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A NOTE ON RUSSIAN NAMES


All Russians have a middle name, a patronymic formed from their father’s first name – hence Ivanovich means ‘son of Ivan’, while Ivanovna means ‘daughter of Ivan’. Other patronymics include Mikhailovich, Sergeyevna, Borisovna and so on. When you use someone’s patronymic after their first name, it’s an expression of courtesy or of respect for their age or seniority. The tone is akin to addressing someone as ‘Mr’ or ‘Mrs’ (which in Russian are archaic words and almost never used, except sometimes for foreigners).


Russians also use diminutives of first names to indicate affection. Konstantin becomes Kostya; Dmitry/Dima; Galina/Galya. But younger people never address each other using patronymics, so characters in their twenties, such as Kostya and Dima, use only each other’s first names or diminutives. The older characters would expect to be addressed more formally (Tamara Borisovna, Stepan Mikhailovich, Galina Sergeyevna).


Pronunciation of Russian names:


Dima — DEE-ma


Oleg — al-YEG


Valery — val-YAIR-i


Borisovna — ba-REES-uv-na


Gennady — gi-NAH-di


Voronezh — va-RON-yesh


Igor — EE-gor


Kirill — ki-REEL










1


FEBRUARY 1993. Moscow


Dima


One week, three phone calls. That’s all it takes for him to realise he’ll never see his boyfriend again.


Wait … His ‘boyfriend’? Nah, make that his would-be boyfriend … Truth be told, he’d wanted to end it with Kostya, hadn’t he? And as for even referring to Kostya as his ‘boyfriend’, he’d prefer to say they’ve just been ‘seeing each other’. Goofing around, that’s all. Like he told him, last time they met, ‘Kostya, we live in Russia. Men can’t have boyfriends here.’


But this one week changes everything. Ending it with Kostya is no longer in his hands, only words snatched from his mouth to evaporate like breath in the freezing air. Just one short week in this long, long winter … It’s been months since the first snowfall, yet still Moscow’s sidewalks lie armour-plated with ice – ice now worn smooth by the feet of its shuffling, swaddled masses. And with no let-up in the blizzards laying siege to the city, fresh snow is piling up outside the window of the bedroom he’s rented these past two years.


It’s a room he’s always shared with Oleg, his ‘partner in crime’ – that being an English expression they’d picked up from bootleg pop videos. This one’s from that early 1980s song by Wham! that Oleg keeps playing. Last night, as the pair of them were getting ready to go out, they danced to it on the painted floorboards between their two single beds, and argued over which one of them looked more like George Michael and which of the British pop duo they most fancied.


Tonight though, Oleg’s gone out cruising without him; he’s not in the mood to hang around that seedy metro station again, trying to catch strangers’ eyes in pursuit of yet another one-night stand. Besides, it’s bothering him (uncool as it would be to admit it to Oleg) that Kostya hasn’t phoned. It’s been a couple of weeks since their showdown outside McDonald’s. At first, he felt sure Kostya was just sulking. Let him sulk, he thought, he’ll be on the phone soon enough, wanting to kiss and make up – I mean, the boy can hardly keep away from me.


Ever since they met at the end of October, Kostya has phoned him nearly every goddamn day, and begged to come and sleep over at least twice a week. Look, he’d told Kostya, he needed to ‘cool it’, but now – now that the phone calls have stopped – it comes as an affront. I’m the one who decides when I’ve finished with a guy, he thinks, not the other way around.


Still no call from Kostya. After a few days, he catches himself jumping up whenever the phone rings. But the calls are usually for Valery Ivanovich, the elderly widower who’s rented out his spare room to him and Oleg: calls from Valery’s daughter, reminding the old man how he has to move out, now he’s no longer fit to look after himself.


Only one call that week is for him. For a second, as he recognises Yuri’s voice down the phone, he thinks: forget Kostya, I’ve got Yuri. Tough, sexy Yuri, muscly and smouldering. OK, so Yuri can be a little controlling, he thinks, but he does look after me … This call, however, isn’t one of Yuri’s more ‘intimate’ summonses – it’s simply to remind Dima of the shoot he’ll be in that week and what gear he should wear for it.


The waiting becomes unbearable. He decides to phone. It’s been a while since he called; last time, though they’d never even met, he got such a frosty reception from Tamara Borisovna – God knows what Kostya’s mother could have against him, but in all the photos Kostya’s shown him she looks such a sour-faced prude. Anyway, since Oleg’s out, he’ll ask Kostya round tonight. Or suggest they go ice-skating in Gorky Park again. A little flirting, he thinks, and I’ll have Kostya eating out of my hand – I can pull any guy I want, so it shouldn’t be difficult.


He gets the answering machine. ‘You’ve reached Konstantin Krolikov and Tamara Borisovna Krolikova in Moscow. We can’t come to the phone, so please leave a message.’


Try to sound casual, he tells himself. ‘Hi, Kostya. Good evening, Tamara Borisovna. Dima here. Hey, Kostya, it’s been a while. How about getting together? Tonight even? Or this weekend? Let’s go ice-skating again – you liked that. How about it? Call me. Bye.’


No one phones back.


Two days later, when he calls the second time, the same. We can’t come to the phone … What? Why can’t they just say, ‘We’re not at home’? Or wait … what if they are at home but deliberately not answering? Maybe Kostya and his mum have one of those number display gadgets, like the one Yuri uses to screen incoming calls? Is Kostya avoiding him? So much for the boy he thought he had eating out of his hand …


I won’t have him ignoring me, he thinks – I know, I’ll conceal the number I’m calling from … And out he heads to the payphone down by the vodka kiosk. It’s dark on the street, the concrete of apartment blocks tinted yellow in the glow of street lamps. He looks up at the hundreds of windows, blind black squares by day, but now blazing with warmth as people hunker down with tea or vodka at their kitchen tables. Give it an hour, he thinks, and that’ll be me and Kostya. He’ll be round here in a flash, soon as I’ve called.


He keeps his warm woolly cap pulled down tight over his ears, but once inside the phone box, as he removes his gloves to dial, his fingers shrivel in the cold. His breath mists up the inside of the booth, blurring his view of the line for vodka outside: men with red faces and missing teeth who swear and spit and stomp their boots in the snow. The queue lengthens, creeping towards the payphone. They look to him like bomzhy, homeless rough sleepers.


This time, the dialling tone gives way to the sound of a phone being picked up at the other end. His frozen fingers force a fifteen-kopeck coin into the slot.


The voice that answers is barely a whisper. ‘Doctor? Please? Doctor, is that you?’


‘Allo? Tamara Borisovna?’


Silence down the phone.


