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To my mother, my father, my brother




THE CITY OF SILENCE


1


“This must be the worst place to die,” said Officer Galina Novak.


To the north, towards the Belarusian border, black clouds were swelling on the horizon, unleashing cold rain onto the forests of Polesia. Novak took a cigarette pack from her pocket and tapped it nervously on her knee.


“You think it’s murder?”


Surprised by the question, Captain Joseph Melnyk turned his gaze momentarily from the road. With her blonde hair neatly scraped back into a ponytail, her childlike face, and her brand-new, American-style uniform, the young recruit – fresh from the police academy – seemed out of place in Melnyk’s shabby old Lada.


“Do you think someone killed this guy?” she insisted.


Melnyk shrugged. “I bet you anything it’s just a tourist who had a heart attack or some old drunk who fell off a balcony. It’ll be done and dusted in a couple of hours. There’s no point imagining the worst.”


Unconvinced, Novak settled back in her seat and put a cigarette between her pinched lips. She muttered: “All the same. . . What a horrible place to end your life.”


There was a tense silence, broken only by the squeak of the wind-screen wipers. Novak was terrified: you didn’t have to be a detective to work that one out. She was about to get lugged with her first real corpse. Not one of those bodies from the morgue in Kyiv that new recruits were shown during their training. A real one, with a real family. Not only that, but the body was in Pripyat, a ghost town since it was abandoned in 1986 when the nuclear reactor in Chernobyl exploded. It was enough to make anyone want to smoke their way through a whole pack of those cheap, disgusting Belomorkanal cigarettes.


Thickets of pine and birch flashed past the roadside, alternating with vast grassy stretches that had once been fertile fields. Melnyk had to slow down at a junction for a herd of wild Przewalski horses blocking the road, nibbling at the short grass on both sides of the cracked tarmac. In the late 1990s about thirty of those horses had been captured on the Askania-Nova nature reserve in southern Ukraine and brought here. The authorities had hoped to kill two birds with one stone: allowing this endangered species to prosper far away from human beings, and preventing the vegetation around Chernobyl from becoming too wild. The ecologists said it was a bad idea to further endanger an endangered species by putting it in a place like this, but Melnyk liked seeing the horses frolicking in what once were farmers’ fields. It gave him the impression that, thirty years after the nuclear disaster, life was returning to this evacuated zone.


The Lada passed a large Orthodox crucifix and Novak’s dosimeter started crackling furiously. Its screen showed levels of radiation that you might get after a year in Moscow or Kyiv. A triangular red and yellow sign, planted near the cross, warned them that they were entering a highly contaminated area. A radioactive furnace saturated with caesium, strontium and plutonium.


“Turn that damn thing off,” Melnyk instructed her.


He hated the sinister crackles the dosimeters made. His own had been tucked away for years inside the Lada’s glove compartment. It was bad enough working in a place infested with radiation without a machine forever reminding you of the fact. He knew the worst spots by heart anyway, the places that had to be avoided. Other than that, he had no choice but to walk on contaminated earth and to breathe air where radioactive particles sometimes floated.


Novak grudgingly dropped her device into the inside pocket of her parka. He wondered what kind of fuck-up she’d made at the academy to find herself catapulted into Chernobyl for her first assignment. No twenty-something dreams of being sent to a police station surrounded by thirty kilometres of irradiated fields and ruins. You dream of working in Kyiv or on the shore of the Black Sea, in the sun. Seven years before, he himself could never have imagined he would one day end up working in the zone. . . not until his boss summoned him to his office and gave him a choice: resign or be transferred to Chernobyl.


Seven years. . . He looked at himself for a moment in the rear-view mirror. Heavy build, dense bushy hair, pale blue eyes, thick blond beard with a scattering of grey hairs. . . Working in the zone had transformed him into a woodsman.


“Do you have any advice about the. . . the radiation?” Novak said anxiously.


He noticed that she had still not lit her cigarette. She was just chewing on the filter.


“Is there a way to protect ourselves from the radioactivity?” she demanded.


Melnyk frowned as if thinking deeply about this, then said in a serious voice: “A few years ago, when I got here, I asked the same question. They told me: ‘If you’re planning on having kids, you should wrap your balls in aluminium foil.’”


Novak stared wide-eyed at her superior.


“Aluminium foil? Does that really work?”


“Does it work? Ask the other guys at the station. They all do it.”


“You don’t?”


“I already had three kids. That stuff’s for young men.”


Melnyk kept a straight face. The old hands always played the same joke on new recruits, who invariably cleaned out the local supermarkets’ stocks of aluminium foil to protect their testicles. Obviously it wasn’t quite as funny in this case.


A few kilometres further on, the dilapidated towers of Pripyat appeared above the treetops. Melnyk saw a minibus at the far end of Lenin Street. Big stickers on the doors boasted the merits of a tour operator specialising in visits to the zone. He parked the Lada at the side of the road and cursed inwardly as he got out of the vehicle. The drizzle had turned to a fine rain that slipped behind coat collars and froze necks. But at least the raindrops glued the radioactive dust to the ground, making it briefly less dangerous.


A dozen tourists scrambled out of the minibus. They all wore yellow bracelets confirming that they had bought the mandatory insurance before entering the contaminated zone. God only knew which company insured people against that kind of risk.


The official guide – a tall figure in a camouflage jacket – stepped forward from the group and called out in Ukrainian to the captain.


“Ekh! We’ve been waiting here for an hour!” he whined.


“Heavy traffic,” Melnyk replied deadpan. “Are you the one who called? Where’s the corpse?”


“We should go there by car. The body’s–”


Before he could finish his sentence, one of the tourists walked up to Melnyk and addressed him in broken Russian: “When we leave? We not want stay!”


Melnyk glared at him before telling him coldly and slowly: “You’ll leave when I say you can.”


“Here dangerous, not stay, leave quick we want!”


The guy had an American accent and his Russian was not good: two reasons to send him packing.


“You wanted a special experience, right? The thrill of danger? Well, here you go – enjoy! You’ll have a great story to tell your oncologist.”


“What is last word?”


“A cancer doctor,” Melnyk said.


The man’s face turned a shade of green. The other tourists looked anxiously at the guide, who jabbered a few words in English and then asked Melnyk: “Can they at least wait in the minibus?”


“Sure. As soon as they’ve shown my colleague their identity papers.”


The guide relayed this information to the tourists, who immediately held out British, American, Latvian and Lithuanian passports. Melnyk leaned close to Novak and whispered in Ukrainian: “Take their names and their witness statements. I’m going to see the body. Whatever you do, keep the vultures waiting for as long as you can. They came here to get an adrenaline rush, so I think we should give them their money’s worth!”


Then he signalled to the guide to follow him to the Lada. As they walked past the minibus, Melnyk noticed for the first time the slogan in enormous letters on the vehicle’s sides: “The trip that’ll make all your friends jealous.”


“Cretins,” he mumbled into his beard.


