelled of polish. He stepped onto the narrow carpet that ran down the centre of the hall. And now he had stopped moving altogether. The familiar pictures
   his father in Paris in 1968, Isabella in New York, the Highgate house, his father on the telephone with a cigarette, Nicholas II and his family, him and his sister as babies in a pram, some
  famous clown white-faced in Red Square, the map of Europe stained with the brown ring mark of a wine glass over the Balkans, the icons, especially the bloody icons . . . These familiar pictures
  seemed suddenly remote, alien, unconnected with him  as though he had wandered into the flat of a vanished stranger whose life he must untangle.


  Someone dropped something in the apartment above. He let his bag fall and ran, left, towards her bedroom. The door was open. The heavy curtains drawn. Her books piled untidily on the floor by
  her fallen lamp. Flowers thirsty in the vase. Her favourite shawl strewn across the floor by the chest. A full mug of black tea by the bed. Pills. The piano. The bed itself empty. He ran back down
  the corridor, pushing doors as he went  bathroom, kitchen, study . . . But he slowed on the threshold of the last, the drawing room  as she called it, high ceilings, grand, with my
  tall windows for the White Nights, Gabriel, for the cool air in the summer, for the best view in all of Petersburg where our history is made.


  His mother was lying on the floor by the desk. He was on his knees and by her side in an instant. Her eyes were open but shrouded somehow in a shimmering film of reflected light. And when he
  called her name out loud at last and raised her up, her body was cold and slight. And she seemed to have shrunk, to be falling down  down into herself, down into the floor, seeking the
  earth. And there was neither voice nor breath from her lips.


  
    
  


  2


  Isabella Glover


  Her dreams came just before dawn, stealing past the watch of the New York City night, slipping past the sentries of the heart.


  And this was a bad one. More of a nightmare, if truth be told. She flopped back down and closed her eyes and let old respiration soothe her modern nerves, concentrating on the outbreaths,
  waiting for the chemical, physical and emotional residue to drain away. And how real, she thought, this response of the body to the counterfeiting of dreams.


  Isabella Glover stretched out to her full five seven. Her hair, which reached almost to the shoulder, was so black that by some lights it looked almost blue. But her eyes were not quite as dark
  as her brothers, nor so undefended, moving quickly beneath a protective sheen of silent laughter. She was thin, but no longer painfully so; light on her feet, gamine; the reluctant possessor
  of that rare quality, the precise opposite of blonde, that seems to grow more intense the longer its presence remains in a room. And she had one of those
  not-immediately-beautiful-but-on-reflection-actually-very-beautiful faces that you see in Renaissance paintings of young Italian noblewomen carrying bowls of fruit.


  She stared at the fault lines cracked across her ceiling. It was the letters that were causing all the trouble, of course.


  Oh, shitting hell. Might as well get up.


  She kicked back the sheet and sat on the side of the bed. She felt hot. She lifted her hair from the back of her neck. Yes, these winter pyjamas, she now admitted to herself, were a totally
  unnecessary choice  more a statement than anything else: dont touch me, Sasha; the secret codes of our relationship have all been changed; I am not touchable by you  to touch
  me is now a violation punishable by outrage and complete withdrawal. (Men and women with their constant signals-intelligence chatter back and forth and all of it so unreliable.) She stood up and
  moved towards their little dresser to take a swig of the mineral water, which, she was pleased to discover, had lost its irritating sparkle overnight.


  Unnecessary because, of course, Sasha never would touch her after an argument  his side of the bed was empty. He would be straggled on the couch on the other side of the door. After an
  argument, he hadnt got the nerve even to sleep in the same room as her, never mind anything else. So why bother with the pyjamas? Just in case he suddenly transformed his entire personality
  and popped his head in to say sorry for shouting and being so rude, and then promised never to be such a selfish, self-centred, self-obsessed two-year-old again? She took another deeper swig. Or
  because she wanted to walk past him thus armoured in the morning? To make visual the rupture? Intimacy and its withdrawal as a weapon . . . Not very subtle, Is, not very subtle.


  She bit her lip.


  So no  she would not go parading past in her bloody silly pyjamas; she would not go banging into the bathroom; she would not make a sound. Lights would stay off. The kettle would not be
  boiled. There would be no statement  deliberate or otherwise  of her going to work  as I do every morning by the way, Sasha, every single morning.


  She looked across at the alarm clock again, a self-satisfied digital with lurid red numbers calling itself The Executive  his clock. It was only quarter past six 
  normally too early to call on Molly, her downstairs neighbour, except that three days ago Molly had badly twisted her ankle and was not sleeping and there was every chance she would be awake
   the same as on Sunday when the emergency text had come in: In agony and bored. R U Awake? This time, Isabella thought, she would text Molly  on the way to
  Veselkas  just to check. Fetch the tea and whatever else Molly fancied and bring it back for her. A civilized breakfast before work, some lies about their boiler being broken 
  and then a bath (oh God, yes, a bath, instead of that dribble of a shower) in Mollys glorious tub. And, oh shit, shed better remember to call her mother from the office this morning,
  before Petersburg went to sleep.