‘Allo?’ he persists. ‘Tamara Borisovna? Can you hear me? It’s Konstantin’s friend Dmitry, I’m calling from—’


Still a whisper: ‘Who?’


‘Dmitry. A friend of Konstantin. We’ve spoken on the phone before—’


‘Dmitry?’ She sounds dazed. ‘Kakoy Dmitry?’ What Dmitry?


He glances at the lengthening line for vodka. The booze-addled bomzhy are shuffling closer, rowdier by the second. ‘We’ve never met, Tamara Borisovna, but me and Kostya—’


‘Kostya? Oh, Kostya, Kostya … my Kostya …’


Her voice caves in – like it’s fighting for breath or something – and all he can hear, crackling down the line, is a sort of heaving, distant and strangled. He covers his other ear, trying to block out the howling of the wind and the ruckus in the vodka queue.


‘Tamara Borisovna, I don’t understand. Is something wrong?’


He catches another voice in the background, in the same room – not Kostya’s voice but a woman’s voice – and before he knows it this other woman, whoever she is, has grabbed the phone.


‘Young man,’ she says, abruptly loud and clear, ‘this is no time to be calling. Leave Tamara Borisovna in peace and don’t phone here again.’


She hangs up. The dead tone drills into his ear. Slowly, disbelievingly, he lets his hand, now numb with cold and still clamped to the receiver, drop limp and frozen to his side.


Tamara Borisovna


They were told to be at Paveletsky Station two hours before their overnight train. That’s how long it could take, she seems to remember hearing, for them to go over all the paperwork and to be sure of an appropriate space in the baggage car. In the end, the inspection took a cursory twenty minutes, and for most of those two hours the inspector’s office remained closed. For ‘technical reasons’, it said.


So she and Galina simply had to wait, choked by the stench of damp and train fumes, perched on the trunk she’d never properly unpacked during her time in Moscow. She sits in a daze, numb and stupefied at the indifference of the comings and goings brushing past her, of the voices echoing across the public address system. Every half-hour, Galina scuttles over to the station buffet, fetching cups of acrid black tea for her to warm her hands on.


Night has fallen by the time they’re ready for boarding. The platform is covered with patches of snow and ice. She forces herself to watch as two railway porters approach, wheeling what looks like a wooden crate. ‘Make way!’ the porters call in their quaint sing-song cry of ‘do-RO-gu! do-RO-gu!’, a call that disperses the crowd of fur hats and padded winter coats huddled alongside the waiting train. People do make way, thankfully. They don’t stare, not too much. In the dark, that wooden box could pass for almost any other cargo.


She buries her face in Galina’s shoulder. Thank God for her dear old friend rushing up to Moscow to be with her. That old saying, It’s times like these you find out who your friends are, keeps circling round her head. She wishes she could stop thinking it. Not that she isn’t grateful, rather that her gratitude brings none of the solace offered by that circling homily. The sobs come. Quietly this time, not like earlier. Galina’s so strong now, she thinks, it’s years since she went through this herself. Another wretched adage comes to mind – Time’s a great healer. No one’s said that to her yet. But then she’s hardly spoken these past few days.


More fur hats and quilted coats bustle past, people dragging suitcases, some of them on sledges, people puffing out steam as if imitating the trains. In their hurry to board, they pay her no attention, she’s invisible. Lucky them, she thinks. Oh, to be one of them, to be anyone but her. By now the two porters are reversing out of the baggage car, their cart empty, the fragile cargo loaded, along with her trunk, inside that windowless space.


*


It would’ve cost a week’s wages to get a compartment to themselves, so she and Galina end up sharing with two young men in their twenties, about Kostya’s age. Mercifully, the boys – malchiki, Galina calls them, being all motherly and taking charge – cease their honking and sniggering as soon as she pokes her head in. Thank God they’ve quietened down, she thinks. Still, the boys show the proper respect, giving up the more comfortable lower berths and stepping into the corridor to let the women change out of their street clothes.


She doesn’t bother though: this custom of changing into pyjamas and slippers on night trains is all well and good for going on holiday or for visiting loved ones. But not this trip. As Galina hangs up their coats, she sits by the window, twisting her hat in her hands. The radio babbles away. Funny how the radio’s always on in these trains, turned down low, like the lighting. She feels Galina slide up beside her and touch her arm. She stares outside, confronted with her reflection staring back at her, eyes downcast, cheeks pale and lined under limp, dark hair that she was once proud to call ‘curly’; hair that now straggles past her face.


Snow is falling. It looks like ashes drifting earthwards, fluttering in the lights of the railway yard. From unseen loudspeakers, departures and destinations are barked out like orders in a prison camp – destinations far from Moscow, places that are dull and provincial but less intimidating. Places with ties, like her own hometown, twelve hours south of here. The train jolts into motion: another step on this unbearable journey, and another wave of sobbing brims up inside her. Not here, she thinks, not in public. But she can’t stop herself. Let it all out, she’d told Galina all those years ago.


The door slides open. She sees the two boys, about to come back in. They freeze at the sight of her, a woman old enough to be their mother, convulsed and sobbing. Let them see me, she thinks, what do I care? Apologising, the boys retreat back into the corridor.


Jamie


There’s always some busybody telling him how his coat’s too thin for a Russian winter, and bloody hell, they wouldn’t be wrong – not today. Mind you, this was his own bright idea, so here he is, freezing his balls off, stood outside the Moscow Conservatory on a February afternoon. A few yards away, beneath the statue of Tchaikovsky, he sees bunches of flowers, frozen in the snow. That’d be a good sign, he thinks, folk still coming to leave flowers when it’s minus fifteen.


He’s chosen a day marking the centenary of Tchaikovsky’s death and can see by the pile of flowers spilling well beyond the base of the statue how much the Russians revere their beloved great composer. So it’s gonna take a hell of a nerve to go up to total strangers and ask them the kind of questions he has in mind …


His Russian is good, they tell him, good enough to turn on the charm. And he’s got his spiel worked out: ‘Excuse me, may I bother you a minute? – Izvinitye, vas mozhno na minutku?’ followed by: ‘I see you’re laying flowers in honour of Tchaikovsky … Ah, yes, of course, the centenary … So tragic, his early death …’


And then his killer question: ‘If Tchaikovsky were alive today, d’you think people would be more accepting of his homosexuality?’


He came up with it himself, this idea for a story (story, he reminds himself: don’t call it an ‘article’ if you wanna be a proper journalist) about Russians’ primitive attitudes towards homosexuality. There’s even a gay ‘scene’ of sorts in Moscow these days, but it’s tiny and underground, hidden away out of fear. Which makes him sometimes wonder why the hell he came back to Russia instead of staying put in England. Still, his pitch had gone down well with his editor: ‘Sounds like a great story,’ Bernie said, before sending Jamie out to canvass opinion on the street.


First up, a housewife: two shopping bags and a headscarf tied under her chin. He waits until she’s laid her bouquet and picked up her bags again. For a minute, his charm works, and she fairly gushes with pride: ‘Tchaikovsky? Oh, we worship Tchaikovsky!’


But when he poses his ‘killer question’, her smile vanishes. ‘A gomoseksualist? Why must you soil his name with that filth? You foreigners! No respect for our culture.’ And with that, she’s off, stupid cow, shouting back over her shoulder how ‘shameless’ he is.


Next, some old codger in an overcoat and wolfskin hat. The same questions and a similar response – ‘Homosexuals? Perverts! Ought to be castrated’ – only this time, the old git actually spits in the snow near his feet before storming off.


Then there’s that kind-looking couple in mittens and fur hats who remind him of Mum and Dad back home. But they frown and shake their heads: ‘We’d probably disown our son if he was gay.’ Even the culture vultures emerging from the Conservatory’s lunchtime recitals tell him that they think gomoseksualisty are ‘sick’ or ‘in need of help’.


A whole hour he’s been stood on this street corner and that’s the most sympathetic comment he’s heard. Honestly, he thinks, I despair of the Russians. So bloody backward – like peasants, some of them. So much for the hopes of change and enlightenment dawning across Russia, along with glasnost and foreign travel and McDonald’s and the rest of it.


Giving it up as a bad job, he sets off on the long trudge through the snow back to the office, his hands now numb and buried in his pockets. All this talk of Tchaikovsky has turned his thoughts to Kostya, the first Russian he’d truly made a friend of – now there’s a proper Tchaikovsky fan for you. All that drama – right up Kostya’s street. He really should get in touch … Back in the days when they hung out together all the time, Kostya had once made him sit through the finale of the Pathétique Symphony. He can still picture Kostya’s faraway gaze and his eyes welling up with tears.


I know, he thinks, I’ll phone this evening from work. Maybe Kostik can help me with my story. It’d flatter him to be interviewed – it’d be an excuse for getting back in touch too. That’s what I’ll do, I’ll call him tonight.


*


That rancid whiff of boiled cabbage, infiltrating the office as it does of an evening. A smell that makes him gag in every block of flats he’s been to in this bloody country; the smell of suppers being cooked in the apartments downstairs. Means he’s working late again.


The Moscow Herald’s office is on the top floor of a squat five-storey block built in the 1950s. It’s a far cry from the swanky business centre where the Moscow Times has set up shop – now that’s where he should be working, a reporter for a respected English-language newspaper. Then he could work his way up, become a correspondent for one of the British broadsheets.


His eyes wander around the converted Soviet apartment, all wood-effect lino and faded flowery wallpaper. The smaller room serves as an office for Bernie, the forty-something American who co-founded this expat weekly and runs it on a shoestring; crammed into the larger room are the desks of three more reporters, piled high with paper, and that of the Herald’s secretary Larisa. The others have gone, and the lamp on his desk casts a solitary pool of light. Even the teletype machines that churn out endless news from Tass and Reuters have fallen quiet.


He picks up the phone and dials Kostya’s number. It’s been so long since they spoke that he feels his heart rate quicken. Deep breath now as he prepares to put on his matey, chatty voice. But there’s no reply. Not even the answering machine. That’s odd, he thinks, thought they had an answering machine, Kostya and his mum … He lets it continue ringing, then hangs up. He can always try again tomorrow.


He turns back to his computer. All he’s written so far is his byline. By James Goodier. The cursor blinks, bright green against the dark, blank monitor. He slurps his tea, a good strong English brew, not that weak crap the Russians drink – though he’ll need more than one cuppa to keep him going if he works late trying to get something written.


But what, Bernie would ask, is the angle of his story? The news that Moscow, a city of nigh on ten million people, now has one poxy gay disco a week? That’s up from none at all just a year ago, mind. Or is it the homophobia spouted by most Russians, like those people on the street? No, that’s just the tip of the iceberg; they were only a random bunch of passers-by. What he should focus on is the hard-core hate brigade, the gangs of gay-bashing thugs. Now that’s the story he should be writing.


It’s almost a month since he last went to the ‘Discotheque for Sexual Minorities’. ‘What a name!’ he recalls saying to Artyom, his boyfriend for the past year. ‘It’s like calling it the “Discotheque for Deviants”.’ The venue had been the canteen of the Red Hammer Cement Works, a tram ride beyond the last metro stop – the point being that these discos were ‘underground’; they were meant to be hard to find. They even changed venue from one week to the next, with the location kept secret until the big night.


Somehow though, a gang of thugs had got word and lain in wait outside, armed with baseball bats. He didn’t witness the attacks himself – he and Artyom were safely inside – but he did see two of the guys who got beaten up. One of them staggered in, his face bloodied, his shirt ripped, and collapsed, clutching his sides, howling in pain. Cracked ribs, he heard later. The other, that ginger-haired boy he recognised from a party at Artyom’s, had to be carried in by the hired security guards, unconscious. Both were driven away in an ambulance.


After that, the security guys had locked everyone inside, where they’d hunkered down until daybreak, sipping vodka at the canteen tables, under siege and in no mood for dancing. He eventually fell asleep on Artyom’s shoulder, and it was almost light when they woke and left for Artyom’s place.


He recalls spotting Kostya at the disco that same night, a while before the attack. Not that they spoke … Kostya – his ‘Russian best mate’ in happier times – had instead skulked past, pretending not to see him and Artyom as they smooched on the dance floor. Was Kostya still there when those guys got beaten up? Did he know anything about it? And had he been safe there on his own? There’d been no Dima at his side that time, nor the time before. Come to think of it, he’s not seen Kostya together with Dima since the disco before New Year … On that occasion, Kostya’s mood had been nauseatingly bubbly; he’d made a point of swanning up to them, hanging off Dima’s arm, batting his eyelids, all chatty. Dima had barely nodded at them. What a knob. He doesn’t half fancy himself, that Dima, with his fake leather biker jacket and his black-market Levi’s. Jeez, Kostik, what’re you doing with a tosser like that?


*


Things haven’t been right between them since he – followed by Kostya – relocated to Moscow. Down in Kostya’s hometown of Voronezh, where they’d met back in the autumn of 1989, things had been so different. That had been on his year abroad, he and two dozen other Brits on a language course at the local university. Most of the Russian he learnt wasn’t in those stuffy Soviet tutorials though – no, it was at student dormitory parties, great pile-ins of debauchery and vodka, of pirated pop music and empty bottles rattling down corridors of peeling lino.


Look at me, he used to think. Me, a lad from Manchester, and one of only a handful of Westerners in this provincial hole, twelve hours by night train from Moscow. It made him feel intrepid: a foreign correspondent in the making. Every indignity, every privation, had been a tale to tell. And although his phone calls home needed to be booked in advance at the telegraph office (booked – like, how primitive was that?), once he got through to his mum, how he loved to regale her with his stories of food rationing, the lack of hot water in the dorm, the cockroaches, the toilets you had to squat over.


But he’d had a regular bolthole too, a haven of sanity where he’d flee all that noise and filth, the cockroaches and squatty toilets. And that was Kostya’s family home, a modest fifth-storey flat on the other side of Voronezh. One night a week he used to sleep over there, having wolfed down a huge dinner conjured up by Kostya’s mother. God knows how she did it, ’cause there was bugger all in the shops. And at every meal, she’d insist on giving him and Kostya the same lecture: ‘You’ll both have to find wives to cook for you one day …’


Meanwhile Kostya’s father Gennady would crack open his Crimean wine and bombard Jamie with questions about the West. Later, he and Kostya would stay up, talking in Kostya’s room until the small hours, sharing his bed – sleeping top-to-tail, though – discussing politics, glasnost and the changes sweeping across Russia. They never discussed future wives or girlfriends. They didn’t discuss boyfriends either. And then, eventually, they would fall asleep, barely touching one another.


Tamara Borisovna


Her head is squashed against the mothball-smelling pillow, and her pillow is squashed against the lowered window blind. Cl-clunk, cl-clunk, goes the train, rumbling into the night. Opposite her, Galina is asleep. One of the young men in the top berths is snoring. She sits in the dark, upright, having not bothered with the bed Galina made up for her, the starchy sheets and itchy blankets stretched across her bunk.


She can’t believe she’s slept at all, having barely managed to sleep a wink these past few nights. Not since the call from the hospital, since hearing the news that no mother should ever hear. There’s another of the phrases echoing round her head: No mother should ever have to … Stop, stop, she thinks. It’s true, though: no mother should ever have to bury her child. So why her? If only, please, God, she could turn back time, even these few wretched weeks.


‘Natural causes,’ was all the hospital would say. They told her not to blame herself, said she could have counselling. Counselling? What good would that do? That won’t bring him back. ‘Oh, Kostya, my Kostya …’ She hears herself repeating a name she’s whispered down the years – at his bedside while he slept, the times he came home from school close to tears, when she’d opened his letters from the army, and that day she’d got him out …


The news had hit her like a body blow, disbelief taking the form of actual physical pain. She was winded, unable to scream, scarcely able to breathe. She had collapsed against the display cabinet, breaking several plates, and slid slowly to the floor. There she had stayed, whimpering, curled up in a ball. It took her hours to drag herself back to the phone, to call Galina, to find the words. Who was she now – a bereaved mother, an ex-mother? There were words, she thought, for orphans and for widows, but not for her, not for a parent robbed of a child.


She fumbles in the dark and quietly slides open the door. The half-lit corridor is empty; the whole carriage must be asleep. The train trundles through a clearing in a forest: cl-lunk, cl-clunk … cl-clunk, cl-clunk, a sound she once found so comforting. Outside, the railway banking slopes down towards a field of white – icy blue in the moonlight – and flurries of falling snow blur the blackness of the trees. The train arcs round a bend and a chain of lighted windows curves into view, reflections rippling on the snow. A trail of footprints crosses the field. She thinks of children’s stories of wooden houses, of bears and wolves, of hunters brewing tea from a samovar. Stories she used to tell Kostya.


Someone’s edging along the corridor towards her, from the toilets, a young man in a red tracksuit with the word ‘Sport’ across his chest. Not ‘Nike’, not ‘Adidas’, just ‘Sport’. He has floppy hair, and dark eyebrows that rise in greeting. He stops to enter his compartment – the same compartment as hers. It’s one of the two boys.


He turns to her, gesturing at the door. ‘Sorry … were you waiting to go back in?’


She stiffens, shaking her head. In the silence, she again hears cl-clunk, cl-clunk …


‘Oh,’ the boy says, ‘I just thought—’


‘I can’t sleep, that’s all.’ Leave me alone, she thinks, please don’t ask questions.


‘I see …’ The boy hesitates, but presses on. ‘I’m sure you’ll sleep better when you get home, eh?’ A pause. ‘That is where you’re going, right? Home?’


Home, she thinks. Where’s home now? Not Moscow – Moscow was never home. She looks at him – he seems a nice boy, a bit like Kostya, only more sure of himself.


‘Yes,’ she manages. ‘Voronezh.’


‘Oh, me too,’ he says.


She doesn’t answer, looking down at the carpet and letting the silence hang.


The boy shrugs, taking the hint. ‘Well … err, goodnight then.’


He smiles awkwardly and slides open the door to their compartment. She turns back to the window and presses her nose against the glass. Peering into the night outside, she scans the length of the curving train, looking for the one carriage that casts no light on the snow, the windowless baggage car carrying the coffin that contains her son.


Jamie


He hears one of the teletype machines chatter into life and glances at the roll of paper inching out of the Tass feed. In the past hour, there have been three short news bulletins in Russian, one of them barely four lines long. The shortest ones can be the worst though, like the ones announcing the dissolution of the Soviet Union at the end of 1991. Just his luck to be stuck in the office as some big news breaks.


Cup of tea in hand, he gets up from his desk to check what Tass is reporting. The first bulletin simply announces a press conference, the second is a statement from some junior trade minister, and the third—


He feels his grip slacken, feels the cup slip from his hand … Yet even as it shatters on the lino, he stays frozen on the spot, not stooping to clear it up. Instead, he stays standing as he reads the bulletin a second time, a third time, then a fourth. No, it can’t be, he can’t have read it right – it’s this Russian text, he must’ve misunderstood it. Perhaps, if he keeps re-reading it, he hopes, some different meaning might surface from the Cyrillic type swimming before his eyes …


A 24-year-old man who recently died in the Moscow suburb of Khimki has been named as an employee of an American trade organisation in Moscow. A hospital statement blames ‘natural causes’ for the death of Konstantin Krolikov – a diagnosis confirmed by both police and medical authorities, who insist that post-mortem procedures were followed to the letter.
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THREE YEARS EARLIER


MAY 1990. Voronezh


Kostya


Oh, Jamie … the mess I made of that rehearsal! Wasn’t it embarrassing enough, without knowing you’d been watching? I’d invited you in the hope that you’d be proud of me, so I stood there on stage, my eyes scanning the rows of seats in the darkness beyond the footlights, and thinking: is Jamie here yet? When you finally showed up, twenty minutes late, a crack of light distracted me as a door opened and I saw your stooped figure creeping towards a seat near the back.