Thirty thousand tourists had come to visit the irradiated zone the previous year. All you needed to get in was to be eighteen years or older, to not be pregnant, and to deal with one of the numerous travel agencies in Kyiv specialising in Chernobyl Tours. There, for a few hundred dollars, you could get all the necessary permits stamped by the Ukrainian authorities.


The latest fad was to have your stag party in Cheronobyl. Skydiving and strippers were so passé! For several months now, Melnyk had seen contingents of drunken morons arriving and bellowing their way through the abandoned streets of Pripyat. He was almost nostalgic for the era of Russian tourists. They had become increasingly rare since Russia had annexed Crimea, triggering the civil war that dogged the Donbas region in eastern Ukraine.


“So where’s the damn corpse?” he said as he got into the Lada.


“You don’t seem too bothered that a man is dead,” the guide said reproachfully.


“The only thing that ‘bothers’ me at the moment is finding the body before the wild dogs start gobbling it down.”


A joyless smile flickered across the guide’s face.


“Don’t worry. Given where it is, I don’t think anything like that is going to happen to it.”


“Why? Is it in a building?”


“Not in a building, on a building.”


The guide pointed to a tall apartment block at the end of Kurchatova Street. The top of the building was decorated with the emblem of the Soviet Socialist Republic of Ukraine: a hammer and sickle surrounded by ears of wheat and crowned with a red star. On the second-highest floor of the apartment block, a corpse was hanging between two windows, arms outstretched.


Melnyk felt his stomach heave.


“Blyad!” he swore, shaken.


He started the car and drove up the street, slaloming between the saplings that had grown up through the tarmac. His mind was racing, going through all the steps he would have to take: call the station for reinforcements, call the prosecutor, warn the morgue that a potentially radioactive body was going to arrive. . . In front of the apartment block, he raised his eyes to the corpse and was again stunned by the morbid spectacle above him. Metal cables were wrapped around the dead man’s wrists, tensed diagonally towards the inside of the building. From a distance they’d been invisible because they were the same greyish colour as the building’s façade.


For an instant he had the impression that he saw one of the victim’s legs move. Was it the wind or just his imagination? Or maybe. . .


“Have you been up there to check he’s actually dead?”


“Huh?” The guide shrugged, arms wide and turned his palms upward. “Isn’t it pretty obvious that he’s dead?”


“For you, maybe. Not for me.”


Melnyk looked up at the body again. The slight swaying movement he thought he had detected had stopped. Probably it was just the wind, but the idea that this guy might still be alive had chilled him. He thought about the rickety staircase leading up to where the body was, about the radioactive dust on the concrete floors, about the apartment building that had partially collapsed the previous winter on the corner of the street. He hesitated, then at last resolved to go and take a closer look.


“I’m going up. Wait here.”


“Don’t worry, I’m not going anywhere,” the guide said.


Melnyk strode to the front door of the old Soviet apartment block. The first floor had been a public library. The books had long ago disappeared. Occasionally you would find a few pages of Russian poetry caught in the branches of trees lining the road.


Once inside, he had no difficulty finding his way. The building was almost identical to the one where he lived in Kyiv with his wife. In the days of the U.S.S.R., the whole country had been littered with these cheap concrete eyesores, from Berlin to Vladivostok. The buildings were so similar that he could have navigated his way around this one with his eyes shut.


When he reached the fifth floor, he took a break. He was out of breath. Not enough exercise, too many cigarettes. While he got his breath back, he listened to the sounds of the abandoned building. The whistling of the wind through the broken windows, the shutters creaking and banging. . . Suddenly he noticed a regular clicking noise.


The claws of a dog on the bare concrete.


He took out his pistol and held it against his thigh. The dogs in Pripyat had long ago lost all respect for humans. The ones that had survived the cull after the evacuation of the city had formed packs that slept in the empty buildings and went out only to hunt. Some of them, with their thin bodies and long muzzles, looked more like wolves than dogs.


He went on up the stairs. On the seventh floor, the air was thick with the stink of wild animals. He heard a muffled growl and realised that the beast’s lair must be somewhere close by. He thought briefly about firing a shot through a window, hoping that the noise would scare the dog and encourage it to run down to the ground floor. But then it occurred to him that he had no way of knowing whether the person who had crucified the man on the outside of the building had left. His weapon raised in front of him, his whole body tensed, Melnyk went on up.


On the penultimate floor, he walked to the apartment where the body was hanging. Outside the smashed front door he froze, alert for the faintest noise: the crunch of broken glass under a shoe, a sigh, the rustle of clothing, anything that might betray a hostile presence. He waited a good minute before deciding to go inside. The entrance hall was empty; he made for the living room. There he was greeted by a sight so surprising that his index finger slipped from the trigger of his pistol.


The room was full of animals. Fifteen, twenty, maybe even thirty of them. Foxes, wolves, lynxes, wild boars. A strange herd, their backs turned to him. It took a while before he realised that all of them were stuffed. Motionless, he waited for his heart to stop speeding, then walked through the living room and leaned out of the window to examine the hanging man. His naked body bore the marks of burns, cuts, bruises. Worse: his eyelids and his lips were sewn shut. Melnyk reached out to the greyish neck, but could detect no pulse. It must have been the wind that made the corpse move.


A pile of clothes lay in one corner of the room. In the pocket of a pair of trousers, Melnyk found a Russian passport in the name of Leonid Vektorovich Sokolov. The photograph matched the victim: the guy had a red birthmark at the edge of his scalp that enabled Melnyk to identify him despite the stitches on his eyes and lips.


There was also a wallet inside the trouser pocket. Opening it, Melnyk found a large quantity of rubles and hryvnia: a small fortune, four or five months’ salary for a Chernobyl police officer. The idea of taking the money for himself crossed his mind. God knows he needed it, if only for his son, Nikolai, who was fighting in Donbas without a bulletproof vest. But he put the money back where he had found it. He had lived his life as honestly as possible; he wasn’t about to start stealing from corpses at his age. He took out his mobile and called the police station.


One of his colleagues answered: “What’s the corpse like?”


“It’s a fucking mess. We’ve got a murder case on our hands. I’ll need reinforcements. Equipment too. The guy’s hanging on the side of an apartment block.”


“Is it a local?”


“No, he’s Russian. His name is Leonid Vektorovich Sokolov. Find out everything you can about him and call me back when you know more.”


He walked down to the ground floor. On the seventh floor, the growling had stopped. In the dust that covered the floor of the building’s lobby, paw prints had criss-crossed the neat traces left by his boots.


Outside, the guide was standing exactly where Melnyk had left him.


“Have you seen this guy before?”


He handed the guide the dead man’s passport. The guide examined it closely, but the man’s face meant nothing to him.


“Think: maybe you saw him yesterday or the day before during one of your visits. He might have been part of another group.”


“I’ve never seen him before,” the guide said.


During the short drive to the central square, Melnyk thought about how much hate you would have to feel to destroy someone like that and to exhibit his body. When they got close to the minibus, he dropped the guide off and took Novak aside.


“It’s a one-fifteen,” he murmured.


In the Ukrainian penal code, Article 115 refers to premeditated murder. He had not wanted to utter aloud the word ‘murder’ because the tourists were spooked enough already.


Novak’s pupils dilated.


“Cause of death?”


“Hard to say until we’ve got him down.”


“Down?”


“He’s hanging by metal wires on the front of an apartment block.”


Novak said nothing for a moment before frantically reeling off the criminal procedure code: “We can’t leave the crime scene without surveillance. . . we have to. . . to create a secure perimeter around the body. . .”


“Calm down, officer,” Melnyk said. “We’re in the middle of nowhere. Who do you think is going to intrude on the world’s most radioactive crime scene?”


“But it’s procedure. . .”


“In Kyiv maybe. Not here. Did you get anything out of the tourists?”


Novak took out her notebook and read out her notes in a shaky voice: “They all reserved their excursion yesterday in Kyiv, after a visit to the National Chernobyl Museum. The minibus picked them up at seven this morning outside McDonald’s in Maidan. Their drive lasted a little over two hours and they passed the Dytayatki checkpoint around 10 o’clock and did the usual visit: first the city of Chernobyl, the monument to the liquidators, then the abandoned villages, the reactor, and after that they came here, to Pripyat. They had been here ten minutes before one of them, a Frenchman named. . . Gallois. . . noticed the body. You think one of the tourists killed the guy?”


Melnyk dismissed this idea: “No. Just hanging the body must have taken hours.”


His mobile rang. It was his colleague at the police station.


“What can you tell me?”


“I didn’t find much, but I did discover something freaky about his family.” His colleague’s voice wavered between excitement and nervousness. “His mother was called Olga Sokolov. She was murdered nearby. It was really bad: multiple stab wounds, mutilations. . . a horror show. They found her body along with another woman’s body in a house in the village of Zalissya.”


Zalissya was only a stone’s throw from Chernobyl, yet Melnyk had heard nothing about this story.


“Doesn’t ring any bells. When did it happen?”


“That’s the crazy thing. It was in 1986. April 26th.”


Melnyk felt his guts twist.


“Are you sure about the date?”


“Certain,” his colleague said.


Melnyk hung up, staring into space. April 26, 1986. . . All Ukrainians, young or old, knew that date. It was the day that the nuclear reactor exploded.




THE LANGUAGE OF NIGHTINGALES
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Metallic creaks, wheezing breaths.


He woke in darkness: green and blue lights flashed across his vision every time he blinked. The air was heavy, thick with the bitter stink of unwashed bodies, antiseptic and alcohol.


Where am I?


His eyes adjusted to the dim light in the room and he made out a row of beds against the opposite wall. They were occupied by shapeless, moaning beings that slowly moved their limbs the way half-crushed beetles wave their legs before dying.


Get out of here!


He tried to stand, but his wrists and ankles could not be raised from the mattress. Horrified, he realised that they were strapped to the bedframe. He pulled with all his strength, trying to free himself, but the effort made his head spin so that he thought he would faint. Disorientated, his body bathed in cold, greasy sweat, he tried to remember how he had got here.


Dry mouth, aching head, throat scorched with the aftertaste of alcohol: apparently he had drunk too much. Each time his heartbeat suddenly accelerated, he felt as if the bells of St Basil’s were pealing inside his head. Stabbing pains in his ribs, the tang of metal oozing from his split lips, a burning sensation in the knuckles of his fingers: he hadn’t just been drinking, he had been fighting too. Fragments of the previous night came back to him. Zenit St Petersburg had been playing against Spartak Moscow. In a bar, he had yelled at the Zenit supporters that they were goat-fuckers, or something like that. Or had it been the other way round? Maybe he had insulted the sacrosanct Spartak team, may God forgive him! In any case, the result hadn’t been long coming. When he left the bar, three men had jumped him. Skinhead ultras with a black-white-gold crest sewn onto their khaki bomber jackets: the flag of imperial Russia. The kind of morons who usually attacked Chechens or Dagestanis or basically anyone with darker skin than their own.


With his mixed features, he was the perfect prey. The ultras must have thought they’d found an easy target. Big mistake. Elbows to their eye sockets, roundhouse kicks to their ribs, knees in their balls, head-butts: he had given them the full works. In a rush of drunken pride, he thought to himself that his attackers must be feeling a lot worse than he was right now.


The sound of footsteps in the corridor.


A door creaked open, then the fluorescent ceiling lights came on, clinking sharply, blinding him. He closed his eyes against the dazzle while a man’s voice speaking Siberian-accented Russian exploded in his ears like a firecracker at the back of a cave: “Which of you is Alexander Rybalko?”


The light. . . the fluorescent lights were burning into his brain. He leaned to the side and squinted. A young guy in glasses wearing a white coat.


“Alexander Rybalko?” the man repeated.


Another explosion inside his hangover-racked brain. He groaned and the doctor walked towards him.


“Are you Alexander Rybalko? Do you understand what I’m saying? Do you speak Russian?”


“Not. . . so loud,” he said. His tongue was heavy, clumsy. The sound of his own voice made the bones inside his head vibrate. Even thinking was painful.


“Where. . . am I?”


“In hospital. Are you American? European?”


“I’m Russian, mudak.”


The young doctor looked shocked. Rybalko wondered if it was surprise at the idea that someone of mixed blood could speak Russian, or simply the fact of being insulted in his native language.


“Why. . . I. . . here?”


The doctor’s face quickly resumed its expression of arrogance and weary resignation.


“The police picked you up near the station last night,” he said stiffly. “You were lying in the street, totally drunk.”


Rybalko raised his head a few centimetres to look around. The other beds were occupied by pathetic, wild-eyed alcoholics, hairy guys with dirty fingernails, red cheeks and purple noses: human beasts. He hoped – without really believing it – that he did not look as they did.


He seemed to be the only one strapped to his bed.


“Why. . . tied up?”


“Because of your attitude when you were being undressed. You tried to bite one of the nurses.”


A new memory came to him: he was in the corridor, being dragged by three men struggling to subdue his almost two-metre-tall, eighty-eight kilo frame as clumsily he tried to shake them off. He felt a pain in his arm, the cold floor pressing against his face: they’d put him in a shoulder lock to calm him down. He’d shouted: “I don’t have time for this shit! I don’t have time!” They undressed him down to his underwear. He spent a long time yelling. Then he fell asleep.


The doctor began undoing one of the leather straps.


“Before letting you leave, I’m going to examine you to make sure everything’s alright. O.K., Mr Rybalko?”


He did not like being spoken to as though he were some kind of backward child, but he nodded all the same.


“Please sit on the edge of the bed.”


He obeyed, taking his time. His muscles ached and his movements were awkward. The doctor asked him question after question and he answered them with monosyllables. Do you often drink that much? No. Do you drink regularly? No. Do you remember last night? No. Or the one before? No. Does your head ache? Yes. On a scale of one to ten, how would you rate your pain? Eleven. Does your stomach ache? Yes. What triggered your excessive drinking?