  Her eye went back to the latest communiqu  set down askew on top of the books on her bedside table and energetically inhabiting the envelope on which her mothers
  calligraphic hand had rendered her own name in crimson ink. With deepening confusion, she had read it for a second time last night directly before going to sleep  a good way of distracting
  herself after the row with Sasha and his subsequent (rather protracted) storming out.


  The new letter was a single page only, but far stranger than the previous. Isabella crossed back to the bed and took it from the envelope. A Finnish stamp  like everyone else, her mother
  used one of the hotel mail services via Helsinki. Some stuff about the President, a disparaging mention of her brothers so-called career in contract publishing, news of a bomb in Moscow and
  ten more people ripped limb from limb by the bastards in Chechnya and then this: So, dear Is, be sure to visit me first, before you visit your father. It is
  better that you understand from me. Oh, you know how scheming he is and hell be sure to distort everything. He will want to be certain that you love him, especially now he is getting
  older.


  Leaving aside the lingering oddness of her mothers writing style  I am a Russian never forget, Is, forced to slum it in second class with this fat little ruffian English, so
  full of himself and yet so empty and vague  this new letter was seriously weird because Isabella had absolutely no intention of visiting her father, nor indeed, of finding out where
  he was. Neither she nor her brother had spoken a single word to Nicholas Glover for more than ten years. Not since the death of Grandpa Max (when her father had only turned up to make sure he got
  all the money). And Isabella was certain that her mother knew this. So what the hell was she going on about? Seriously weird, too, because what was there to understand? What was there to distort?
  It was extremely difficult to tell what was real and what was fantasy  given the background level of histrionics and exaggeration that her mother liked to live with  and she was
  certainly not above coming on all portentous in order to secure a visit or whatever obscure point she had set herself to make.


  For Christs sake (Isabella collapsed onto her back again holding the letter aloft), the very act of writing on paper  in crimson ink  and using the post was theatrical these
  days. There were times when she marvelled (as if she herself were not involved) at her mothers ability to target her sense of . . . sense of what? Shame? Guilt? Loyalty? Indebtedness?
  Conspiracy? Daughterliness? It was as if her own genes were coded to recognize and instantly respond to the parental call regardless of her private will as a separate thirty-two-year-old
  individual. All the same . . .


  All the same, maybe this time it was something serious. And given that she had not written back to the two previous letters, she really had better call today. As soon as she got in.


  She puffed out her cheeks, kicked herself up again, crossed the room and locked the letter in her private drawer with the others. Then, without opening the blinds, though conscious that the
  light was already sharpening against the skyline, she slipped on her joggers and sneakers and an old top. Amazing, really, that the New York birds still bothered with a dawn chorus.


  Now the task was to get out without waking Sasha.


  She opened their built-in little wardrobe  too shallow to hang anything in  and unhooked her charcoal work suit. She felt relieved that the day was underway. She could be honest
  about her motives, too. She was leaving without waking him not because she feared further fighting, nor reconciliation, nor a silent stand-off. It was less personal than that. She was leaving
  surreptitiously because she did not want to have to respond to, or negotiate with, another consciousness. No; what she wanted  above all else  was to start this day without him
  hijacking her psyche and making her cross or remorseful or resentful or mawkish or forgiving or any other response she didnt want to have to experience. For now, she wished only to be by
  herself in her own mind  a reasonable thing for a woman to wish for every so often. And when she was clear, when she was centred, then she would talk to Sasha. Really, it was just silly
  anyway.


  She approached the door of their bedroom and inched it open. His head (at the end of the couch) was, she knew, just the other side. She stopped a fraction before the point where the creak would
  begin. And then she slipped through.


  But all the long and narrow way past the sofa  taking care not to tread on the plate or the glass or knock over the bottle of Armagnac that he had so affectedly taken to drinking 
  she knew that he was awake, pretending to be asleep. And, after four years together, he knew that she knew. And she knew that he knew that she knew and so on and so on and so on and so why the
  bloody sham? And why, a second later, was she frowning with concentration as she tried to judge the exact force required to pull the front door of their apartment shut while making as little sound
  as possible?


  Abruptly, and with a sickening feeling, she realized that her heart had a false floor and had been concealing its contraband throughout: she had been aware all along that he would be wide awake;
  and she had been aware that she would pretend he wasnt. Jesus, was there no subject on which heart and mind might be candid with each other?


  She slammed the door.


