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About Ben Creed


BEN CREED is the pseudonym for Chris Rickaby and Barney Thompson.


Chris, from Newcastle upon Tyne, found his way into advertising as a copywriter and, after working for different agencies, started his own. He has written and produced various TV programmes for ITV and Five, and some award-winning experimental fiction.


Barney Thompson read Russian at university and later studied at the St Petersburg Conservatoire under the legendary conducting professor Ilya Musin before choosing a different career as a writer, editor and journalist. He has worked for The Times and the Financial Times, among others, and is now at the UN.


Their highly praised debut as Ben Creed was a CWA Gold Dagger finalist and a Times ‘Thriller of the Year’.
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I trust no one, not even myself.


Joseph Stalin


It is better to be hanged for loyalty than be rewarded for betrayal.


Vladimir Putin











The Party could not fail to realise that such a mass influx [throughout] 1930–33 represented an unhealthy and undesirable expansion of its membership. The Party knew that not only honest and loyal people were joining its ranks, but also chancers, careerists, seeking to exploit the Party’s good name to further their own ends. The Party could not but be aware that its strength lay not only in the number of its members but above all in their quality. This raised the question of regulating the composition of the Party . . . Only after [a series of measures to suspend and verify Party memberships] was the admission of new members and candidate members into the Party resumed. As a result of all these measures, the Party was able to purge its ranks of chance, passive, careerist and directly hostile elements, and to select the staunchest and most loyal people. It cannot be said that there were no serious mistakes in the way the purge was carried out. Unfortunately, there were more mistakes than might have been anticipated. There is no doubt that we shall have no further need of resorting to mass purges. Nevertheless, the purge . . . was unavoidable and, on the whole, it produced positive results . . . for the Party is strengthened by cleansing itself of dross.


Joseph Stalin, speech to the 18th Congress of the All-Union Communist Party concerning the mass purges of delegates that had followed the 17th Congress, 10 March 1939
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14 February 1953


The man and woman lay on the icy ground, hands reaching out to each other, as if on a macabre date. They looked oddly contented, he thought. Almost peaceful. Love and Death frozen in a fatal embrace.


Rossel shivered. Corpses did not bother him – he had seen plenty. But the Leningrad winter gnawed into your bones, its never-ending darkness tinged with the damp that drifted in off the Baltic Sea and seeped into the streets.


The spotty young militia corporal standing next to him pointed at the two bodies he and his colleagues had dumped by the side of the road.


‘Like I told you, comrade, all blood and gristle,’ he said. ‘A mess.’


Rossel did not reply. In his head, an orchestra growled, a chorus thundered, a hero was forced to confront his nightmares . . .




Always the same thoughts


Always that terrible dream . . .





As he stared down at the victims, the cold stung his ears, his lips, the nape of his neck.


The young officer, perhaps unnerved by the lack of reaction from this tall, pale stranger whom he had just escorted from the opera house to the scene of the crime, filled the silence.


‘Dirty old bastard and his whore, I reckon,’ he said with a hint of satisfaction. He rubbed his pockmarked face. ‘When a woman is all painted like that . . .’




And the dark visions of the funeral


Rise before as if they were real . . .





Rossel shook his head to dispel the music, but Tchaikovsky was not easy to dismiss. To distract himself, to gain some contact with the external world, he turned to the officer and looked him up and down. The boy’s uniform was smart enough, though there was a line of grime along the top of his collar. His cheeks were scarred by his acne, his eyes tiny, a little like a pig’s. More than ten years his junior, Rossel thought.


He looked over the lad’s shoulder. Four or five other militia officers loitered, backs to the crumbling nineteenth-century façade of the Finland Station, staring at him. They were annoyed by Rossel’s presence and let it show.


‘Swarthy bastard. Big nose, too,’ he heard one of them say to another as he pointed at the body of the man. ‘A kike, maybe?’ The other officer began laughing.