Rybalko stared at the doctor.


“I killed someone.”


The doctor froze.


“Someone? How? Who?”


He paused before replying, with a mocking smile: “Some quack. He was asking too many questions.”


The young doctor blushed and angrily strapped the cuff of a blood-pressure monitor around Rybalko’s arm.


“You shouldn’t joke about things like that. Last month, a guy in the same state as you fell asleep on a railway track. The driver didn’t have time to brake. That could have been you. We have a group therapy class for alcoholics that meets twice a week. Tuesdays and Thursdays. I would advise you to sign up.”


“I’m not an alcoholic,” Rybalko said.


Ignoring this, the doctor gave him the usual long-winded speech about the harmful effects of alcohol, like a preacher trying to convert a heathen. Thankfully the rest of the examination took place in relative silence. Finally the young doctor told him he was free to leave. As the doctor left the room, Rybalko closed his eyes and sank into a restless sleep for twenty or thirty minutes before being shaken awake by a female nurse. She had brought him the crumpled clothes he had been wearing for the previous several days. He tried to stand up to get dressed, but felt so dizzy that he had to sit down again.


“I can find you a wheelchair if you need one,” the nurse said kindly.


I’m not a fucking invalid, he thought, his pride stung.


But all he said was: “I’m O.K.” Each word was so painful to articulate, and getting angry only made his headache worse.


With difficulty, he somehow put on his trousers, while the other drunks watched with amusement. After that, he put on his socks, his still-wet shoes, his T-shirt, his sweater with its stale beer stench, and his parka with its torn sleeves. The nurse gave him some pills, which he swallowed with a glass of water so cold that it made his teeth hurt. She left the room then and he limped after her through the tiled corridors, breathing in the smell of iodine. At each junction, she waited a few seconds for him to catch up. He had the impression that she was walking along the edge of a swimming pool while he was at the bottom in a diving suit, trudging through the water.


It was humiliating.


“Are you sure you don’t want a wheelchair?” she said.


He mumbled an inaudible insult. Another ten metres at least and they reached the lobby. The nurse left him at a counter, where a bored-looking woman gave him back his coat and a black plastic bin-liner containing his belongings. The bin-liner was tied shut, but his fingers were too clumsy to undo the knot. In the end he angrily tore the plastic open, spilling its contents onto the countertop: a wallet, car keys, metro tickets, and in the middle of it all. . .


An MP-443 pistol.


The woman stared open-mouthed at the weapon.


Rybalko knew what was going through her head: dark skin, gun on the counter. Just as she looked about to scream, he said: “It’s my service pistol.”


The receptionist gave him the same incredulous look that the doctor had given him earlier. Rybalko searched through the mess of his belongings on the counter, found his police card, and showed it to her.


“Do you see that? Moscow police.”


The woman inspected the card with the scepticism of a supermarket cashier examining a 5,000-ruble note. While this was happening, Rybalko stuck his pistol into his belt and lowered his T-shirt over it. The receptionist decided at last that the police card was genuine and handed him a stack of documents including his bill, various forms, and – slipped between the pages – a brochure advertising group therapy for alcoholics. He shoved all this paperwork into the pocket of his parka and unblinkingly paid the bill for his hospitalisation.


Before leaving, he went to the men’s room to splash some cold water over his face. In the mirror above the sink, he almost did not recognise himself. His cheeks were covered with a three-day beard, his coffee-coloured skin had turned an earthlike tone, and his pale blue eyes were bloodshot. The doctor’s words echoed in his head: “Last month, a guy in the same state as you fell asleep on a railway track. The driver didn’t have time to brake. That could have been you.”


It could have been him. . . Asleep on the train tracks, killed by the morning’s first suburban train before he even woke. . . Maybe that would have been better for everyone, he thought, pulling up his jacket collar.


He dried his face, walked out through reception and left the hospital. Outside, the air was crisp, the sun weak. An aspirin-coloured taxi was waiting, double-parked. He climbed in, showed the driver his police card, and was about to ask to be taken home when he spotted the police car on the other side of the street. He instantly recognised the man inside: cropped black hair, hooked nose, physique of a bodybuilder running to fat, looking as though he was about to burst out of his leather jacket. He, too, had rings under his eyes and his cheeks were darkened by a nascent beard.


Vasily Chekhov, his Partner.


3


Chekhov’s Lada Priora was parked in a spot reserved for ambulances. Inside the vehicle, the air was pleasantly warm. He buckled his seatbelt and Chekhov set off, heading towards the clogged arteries of central Moscow. Despite the early hour, the city seemed to spew out automobiles – on pavements, in car parks, on two-lane, four-lane and six-lane roads, making their progress slow and halting.


“I’ve spent forty-eight hours looking for you. Where were you?”


His partner’s deep voice boomed like a bass drum in his head.


“Not so loud,” he said.


“Where were you?”


“Everywhere and nowhere. . . What day is it?”


“What day? Fucking hell! It’s Wednesday.”


Wednesday? Already? Rybalko rubbed his temples.


“You’ve been missing since Friday. What the hell have you been doing all that time?”


“Zapoï” Rybalko said.


The Russian language had helpfully developed a single word to describe the fact of having got drunk for several days in a row, to the point where you couldn’t remember a thing. Rybalko figured he may as well use it.


“Seriously? A zapoï?”


Chekhov could not believe his ears.


“We’ve spent days searching for you, and you’ve just been getting pissed? Fucking hell! A zapoï,” he repeated incredulously, slamming the car’s horn because someone had cut in front of him. “And you didn’t think maybe you should have warned me? Or called the office on Monday morning to tell them you were sick or whatever crap you thought they might have swallowed? Why didn’t you contact anyone?”


“I didn’t feel like talking.”


“You didn’t feel like. . . Jesus fucking Christ, what is wrong with you?”


“Calm down, Tolia,” Rybalko said, using his partner’s nickname to mollify him. “Nobody died.”


“Oh yeah, Alex? You sure about that?”


Chekhov’s hand dived into the inside pocket of his jacket, fingers grazing the butt of his service pistol, and pulled out a spiral notebook. He tossed it into Rybalko’s lap. On the first page there was a list of names and addresses that he recognised: his own apartment, his ex-wife’s, a few bars, his gym, the homes of his closest friends. Each one had been furiously crossed out. There were also a few notes scrawled underneath: drunk and disorderly, assault and battery, insulting a police officer, nocturnal disturbance, death threats, damage to public property. . .


“Given the number of crimes you committed while you were out of your head, I actually wouldn’t be surprised to find a corpse floating in the Moskva with your name carved into its forehead. You’d have ended up in one of those avtozaks if I hadn’t found you first.”


Chekhov pointed at some sinister prison vans that were heading towards Maiakovskaia square, where an anti-corruption protest march was taking place.


“Pankowski’s on the look-out. He’s ready to sign an arrest warrant for you.”


Rybalko shrugged, indifferent. He had no respect for Anatoli Pankowski, their chief. He was a bureaucrat devoid of courage or charisma. Exactly the kind of policeman who would sacrifice his men if his career were at risk.


“If they start jailing every officer in Moscow who drinks too much, they’re going to need a shitload of new prisons,” he said with a yawn.


“This isn’t a joke! Even your mate Kachin started freaking out when you vanished.”


“Kita?”


“Yeah, Kita. He turned up at my place on Sunday evening. You can imagine how thrilled I was to have a drug-dealer ringing my doorbell. He was desperate to see you.”


“Why?”


“No idea. Maybe you can ask him yourself. But it must be important: he gave me a nice wad of cash to find you.”


Rybalko forced a smile. “And I thought you’d gone looking for me because you were worried about my health. . .”


“I must have called you a dozen times before he came to my place,” Chekhov said.


“If you ever disappear, I won’t wait until someone pays me before I go looking for you.”


“Don’t start on me, Alex. I’m not the one who screwed up here. What got into you anyway? Was it because of Marina?”


Rybalko’s jaw tensed at this mention of his ex-wife.


“Did you talk to her?”


“Nobody knew where you were, so I went to see her. She told me she was getting remarried soon. Is that what triggered this?”


“I don’t want to talk about it.”


With perfect timing, Chekhov’s mobile rang just then and he had to answer it. End of round one; the interrogation would begin again later. Rybalko watched the streets of Moscow speed past his window until he began to doze. When he woke, they had come to a stop outside his apartment block, a large, bourgeois building dating from before the First World War.


“Come on, let’s go!” Chekhov said, shaking him gently.


Rybalko stretched and yawned, then got out of the car. They went into the lobby and climbed the stairs to his apartment. While he was searching his pockets for his keys, Chekhov stared wide-eyed at the five doorbells next to his front door.


“You live in a kommunalka?”


Rybalko nodded. Since his divorce, he had been renting a room in a communal apartment, a sort of temporal anomaly left over from the painful beginnings of the U.S.S.R., when the Soviets had attempted to provide better housing for the proletariat by confiscating rich people’s apartments and dividing them into as many parts as there were rooms. There were five tenants and so there were five of everything in the communal areas. Five bars of soap in the bathroom (well, four actually, because he had forgotten to buy one), five gas cookers in the kitchen, five dish towels next to the sink, five washing machines, and – of course – five electric meters to measure the consumption of five penniless Muscovites.


“Go take a shower,” Chekhov said. “I’m going to call Pankowski.” As Rybalko walked up the hallway to the bathroom, his partner called out: “And while you’re getting clean, try to work out what Kachin might want from you.”


Since nobody was willing to pay for the maintenance of the apartment’s communal areas, the bathroom was in a pitiful state. Rust-coloured water dripped from the sink tap, the bottom of the bathtub was covered in dark stains, and the yellow and green wall tiles had fallen off in places, exposing the concrete beneath. To prevent any other tiles coming loose, someone had taped a plastic sheet over the dividing wall next to the bath, the dampest spot in the apartment.


He stood motionless for a long time under the jet of lukewarm water, then began to rub himself half-heartedly with a large bar of soap that belonged to one of the tenants – it must have been a woman, because it smelled of vanilla and apricot. The bottom of the tub was slippery and Rybalko was still feeling dizzy. Incapable of keeping his balance in such a hostile environment, he leaned his head against the wall tiles to stop himself falling while he soaped his left foot, then his right.


His head was a little clearer by the time he emerged from the shower, but he still did not understand why Kachin had wanted to see him. Was it something he had done that weekend? He glanced at his clothes. The dark blue jeans were stiff with the fluids they’d absorbed: alcohol, sweat, and blood. As he focused on the brownish stains, a memory came to him, like a bubble bursting as it reaches the surface of a glass of champagne.


Soldiers coming back from the front, with their comrades in body bags. Prisoners thrown in the back of a truck, spitting blood onto their shirts. Men tied to chairs, being pistol-whipped. The image of a tank guarding the crossroads of an ash-coloured city filled his head. That was far away, in a country where people knelt down to pray. No, not in another country, in his country: in the Caucasian mountains, in Chechnya, years before. A country that was concrete-grey, army-green, blood-red.


He held his head in both hands. It was impossible to take stock of his recent memories with all this crap cluttering the shelves of his mind. He needed other objects to focus on. He searched in his pockets and took out the belongings that they had given back to him at the hospital. Try to remember what you may have done in the last few days, he said to himself as he examined them.


Suspect: Alexander Rybalko, born 1978 in the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics, a country that died in 1991. Citizen of the Russian Federation. Eighteen years in the police. Divorced from his wife, Marina, for almost two years. Non-smoker, since their daughter’s birth. . .


First mistake.


He stared with a mixture of surprise and disappointment at the pack of cigarettes in his hand. Immediately he felt the old need, powerful and imperious. He lit one and cracked open the bathroom window to let the smoke out, cursing himself for his lapse after years of holding firm.


When he had finished the cigarette, he continued his self-investigation. The bunch of keys with a matryoshka hanging from the end of a small chain were his car keys. At the base of the Russian doll, “Tassia” had been written in a child’s neat handwriting. This was his daughter, Anastassia, who had given it to him years before. The painting was faded and peeling off in places, even though he took care to varnish it now and then.


He lingered a little longer on his wallet. It was stuffed full of cash withdrawn from his bank account a few days earlier: money that he had put aside for emergencies. Stuck between two business cards, he found some bar receipts. One of them was from the football supporters’ bar where he had done battle with the skinheads. Deep down, he knew he had not gone into that bar by chance; he had gone because he wanted to find some guys stupid and drunk enough to fight him, as a way of venting all the anger and frustration that had been building up in him for days. The skins had been the perfect candidates. He had beaten the shit out of them, but he did remember that they had still been breathing when someone had pulled him off them. Half-collapsed against a wall, blood pouring from between their smashed teeth. . . but alive.


He moved on to the next piece of evidence. An empty bottle that he recognised. To his shame, it was a 100ml bottle of Boyarychnik, a concoction made from hawthorn plants that was normally used as a bath oil. But in Russia, everyone knew that hawthorn oil was the drunkard’s fallback option: even when the shops and bars were closed, you could find it in vending machines right there on the street. It had three big advantages: it contained up to 90% alcohol, it was easy to find because it was not subject to the same restrictions as hard spirits, and it was ridiculously cheap. On top of all that, it was less disgusting than cologne and less dangerous than antifreeze. Then again, dozens of people had died the year before in a housing estate in Siberia after drinking bottles of adulterated Boyarychnik. A local manufacturer of bath oil had exchanged the ethanol with methanol, a deadly poison.


What a wonderful world we live in, he thought as he tossed the hawthorn bottle into the bin near the sink.