  And then none of it mattered because she was hurrying down the tight stairwell, down the narrow corridor, down the steep stoop and onto the freedom and anonymity and endless possibility of the
  sidewalk. New Yorks forgiving embrace  inclusion in the shared idea of a city, however true or untrue. A union of states. The infinite context of America.


  But just the same, she dared not allow her mind to look up for she sensed that the tattered images of her dreams were still hung high on the masts of her consciousness like the ragged remainders
  of sails flapping after a storm.


  Molly Weeks let her paper fall onto her lap, transferred her steaming takeout tea from left to right hand and sucked her sensitive teeth, which, she occasionally reflected,
  were seven or so years younger than the rest of her and therefore still in their thirties. A conventional English girl from an actual convent, Molly had married the American singer in a New
  Romantic band twenty-five years ago  the first of two feckless husbands  and she had since acquired that quick-switching manner wherein a raw-hearted sensitivity vied with the
  dont-mess attitude of the serial survivor. She wore thick-framed wedge-shaped glasses, her hair was a perpetually self-contending frizz of red and blonde and these days she was sole owner,
  chief executive and chairman of the ever more successful MagicalMusic.com.


  She spoke now with mock exasperation: The world is going to all kinds of hell and nobody seems to be able to do anything about it. She adjusted her leg, the ankle of which was
  propped up on a pillow. Hows the career, Is?


  The subject of Isabellas job was one of their private jokes. Though, like most private jokes, it was also a way of dealing with a private seriousness: an abiding desire to encourage (and
  to liberate) on the part of the older woman; an abiding desire to evade for the time being on the part of her younger neighbour.


  Heading the same way. Isabella, who was sitting on a dining chair that she had dragged in from the other room, abandoned the lifestyle article she was (hating) reading. My
  own fault, though. She drew her finger quickly across her throat. Last night.


  Bad?


  Uh-hmm. Definitely should not have told them that I drink a bottle of vodka every morning before I come into work.


  Molly chuckled and had to hold out her tea at arms length to prevent herself spilling it. This was the client party you told me about, right? The chairman and all the cheeses
  present?


  Yep. Isabella nodded. All of them  Jerk, Snicker, Robe and even the Smooth. Isabellas colleagues were well known under their various epithets.


  After everything we said about building mutually affirmative relationships in the workplace. Molly approximated the disappointed face of the daytime-TV life coach.


  Isabella played along. I feel as though Ive let my whole family down.


  Molly grinned. I cant believe they took you seriously.


  They took me more than seriously. They looked at me like Id just beheaded the Secretary of State live on CBS. Without flinching, Isabella sipped her tea, which was still
  ferociously hot, and suddenly remembered what she had been meaning to tell her friend. Hey, you know theres a new Russian restaurant opening up  right around the corner from
  Veselkas.


  Another one? No way. You serious? Molly was a champion of all things neighbourhood.


  Really. Isabella nodded.


  How do you know? Molly shifted her ankle again.


  The waitress told me.


  The waitress in Veselkas? Which one?


  Dont know her name. The one with the suspicious expression that makes you think you must definitely be dining with terrorists or whatever.


  Molly expressed puzzlement and shook her head, the highest outreaches of her crazed hair seeming to follow a moment behind, as if uncertain whether to go their own way or not.


  You know, Mol: heavy floral-pattern dresses. Isabella laid her hand delicately over her chest. Ruched.


  Oh, you mean Dora. Molly smiled her recognition.


  Yeah  Dora. She served me these Earl Jeelings as she calls them. Isabella indicated her cup. Then she came around the counter and sort of spat the news
  into my ear.


  She does that. Molly aborted an attempted sip. Christ knows how they get this tea to stay so hot. What did she say?


  Isabella adopted a confidential air and mimicked the waitresss rat-a-tat voice: New place opening. East eleven. Says its Russian. But dont even go there. Totally
  fake. Totally disgusting. They pee in the pelmeni. Waitresses illegal. All sluts.


  But the new place is not actually open yet?


  No.


  So how does Dora know?


  Shes seen definite sluts going in for interviews, apparently. And she knows the chef. Famous for peeing in pelmeni the world over.


  Molly drew a faux-macho breath. What the hell is pelmeni, anyway?


  Dumplings. Stuffed with cabbage, cheese, mushrooms. That kind of thing. Gogols favourite.


  Did Dora tell you that?


  No . . . No, that was my mum.


  Useful.


  Very useful. Dietary preferences: I know them all: Turgenev to Tchaikovsky and back again. Just in case you ever need me to rustle something up for one of the great men of Russian
  culture. Isabella wrinkled her nose. Id better jump in the bath now, if thats OK. Wouldnt want to be late for the office. Ive got opportunity matrices to
  evaluate.


  Sure. Go right ahead. Help yourself to one of those fizzbomb things. Theyre glorious. Really . . . fizzy.


  Thanks. Dont wait up. I may be a few days.


  Molly took a tentative sip of her milkless Darjeeling. She had a shrewd enough idea of what lay behind Isabellas impromptu visit. For one thing, something was going on
  upstairs. She suspected that Isabella found Sasha unfulfilling  intellectually, emotionally, spiritually. Indeed, she knew for certain that Isabella found the general obviousness of
  masculinity tedious since a common theme of their concert nights out together was Isabella being amusingly caustic about the clumsy gambits of stupid men. She did a great impression of the
  coy-but-almost-immediate way that they peddled inventories of their interests  the shit fiction, the shit films, the shit music, the clichs, the
  clichs, Mol, the same old clichs. And yet Isabella also seemed to do down the smart ones too  for their dishonest charm, their self-satisfied pride in playing the
  manwoman game, their cultivated eccentricities, their depth. All of which analysis Molly had much sympathy for. Sasha and men aside, though, it also occurred to
  Molly that Isabellas habitually sardonic chatter might be symptomatic of a deeper unease. Molly took a more confident sip. The difficulty, however, was getting Isabella to open up.
  Evidently, this stuff about a broken boiler was total crap.


  Thirty-five minutes later, Isabella came back into Mollys bedroom dressed now in her trouser suit, and businesslike despite herself.


  Thanks for the bath, Mol. That was just what I needed. She fetched her own cup from the little bedside table and dropped it into the brown-paper bag. Reality poured back into the
  vacuum of the vanished humour. Ill call tomorrow.


  Do.


  Isabellas eyes met those of her friend a moment and then travelled around the room as if looking for further cups that required disposing. Shall I bring your laptop
  over?


  Yes. Thanks. Thats helpful. Youd better bring the power cable too, though. Molly shifted her weight. The battery connection keeps cutting out. Ill plug
  it in down here.


  The laptop was on the tiny desk by the window. Isabella moved smartly around the end of the bed.


  You know, Molly said, her voice gentle, her head following the passage of her friend. You know, Ive been thinking: you should put on those mini-concerts we keep
  talking about. Keep the momentum going  find some musicians who dont look and behave like social-problem children and persuade your friends to come along. Your thing for Sashas
  birthday was cool  how many people? Two hundred. And everybody loved it. Everybody. And that was only piano and violin.


  I know, Isabella said. But Im not sure people would come  not if it wasnt some kind of a special occasion.


  Oh, they would. Definitely. You have a pretty big email list already.


  The wires into Mollys computer were all twisted.


  All these things start small, Molly continued. You could use the place on Eleventh again.


  Isabella clicked her tongue. Which one is the power here?


  Sorry, Is  its the thickest cable. You might have to unplug it under the desk and feed it back up otherwise that adaptor thing gets stuck. Its a pain.


  Molly was right about the concerts, of course. But Isabella did not believe her neighbour really understood that such a course was far from easy: in the last twenty years (yes, since the wall
  collapsed, dear, crazy mother) modern life had speedily (and rather gleefully) drawn up and ranged all its best and biggest guns against anything remotely vocational. (Molly was the exception
   and it had cost her dearly to find her niche.) The arteries of the world were becoming more and more sclerotic: if you were not creating money, then you were not creating anything. And,
  sure enough, down on her hands and knees, Isabella heard herself citing the hoary old defence: Ive saved quite a lot, though  one more year  and, well, I reckon
  Ill have enough for a six-month sabbatical rethink.


  If theres anyone who could rescue that kind of music, Is . . . I mean, the classical audience is so pompous and self-regarding, such a bunch of pricks.


  Isabella stood, glanced out of the window and leaned over the desk, trying to thread the freed cord up from behind.


  But youre not, Molly continued. Youre young and youre clever and youre . . . capable. The only thing . . . the only thing is to make a
  start.


  So keenly was Isabella aware of her neighbours change of tone (and the kindness behind it) that she suddenly felt embarrassed and could not bring herself to turn around. Embarrassed
  because she wanted to embrace her neighbour and to run away from her at the same time. Embarrassed, too, that she might be guilty of in some way soliciting such sympathy. And worst of all,
  embarrassed because the acuity of the insight made her want to demur, deny, deflect, evade . . . When actually she well knew that she was only being cheered and reassured  reassured that
  here was an understanding ear, if ever she need it. And yet what was the point of talking about this or that when really (the floor of her mind now cracked apart and rose up like a swarm of
  agitated wasps) when really the whole mess needed sorting  dropping out and then begging her way back in to Cambridge; a false-started career in law  years wasted; a change of plan
   unbelievable amounts of work  then not managing more than three months with the cultish children of Magog at Harvard Business School; this new farce of a career at Media Therapy
   also very difficult to lie her way into  with these human simulacra for colleagues; not forgetting a disastrous series of so-called relationships with infants, a violent cheating
  manipulative bastard for a father whom (subconsciously) she had crossed the Atlantic to get away from and who she sometimes felt the urge to pretend (in her sickest moments) had actually physically
  abused her so that at least she would have some factual and universally recognized problem to cite as the cause of all her ungovernable feelings of revulsion and nausea towards him. And now the
  letters. She turned.


  Youre right, Mol, I know. I should call the guy again. That place on Eleventh is perfect. But . . . but its not as if Im going to do this job for more than another
  year, maximum. I think I just had to get the green card and  you know  find a proper footing here after all the arsing around. If theres one thing about America these days
  its that you have to be legal. Land of the free and all that.


  She passed the computer with both hands.


  Molly placed it down beside her on the bed and looked up, her face every feature a picture of understanding.


  And instantly Isabella felt the urge to share something real with her friend. It was cruel to push people away all the time. Give something. Anything.


  I had an argument with Sasha last night, is all. After I got back from the work thing.


  Was it hardcore? Molly was almost disappearing with delicacy and the counter-effort not to seem overdelicate for fear of further drawing attention to any tenderness.


  No. No, not really. Just stupid. Isabella likewise almost disappearing  but for burgeoning shame at having raised the subject at all. He can be an idiot. And 
  you know this whole thing  he doesnt work. Well, I suppose he does. But not in the way that we . . . that is conv


  Happen often?


  No. Hardly ever.


  Feel like a normal argument that a couple would have?


  It was just about space. You know. Isabella found a rueful smile.


  Yes, well, its tricky up on your floor. The apartments are half this size.


  Though she knew the time well enough, Isabella glanced deliberately at the old clock. Damn. I really have to scoot. Here, let me plug you in. She bent and then came up again all
  bustle and haste. Ill message if Im up Thursday morning. Its unbelievable: Im going to be late again and I have a nine with the Snicker himself.


  Go, lady, go. Molly frizzed at her hair. Thanks for breakfast. And  really  come down whenever. If I am alive enough to make it to the door, you can come
  in.


  Isabella looked sympathetically at the ankle. You better take it easy on the ski-jumping and stuff today, Mol. You done with your tea?


  Yeah. Thanks.


  Isabella put her friends cup into the brown bag for the recycle bin and collected the rest of her things for work.


  OK. Bye, Isabella said.


  See you, Molly called after her. Soon as Im fixed were going to check out those sluts.


  Isabella let herself out, careful with the door and gratefully aware that Molly had not chosen to pursue her any further. One day, she resolved, she would sit down and tell
  Molly everything, instead of all this endless slipping and sliding around the edges. Sort Sasha. Sort work. Sort everything. Just get clear long enough to achieve a reasonable perspective and then
  . . .


  It was twenty-four minutes from her building on East 13th between Second and Third to the offices of Media Therapy on Greene. And she was in the habit of walking to work. It wasnt so much
  that she liked the exercise, or the routine, or the therapeutic effect of witnessing first hand the sheer size and scale of the citys endeavours (indifferent to her own)  though all
  of these  it was more that in some only half-acknowledged way, she continued to take the visitors simple pleasure in a foreign city. (What was her fathers phrase:
  ex-pats make the best natives? Something faintly sinister like that . . .) She had lived here in New York nearly two years and three before that on and off (as much as various visas
  permitted)  and she had been staying with Sasha at his mothers place down on Murray on September 11th. And though the wide-eyed tourist was long departed, there lingered a related
  sense of a satisfaction at the recognition of certain places, or buildings, or institutions, or instances of what she sometimes termed to herself (for want of a better expression) New Yorknesses.
  No, it wasnt the Empire State or the Rockefeller or any of that stuff anymore, but, instead, it was the pile it high, sell it cheap furniture shop run by grumpy Poles. Or it was the fact
  that she could find what she wanted quicker than the ever-changing sales staff in St Marks bookstore. Or that she liked to cross Third just here and walk through Astor Place where the East
  Village kids jostled around that big black cube. Or that she was as near-indifferent to Washington Square as any New Yorker. Or that, best of all, she recognized some of the owners at the dog run.
  Same time same place tomorrow? So their glances seemed to say. And in her mind she would return their query with a most dependable civic nod.


  You bet.


  She was on Mercer not far from the Angelika  Sashas favourite cinema  when her cellphone started ringing. She didnt notice at first because an ambulance was howling
  and her remaining attention was partially on an English tourist buying a silly John Lennon beret from the street stand (so thats who buys them . . .) and partially on an advertisement for
  shampoo that infuriated her every morning with its phoney tone (arent we just such close girly-girl-friends who just so understand each other, oh what secrets we share, oh how very much we
  know about each others lives  it was the insidious advertisers assumption of mutual intimacy that really killed her) and then, when she did realize that it was indeed her own
  cell that she could hear, she had to rummage in her bag (which she absolutely must get round to emptying and sorting out) before she could find it. And next her mind became preoccupied with
  fabricating some excuse for her being late  and how ridiculous it was that she probably woke the earliest of all the employees in the whole place and yet here she was most likely the last to
  get into the office. And when she finally looked at the screen, there was a generic message indicating that the caller was unknown. And the line was terrible. And she had to stand still and press
  the phone hard against her ear because of all the noise in the street and all the noise in her head and thats how news comes: standing on the street on a morning like any morning talking to
  your brother whos saying that your mother is dead. Is really dead.


  
    
  


  3


  Arkady Artamenkov


  The most significant hours of Arkady Alexandrovitch Artamenkovs life had taken place two years ago on a day when the cold and pelting rain was filling the million St
  Petersburg potholes with a thick and sickly yellow mud and the air tasted more than usual of corrosion.


  Late, silent, unshaven, he had splashed his way through the back streets to the appointed cafe  a recently opened place up from Moskovsky Station near the Militia House of Culture, where
  women liked to showcase their hair and hold their mugs of coffee the wrong way round and never by the handles, the greater to emphasize their empathies. His own hair was wet and straggled. His
  greatcoat was sodden and heavy. And he knew full well that his boots and jeans were filthy and leaving marks of dirt as he made his way across the parquet floors between the pale pine tables beyond
  the marble bar, water still streaming down his face.


  Arkady Alexandrovitch?


  It was the same fat square-faced red-haired woman who had called in person at his flat three days earlier. He stopped where he was, but said nothing.


  She came towards him, along the length of the bar.


  Hello again. Im so pleased you came. Good.


  He did not return her greeting, nor take her hand (momentarily offered, instantly re-employed), but met her eyes with his own until she looked away. He had guessed that she was some sort of
  professional finder, maybe even thought of herself as a private detective. She spoke with a slight Georgian accent, which she tried to hide. She had a flashy cellphone, which she clasped in her
  hand as if it were jewellery. And today the dark tracksuit was gone; instead, she was wearing the usual bullshit with which ugly women tried to fight the truth: an expensive crocodile bag, matching
  shoes, designer suit. Obviously, she hadnt been fucked in years.


  Determinedly ignoring his silence, she continued: Come this way. We have a quiet table at the back. I was only waiting at the bar because you might not have been able to see
  me.


  She sounded relieved. She was certain of her fee now. He followed, still silent, ignoring the looks from the two women sitting with their department-store bags.


  Maria is not here yet but she will be joining us in a few minutes. What would you like to drink? Some coffee or maybe


  Nothing.


  Are you sure?


  A barely perceptible nod.


  OK. Well . . . She was at a loss for a moment.


  He took off his greatcoat and placed it over the back of his chair. Then he sat down, leaving her standing awkwardly.


  Well, I am going to make a call and just check that Maria, your mother . . .


  Just to check that your mother is on her way. So Ill be back in two seconds. Please order whatever you want. Lunch is on us today!


  He was silent and he made no move. He was only here because he had nothing better to do.


  Back then, Arkady was living with two others  one a fellow musician in his band of that time, Magizdat, the other a friend from the orphanage  in two rooms next
  door to one of the hostels behind Ligovsky Prospekt. When Zoya (for this was the finders name) had called at the door for the second time, he decided to be in. He came out with his shirt
  open, scruffy jeans, unwashed, bare feet covered in powder. He was in a good mood. He had been fucking the would-be actress from the cinema kiosk all morning. And he was struck by the sheer
  physical difference between fair-skinned Polina and the swarthy pig-truck in front of him.


  Zoya wanted to go somewhere else, but he said he was busy and that if she wished to talk, they could talk here. So she sat down on the hall stairs and sprang open her briefcase and began handing
  him photographs and documents, which he glanced at without concentration and then handed back. All the while, the sounds of the football match came through the open door. Russia losing again.
  Either paid to lose. Or losing because nobody paid them. Hard to say. But then that was the main amusement in watching the national team play.


  Five minutes later, when he re-entered the room, he did not tell his friends anything, but simply lay back down on the floor with Polina to watch the rest of the game. He had kept Zoyas
  card, had agreed to come to the cafe on the day she suggested and nothing else. He did not believe her story. The documents meant nothing to him. Could be forgeries, could be fakes. The photograph
  of the woman meant nothing. Could be anyone in the world. Because (as he well knew) this sort of bullshit happened to Russian children from orphanages a lot more often than the rest of the country
  realized. He had seen it himself: the time that Mongol had turned up for Sako, an athletics star with shrinking balls from his dormitory, for example, because Sako had just come third at shot in
  the Olympics and was all over the bullshit papers and the television. No  the reality of the situation was that ninety-nine per cent of the abandoned children in the Soviet Union were poor
  desperate scum when they were born, the parents were poor desperate scum when they fucked them into existence, and poor desperate scum all parties remained. And scum seldom wasted its time looking
  for longlost more of the same. As far as Arkady was concerned, therefore, the only calculations to be made were these: was there any money; and would it be easy to get without having to do
  anything?


  Thus the single eventuality that Arkady Alexandrovitch was not prepared for, when he set out that morning in the acid rain, was that the woman he was about to meet might actually be his mother.
  But thats what life is: one eventuality after another, and none of them prepared for.


  She came ahead of Zoya, moving swiftly between the tables. She was a slight woman of a little less than average height but there was a certainty and pride in her aspect that
  created the impression of her being taller, stronger, more intense and vital than the mere time and space coordinates of her corporeal presence. Her hair was tied back against her head and dark as
  sable. She wore a fine charcoal-grey coat, but her black clothes were unostentatious beneath. There was no jewellery  not even a wedding ring. She carried a slim, elegant bag under her arm,
  also black, pressed in tight against her. And it was only now, as she came right up to the table and stood before him, that he became aware of the effort that she was making to hold herself in
  check. Her cheekbones told of a tightened jaw, her lips seemed almost blue and there were a dozen tiny needles knitting cross-purposes in her brow. Her eyes, sunken and turquoise like his own, were
  scouring his face as if, by this act of such determined looking, she might find his entire history plainly written there.


  My name is Maria . . . Maria Alexandrovna.


  Her accent was pure old Petersburg. He said nothing.


  You are Arkady Alexandrovitch Artamenkov?


  He nodded but he did not get up.


  She turned. Thank you, Zoya. Please leave us. It was an order  an echo from a time long ago, before the Soviet era  and there was no accompanying smile.


  Zoya bowed, suddenly a servitor, before backing away in the direction of the bar.


  He watched this Maria Alexandrovna sit down, resolute. Outside the wide windows, the rest of Russia was carrying on with its life.


  She faced him directly. He said nothing.


  She had no interest in ordering anything either. So their menus lay untouched. They simply sat, mother and son, staring at one another, a lifetimes silence, everything and nothing,
  between them.


  Arkady Alexandrovitch, may I call you Arkady?


  He remained silent. But his clothes were now drying from the heat rising within him.


  I . . . I wanted to see you. I hoped that we could . . . I hoped that we could talk.


  And suddenly, surprising himself, surprising the very air that they were breathing, and because he knew already by the recoil and thrashing of his heart that this woman was indeed his mother, he
  asked the one question he would not have asked if he had thought her mad or another crazy liar seeking solace, the first four words that came to him: How do I know?


  Know?


  How do I know?


  She kept her eyes steady on him, breathed in, throat tight as she swallowed, and he watched her gather herself.


  You were born here in Petersburg. Your father was a government official. I was not married. I was twenty-two years old. He came to my flat one night. He was a violent man . . . He
  died. She faltered a moment. Then the constricted rush to speak beset her again. He does not matter. There were complications. But when you were born, my mother, your grandmother,
  took you away. She was trying to save my career, my prospects in the . . . in the Party. It was different then. Soviet times. She raised her jaw a fraction. I was married very quickly
  afterwards. To a British man. I defected. I lived in London with two children and my husband . . . I could not come back for a long time. They would not permit it. For many, many years. I could not
  risk it. Until the Soviet era ended. Even then, it wasnt possible to remain for more than a few days. Not until recently have I been able to stay as long as I would wish. So I found
  somewhere to live. And then I found Zoya. But I returned only to find you. It has taken too long. I am sorry. She indicated an envelope protruding from her bag. I have proof that your
  grandmother registered you at the orphanage. And I have proof that I am her daughter. You must believe the rest. She paused. I hoped . . . I hoped we could become friends. At least, I
  hoped you would tell me about your life.


  Even as he sat there expressionless, even as he sat there in silence, his blood was spuming white in the deep gorges of his veins. He could think of nothing, could neither speak nor move, could
  only feel.


  What are you? I mean . . . do you have work? Are you married yourself, Arkady?


  The one human-to-human bond that should come as guaranteed, without question, given unto all, she had denied him. She had abandoned him. How dare she turn up now? How dare she turn up now and
  sit here like this? How dare she think that he would want ever to see her, even to know of her existence? The Stupid Bitch. The Stupid Fucking Bitch.


  I know this is probably very difficult for you . . . And Im sorry. I dont know quite . . . I . . . I want to know about your life. I want to help you . . . I cant
  change anything but I . . . I want to make up for what I can. We could begin today. Slowly, of course. Make a start. On becoming friends at least.


  But all he wanted to do was hurt her as viciously as he could.


  Can you tell me anything about your life, Arkady?


  To ram her words back down her throat until she choked. To show her every second of it. All the bullshit he had been through. Every fight. Every beating. Every bruise. Do to her what was done to
  him. Every last thing.