Photographs and notes had been taken, passers-by long since questioned. Dinner would be cold by now, but at least beds would be warm, with wives and girlfriends in them.


And yet they were still hanging around until this . . . well, was he from the militsiya or not? A dishevelled spectre who wore the boots and trousers of a standard militia uniform underneath a long civilian coat. A grubby sweater. A woollen hat. No indication of rank. How many uniform violations was that?


But the officers kept their mouths shut because he was a friend of Captain Lipukhin. Or Captain Cirrhosis, as his underlings called him behind his back, thanks to the vodka that was always on his breath. Not that they cared much about that, other than to laugh at him. The drunker the captain, the less he bothered them.


A few metres away, under a flickering street light, Lipukhin was finishing a conversation with another militia officer who was trying to lean away without making it too obvious. The captain looked around, needing a moment for the world to come into focus.


‘Revol?’ he said.


The other militia officers straightened. A lazy movement – resentful habit rather than obedience.




What is our life? A game!


Good and evil merely dreams . . .





‘Revol . . . Rossel!’


The orchestra in Rossel’s brain vanished. Only the plaintive cry of a lone violin remained – his instrument. At least, the one he used to play before a state security interrogator had put an end to that career.


‘What do you think?’ said the captain.


The one question every Soviet citizen did their best to avoid.


Rossel looked at the group of officers, then at the bodies. He shrugged.


‘Arranged like that, they do look like lovers, Comrade Captain,’ he said. ‘But I can see that’s not how they were found.’


Lipukhin was overcome by a short but ferocious bout of coughing.


‘Love?’ the captain said once he had recovered. ‘You might be right. Most murders I’ve been involved with have had something to do with it. Either too much of it or not enough.’


Rossel twisted the end of the cardboard filter of his papirosa and lit the tobacco.


‘This isn’t a murder, though, is it?’ he said.


Lipukhin raised his eyebrows and took a moment to answer.


‘Yes,’ the captain said. ‘Well, is it? Is that what you think?’


Rossel exhaled a thin trail of smoke.


‘Outside the Finland Station, at a tram stop, two people hit by a car,’ he said. ‘A job for the transport police, surely? Or does the State Automobile Inspectorate not operate at this late hour? Who called you out?’


‘The incident was reported four hours ago, around eight o’clock. I got a call about fifteen minutes after that.’


‘A call from whom?’


A pause before the captain answered.


‘The blue-hats.’


Rossel gave him a sharp look.


‘Ah . . . Unusual.’


Lipukhin avoided his gaze.


Rossel turned back to the unfortunate couple.


What did he think?


It depends on who is asking, comrade.


‘Any witnesses?’ he asked Lipukhin.


‘Not so far.’


Rossel reached into his coat pocket and took out a small, sharp stone. He rolled it between his gloved thumb and forefinger and stared down at the two corpses.


‘I have a joke to tell you later, Ilya. You’ll like it.’


‘A good one?’


Rossel leaned closer towards his friend and dropped his voice to a whisper.


‘In the camps, I used to think so.’


Fat flakes of snow were silhouetted by the light of the street lamps – ‘ice moths,’ as his mother had called them. But in the middle distance was an interesting potential witness: Lenin himself, his huge hand pointing towards the frozen River Neva.


Rossel pulled hard on the papirosa. It felt better to fill his lungs with smoke than this dank, briny air.


His thoughts, had anyone been able to hear them, were that he would prefer not to have been greeted earlier that evening by three of Lipukhin’s militia officers as he was leaving the Kirov Theatre after a performance of Tchaikovsky’s opera, The Queen of Spades. That he would rather have walked home, lingering over the route to his dingy room in the south-west of the city, the masterpiece ringing in his skull, filling his soul and elbowing aside every other emotion he did not want to feel. That the car journey to the Finland Station in an unheated Pobeda had made him nauseous thanks to the stink of petrol and the malodorous militia officers jammed into the back seat alongside him.