The last item in the wallet was a scrap of paper that looked like a credit card receipt, so thin it was almost transparent. It was a ticket for an elektrichka, a suburban train. He had bought it in Lyubertsy, the city where he used to live with his wife before their divorce. Marina still rented their old two-bedroom flat, only now she shared it with her new boyfriend. It was when he had gone to see her there that everything had spun out of control. Needing courage, he had started to drink. In the end, he had staggered to the apartment building, had climbed the stairs, but just as he was about to knock, he had chickened out. Beyond the door, he had heard the laughter of Tassia and Marina. And the voice of the other man. He knew in that moment he did not have the strength to talk to them. So he had fled into the night. And woken up a few days later in the drunk tank of a hospital.


He came out of the bathroom with a towel wrapped around his waist. He could smell coffee coming from the kitchen, but Chekhov, mobile to his ear, was having a row with Pankowski. Rybalko headed to his bedroom, nothing more than a bed, a wardrobe, a chair, and a coffee table on which stood some cans of Jigoulevskoie beer and a photograph album opened to a page with pictures taken ten years earlier. Souvenirs of happier times with Tassia and Marina.


From the wardrobe where he kept the few clothes that he had unpacked, he took a woollen jumper. He put it on over one of his old counterfeit T-shirts, the one with a portrait of Kurt Cobain and the name of the band Nirvana misspelled. Most of his clothes were in a box somewhere on the outskirts of Moscow. He had no space to keep it all here. Besides, if he moved out completely, that would be tantamount to admitting that it was all over between him and Marina.


His headache flared up again. He reached into the wardrobe and picked up a plastic box with a green cross on it. It was full to the brim with medicine. An old Soviet habit, dating from an era when you could never be sure when the shelves in the shops might be empty.


“Pankowski wants you to report to the office immediately,” a gravelly voice announced.


Chekhov was standing in the doorway.


“What did you tell him?”


“I said you were sick. That way, we can pay a visit to Kachin. He wants to see you as soon as possible.”


Rybalko swallowed two pills, watched anxiously by his partner.


“Alex, what happened to make you go off the rails like that? I know you’re no angel, but skipping work to go on a five-day bender is something else.”


“Forget it, Tolia,” Rybalko said. “Just take me to Kachin.”


4


Nikita Kachin ran a business in the southern suburbs, an abattoir and butcher’s shop that made the best sausages in the area. Rumour had it that he used it to get rid of the corpses of people who got in his way. Rybalko hoped it was rumour. He often left their meetings with a few pounds of freshly ground meat.


The man behind the counter in the butcher’s shop led them into a backroom and then into the abattoir itself. Kachin was working alongside his employees. Thin and stooped like a steel blade ready to spring up, he was methodically cutting up meat with precise, almost surgical motions. Even if most of the money he made came from his illegal activities, Kachin enjoyed the time he spent in his abattoir. He found it relaxing, however weird that seemed to most people.


As if noticing a change in the air, Kachin turned when they were still about six metres away from him.


“Alex!” he said when he saw Rybalko.


He stabbed his knife into the piece of meat he had been cutting and took off his gloves.


“I’ve been searching for you for days. Good thing your friend’s a detective!”


A metal tooth glinted at the back of his smile as he gave Chekhov a friendly pat on the shoulder. He whispered into his ear: “Go to the till. They’ve got your money. And take a nice roast for Sunday.”


Chekhov glanced hesitantly at his partner.


“Shall I wait for you outside?”


“Don’t wait,” Rybalko said. “Kito and I haven’t seen each other for a long time. This might take a while. I’ll get a taxi.”


Chekhov nodded and disappeared without another word. Kachin took off his apron and hung it on a stainless-steel hook.


“It’ll be quieter up there,” he said, making for a metal staircase.


Kachin led Rybalko to his office from which he could keep an eye on his employees. The room was spacious, without any kind of decoration. No photographs, no souvenirs, no paintings. The white walls were lined with identical metal filing cabinets. An old fridge hummed in a corner.


When Kachin closed the door behind him, Rybalko noticed that the edge of the handle was a dirty brown colour, as if touched by blood-covered hands. There were stains of the same colour on the carpet. The memory of this mafioso hitting a man flashed up in his mind. The guy had been some Chechen civilian who refused to say where his money was hidden. Rybalko lit a cigarette and took a long drag on it to blot out the memory. Below, through the window, he saw a pig’s carcass being sliced with a boning knife.


“Beer?” Kachin said.


Rybalko grimaced. The idea of drinking alcohol turned his stomach, as did the smell of blood and viscera that permeated the office through a half-open fanlight.


“I’m not thirsty. Why did you pay Chekhov to find me?”


“He’s not cheap, your friend, but he gets the job done. Where were you?”


“Get to the point, Kita. I don’t have any time to lose.”


Kachin sighed.


“Always in a rush. Alright, let’s get down to it. I need a discreet police officer who speaks the language of nightingales. So I thought of you.”


The “language of nightingales” was what Ukrainians called their language, due to its musicality. Contrary to popular belief, Ukrainian and Russian were two very different languages, no closer than Spanish and French.


“Do you know Vektor Sokolov?” Kachin asked in Ukrainian.


“The name rings a bell.”


“He was the energy minister, back in the days of Boris the Sponge.”


Boris Yeltsin had been the first president of the Russian Federation, after the end of the U.S.S.R. He was also the only world leader capable of governing with three grammes of alcohol in his bloodstream.


“Hang on. This Sokolov – he’s not the PetroRus guy?” Rybalko said.


Kachin nodded. “That’s him.”


During the period of rampant privatisation of state organisations in the mid-1990s, Sokolov had used his position at the Ministry of Energy to acquire part of Siberia’s vast oil resources. It was at this time that he founded PetroRus, one of the most substantial oil companies in the country.


“His family recently suffered a bereavement,” Kachin said. “An unpleasant affair. Vektor’s son was killed in Ukraine.”


“Many people die in Ukraine, especially now.”


“But this was a murder. In a city you know well.”


“Kyiv?”


“No. Pripyat.”


Rybalko thought this must be a sick joke. “Pripyat? That’s impossible. Nobody’s lived there for thirty years. It’s sealed off by the police and the army.”


“Not altogether. It has been welcoming tourist groups for the past few years.”


“Tourists? Why?”


“So people can view the last vestiges of the communist world apparently. It’s like an open-air museum.”


“What bullshit!”


“Tell me about it! But to get back to our story, Vektor Sokolov suspects the Ukrainian authorities of wanting to bury the official investigation. He asked me to find someone competent to look into his son’s death.”


“Hang on. . . Are you suggesting I go to Pripyat? You really think I would agree to go back to that shitty place?”


“I know, I know. I haven’t forgotten what you told me when we were in Chechnya. Your parents’ death, your exile. . . You had a hard time there, I know. But Vektor Sokolov is ready to pay serious money for–”


“I’m not interested. But tell me, how do you know Sokolov?”


“We have some mutual friends. It is well known that I have some influence over the Ukrainians in Moscow.”


In spite of his illegal activities, Kachin was regarded as a benefactor by the Ukrainian diaspora. He funded a number of charities, the Ukrainian cultural centre and the Ukrainian library in Moscow. It was to Kachin that members of the community would go when they had a problem whose solution demanded discretion and minimum scruples.


“I know you swore never to return to Ukraine, Alex, but I’m offering you a great deal. This guy is ready to pay a fortune. And I’m not exaggerating, we’re talking about a lot of money. Enough to pay for your daughter’s surgery.”


Rybalko froze. “That would cost millions of rubles,” he said.


“I told you: this guy will do anything to find his son’s murderer.”


Kachin opened a drawer, took out a business card, put it on the table and – with his faintly bloodstained fingers – pushed it towards the policeman.


“Call him. At least find out how much he’s offering for the job.”


Rybalko stared at the glossy card for a long moment. Part of him wanted nothing to do with it. Another part whispered that he should agree, for Tassia.


“What do you get out of it?”


“Sokolov’s going to invest in Crimea. If you find his son’s killer, he’ll take me on as a business partner. Goodbye, grey Moscow. Hello, sunny beaches! I’ll take care of security for his businesses there.”


“To stop racketeers like you extorting money from them?”


The mafioso’s thin face lit up as he roared with laughter.


“You understand everything, Alex! So. . . will you talk to him?”


Rybalko stood up and pocketed the business card.


“I’ll let you know.”
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Rybalko took a taxi to Lyubertsy, to the south-east of Moscow. In the 1990s, the city had been the Russian Chicago. Gangs, racketeers, hitmen. . . after the fall of the communist regime, the city’s streets had given birth to a generation of young bodybuilding delinquents, conceived from the mix of widespread poverty, the new temptations offered by capitalism, and the dissolution of the Soviet moral order. Young tearaways wearing improbable clothes – check trousers, baseball caps, leather jackets and skinny ties – would lead raids into the heart of Moscow. These days the city was calmer and the rundown tower blocks were inhabited by couples benefiting from the “Young Families” housing programme.


He found his car, still on the pavement where he had abandoned it. It was a charcoal-grey Volga M24 from the 1970s, with a chrome grill like a straight moustache between the two headlight eyes. Empty half-litre vodka bottles littered the carpeted floor, along with the remains of a chebureki in its greasepaper packaging. The car smelled of deep-fried dough and ground beef.


He collected it all and threw it in a bin. At the end of the street he could see the balcony of the apartment he had once shared with Marina. Had their love simply been worn away by time? Was it his job? Marina had endured his absences for years as he immersed himself, body and soul, in his life as a policeman. And then, one day, it had all crumbled. She no longer wanted to wait, fearfully, for a telephone call to tell her that he had been shot in the course of an operation. She no longer wanted to share her life with a ghost. She wanted someone who would be there for her.


Maybe she had at least understood that she could not mend him. Women love to believe they can change men. Improve them. He was a perfect example of the broken male. The deaths of his parents, the trauma of being expelled from Chernobyl, the war in Chechnya. . . he had so many wounds that needed to heal. She thought that creating a stable home life would be enough to soothe his angst. But he needed the conflict with evil to keep moving forward. He needed to explore the dark veins of Moscow to remove the cancerous cells; he needed to lock up killers and rapists to scour away some of the perversion that he had seen in Chechnya, and which was also corrupting the capital.


For him, the violence had not come to an end when the war ended. The battlefield had just moved. All those men who had learned to kill, some of whom had developed a taste for it, had been spilled into society. One day, in one of the city’s northern suburbs, he’d arrested an old comrade from his regiment. At the front, he was nicknamed Popovich – a reference to the clown Oleg Popov – because he was always joking around. Rybalko had found two decomposed bodies in Popovich’s apartment. The corpses of prostitutes. When the policeman had asked his former comrade why he had killed them, he had said that nobody had asked him that in Chechnya. That he had killed all the time there and it had been normal.


So how could Rybalko quit the police when there were so many madmen living in the same city as Anastassia?


Tassia. Maybe it was because of her that they had separated? Maria was a violinist at the Tchaikovsky Conservatory, Russia’s most prestigious music school. When she had discovered that her daughter was practically deaf, it had broken her heart. Rybalko felt sure that his ex-wife blamed him for that – because his genes had been damaged by radiation. In any case, it had been around the time that Tassia’s hearing problems had first been diagnosed that his relationship with Marina had hit the skids. For him, this was no coincidence; it was a confession. Marina never came out and said it, but he was sure of it all the same: for her, it was his fault that Tassia was not “normal”.


Sitting in the M24, he spent the journey thinking about Kachin’s offer, while staring out at the usual sights of the street: skinny-armed junkies parading past like walking skeletons in search of their next fix, the armada of single mothers pushing their prams towards a dingy park, the babushkas in their coloured headscarves slowly carrying bags of anaemic vegetables back from the market.


Depressing as hell.


Was this what he wanted for Tassia? A mediocre life, in a mediocre neighbourhood, with a mediocre job and a husband who was either absent or dead? He started his car and drove towards his daughter’s school. He got there just before the lunch break. As soon as the bell rang, kids ran screeching into the playground. A moment later, the teacher opened the gate for the waiting parents and he went in search of Tassia.


The children whirled around him happily, a hurricane of laughter, blonde braids and blue eyes. After a while, he spotted his daughter’s figure in the middle of the playground. She was wearing a bright pink puffa jacket, as if to ward off the greyness of the school’s walls and the steel-coloured sky above. From behind, you hardly noticed the unsightly hearing aids attached to her ears. Two ugly brown plastic devices that she had to wear to escape her world of silence.


Suddenly she turned around and her face lit up. Papa! Papa! She leapt into his arms.


“What are you doing here?” she said.


“We’re going out for lunch. To McDonald’s.”


“We’re going to MacDonald’s?” she shouted, hopping in excitement.


“It’s a sort of surprise birthday, just the two of us,” he said.


His daughter stared at him wide-eyed.


“Will there be a present, like for a real birthday?”


“Yes. We can go to GUM to pick something out.”


He held her little hand in his. She had traces of red and blue paint on her fingernails. That morning, an artist had come to their class. She told him this while he drove to a car park not far from Manezhnaya Square, near the Kremlin. There was a McDonald’s there that he had never visited before. He wanted a place with no memories other than the ones they would create that day.


As they queued up to order, he remembered the first time he had eaten a Big Mac. It was in 1990, on Pushkinskaya Square. The U.S.S.R. was still standing, but the Iron Curtain which separated it from the rest of the world was already full of holes. The first fast-food restaurant in Russia had just opened. The biggest in the world. He had gone there with his aunt, for his birthday. It was pure luxury: the meal cost six rubles, at a time when the average monthly wage in Russia was less than 200 rubles.


Tassia ordered a kids’ meal, with a toy for girls. She wolfed down her food, while he ate slowly: every moment spent with her was precious, even the sad, banal ones, as when he wiped the corner of his mouth with a napkin or watched his daughter laughing in the Play Place.


When their meal was almost over, he suggested they go to Gorky Park to do some rollerblading.


“The park? But it’s time to go back to school!”


“Not this afternoon. We’re going to have fun, just the two of us.”


“Great!” she shouted before swallowing her last mouthful of vanilla ice cream.


On the way, she told him about her life. Friends, clothes, Christmas presents. She said she wanted to be a painter. The last time, she had wanted to be a surfer. When he was her age, Rybalko remembered, all the boys had wanted to be cosmonauts and the girls gymnasts, like Nadia Com neci. All her stories were wonderful, he thought. So why hadn’t he listened to them before? He had always been too busy. Too many things to do. Now it was too late, he realised that he had missed out on the most important moments of his life.


The imminence of death forces you to redefine your priorities.


*


A week ago, in a hospital room that smells of surgical spirit. He is sitting on the table where the doctor has just examined him. The two men know each other well. The old man has been his doctor since his first visit to the militia’s medical centre in the late 1990s. Now Rybalko asks this man the most important question he has ever asked anyone:


“Is it operable?”


The doctor hangs the photographs on the light box fixed to the wall. A cold light floods the black and white contours showing a cross-section of his brain. The doctor points to a dark mass in the middle of the image. The beast’s lair.


“The tumour is here,” he says.


“Can you remove it?”


The doctor turns off the light box.


“At this stage, it’s impossible to operate. I’m sorry.”


*


They arrived in Gorky Park and rented rollerblades. While he tied her laces, he explained to Tassia that during the Soviet era, the park had been one of the few places where people could really relax, even if the loudspeakers broadcast speeches by communist leaders all day long. Tassia asked if he used to walk her here in her pram when she was a baby. He told her that the park had been too dangerous back then. After the demise of the U.S.S.R., it had fallen for a while into the hands of junkies and gangsters. Tassia looked baffled: for children of her generation, Gorky Park belonged to the young women of Moscow Beach who sunbathed topless there in the summer, to the ping-pong players and to teenagers smoking their first cigarettes, to nannies pushing prams.


They saw other children. Tassia nervously touched her hearing aids. Whenever she went out, she always tried to hide them under a hat or her hair. And more and more often, when she could not hide them, she would simply take them out. She just wanted to look normal.


A series of black-and-white photographs flash up on the light box. Liver, lungs, stomach. . . the doctor points to large dark masses on each of these X-rays. The cancer is everywhere inside him.


“Some cancers spread very quickly,” the doctor says. “Yours is extremely aggressive and it’s metastasised into most of your major organs.”


His throat is dry and tight. He feels like he can’t breathe. Three months earlier, he’d had a check-up and the doctor had found nothing worrying in any of the tests. He can’t be sick, it’s impossible. Let alone dying.


Tonelessly he asks: “I was in Pripyat when the Chernobyl nuclear reactor exploded. I was eight at the time. Could that have. . .”


He leaves the sentence unfinished. Frowning, the doctor nods.


“That could explain why it’s spread so quickly. A lot of people affected by that disaster have had cancers. Your immune system was undoubtedly weakened by your exposure to radiation.”


They walked past the place where, every winter, there was a skating rink. Unfortunately, it wouldn’t open again until mid-November. A shame. He would have liked to go ice skating with Tassia. On roller-blades she was a bit clumsy, but on ice his daughter was as light and graceful as a fairy with wings. She got that from her mother. He was a terrible skater.


The doctor’s voice sounds distant, as if he’s speaking from the depths of a cave. But Rybalko isn’t really listening anymore. Memories of the explosion, suppressed for years, are surging into his mind.


Six in the morning in Pripyat. The apartment is quiet. The alarm clock rings. It’s Saturday; he hasn’t slept well. His mother makes him breakfast. She keeps looking nervously out of the window. For him, it’s just another day.


But time stutters.


*


It’s Saturday and he’s going to school. What’s going on? His mother makes several attempts to tie his laces. At school, the older kids mutter rumours. Around nine in the morning, some unsmiling women come into the classroom. He and all his classmates are given strange pills that they have to swallow with a glass of water. He does not know this yet, but the pills are iodine, which is supposed to protect them from the effects of radiation. After that, everyone is sent home. On the way back he is scared. People are driving weirdly. Grown-ups whisper to one another. Little boys look as serious as old men. Something bad is happening, they can tell, but nobody knows what it is.


Then evening comes, and they enter hell. His father has not returned from the reactor. His mother has stopped talking. She waits beside the telephone. He waits too. Finally, exhausted, he falls asleep at around one in the morning. When his mother wakes him, her eyes are red and her face is puffy from sleeplessness. It’s Sunday, April 27. The city is going to be evacuated. He asks where his father is. His mother says that he is fighting the dragon.


As they wandered around the park, the sound of traffic faded to silence. There were lots of other families on the paths, babies in prams. He bought some birdseed from a vending machine. Tassia threw it to the animals and birds in the park. She saw a little squirrel with a red and white tail and spent a long time trying to coax it towards her.


*


The dragon in the Russian forest.


Back when he was a little boy of four or five, his mother used to tell him that his father put out fires started by the dragon imprisoned inside the reactor. She said that Russian scientists had captured it and made it submit to their will. That they were using its fiery breath to heat houses and produce the electricity that lit streetlamps and powered the television in their living room. She said the beast was sleeping peacefully, but that his father was there to put out the fire if the dragon ever woke up and began breathing fire. It wasn’t much of a lie, of course. But he was only a kid. What could he possibly understand about atoms, nuclear fusion, radioactivity?


Nothing.


*


Autumn melancholy. In Moscow, the season began on September 1 and unfolded like a dream. Soon the trees would blaze with red and orange leaves. Even now, he could see patches of yellow among the green. Tassia picked up some fallen leaves and threw them towards the sky.


*


His mother gathers a few belongings. The authorities have told them to take only the bare necessities because the evacuation is temporary. So she hesitates. Which dresses, which coats, which shoes should she pack? Should she take the samovar, a gift from her mother-in-law, in case there is looting? He asks her what toys he should take. His teddy bear? No, not the bear. Anyway, he’s a big boy now. He doesn’t need that anymore. His mother tells him this as she holds him by the shoulders. She is usually so gentle, but today her hands squeeze him hard. It scares him. They get on a bus with their suitcases. Their bus is joined by another bus, and soon they are part of a long line of buses. Young as he is, he understands that the entire population of Pripyat is leaving on those orange buses. A city on wheels, almost 50,000 people who do not yet know that they will never return to live there, that their city of the atom – so young, so proud, the exemplar of triumphant communism – is already dead.


*


There was a big wheel in Gorky Park. Tassia was a little bit scared, but she agreed to go on it, as long as he was with her. When their pod reached the summit of the circle, she pressed herself tight against him. He thought about another big wheel, the one in Pripyat, which he had dreamed about for a long time when he was a kid. The fairground was supposed to open on May 1, but the city had been evacuated before that could happen, and he was never able to go there with his father as he had been promised. A tear welled up in the corner of his eye, without him noticing.
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