  OK, well . . . let me tell you something about my life. After I left, I went to Paris with my husband . . .


  He was absolutely still, his face expressionless, steam visibly rising from his clothes. Yes, he was in the grip of pure, visceral feeling  but pulled in so many opposing directions that
  the net result was a kind of ferociously vibrating immobility. And the only cogent thought that he could register, the one thing he kept thinking, was that he did not want to give her even the
  impression that he hated her  no ledge of his spirit on which she might get the slightest purchase. Nothing. She had given him nothing. She would have nothing from him. She had not wanted
  him. Now he did not want her.


  . . . I did not discover my mother and my sister were dead until ten years ago. I knew nothing. I have lived another life, Arkasha . . . Arkady. For more than thirty years I have been
  another person. An exile. I wrote to them, of course, but I received nothing in response. Maybe they wrote back and their letters were stopped. I knew nothing. I did not know if I would ever find
  you. How could I know? I did not even know which orphanage they sent you to. She shook her head and raised her hands to press her fingers to her brow. And it has taken Zoya a long
  time. My God, when we found the records, it was your grandmothers name on your certificate. Not my own name  as your real mother. Not my name. They tried to erase us both but now here
  we are and we


  He could take it no more; he stood up and said the only other words he ever said to her: I do not want to see you ever again.


  I . . . I understand. Now, at last, despite the strength of her self-possession, her alarm was visible. Though still marshalling her dignity, she was shaking in the effort; she was
  desperate and her lips were taut as she spoke: I would like to help you, though. How can I help you? What do you need? At least tell me what you need. She stood and faced him.
  We dont have to see one another ever again. I do understand. We dont have to, but maybe I can make your life easier in some way. If you can just tell me a little bit about your
  life, then I could . . . I could . . . And Zoya will do everything. Between us. You dont have to see me again, Arkady. But please let me help.


  Her face enraged him. Her voice made him deaf. He wanted to send her sprawling to the floor. He wanted to shout. To denounce her at the very top of his voice. That she should stand in front of
  him, to ask him one single question about his life. That she should think that he might care about her or any of this. It was all he could do to bend his rigid will to the single purpose of leaving
  without violence. But he did so. And only his eyes told as he put on his coat. He would give her no satisfaction. Nothing.


  You have Zoyas number. If you change your mind. She barred his way a moment, her eyes, too, like those of her son, lit from within. Call Zoya. She knows where I am.
  Anything you need.


  Then she stood aside.


  He walked out into the rancid rain.


  She watched him go.


  They neither saw nor spoke to one another again.


  It was Henry Wheyland who did the deal. And it was Henry Wheyland who now, two years later, circled the main room of flat number 1327 on the thirteenth floor of tower block
  number two, Kammennaya Street, Vasilevsky Island, St Petersburg.


  Undeniably, and though only forty-two years into his allotted, Henry looked ill: his wheat-stalk hair was fleeing his forehead, twin valleys razed behind; and he was extremely thin, which made
  him appear taller than his average height and created the general impression of too many bony angles, of awkwardness, of sleeves too short, fingers too long, shirt too wide, shoulders too narrow,
  of elbows, knees, wrists and nail. But in actuality, Henry was feeling fine  as fine, indeed, as only an able and happily functioning addict can feel.


  The space around which he turned was low-ceilinged, boxsquare, drab and spartan; in every one of the other five hundred and twenty apartments in the building, it would have been called the
  living room. Here though, in apartment 1327, living was music and music was living and there was no worthwhile difference between the two. Indeed, the only furniture consisted of an upright piano,
  positioned centrally, and raised on six or seven layers of scruffy torn carpet; a piano stool, likewise raised; a tattered sofa, a stereo, two of the best speakers Henrys remaining funds
  could buy and something like five thousand CDs, stacked, banked and ranked along the dun-beige walls head high. And that was it. What saved the place from wretchedness was the vast window and the
  beauty of the view beyond: the Gulf of Finland.


  Out there, unseen as yet by the rest of the city, a second line of rain clouds was smearing itself across the western horizon, advancing low and fast, a running smudge on the canvas where Baltic
  sky met Baltic sea. There would be another downpour before the afternoon was out.


  Henry continued his circling, inclining in the manner of an academic before this or that pile of discs, matching inserts to boxes, and returning the completed results to their rightful station
  in the library  a library without order or sense to any but himself. On such afternoons, he had come to suspect, Arkady Alexandrovitchs ill humour was not really ill humour at all but
  nerves. Or, if not quite nerves  Arkady, six foot, lean as the last Siberian lynx, could never really be described as nervous  then perhaps the outward manifestation of the arrival of
  whatever unknowable incubus took possession of the Russians body in the hours leading up to a performance.


  Arkady himself, who
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