It’s not like I had a big part: I was a mere understudy, offered an unexpected chance when the actor playing Eric fell ill. You know, Eric Birling in An Inspector Calls. I showed you I’d even been working on my own translation of the play, remember? I’d read it in Russian – as Vizit Inspektora – so many times that I knew entire scenes by heart, and when we rehearsed Eric’s confrontation with his father, I decided I’d give my translation a go, right there on stage, instead of the standard text.


It was the first time Arkady Bogdanovich had seen me act. As artistic director of the Voronezh Youth Theatre, he’d treated me well, encouraging me to write programme notes and design posters on top of my day-to-day job in administration and ticket sales. Maybe, one day, I’d be made assistant director. But, as you saw, I blew it.


‘Stop, Kostya!’ he called from the front row. ‘Stop. What’re you doing? You’ve changed the meaning of Eric’s words. Why’ve you done that?’


I edged forwards into the unforgiving glare of the footlights, and started explaining how my translation was closer to the English text: in the original, you see, Eric tells his father he shouldn’t have fired the factory girl, the one who’s been found dead – whereas in the Russian version he accuses Mr Birling—


Arkady Bogdanovich drew his hands down his face and sighed, loudly enough for his assistant director and other actors to hear. ‘Kostya, you wanted a chance to come out from behind the scenes,’ he said. ‘I’m giving you that chance. Now let’s do the scene again. But remember, theatre can be just like life: if you want the part, you’ve got to stick to the script.’


*


When I was little, barely turned eight years old, Papa built me a toy theatre for my birthday. He’d made it in a workshop at the factory where he was the chief engineer and kept it a surprise until he brought it home. It was half a metre wide, with footlights and curtains, even a revolving stage. Papa was particularly proud of the revolving stage, with the little handle you cranked to turn from one scene to the next. ‘Look at the gears underneath,’ he’d say, as he turned the handle. ‘That’s engineering, that is.’


But Papa was to be disappointed by my lack of interest in gears or wiring. What I loved was the make-believe, the stories, the characters: I would make cut-out figures of princes or knights, princesses or wicked witches, and there I’d crouch, moving them around on that tiny stage. I played with it for hours on end, long after Papa tired of watching. I played at theatre more than I ever played at soldiers or cosmonauts. And now I wanted to do it as a grown-up.


*


But my services as an understudy were no longer required. The actor playing Eric made a full recovery and Arkady Bogdanovich lined up another understudy, just in case. He never asked me to audition again.


I did, however, sit in on dress rehearsals for Vizit Inspektora. To watch, not to offer any opinions. And there, when the curtain went up, was the same old backdrop they’d dusted off from last season’s Uncle Vanya. Russian country estate, English industrial city – who’d know the difference? No one in Voronezh anyway.


No one, that is, except you and the other British students. You see, until you appeared, I’d never met anyone who’d even been to England, let alone come from there. ‘Provocation and lies!’ they used to warn us at the compulsory Young Communist meetings of my teens. ‘Beware of fraternising with Westerners – don’t be tempted by their jeans and hamburgers. Don’t let them poison you with capitalist propaganda!’ But the year we met, that message had softened: it was the fourth year of glasnost, a time when banned books were being published and political prisoners set free. And once I’d met you, I stopped being impressed by Arkady Bogdanovich’s Party-sponsored trips to Czechoslovakia. I had a friend from the West, and glasnost meant I could practise my English with you without being accused of ‘fraternising’. The Young Communists even invited your group for tea and cake; we were officially allowed to be friends and could invite foreigners to our homes. Better still, foreigners could invite us to the West.


Jamie


Poor Kostya, embarrassing himself on stage. Just as well he didn’t get offered the part … Bless him, he knew his stuff – anything to do with theatre, classical music, the arts – but his acting was so, well … wooden. He didn’t live and breathe the part, he just held himself stiffly, frowning with concentration and striking melodramatic poses like he was in an opera.


Of course, he couldn’t tell Kostya he was ‘wooden’. He’d have to say, ‘Good on you for trying.’ Kostya would no doubt ask him to look over the text of the play, and he’d have to nod along and say, ‘You’re right, Kostik, your translation is closer to the original.’


But all he could think of that afternoon was getting out of the theatre and getting some grub down him. He’d never felt so hungry, so much of the time, and that summer in Voronezh there was no food in the shops. Bugger all. Folk back home, they didn’t believe him – he’d be on the phone to Mum or his sister Lisa, and he’d say, ‘Look, I couldn’t even find spuds yesterday’, and they’d say, ‘Get away with you, our Jamie, you must be getting fed somehow.’


And he was. He’d sussed out, for example, that the Youth Theatre buffet always had an under-the-counter supply of smoked salmon, served on bread with a sprig of dill. Bloody dill, the Russians put it on everything. Still, once he’d discovered that, he was there every other day. Which is where he met Kostya, manning the box office with that coy, blushing smile of his. He’d soon twigged that Kostya must be gay as well. But what a closet case. He wasn’t sure if Kostya realised it himself – or would have admitted to having a crush on him. Before long though, he started getting invited home, to Kostya’s parents’ flat. Most weeks he’d sleep over too, and Kostya’s mum would lay on a feast, seeing as they had a guest, an English boy no less. It was the best meal he’d get anywhere in that godforsaken town, so he’d be daft to refuse. Plus, Kostya would get upset if he didn’t go. It was soon part of their weekly routine.


*


Shortly after Kostya’s botched outing on stage, he’d called in at the theatre to find Kostya back in the box office, processing paperwork from the Ministry of Culture. It was a warm evening in late May, and he’d dressed the way he would back in England: like he was off out on the pull. Hair close-cropped on the sides, but gelled and spiky up top. His Soul II Soul T-shirt with his old denim jacket thrown over it. And on his feet, those battered off-white Converse All Stars. He could see Kostya’s eyes running up and down him in what looked like awe.


He enjoyed that, teasing Kostya a bit. And not only Kostya – he also liked getting a rise out of the locals. As the pair of them strolled through the evening sunshine to the trolleybus stop on Lenin Square, he noticed how folk stared at him. Especially the babushkas, shaking their heads and muttering. But he’d attract envious looks from young Russian guys too. Not surprising, with the gear some of them had on: synthetic slacks and brown slip-ons like their dads wore. It brought a smirk to his face. Kostya was smiling too, he saw, walking a little taller, proud to be seen with him, literally rubbing shoulders in that warm, leafy light of summer.


Kostya


Later that night, as was our weekly custom, we ended up in bed together. Only kidding – what I mean is, we shared my bed, carefully positioning ourselves top-to-tail. We never did anything, you know, intimate. How could we, sleeping under the same roof as Mama and Papa?


For dinner, Mama had made that garlicky carrot salad you liked so much, followed by salmon – only the tinned stuff, mind – with new potatoes from a neighbour’s allotment. ‘Tamara Borisovna,’ you said (flattering her like you did), ‘with all the shortages and rationing, I don’t know how you manage to rustle up a feast like this.’


Mama blushed, her habitual modesty act. ‘Oh, you just have to know the right times and places to queue …’ She never mentioned how she used her job at the library to get hold of banned books for a local Party bigwig in charge of food supplies. People did each other favours, you see. Papa was in jovial spirits too, about to set off to Leningrad for some engineering conference. He plied you with wine, and you were more tipsy than usual.


Perhaps that’s why our conversation took the turn it did. Me, I’d wanted to talk about An Inspector Calls. Was my translation closer to the original? Was Manchester anything like the town in the play? But no, we didn’t talk about that in the end. My questions weren’t life-changing, nothing that would turn our friendship upside down. You, it turned out, had far more searching questions to ask.


We sat facing each other from opposite ends of my bed, me in my pyjamas, you still in your Soul II Soul T-shirt. Even in semi-darkness, well away from my bedside lamp, I could see you were distracted, your eyes wandering over the theatre posters on my wall. Many of them were from my student days at the local arts academy, but the one that caught your eye was from a Bolshoi performance of Swan Lake. Had I been to see it?, you asked.


‘No,’ I said (I’d only been to Moscow four times in my life). ‘That’s a present from Arkady Bogdanovich. He went to see it at New Year.’


‘Why didn’t you go, Kostik? You’re the biggest Tchaikovsky fan in town!’


I sighed. ‘You can’t get tickets to the Bolshoi unless you’ve got connections. Or unless you pay in dollars. Besides, where would I stay overnight in Moscow?’


You didn’t answer. Instead, still not looking at me, you asked, ‘Do Russians these days ever hear the truth about Tchaikovsky? You know, what with openness, glasnost and all that?’


‘Truth?’ I hadn’t cottoned on to what you meant. ‘What truth?’


Now looking me in the eye, you said, ‘About him being homosexual.’


We spoke in Russian that night, and that word gomoseksualist made me freeze. It was a word that never reared its head in polite conversation, a label stubbornly fixated on two men’s carnal activity, rather than on their love. As for Tchaikovsky, yes, there had long been rumours about his doomed infatuations. Remember seeing me close to tears as I played you the finale of his Pathétique Symphony? That, I somehow knew, was his unmentionable love expressed in music – and an omen that presaged his suspicious death.


I mumbled something about having heard the rumours and thought that’d be the end of it. But no. It wasn’t Tchaikovsky you wanted to talk about. It was me.


Leaning closer, you held my gaze and said, ‘Noticed how your mum keeps telling us we’ll need to find ourselves wives one day? Every time she cooks for us, she brings that up.’ A pause. Your eyes searched mine. ‘So d’you think you ever will?’


My throat was dry, my voice small and apologetic. ‘I guess so,’ I muttered. I tried for a casual-looking shrug. ‘One day … I suppose it’s a matter of time—’


‘You’ve never had a girlfriend though, have you?’


I was dumbstruck. How did you know? How could you tell? I know Mama once nursed hopes for me and Zhanna, my best friend at the arts academy, my cinema-going confidante. I miss Zhanna. She was a punkish blonde who would drag me to student discos and even get me to dance. But she wasn’t a girlfriend … Mama’s hopes finally crumbled when Zhanna met some boy at the university, abruptly got married and then left Voronezh for good.


You took my silence as a ‘no’, then said, ‘Let me tell you something, Kostik. I’ve never had a girlfriend either.’


I stared at you. You were smiling – like you were happy about it.


‘Oh,’ I heard myself reply. ‘Maybe you’ve just not met the right girl yet …’


Not met the right girl yet. Those words again. That well-worn excuse I’d felt obliged to trot out year after year …


You shook your head. ‘No, Kostik. I tried telling myself that. Right through my teens. But there’s only so long I could kid myself. Sooner or later, I had to face up to the truth.’ A heartbeat. You were still smiling. ‘I tell you Kostik, I’m gay.’


Although you kept your voice to a whisper, you used a word that echoed in my head like the clanging of a bell – goluboy, Russian slang for ‘gay’, a word every bit as tainted with suspicion and contempt as gomoseksualist.


I was silent. Still whispering, you pressed on: ‘It’s not been easy for me, this past year in Voronezh. Sure, there’s a few good-looking Russian lads around, but you can’t be too careful here, it’s so backward, this country – the racism, the homophobia—’


‘Gomofobia?’ It was a word I’d never come across.


‘You know,’ you said, ‘an aversion to homosexuality.’


But wasn’t it normal, I protested, to feel some degree of aversion? After all, it was an aversion I felt myself. Surely gomoseksualizm wasn’t natural?


‘Natural?’ you said, chuckling. ‘If the human race lived “naturally”, we’d still all be cave dwellers! Anyway, Kostik, it is natural, for me.’ A pause. ‘What about you? Isn’t it natural for you?’


That moment was as if you’d taken my hand and marched the two of us towards the edge of a cliff. Like we were ready to shut our eyes and jump. Except our eyes were wide open, your gaze holding mine as you strode ahead, magically defying gravity and hovering in mid-air. As you invited me to follow and step off that cliff edge, you – unlike me – were oblivious to what people would think.


‘I’m scared.’


‘Scared of what, Kostik?’


I swallowed. Should I tell you what I’d endured in the army all those years ago? I never talked about it. Not yet, I thought, and simply said, ‘Of turning out to be one of them.’


Your eyes widened. ‘One of them? Try saying “one of us”. There’s some Russian slang you should know: nashi – ours, one of us. You knew that, didn’t you?’


But no, I didn’t. Even you, a foreigner, were more clued-up on Russian subculture than me. I reached for another well-worn answer. ‘I know I’m … different. It’s just that I’m not ready’ – the cliff edge reappeared in my head – ‘to take that leap.’


Different, I told you. By ‘different’, I meant being unable to join in when boys at school boasted about fancying girls. It meant feigning interest, fending off questions and watching my schoolmates, one by one, as they got themselves girlfriends, then wives, then children. Then came conscription. Compulsory military service. Being ‘different’ in the army barracks. When every day, every waking hour made me nauseous with dread, not knowing when the next fist would knock the wind out of me, or the next glob of spit would hit my face.


I’d kept telling myself, as I entered my twenties, that I was a ‘late developer’, that a girlfriend would one day save me. Mama eventually grew tired of asking if I was ‘courting’. And now, at the age of twenty-one, I was running out of excuses.


These thoughts took only seconds to etch themselves on my face. You thrust your face into the lamplight near my end of the bed.


‘Yes, it is a leap,’ you said. ‘D’you think it was easy for me? Growing up gay on a working-class estate in northern England—’


‘England?’ I said. ‘This is the Soviet Union, Jamie. Gomoseksualizm is against the law. I’d get arrested, ostracised, lose my job, my parents would kick me out—’


‘What’re you gonna do then? Pretend to be straight?’ Your voice, no longer a whisper, was getting louder. ‘I’ve tried that, tried it for years, but fuck it, Kostik, I like men, I get crushes on men, I get turned on by—’


‘Shush!’ I pointed to the wall separating my room from Mama and Papa’s.


Your reply was one I’ll never forget. ‘You think your mum doesn’t know? Mums know this kind of thing.’ You nodded, as if this was meant to reassure me. ‘They just do.’


Silence. Maybe you were right. All those hints from Mama about finding a wife …


‘You don’t have to live in this country,’ I said, accusingly. ‘A year in Voronezh, it’s some big adventure to you. But when you go home to the West, I’ve got to carry on living here. I can’t take that leap like you did. Why should I?’


‘What’s the alternative, Kostik? Find some girl who’ll marry you for appearances?’


‘Maybe,’ I said. ‘Maybe that’s what I’ll have to do.’ I grappled for some way to throw you off my scent. It was ‘only a phase’, I insisted, there was time to grow out of it—


‘I used to think that,’ you said. ‘But I didn’t “grow out of it”. Come on, Kostik, you’re twenty-one. If you’re anything like me, you’ll have been having feelings for years.’


‘Feelings?’ I said. ‘I don’t want those feelings. I just want to be—’


‘What? Normal?’


Our to-and-fro seemed to go on for hours. As I sat up in bed facing you, I was shivering. I pulled the bedclothes around my shoulders for warmth, wanting to hide under them. I knew you’d say this condition was normal, or that there was no such thing as ‘normal’. Eventually you reached over and squeezed my thigh through the bedclothes. It was almost worth all the questioning to feel your touch. As I sat trembling, your hand felt warm and protective.


Your voice was gentler now. ‘All those lads you knew at school, Kostik – like you say, they’re all married by now. And they’re your typical muzhiki, only interested in football and beer. You know you’re not like that.’


Silence. You leaned a little closer from your end, your hand still on my thigh. ‘Kostik, can I ask you something?’


Still shivering – but with a quick glance at your hand – I nodded.


‘Are you attracted to me?’


I managed – God knows how – to reply without a flicker of hesitation. ‘No, Jamie!’ A forced laugh. ‘Of course I’m not!’ That should deflect you, I thought. That should get you off my case. The last thing I wanted was any further questioning.


My quick response seemed to do the trick. ‘I’m sorry, Kostik,’ you said. ‘I shouldn’t be pushing you, you’re not ready for all this.’


And with that, you removed your hand from my thigh. As soon as you did, I missed your touch. It felt like I’d lost out on something; I’ll never know what.


We looked at each other a moment longer. I was tired, I told you – couldn’t we talk about this some other time? You sighed and slumped back onto your pillow.


‘Sure,’ you said, a whisper in the semi-darkness, distant from the glow of my bedside lamp. ‘But don’t forget, I’m going back to England in just over a month.’


*


Within minutes of my turning out the lamp, you had fallen asleep. Not me though. It was already getting light outside, so I could see the dark spikes of your hair scrunched up on your pillow and one bare arm protruding from under the bedcovers, lean but sinewy, with soft, strokable hairs running up to your elbow. You looked so boyish, so vulnerable, nothing like the streetwise lad who had swaggered by my side across Lenin Square the evening before. I studied you for a moment or two more, then I lay watching the light of dawn filter across the ceiling.


I couldn’t sleep. You were right: I did have feelings for other boys. I always had. And not only for you, Jamie. I didn’t call them ‘crushes’ of course, not in my schooldays, but now I could see that’s exactly what they were.


When I was fifteen, there was a boy in my class called Vasily. He was handsome, popular and – something I could never be – cool. I was desperate to be Vasily’s friend, or at least to be seen with him. He was always surrounded by a gang of lads, hanging on every word and laughing at all his jokes. Whenever I was near Vasily, I would laugh at his jokes too, even if I didn’t understand them. I tried to laugh louder than the other lads, hoping he would notice me, but then they’d look at me as if to say, ‘Who asked you?’


One day, in class, I read out a poem I’d written. Afterwards, Vasily slapped me on the back and said, ‘Nice one, Kostik!’ He called me Kostik! Me, who usually got called by my surname. ‘Did you like it, did you like it?’ I gushed, like a puppy wagging its tail.


Most days it wasn’t like that. Most days Vasily had his gang with him. I’d watch them sloping off to smoke in the alley between the schoolyard and the Lenin Print Works next door. Most days he didn’t notice me, much as I tried to catch his eye. Once, grinning hopefully, I waved at him as he and his gang rolled by. Waved! How lame of me. Later, three of his gang cornered me in the locker room and taunted me for ‘waving like a little poof’.


I never saw Vasily around Voronezh any more. Rumour had it that he’d joined the KGB or ended up in prison. I wondered how he was, if he even remembered me.


*


Hundreds of us crowded round your train that late June evening, necks craned, standing on tiptoe. It felt like half the university had turned out. And all congregated at one carriage: the one taking you, along with the other British students, up to Moscow for your flight back to England, back to the West.


It had been a hot day, and even at 8 p.m. it would be another two hours before the heat relented. Papa was away on business – Leningrad again – but Mama was there at my side, all flustered in the flowery summer dress she’d put on for the big send-off. It was sleeveless, exposing her pale, blotchy arms and making a pitiful match with her tea-coloured stockings. Not that she stood out among the local women, all dressed like her and fanning themselves, or the local men in their cracked brown sandals and grey socks sticky, like mine, with sweat.


How liberated you looked, you British kids: girls in skimpy miniskirts and Dr Martens, boys in torn jeans and T-shirts of rock bands I’d never heard of. Your clothes were mismatched and never ironed, but none of you gave a damn; you didn’t dress to please your elders.


Ten minutes earlier, everyone had posed for photos. Look, they’d say, this is us with our Russian friends. And I’d say, ‘This is me with my English friend Jamie.’ You had one taken with both me and Mama, and another that was just you and me, our arms round each other. I wondered how that one would turn out, how soon I would get to see it.


As I gave you a lingering goodbye hug, you’d pressed a folded piece of paper into my hand. When I read what you’d written on it, it took my breath away.


But it was time for you to board. Remember that train conductress, the provodnitsa, in her uniform and make-up all smudged by perspiration? ‘Step back from the train if you’re not travelling!’ she barked, unmoved by the emotional separations she presided over, and slamming the door shut as she signalled ahead. Ignoring her shouts and threats, your group were opening windows and leaning out of them right along the carriage. All the British girls who’d had Russian boyfriends that past year were wailing and in tears. The two girls who’d dated those African students wept openly too; even their love was less taboo than mine.


A voice from a loudspeaker announced that the night train to Moscow was ready to depart. That night train – though I didn’t know it at the time – would eventually take me away, and Mama too, carrying us to a new, unforeseen life … Then, from the same loudspeaker gushed the lush, sentimental music they played as trains were leaving: a wistful murmur on woodwind and cellos that built to a chorus of violins washing over the platform. I bet you found it all too corny.


It had the desired effect though. On cue, those of us who were not yet waving started to wave, and those who were already waving now waved harder, brandishing hats, handkerchiefs, bunches of flowers. There were cries of ‘safe trip!’ and ‘come and visit!’ and ‘please write!’ The rusty green bulk of the train lurched forwards, and the waving and shouting intensified. In concert with the rest of the crowd, Mama and I found ourselves shuffling, then trotting, then running along the platform, swept up by some shared hysteria.


Your head appeared out of a window, but too far along for me to read your face. I ran a little faster, leaving Mama behind and jostling people as I ran. Then you moved, re-emerging at another window closer to the back of the carriage, your head crammed between two others. You waved, and even blew me a cheeky kiss.


‘Do svidanya, Jamie!’ I called. There was a lump in my throat. ‘Do svidanya!’ Goodbye, until we next meet …


The train gathered speed, your face grew smaller and smaller, and the crowd reached the end of the platform. We had nowhere left to run. Our exotic friends were headed for the West – but us, this was as far as we could go. Some of us kept waving as the tail end of the train rattled by. Cl-clunk, cl-clunk, it went, the sound now diminishing along with its shrinking form, trembling in the heat. Dust settled on rails that glinted in the evening sun. The waving stopped and, as one, we shambled, subdued and silent, back towards the station.


Mama stood waiting for me. She offered me a sad little smile and stroked my hair like she used to when I was a child, lifting my chin with a finger so that our eyes met.


‘Ne grusti, Kostik,’ she said. Don’t be sad. ‘Didn’t Jamie say he’s coming back next year? Besides, there’ll be a new group of English students in September.’


I didn’t reply. I didn’t want Mama to see me close to tears – or did I? Surely someone sensed how bereft your departure would leave me. But then I remembered the piece of paper you’d given me, and I was able to smile back at her. My hands shook as I unfolded it and read it again. Your note was scrupulously phrased, in faultless Russian, in the long-winded clauses beloved of Soviet bureaucrats, yet there was no mistaking what it meant to me:


I, James Goodier, a citizen of the United Kingdom, resident in Manchester and a student of Russian at the University of Birmingham, hereby invite my friend Konstantin Gennadyevich Krolikov, a citizen of the USSR resident in Voronezh, to visit the United Kingdom …


It was already stamped and notarised by the local KGB. Oh, thank you, Jamie, thank you! Your invitation meant I could apply for a visa and get on a waiting list for those coveted overseas travel tickets. It meant I could get permission, for the first time in my life, to set foot outside the Soviet Union.


And that you and I could be together again.
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FEBRUARY 1993. Moscow


Dima


He slumps against the inside of the front door, shivering and unexpectedly out of breath. At his feet, he watches the snow melt off the soles of his lumberjack boots, forming tiny pools on the lino. His fingers are still numb from being clamped to the receiver at the phone booth. He stares, panting, willing them to thaw out.


From the kitchen comes the sound of Valery Ivanovich coughing, the phlegm-choked hacking of old age and decrepitude; he hears a chair scrape against the floor, the running of a tap, a glass of water being poured. Then a woman’s voice, more of a hiss than a whisper: ‘Papa, the state of you! You’ll have caught pneumonia, going out today! That’s why you need to—’


Blyad, he curses, it’s Alla Valeryevna, Valery’s daughter. She’s been round a lot lately, badgering the old fella into giving up his flat to move into a nursing home. The last thing he wants, right now, is to get accosted by her.


Kicking off his boots, he dives into his room and sinks onto his bed, still fully dressed. The bed sags. It always sags, especially whenever he’s got some guy in there with him. But it will never, after tonight, sag under the weight of him and Kostya squeezed up tight together. Not if he’s understood right … Over and over, he replays Tamara Borisovna’s voice in his head, her son’s name spilled out in a fit of sobbing. He didn’t actually hear her say Kostya had died – but what else could she have meant? Don’t phone here again, that other woman said.


He stares at the ceiling, grey and shadowy from the street light outside, then across at Oleg’s side of the room, where another single bed is wedged between the wardrobe and the bulbous 1950s-style radiator. On his room-mate’s side, tell-tale patches remain on the mud-coloured wallpaper where Oleg has taken down all the pictures he’d torn from Western magazines, adverts for Coca-Cola, BMWs and Nike trainers. All that’s left is a poster of Jean-Claude Van Damme, bare-chested and striking a martial-arts pose; that was a present from him to Oleg. His own wall looks equally sparse: last night, he took down his poster for My Own Private Idaho, leaving only a photo of his mum and one postcard of Latvia, the homeland he’d abandoned to pursue a supposed ‘film career’ in Moscow.


Some ‘boyfriend’ he’s been to Kostya. Sure, he’d warned Kostya not to fall in love with him, told Kostya he might not stick around in Moscow forever. Yet he catches himself wishing he could turn back time … Just over a fortnight ago, the two of them had been queuing to get into McDonald’s, feet stamping in the snow, faces pink with cold and framed by woolly caps. Yes, the grey knitted cap that Kostya pulled right down to hide his thinning hair. Not that he looked Kostya in the face – that day, he’d avoided his eye, glancing impatiently at the queue stretching round Pushkin Square. He’d hoped to break it to him gently, his plans to leave; maybe over tea at home. Instead it had all burst out there and then, on the street, their breath billowing in the cold and Kostya’s eyes red and watering. Kostya, poor boy, wanted them to find a flat and live together, like a couple. And he’d played along, knowing he’d need a roof over his head once he left Valery Ivanovich’s. But his heart wasn’t in it. No: he wanted out of Moscow, back home to Latvia. His ‘film career’ here has been a sham. Besides, now that Latvia’s an independent, post-Soviet nation, this could be his chance to get citizenship.
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