That these days he was a nobody. A pen-pusher. Like most former Gulag prisoners, a husk. And – despite being recently restored to the main department of the Militia – that he’d rather keep it that way.


‘Revol, your thoughts, please.’ Lipukhin made a final plea.


Rossel bowed his head. Breathed in and out. Then lifted it again.


‘All right,’ he said.


The dead male stared into the night sky, stupefied by whatever he saw in the cosmos. Elderly, perhaps in his seventies, enveloped in a grey coat. Not one from a Soviet factory line, though – it was thicker and tougher. Tall and broad-shouldered, he looked like he’d once carried plenty of muscle. Blood had leaked out of his skull, staining the thick snow in the shape of a halo. In the harsh, unearthly blaze from the lamp above their heads, the stain was more like ink than blood. His face was dusted with stubble. The nose was large, beaky and misshapen, like a wedge of cardboard you’d shove under a wonky table leg.


As for the rest of his mangled body, the young officer had summed it up well. A mess.


Rossel sighed and fumbled for another cigarette. He turned to the female corpse.


Like her companion, she had been dragged by the militia officers out of the middle of the road, where she had fallen after being hit by whichever vehicle had struck them, and deposited on the pavement next to the Finland Station. The woman’s long, brown-blonde hair covered her face and Rossel knelt to push it back. Matted and stiffening, it slid off her cheeks like a filthy curtain. She was younger than the man – late forties, he’d say. The unscathed side of her face was encrusted with make-up. Lips a crimson pout. One eye a riot of mascara.


He had seen plenty of women who sold sex. But he wasn’t certain this was one of them. A woman forced to resort to prostitution didn’t own a necklace like that, for starters. You’d sell it long before you’d sell yourself to a passing traveller for a clandestine assignation up against a railway station’s wall.


With the forefinger of his gloved right hand, Rossel tilted the face. The other eye was no longer in its socket. Under a blazing yellow police lamp, the face was a horror, as if half of its owner was still asleep and the other half already rotting in the grave.


He looked up, assessing the surroundings again.


The approximate location at which the car had hit the two victims was on the other side of the road, about fifteen metres away. The couple, the officers reckoned, had been standing at, or next to, the tram stop down the western side of the Finland Station. None of them could say exactly where, though, because the corpses had been moved to get them off the tram tracks and away from the road.


Had Rossel still been a senior lieutenant in the militia – his rank until an investigation he’d conducted had ruffled feathers at the highest levels of the Party and earned him a spell in a Siberian labour camp – he would have bawled them out for that.


The victims had left twin tracks on the road with their heels, the trails bisected by the tyres of the few cars that had passed this way since the incident. If the vehicle that had collided with them had been coming from the embankment, it would either have travelled up Lenin Square or along Komsomol Street before veering right. In the latter case, it would have had to slow down to avoid skidding before . . .


He looked over at what remained of the tram shelter. One end had been virtually destroyed. The roof of it slumped to the ground.


Rossel crunched his way across the road, ignoring the tutting and muttering of the militia officers.


The tram stop split the road into two. Out of the morass of tyre tracks, one set detached itself from the rest and led straight to the shelter. A major deviation from the general flow of traffic.


He followed the tracks. The vehicle had thumped up the kerb. To have hit the man and woman with enough force to kill them outright, it must have smashed into them first before crashing into the structure. He scanned the snow for blood and found it, plenty of it. It was smeared on the wooden debris of the shattered shelter, too.


Rossel looked around.


So where – if the car had roared off, like the officers had said – were the tyre tracks leading from here back to . . .


Movement. A man, appearing out of nowhere, was walking from Lenin Square towards them. As one, the militia officers took a step forward to intercept the stranger and direct him to the opposite pavement.


As one, they froze.




A three? A seven? An ace . . .





The uniform was dark green from head to foot, save for the stiff, yellow epaulettes and the familiar blue band above the black peak of his cap.


‘Touch those bodies again, you mongrel bastards,’ shouted the man, ‘and I will have every one of you shot.’


State security had arrived.









2


The colonel from the MGB, Ministry of State Security, searched the bodies as if he was rummaging through laundry looking for a spare shirt.


‘What are you looking for, Comrade Colonel?’ Rossel said.


He felt the militia officers’ unease. Only fools asked questions of the blue-hats.


The colonel adjusted his cap but did not reply, as if to signal it was his prerogative to disregard anyone or anything as he saw fit. He wrenched the coat of the female victim back and forth, reaching into her bloodstained blouse. Rossel caught a glimpse of flesh, her chest and nipples stained with blood and dirt, before the colonel pulled the coat back into position and did up a button, as if to belatedly protect her modesty.


‘Did anyone take her papers?’ the MGB colonel asked.


His voice was cold, mechanical, world-weary. He stood and stepped under the street light. Middle-aged. Black hair over grey eyes that held yours for a second longer than you wanted. He seemed somehow insubstantial – fleeting, like a grainy figure on old film. The shadow of a shadow.


The colonel repeated the question, and the militia officers shook their heads. A line of schoolboys in front of a particularly strict teacher. Lipukhin did the same.


‘How about him, the big man, Fat Rumyantsev, over there?’ The blue-hat pointed to the male corpse. Rumyantsev was a popular clown who performed on TV. ‘Papers? Possessions?’


Again, they shook their heads – ‘No, comrade, sorry, comrade . . .’


Rossel looked around for the car that had brought the colonel to the Finland Station but couldn’t see one. Odd, he thought. MGB officers didn’t walk.


‘How did you hear of this incident, Comrade Colonel?’ he asked.


Again, he was ignored.


‘What else have you found out?’ demanded the blue-hat. ‘Did anyone see anything?’


The young officer with the pockmarked face stepped forward and flipped open his notebook. His hands were steady. His voice was not.


‘A railway worker called Viktor Belov, Comrade Colonel, is the closest thing we have to a witness,’ the youngster said. ‘He was on his way home at the end of his shift. Lives nearby. He was round the front of the station and didn’t see the incident but heard it, he said – a big bang but no screams.’


The MGB man opened his mouth, but Rossel spoke first.


‘Did Comrade Belov see what he thought caused this noise?’


Pockmarks swallowed.


‘Yes . . .’ He tailed off, still uncertain of Rossel’s status, settling for a simple ‘comrade’. He cleared his throat. ‘It was a large car, a Pobeda. Black. The car was going round the corner heading west. Towards the centre of town. It was almost gone by the time he got here.’


‘Did he see who was inside?’ Rossel asked.


‘No.’


‘Number plate?’


‘No.’


‘Were both victims already dead by the time Comrade Belov reached them?’


Rossel could see the MGB colonel’s grey eyes inspecting him. Not with hostility but with curiosity, as if he were a beetle under a glass dome, about to perform another diverting trick.


The militia officer hesitated.


‘Answer him,’ said the colonel.


‘The woman was apparently dead, Comrade Colonel, but the man was still breathing.’


Rossel was about to ask another question. But the colonel took a step towards him and poked him in the shoulder.


‘I’ll ask him, Comrade Whoever-you-are,’ he said. ‘So that your natural curiosity does not incriminate you any further.’


He turned to the officer.


‘Did this still-breathing man say anything?’


A nod.


‘Yes. Something strange.’


‘Which was?’


The officer flicked nervously through the pages of his notebook.


‘“Will it snow, Soselo? Will it rain? Is there a storm coming?” That’s what the witness told me.’


Rossel knelt in the damp snow by the male victim. He began pulling back the man’s coat and unbuttoning his jacket and shirt.


‘You,’ said the colonel. ‘What is your name?’


‘Rossel, Comrade Colonel. Revol Rossel.’ He pulled the man’s shirt open.


Nothing on the chest or shoulders. He inspected the man’s hands.


‘Rank?’


‘Senior militiaman,’ said Rossel.


He got back to his feet. Nothing on the hands, either. He looked up to see all the militia officers staring at him. Senior militiaman was the second-lowest rank.


The militia was under the control of the MGB, though the power and prestige of an agent of state security far outstripped the street-level officers who were tasked with maintaining good socialist order – a worthy objective but not a prestigious one.


The colonel smiled. But it did not reach his eyes.


‘Your station?’ he asked.


‘Station 33,’ said Rossel. ‘Kirovsky District. This evening, however, Comrade Captain Lipukhin and his fellow officers from Station 17, in the Smolny administrative area, asked me to help them.’


He gestured at the surrounding officers, who looked as frightened as their captain.


‘Despite this unusual arrangement, Comrade Colonel,’ he said, ‘I am absolutely certain that we all have a common goal in identifying this unfortunate couple and establishing the circumstances of—’


‘And this is who I am,’ said the colonel. He held up his MGB card and opened it, revealing a small photograph of himself and a name. Rossel only had time to read Vishensky before the colonel snapped the ID shut and stowed it in a pocket. ‘I want to know why you were looking for papers on the dead man’s body. You saw me search. Do you imagine I am incompetent and missed them?’


‘Not papers. Tattoos,’ said Rossel. ‘The name Soselo is not a Russian one. If anything, it feels like a nickname, and therefore possibly a Thieves’ nickname.’ The Thieves were a criminal caste with their own hierarchy and code. ‘If he was a Thief, it is probable that he would have spent time in a corrective labour camp and acquired tattoos which, as you know, denote criminal history, length of sentence, status and other markers of identity.’


Like the tattoo I have.


No one, and least of all a senior militiaman, would usually dare talk to a member of the MGB in this way. The colonel kept his eyes fixed on Rossel. The audience held its breath.


‘Your friend is amusing, Comrade Captain,’ Vishensky said at last. ‘But if I were you, I’d rein him in.’


Lipukhin nodded hard enough to snap his own neck.


The MGB officer gestured at the bodies. ‘A lovers’ tiff, that’s all this is,’ he said. ‘Do you understand me, Comrade Captain? They meet. An exchange is proposed, money for sex. They haggle over the price. A drunken argument ensues. Lost in it, our two lovebirds tumble into the road and, bang, some half-pissed factory manager driving back home to Primorsky knocks them over. Put that in your report and have it on the relevant desk first thing in the morning.’


His gaze swept over them all.


‘Vigilance is crucial to the health of Soviet society. If the militia are wasting time on a pair of sordid parasites knocked over by a careless driver, then they are disregarding far more important matters. The protection of Socialist property. Political reliability among the residents of Leningrad. Maintenance of Soviet order. Have these bodies disposed of, have the tram shelter repaired. Distribute leaflets exhorting our growing class of car owners to be more vigilant on the roads. I will not hear any more of this.’


‘Yes, Comrade Colonel. Of course,’ said Lipukhin.


With a last glance at Rossel, Colonel Vishensky turned and began to walk away. As they watched, he veered left, across the square, striding towards Lenin’s enormous statue. And, after another few paces, faded into the darkness.


A low sun flickered through the branches of the birch. The kind of burnt red sunset, she thought, only a master of broken colour like Monet could capture.


Is it preferable to die in a moment of beauty or on a day of drizzle and gloom?


Not for the first time, Zlata Sidorenko considered this.


The painter half-turned in the back of the huge limousine and watched the high metal gates clang shut behind her. The road ahead was smooth, but the trees on either side were tightly packed, suffocatingly thick.


Like the wild, hostile forests of folklore.


The ones where the Leshi hid. A shape-shifting spirit who could assume any human form. A fearsome Slavic woodland deity who led travellers astray – abducting tiny children whom he would share with chorty – evil, black-horned devils.


Guards bearing submachineguns and draped in ammunition lined the route. They watched the vehicle pass, scanning the number plate, the driver, the speed at which it was travelling. Looking for any signs that something might be amiss.


Inside the black Packard, the two enormous MGB agents who had knocked on her door and given her ten minutes to pack a bag – and her brushes and paints – remained still and silent. They did not have hooves, nor any sign of tails. But Zlata did not feel reassured. She had long since given up asking them the question that ran around her head.


What have I done?


She had always kept her public art within the boundaries of Socialist norms. Comrade Zhdanov, famous for his doctrine on the purity of purpose of Bolshevik art, would have been proud of her – ‘The only conflict that is possible in Soviet culture is the conflict between good and best.’


Pompous prick.


Her true work, the expression of her real creative spirit and desires, she kept hidden. The blue-hats who had dragged her from her home in Leningrad had not made the slightest attempt to search for it. So they had no idea it existed, or they would have torn the place to pieces.


Nevertheless – the painter scolded herself – she had made an error somewhere.


The limousine swept on for another minute. Ahead, she could see a squat building, too large to be a house, yet too grand to be a prison or a labour camp, or somewhere worse . . . Painted green as if, like the Leshi, it had been swallowed by the forest.


Not a killing ground, then. She exhaled. A Party dacha.


More armed guards, dozens of them, some standing stiff to attention, others peering out from behind trees.


The car stopped.


‘Out.’


Zlata forced her legs to obey.


‘Inside.’


‘My bag?’


‘It will follow. Along with your other things.’


‘So I’m to stay here?’


No answer. Only sullen, downturned faces.


The house was large, dwarfing any dacha she had ever seen. Just two storeys high, it stretched left and right, with a circular, glass-covered veranda at one end.


The biggest of the men who had sat next to her in the car took her elbow and urged her forward. He pushed open a heavy wooden door that creaked on its hinges and ushered her inside. Everything was polished wood, paintings and objets d’art. The boots of other MGB officers echoed in the grand hallway.


Zlata looked off to the left, unsure why she was drawn to the closed door with a tiny red star on it.


‘I wouldn’t go in there, girl,’ said the guard.


The others laughed.


I’m no girl, you big, dumb bastard.


‘You are to go upstairs. Follow me.’


As they ascended the staircase, Zlata felt she was walking into a miasma of dust. If the ground floor had been eerie, it had at least seemed to be warm enough for human presence; up here, the air was darker and colder.


They bore right. ‘Second door down,’ said the guard.


But as they walked along the corridor, a different door at the end began to open. The guard stopped dead, tugging on her arm so that she did the same.


A short, stocky figure filled the frame. The sun had fallen to a level between the trees and the clouds so that light burst into the room, silhouetting this apparition.


When he spoke, there was no doubting his identity. The voice – low, quiet, with only a hint of a Georgian accent – was less commanding than the one she had heard on the radio. Yet it was still so familiar to her it might have been her father’s calling to her from the next room.


‘Ah,’ said Iosif Vissarionovich Dzhugashvili.


The guard saluted with such vigour that Zlata thought she heard the stitching of his uniform tear.


The small man the Soviet press never stopped calling ‘Great’, ‘Beloved’, ‘Bold’, ‘Wise’, ‘Inspirer’ and ‘Genius’ stepped closer to them. His scent caught in her nostrils. Musky and cloying. Troinoi, she thought. A mass-produced aftershave you could smell on the trolleybus.


She hadn’t expected him to smell like that.


Of what then – blood?


‘Comrade Stalin,’ said the guard, finding his voice again. ‘This is the painter, Zlata Sidorenko.’


‘Yes,’ said the apparition, ‘I know.’
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He had heard other militia officers extol the virtues of the food in the dilapidated workers’ canteen around the corner from Station 33. They were being generous, Rossel thought. