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About the Book

Igor is confident his old Soviet policeman’s uniform will be the best costume at the party. But he hasn’t gone far before he realises something is wrong. The streets are unusually dark and empty, and the only person to emerge from the shadows runs away from him in terror. 


After a perplexing conversation with the terrified man, who turns out to be a wine smuggler, and on recovering from the resulting hangover, Igor comes to an unbelievable conclusion: he has found his way back to 1957 Kiev. And it isn’t the innocent era his mother and her friends have so sentimentally described. 

As he travels between centuries, his life becomes more and more complicated. The unusual gardener who lives in his mother’s shed keeps disappearing, his best friend has blackmailed the wrong people, and Igor has fallen in love with a married woman in a time before he was born. With his mother’s disapproval at his absences growing, and his adventures in each time frame starting to catch up with him, Igor has to survive the past if he wants any kind of future.
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‘MA, YOUR FRIEND’S at the gate, and she’s got another dodgy man with her!’ Igor shouted cheerfully.

‘Keep your voice down, will you?’ said his mother, coming out into the hallway. ‘She’ll hear you!’

Elena Andreevna shook her head as she looked reproachfully at her thirty-year-old son, who had never learned to lower his voice when necessary.

It was true that their next-door neighbour, Olga, did seem to be taking rather too much of an interest in her personal life. As soon as Elena Andreevna and her son had moved from Kiev to Irpen, Olga – who was also fifty-five years old and single – had taken her under her wing. Elena Andreevna had divorced her husband before she’d retired, largely because he had started to remind her of a piece of furniture, being inert, silent, perpetually morose and apparently incapable of helping out around the house. Olga had been smart enough not to get married in the first place, but she spoke about it casually, without regret. ‘I don’t need to keep a husband on a leash,’ she had once said. ‘Put them on a leash and they start to behave like dogs, always barking and biting!’

Elena Andreevna went out to the gate and saw her neighbour. Next to her stood a wiry, clean-shaven man of around sixty-five with an expressive face and a determined chin, closely cropped grey hair and a faded canvas rucksack on his back.

‘Lenochka, I’ve brought someone to meet you! This is Stepan. He fixed my cowshed.’

Elena Andreevna looked sceptically at Stepan. She didn’t have a cowshed, and nothing else needed fixing. Everything was in perfect working order, for the time being, and she wasn’t in the habit of inviting unfamiliar men into the house for no reason.

Although the look of amused indifference in Elena Andreevna’s eyes had not escaped his attention, Stepan politely inclined his head.

‘Do you by any chance need a gardener?’ he wheezed, his voice full of hope.

Stepan was dressed smartly in black trousers, heavy boots and a striped sailor’s undershirt.

‘People usually hire gardeners at the beginning of spring,’ remarked Elena Andreevna, unable to hide her surprise.

‘I prefer to start now and finish in late winter. I can prune the trees and tidy everything up, and then I’ll be on my way. Trees need looking after all year round. My rates are quite reasonable, too – I’ll be happy with a hundred hryvnas a month, plus board and lodging. Mind you, I’m quite fond of cooking myself.’

A hundred hryvnas a month? Elena Andreevna thought with astonishment. Why so little? He looks perfectly strong and capable.

She glanced over her shoulder, hoping to consult her son, but Igor wasn’t in the yard. Which was probably just as well. He might have accused his mother of losing her marbles in her old age.

Elena Andreevna sighed. ‘We don’t really have any room in the house,’ she said, reluctant to make a decision without her son’s input.

‘I don’t need to sleep in the house. I’ll be fine in an outbuilding, as long as I have something to put over myself when it gets cold. I never touch alcohol, and I’m completely trustworthy.’

Elena Andreevna looked at her neighbour. Olga nodded, as though she had known Stepan for years.

‘Well, I suppose you might as well stay for now,’ conceded Elena Andreevna. ‘We’ve got a shed, and it’s empty at the moment. We don’t keep any animals. There’s a bed with a mattress, and an electric socket. I just need to speak with my son . . .’

The shed was just visible behind the house. Stepan nodded and began walking towards it.

‘How long have you known him?’ Elena Andreevna asked her neighbour.

‘He was here before, about two years ago. He didn’t steal anything, he fixed everything I asked him to and he did a bit of gardening. I wouldn’t think twice, if I were you! He’s a useful chap to have around.’

Elena Andreevna shrugged and went into the house to look for Igor. He was greedily smoking a cigarette when his mother told him the news. The gardener’s arrival didn’t seem to interest him much.

‘He can dig up the potatoes,’ said Igor. ‘It’s more work than the two of us can manage.’

Stepan dug the potatoes up, single-handedly, in no time at all. Then he laid them out in the yard to dry. Seeing this, Elena Andreevna was quietly glad of his help and gave him a hundred hryvnas straight away – a month’s salary in advance. She cooked some of the potatoes for supper that evening and served them with braised beef.

In the morning Igor was woken by an exuberant spluttering and snorting outside his window. He looked out and saw Stepan standing there in nothing but a pair of black underpants, pouring cold water from the well over himself. What piqued Igor’s curiosity was the top of Stepan’s left upper arm. It bore a number of blurred dark blue marks, as though someone had tried to cover up or remove an old tattoo. Igor went out into the yard and asked Stepan to pour a bucket of water from the well over him too.

The water burned Igor, in a good way. He too gave a loud and exuberant snort. Then he asked Stepan about the marks on his shoulder.

Stepan contemplated his landlady’s pale, skinny son, wondering whether or not to give him the time of day. Igor’s piercing, light green eyes seemed to invite honesty.

‘You know,’ Stepan said quietly, ‘I wish I knew. I was about five years old at the time. It hurt, I know that much. I can remember crying. Apparently my old man included some kind of secret code in the tattoo. Either for me, or for himself. My uncle never really explained it. He just said that my father sent me to him on the train, and then he went off somewhere and disappeared. I never saw him again. I was brought up by my Uncle Lev and Aunt Marusya in Odessa. They told me that my mother left my father when I was about three. I was forever asking my uncle to tell me more, but he took the full story to the grave.

‘All I learned was that there was more to my father than met the eye. He was sent to the labour camps in Siberia three times. What for? No one knows. Maybe there’s some important information contained in the tattoo, but as I grew my skin stretched so that the ink blurred, and it’s impossible to make any sense of it all!’

Stepan glanced at the marks on his shoulder. Igor moved closer and inspected the blurred tattoo. It was made up of a number of dark blue blotches, which didn’t appear to form either letters or a recognisable image.

‘Where’s your old man?’ Stepan asked suddenly.

Igor looked into the gardener’s eyes and shook his head.

‘Somewhere in Kiev. My mother left him a long time ago. She did the right thing,’ said Igor. ‘He wasn’t interested in either of us.’

‘Don’t you ever see him?’ Stepan asked with a hint of disbelief.

Igor thought about it. Then he shook his head again.

‘Why would I want to? We’re all right, just the two of us. I’ve got a couple of scars to remember him by.’

Stepan’s face flushed with anger. ‘Did he beat you?’

‘No. My mother used to send me off with him to the park or the fairground rides. He would always let me go off by myself, so he could go and drink beer with his friends. Once a cyclist knocked me over and broke my arm. The second time was even worse.’

The gardener frowned. ‘All right,’ he said, waving his hand dismissively, ‘that’s enough about him!’

Igor was amused by Stepan’s desire to change the subject. He grinned and his eyes returned to the tattoo.

‘It might be worth trying to decipher it, you know,’ said Igor, after a few moments’ reflection.

‘And how do you suggest we go about that?’

‘We need to take a photo first. Then we can play around with it on-screen. It might work, you never know! It’s worth a try. I’ve got a friend who’s great with computers – he might be able to help us.’

‘Well, there’s a bottle in it for you if you manage to figure it out,’ grinned Stepan.

Igor fetched his camera and took several photos of Stepan’s shoulder.
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IGOR DRANK A mug of coffee, then sat down at the computer and merged the photos together. He zoomed in on the composite image, zoomed out again, rotated it this way and that, but the blurred tattoo remained incomprehensible.

‘All right,’ Igor murmured to himself, ‘I’ll go and see Kolyan in Kiev. If he can’t do anything with it either, then I’ll have to admit defeat. And I guess I can forget about that bottle from the gardener!’

He downloaded the photos onto a memory stick and put it in his jacket pocket.

‘Ma, I’m going into town,’ he said to Elena Andreevna. ‘I’ll be back some time late afternoon. Do you want me to pick anything up?’

Elena Andreevna looked up from her ironing. She thought about it.

‘Some black bread, if they’ve got any fresh,’ she said eventually.

The sun was climbing into the sky. The pleasant, warm smell of summer lingered in the air. It didn’t feel at all like autumn – it was as though the seasons were deliberately disregarding the calendar. The grass was still green, and even the leaves still clung to the trees.

The minibus taxi to Kiev picked Igor up about five minutes after he reached the stop. It set off again as though it were being piloted by a Formula One racing driver, rather than an unshaven old man wearing a cap who happened to be the husband of the local pharmacist.

The driver turned on the radio, which was tuned to his favourite station, and looked in the mirror to see whether any of his passengers would object. It did happen. The former head teacher at the school, for example, couldn’t bear Radio Chanson. But she obviously had no business in Kiev today, so he could listen to whatever he liked.

Igor started thinking about Stepan’s tattoo, and he was seized by a sudden moment of doubt: maybe Stepan was lying? Maybe the tattoo was some kind of prison ‘badge’ and he’d tried to get rid of it himself to cover up his shady past? Igor should have asked Stepan whether he’d been inside himself. Didn’t he say that his father had been imprisoned three times? Well, the apple never falls far from the tree, or so they say . . . Although come to think of it, what did Igor know about his own apple tree? Enough to hope that he wouldn’t turn out the same way.

Coincidentally, and rather appropriately, the song that came on Radio Chanson at that moment was a prison ballad about a mother waiting for her son to come back from a labour camp. It distracted Igor from his thoughts, and he continued his journey in a blank reverie, just staring out of the minibus window and not thinking about anything. He arrived in Kiev half an hour later and took the metro to Contract Square.

His childhood friend Nikolai, otherwise known as Kolyan, worked as a computer programmer in a bank. Well, maybe not a programmer but an IT specialist of some sort – he was responsible for troubleshooting, or monitoring the programs, something like that. Like many computer experts he was distinguished by certain idiosyncrasies, as though he himself had been infected at some point by a computer virus. He had a tendency to change the subject at the drop of a hat, and instead of answering a specific question he would often start rambling on about something completely irrelevant.

He’d been the same ten years ago, and he’d been the same twenty years ago. The two of them had grown up together and attended the same school. Even the army hadn’t separated them – they had ended up in the same military unit just outside Odessa. Military service had been like a holiday for Kolyan. The unit commander had just had a computer installed in his office, and Kolyan taught him how to play games on it. From then on the colonel would send Kolyan to Odessa once a week to fetch new games. Kolyan wasn’t stupid – he never brought back more than one game at a time.

Igor often went to see him when he was in Kiev, just to catch up over a beer. Kolyan’s working hours were pretty flexible. Only once had he been summoned back to the office, when one of the programs had frozen.

Kolyan emerged from the depths of the bank holding an umbrella.

‘It’s not raining,’ said Igor, looking in surprise at the umbrella.

‘You’re right,’ agreed Kolyan, unperturbed. ‘But in half an hour’s time, who knows? The weather’s like the dollar exchange rate at the moment. It can change several times a day.’

They walked to Khorevaya Street and sat down at a table in a small, cosy cafe.

‘What are you having, then?’ asked Kolyan. ‘I’m funding the refreshments today.’

‘You’re a banker – funding things is your job! Let’s have a beer.’

‘I’m not a banker, I just work in a bank. So don’t get any ideas about a side order of caviar.’

After taking a sip of draught lager from his old-fashioned pint glass, Igor took the memory stick out of his pocket and put it on the table. He told Kolyan about the tattoo, and about Stepan.

‘Can you do anything with it?’

‘I’ll try,’ nodded Kolyan. ‘The computers are all behaving themselves today, so I haven’t got much on. Why don’t you hang out in Podil for a while? Stay local, and I’ll call you on your mobile if I have any joy. If not, well, I’ll call you anyway!’

As they left the cafe, it began to drizzle. Kolyan shot a triumphant look at his friend. He opened his umbrella, waved goodbye and walked off in the direction of his bank.

Igor didn’t feel like wandering about aimlessly without an umbrella, even though it wasn’t raining very hard. He headed for the Zhovten cinema and got there just in time to see Shrek the Third. The film made him laugh out loud. Part way through the film, he noticed that there wasn’t a single child in the cinema – only old people.

When Igor came out into the foyer after the film had finished, he saw a notice on the wall that explained the strange audience demographic: ‘Free admission for pensioners and disabled individuals of all three categories on Tuesdays at 11 a.m.’

It had stopped raining, but the sky was still full of heavy clouds. Igor started walking towards Kolyan’s work. As soon as the bank sign came into view, his mobile rang.

‘Right, you can come and meet me at the bank,’ Kolyan said cheerfully.

‘I’m already here.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘I’m standing outside,’ explained Igor.

Kolyan came out a couple of minutes later. Igor noticed that he was holding a piece of paper rolled up into a tube.

‘Come on then, show me,’ he said, burning with curiosity.

‘Ha! As if I’m going to show you straight away!’ retorted Kolyan. ‘No, you’ll have to be patient – you owe me now. And it just so happens that I’m hungry. And hunger makes me mean – well, at least, not very cooperative.’

Kolyan dragged Igor towards a cafe. On the way, they passed the Petrovich nightclub.

‘Oh, look! “RETRO PARTY here every third Friday”,’ he read from a poster. ‘“Come in retro fancy dress for a chance to win a guided trip to North Korea, a holiday to Cuba or an excursion to Moscow, including a night visit to the mausoleum.” Cool!’ Kolyan turned to his friend, his eyes ablaze with excitement. ‘Can you imagine? A night in the mausoleum! You, alone in the dark . . . with Lenin! Eh?’

Igor shrugged. His mind was elsewhere.

‘Can’t you just show me?’

‘No, I’m not going to show you anything on an empty stomach,’ insisted Kolyan. With a final glance at the poster, he started walking again. Five minutes later they arrived at Cafe Borshch.

‘So, what are you having?’ asked Igor, knowing that Kolyan was going to take pleasure in keeping him in suspense, watching his growing irritation and milking the excitement and impatient curiosity that were written all over his face.

‘Let’s see now . . . I’ll have a Russian salad, okroshka soup and some fruit cordial,’ said Kolyan.

Igor relayed this information to the waitress and sat down opposite Kolyan, without ordering anything for himself.

‘Aren’t you having anything?’ asked Kolyan, surprised.

‘I’m already full with curiosity. Anyway, your appetite’s enough for both of us.’ Igor gave a forced smile. ‘So, are you going to show me or not?’

‘All right, here you go.’ Kolyan held the tube of paper out to him.

Igor opened it up. The printout was black and white – or rather, grey and white – but perfectly comprehensible. Stepan’s shoulder was no longer visible, but there were words and an image. The letters looked unsteady, shaky, ready to dissolve again at any moment into a random agglomeration of dots.

‘“Ochakov, 1957, Efim Chagin’s House”,’ read Igor. There was an image of an anchor beneath the words. ‘Where’s Ochakov?’ asked Igor.

‘Don’t you know?’ asked Kolyan, surprised. ‘On the Black Sea, somewhere between Odessa and the Crimea. Berezan Island is just off the coast . . . You know, where Lieutenant Schmidt was shot. Or haven’t you ever heard of Battleship Potemkin either?’

Igor nodded, picturing the approximate location of the little town on a map of Ukraine.

‘Did he seriously not know what the tattoo said?’ asked Kolyan.

Igor smiled. Now his friend was the one itching to know more.

‘He had no idea,’ said Igor, shaking his head.

Half an hour later, they went their separate ways.

‘Hey, don’t forget it’s my birthday in two weeks! I’m expecting a present!’ Kolyan called after his friend.

‘I’ll be there,’ promised Igor, turning round for a moment. ‘As long as you remind me nearer the time!’

Igor bought a loaf of Darnitsky rye bread before getting the minibus back to Irpen. On the way home, he kept looking at the printout of the reconstructed tattoo. His imagination was on fire, and even Radio Chanson could not tear his thoughts away from the words and the anchor. He had gone to Kiev with one mystery, and he was coming home with another. Well, it was essentially the same mystery, but knowing more about it only made it more fascinating.

Igor went through the gate and straight round to the back of the house, to the shed. Stepan was inside, sitting on a little stool up against the wall. He was reading a book.

‘What are you reading?’ asked Igor.

‘Just something about the war,’ answered Stepan, getting up.

He closed the book and put it on the stool with the cover facing down, as though he didn’t want Igor to see the title or the name of the author.

‘Well, I’ve managed to decipher your tattoo!’ declared Igor, with childish pride.

‘Have you now?’ the gardener asked in surprise. ‘What does it say, then?’

Igor held out the piece of paper.

‘“Ochakov, 1957, Efim Chagin’s house”,’ Stepan read aloud slowly. Then he froze, his eyes fixed on the words.

Igor stood waiting for the gardener’s reaction.

‘Go on now,’ said Stepan, his voice suddenly cold. ‘I need to be alone for a while, to think about everything.’

‘Such a thinker,’ Igor muttered scornfully, as he turned away. He went into the house. As he left the bag containing the loaf of bread in the kitchen, he glanced at the old set of scales that stood on the windowsill. One pan of the scales held the weights, which ranged from 20g to 2kg. In the other, elevated pan lay the electricity pay book, which was held down with a weight as if to stop it flying away. Not only did his mother use them to weigh out ingredients when she was cooking, even though she was probably more than capable of cutting 100g of butter or scooping out 200g of flour by instinct alone, but she also kept all her paperwork and important documents in the pans. The scales were like her office desk.

Igor poured himself a glass of milk and went into the living room to watch television. There was a detective film on the New Channel. Under normal circumstances Igor would have sat happily and watched it to the end, but today nothing seemed to hold his attention. Nothing, that is, except the enigmatic printout. After sitting in front of the screen for about quarter of an hour, Igor put his shoes on again and went out into the yard. He walked over to the shed and glanced inside, but Stepan wasn’t there. He wasn’t in the garden either, or the vegetable patch.

Igor went into the shed to see if the gardener’s things had disappeared. They hadn’t – his rucksack was hanging on a nail above the bed, and his clothes, folded as though they’d just been ironed, lay neatly next to the woodworking tools on the old wooden shelf unit.
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THAT NIGHT IGOR went back to the shed, hoping that Stepan would have returned. He still wasn’t there.

Puzzled by the gardener’s disappearance, Igor went to bed. He lay there for a long time, closing his eyes and turning from side to side, but he just couldn’t get to sleep. Something – either excitement after his trip to Kiev, or some vague, niggling anxiety – was keeping his body alert. A couple of times he thought he heard footsteps in he yard. He got up and went to the door to investigate, only to be greeted by silence – the kind of silence that was full of nocturnal noises. Somewhere out there, an aeroplane was flying high up in the dark sky. Somewhere out there, a drunken tramp was bewailing his loneliness. Somewhere out there, a foreign car was racing through Irpen at top speed.

To eliminate all distractions Igor shut the little top window, and eventually sleep overcame him.

In the morning, his lack of sleep was further exacerbated by a mild but persistent headache. He’d always had headaches like this, ever since he was a child. He was used to the pain. Sometimes he barely even noticed it.

‘Are you up yet?’ called his mother from the kitchen. ‘Come and have breakfast.’

Igor ate a fried egg, drank a glass of milk and then made himself a mug of strong tea. While he was drinking it, he noticed the telephone bill in the raised pan of the scales, held down by a weight. With a smile, he took a second weight from the other pan and put it on top of the bill.

‘Can you make Stepan a cup of tea too? And take him some bread and salami,’ said Elena Andreevna.

Igor nodded automatically, then remembered the previous evening.

Maybe he’s back already, he thought. If he is, then he’s bound to appreciate a mug of tea and a sandwich. Hopefully it’ll put him in the mood to talk.

The Darnitsky bread was still perfectly fresh – Elena Andreevna always kept it sealed in a plastic carrier bag. Igor cut two thick slices, spread them thickly with butter and placed a slice of salami on each.

The door to the shed was ajar. Igor couldn’t remember whether or not he’d shut it the night before. He knocked anyway. There was no answer.

Leaving the mug of tea on the doorstep, Igor went inside. Everything was exactly as he’d left it. Stepan clearly hadn’t been back.

Igor picked up the mug again and shut himself inside the shed. His eyes came to rest on the gardener’s rucksack. The only source of natural light in the shed was a small window to the right of the door, and the strange, unnatural gloom created a rather mysterious atmosphere. Of course, there was nothing to stop Igor flicking the switch and revelling in the brightness of the 100W light bulb that hung from the ceiling. He could have brought the reading lamp over too, as the shed had been fully adapted for the use of power tools and boasted three electrical sockets. The tools themselves lay on the shelves and in two wooden boxes.

But Igor preferred the mysterious atmosphere, perhaps because Stepan himself had disappeared so mysteriously after reading what had been tattooed on his shoulder . . . Or perhaps because, in spite of the gardener’s disappearance, part of the mystery was still here, waiting to be discovered. But where? Could it be in the rucksack?

Igor had been brought up to respect other people’s property, whether it was fixed or movable or even jumped and barked, like their neighbour’s dog Barsik. But he was in the grip of an urgent, insistent curiosity, which would not allow him to take his eyes off the half-empty canvas rucksack. Moreover the rucksack had been left open, its buckles undone.

Eventually Igor lifted the flap and cautiously looked inside, but he couldn’t see anything at all. He switched the light on and looked into the rucksack again. At the bottom of the rucksack lay a box with a picture of an electric razor on it, along with various items of clothing, some socks and a pair of canvas shoes.

Igor paused for a moment to listen to the outside world, then took the cardboard box out of the rucksack and carefully opened it. It did actually contain an old-fashioned razor, complete with instructions and a spare set of rotating blades. Igor turned the razor over in his hands. It seemed odd that Stepan should choose to use such an antique. Then again, Stepan himself was something of an antique, at least in comparison to Igor. Not in any way rare or valuable, but still a relic of the twentieth century. People like him were always hoarders, hanging on to things that were familiar from their childhood.

As he went to put the razor back, Igor noticed something sticking out of the instruction booklet in the bottom of the box. He lifted the instructions up with one finger and took out an envelope, which was also from the previous century. The postmark was clearly visible: 19.12.99.

Suddenly he heard a noise outside in the yard. Panicking at the thought of being caught in the act, Igor thrust the box containing the razor back into the rucksack. Only then did he realise that he was still holding the letter. He hurriedly stuffed it into his trouser pocket, switched the light off and left the shed.

But Igor had no need to worry as Stepan was nowhere to be seen. Igor heard the noise again and realised that it was coming from the yard next door, where their neighbour was attacking an old cherry tree with a chainsaw. He was evidently stocking up on firewood ahead of the winter – for the sauna, not the house. His house, like the one Igor and his mother lived in, was heated by a gas boiler.

Holding the chainsaw away from the trunk of the tree, which was already lying on the ground, the neighbour called out to Igor, ‘How’s it going?’

‘Not bad,’ answered Igor, his voice unusually loud. ‘Everything’s fine!’

‘For now, maybe, but it’s going to start getting colder next week.’ After sharing this piece of information, the neighbour turned his attention back to the job at hand. The chainsaw resumed its high-pitched whining. Igor nodded and hurried into the house.

‘How’s Stepan? He’s not too cold out there, is he?’ asked Elena Andreevna.

‘He’s not there. I don’t know where he is, but I think he’s been gone since yesterday.’

To Igor’s surprise, his mother did not react at all to the news of the gardener’s disappearance. Well, he thought, I suppose he’s left all his things here so he can’t have gone for good. Noticing with relief that his headache had passed, Igor decided to stop worrying about it and made himself another mug of tea.

Elena Andreevna looked into the kitchen a few minutes later, dressed in a smart outfit. ‘When he gets back, ask him to sort through the potatoes again,’ she said. ‘And he can start taking them down to the cellar.’

‘Where are you going?’ asked Igor.

‘To the post office, to pick up my pension, and then to the cobbler’s – it’s time to fix my winter boots.’

The front gate was visible from the kitchen window. Igor watched his mother leave, then took the envelope out of his pocket. Inside was a New Year’s greetings card, which read: ‘Dear Papa, I hope the new millennium brings you happiness and joy! I wish you good health, your Alyona.’

Igor looked in surprise from the card to the envelope. It had been sent by Alyona Sadovnikova, 271 Zelenaya Street, Lviv, and was addressed to Stepan Iosipovich Sadovnikov, 14 Matrosov Street, Brovary, Kiev Region.

Sadovnikov, that means ‘gardener’, he thought, smiling. So, he’s followed his destiny!

Igor sipped his tea and looked out of the window again, at the young apple trees that had been planted in front of the house three years previously. He noticed, possibly for the first time, their yellowing leaves. They were a late-cropping variety, and the rosy-cheeked apples that still hung from their branches would keep well in storage until April.

Torn scraps of wispy cloud were racing across the sky. Rays of sunlight, their warmth and brightness already fading, fell through them and among them to the autumn ground.

Igor felt like going for a walk, but first he copied both addresses from the envelope into a notebook. Then he went to the shed and put the card and the envelope back where he’d found them.

A cool breeze blew into Igor’s face. He walked as far as the bus station, where he brought himself an instant coffee from a kiosk for one hryvna. He moved to the side of the kiosk and stood there, enjoying the way the thin disposable cup burned his fingers. He would have to wait three or four minutes before he could drink it. Igor looked around, watching the cars as they drove past.

A minibus from Kiev pulled up at the station. As the passengers began to get out, Igor suddenly spotted Stepan among them. Stepping down from the minibus, he stopped to light a cigarette. He looked preoccupied, maybe even depressed. When he finished his cigarette, he threw the stub to the ground and crushed it with the toe of his boot, then set off down the street towards their house.

Igor took his time finishing his coffee, then followed the gardener home. On the way he remembered that he had left the bread and salami and the mug of tea in the shed. The tea would be stone cold by now, of course. The bread and salami would be fine, though – unless the mice had eaten it.

About twenty minutes later, holding a fresh mug of tea, Igor knocked on the door of the shed.

‘What are you knocking for?’ Stepan asked in surprise as he opened the door. ‘It’s your house, not mine.’

Nevertheless he was glad of the tea and seemed to enjoy the sandwiches too, smacking his lips with pleasure as he ate.

‘I went to visit an old friend of mine,’ said Stepan. ‘I was going to ask him for money for the trip. I saved his life once, so he owed me one. But he never got the chance to repay me – turns out he’s dead. He moved in with a good woman in Boyarka about ten years ago and she kept him off the drink, which always used to be his weakness, but he died anyway. It was his heart, apparently. I have to get the money somehow . . . I have to go back there.’

‘Go back where?’ asked Igor.

‘To Ochakov, of course! To Chagin’s house. My father was definitely there at some point. Maybe I’ve still got some relatives there, and I can finally found out the full story. I don’t suppose you could lend me a bit of money, could you?’

Igor thought about it. He did have some money, since he’d been saving up for a motorbike. But there was no point buying a motorbike until the spring.

‘Can I come with you?’ he asked.

‘If you like. I’d be glad of the company. What if we find treasure there?’ asked Stepan, smiling. ‘We can split it between us. No, that wouldn’t be fair . . . You’re half my age, so I’ll give you a third of the treasure!’

A cunning smile played on Stepan’s unshaven face, with its prominent cheekbones.

‘We won’t need much cash,’ he continued. ‘Just the cost of the minibus to Kiev, train tickets to Nikolaev, the minibus to Ochakov, and food and accommodation when we get there.’

‘All right,’ Igor nodded. ‘When are we going?’

‘As soon as possible . . . Tomorrow!’

Igor shook his head. ‘My mother wants you to sort through the potatoes and take them down to the cellar. And you’d better tidy the garden and the vegetable plot up a bit too, otherwise it’ll start to bother her.’

‘That’ll only take a couple of days,’ promised Stepan. ‘And I’ll come back here afterwards, for as long as you’ll have me! At least until the spring.’

‘All right,’ said Igor, looking closely at Stepan. ‘I’ll phone and book the train tickets. But I’ll need to give both our surnames . . .’

‘My surname is Sadovnikov,’ said Stepan.

Igor couldn’t help smiling. He felt childishly triumphant, as though he’d managed to catch someone out. He already knew Stepan’s surname!

‘What’s so funny?’ Stepan asked mildly. ‘Everyone should try and live in accordance with their name. If your surname means cobbler, you should become a shoemaker, and if it’s Sadovnikov, you should become a gardener. That’s all there is to it. What’s your surname?’

‘Vozny.’

‘“Carter”, but you haven’t got a horse or a cart!’ Now it was Stepan’s turn to smile.

‘I’m buying a motorbike in the spring,’ Igor declared earnestly. ‘Or maybe earlier, if we find treasure in Ochakov.’

‘A motorbike? Good for you,’ nodded Stepan. He had suddenly grown serious too, only more genuinely so than Igor.
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IGOR TOLD HIS mother about the trip to Ochakov three days later, on Friday. Elena Andreevna was in good spirits, either purely by chance or because the house and garden were both looking tidy. She was only mildly surprised to learn of her son’s planned trip to Ochakov with Stepan.

‘What are you going to do there at this time of year?’ she asked. ‘The sea’s too cold for bathing.’

‘Stepan used to have family in Ochakov,’ replied Igor. ‘He wants to find their house, to see if anyone’s still living there.’

‘When’s the train?’

‘Tomorrow night, at seven.’

‘Well, tell Stepan that he can join us for dinner this evening. I bought a whole chicken.’

Stepan’s face had a bluish tinge from shaving just before dinner, and his shoes were freshly polished. He looked quite smart, in spite of his creased trousers and his baggy black sweater.

Elena Andreevna straightened the yellow tablecloth that covered the round table and set out plates and glasses. She took from the dresser an opened bottle of vodka and a small bottle of home-made wine that their neighbour had given them. Then she went to the kitchen and came back carrying a deep earthenware dish, which contained a roast chicken and braised potatoes. She carved the chicken herself and served it out.

‘Please, help yourself,’ she said to Stepan, indicating the vodka with a nod of her head.

‘Thanks, but I don’t drink,’ he said quietly.

‘Would you prefer wine?’ she asked, looking at him kindly.

‘I’m better off not drinking at all,’ said Stepan, a little more loudly this time. ‘I’ve already drunk more than my fair share, as they say. I prefer to keep my mind, body and soul in balance these days.’

Igor shook his head in astonishment. He sounded just like the Baptist they knew, who lived three houses down.

Elena Andreevna fetched a large jar full of home-made cherry juice.

‘There you go,’ she said, passing it to Stepan.

Stepan calmly poured some for himself and then turned to Igor. Igor held out his glass. Elena Andreevna decided to treat herself to a glass of home-made wine.

She wished them an enjoyable meal and began eating, with an occasional surreptitious glance at the men to check that they were indeed enjoying the food.

‘Will you be gone for long?’ she asked, after a pause.

‘A couple of days,’ Igor shrugged. ‘We’ll call you.’

Her gaze came to rest on Stepan, who suddenly seemed uncomfortable. He ran his hand awkwardly over his freshly shaven cheeks.

‘I’ll make up for it when I get back,’ he said. ‘I mean, if I end up staying a bit longer.’

‘Don’t be silly!’ Elena Andreeva waved her hand. ‘I didn’t mean that. I just get a bit bored here on my own.’

After lunch the following day, Stepan and Igor took the minibus taxi to Kiev. The gardener’s half-empty rucksack lay at his feet. Igor’s bag contained a sweater and a parcel of food that Elena Andreevna had prepared for the journey. Radio Chanson was blaring out of the minibus speakers.

Igor glanced at Stepan, who was sitting next to the window.

‘Where are we going to stay?’ he asked.

The gardener flinched.

‘We’ll find somewhere . . . It won’t be a problem finding a bed for the night. Let’s just concentrate on getting there, for the time being.’

After drinking a cup of tea in the glass-fronted cafe at the station, they sat for about two hours on a hard bench in the waiting room. Finally there was an announcement to say they could board their train. Stepan threw his rucksack over his shoulder and glanced back at Igor.

They were the first ones in their compartment.

I hope we’ll have it to ourselves, thought Igor, shoving his bag under the little table by the window.

Sadly, Igor’s hopes were dashed just a few minutes later when two business travellers stumbled into their compartment, both of them around forty years old. They asked Igor to stand up and stowed two identical suitcases into the space beneath the bottom bunk. They also had a large carrier bag full of clinking bottles, which they left standing in the middle of the floor.

‘Are you guys going all the way to Nikolaev?’ one of them asked.

Stepan nodded.

‘In that case we’ll have no problem passing the time,’ promised the business traveller. ‘We’ve got enough beer to go round, and if it runs out we can get hold of something stronger from the carriage attendant. We’re on first-name terms!’

Igor noticed Stepan frown and turn to look out of the window. Meanwhile, the business travellers wasted no time emptying the bag of its contents: five bottles of beer, half a litre of Nemirov vodka, a whole salami, a loaf of bread and a small plastic bag full of salted cucumbers. The compartment immediately began to smell like a drinking den.

‘Hey, why don’t you go and get some glasses from the carriage attendant’s compartment?’ the second business traveller suggested to Igor.

‘He’s not there. He’s checking everyone’s tickets.’

The second business traveller narrowed his eyes knowingly. ‘Don’t worry, he’s still on the platform – he won’t start checking the tickets until the train leaves.’

Igor reluctantly went to the staff compartment. The door was open, and there was no one inside. He took four glasses from the shelf.

‘There you go, see? And you said he was checking tickets!’ the second business traveller exclaimed happily.

It suddenly occurred to Igor that the two passengers might be brothers, so alike were they in their ordinariness and lack of distinguishing facial features. Each of them had a moustache, two eyes and ears, a nose and a mouth. And that was it! Their faces were completely generic, as though they had undergone some kind of surgical procedure to remove anything that might be considered worthy of note. Or was it simply the result of back-to-back business trips, chronic sleep deprivation and too much to drink?

One of the business travellers had already opened a bottle of beer and was pouring it out into the glasses. The movements of his hands were smooth and practised, and his face was frozen in an expression of anticipation.

‘Not for me,’ Stepan said curtly, looking up.

‘Why, are you ill?’

‘Worse.’

‘It’s only a glass of beer!’ The business traveller waved his objection away and looked at Igor. ‘What about you?’

‘Just a little,’ said Igor. ‘We’ve got to work tomorrow.’

‘Really? We’re going dancing!’ The man burst out laughing. ‘This isn’t a holiday for us either, you know. Two days of underwater welding, half a litre each to warm us up, and then back again!’

Igor was impressed by the phrase ‘underwater welding’. The one with the bottle held his hand out to Igor.

‘Vanya,’ he introduced himself. ‘And this is Zhenya,’ he indicated his colleague.

‘I’m going for a cigarette,’ said Stepan. He stood up and left the compartment.

The train began to move. Zhenya poured a shot of vodka into his colleague’s beer and his own, then indicated that Igor should do likewise. Igor declined.

The carriage attendant looked into their compartment and asked for their tickets, greeting the business travellers as though they were old friends.

‘Just do me a favour, OK? No singing tonight,’ he remarked amiably on his way out.

When Igor finished his glass of beer, he decided to go and look for Stepan. He found him standing in the covered section between their carriage and the next one.

‘Surely it wouldn’t have hurt you to wet your lips, just to be polite,’ he said.

‘If I were to so much as wet my lips, as you put it, then no one in the carriage would get any sleep,’ smiled Stepan. ‘No, I’m happy sticking with tea.’

‘What’s going to happen if we find some of your relatives in Ochakov?’ asked Igor. ‘Do you think you might move there and live with them? Or will you stay with us?’ He immediately felt embarrassed by the question.

‘Who knows?’ Stepan shrugged. ‘Well, let’s say I do find someone . . . But why would they want anything to do with me? I haven’t got any money, and I’m not legally registered anywhere. I’m not looking for help or friendship, or anything really. I learned to stand on my own two feet a long time ago. We can just introduce ourselves, and that’ll be it. At least I’ll know that my daughter and I aren’t alone in the world. But I doubt I’ll discover any relatives there . . . You don’t need a tattoo to help you find your family. No, it must be to do with something else.’

To their surprise, when they returned to the compartment all the bottles on the table were empty and the business travellers were already lying on the top bunks.

‘Help yourselves to pickles! There are still a few left,’ one of them said.

A row of minibuses stood on the square in front of the train station in Nikolaev, with the names of their final destinations displayed inside their windscreens. Igor immediately noticed that one of them said ‘Ochakov’.

‘What time are you leaving?’ Igor asked the driver, who was noisily cracking sunflower seeds with his teeth.

‘When we’re full,’ he answered.

When they arrived in Ochakov, the sun was shining with all its might over the town. The grey Khrushchev apartment blocks near the unremarkable two-storey, glass-panelled bus station were illuminated in its rays, along with three kiosks and several old women selling apples on the pavement.

Stepan looked around then made straight for the old women. Igor hurried after him.

‘How much for your apples?’ Stepan asked one of them.

‘Two hryvnas a kilo,’ she answered. ‘But I’ll let you have them for one and a half.’

‘Would you happen to know where we could find a place to stay for a couple of nights? Somewhere with reasonable rates . . .’

Stepan’s abrupt change of subject didn’t seem to surprise the old woman.

‘Why have you come so late in the season?’ she asked, spreading her hands in a gesture of commiseration. ‘The only people
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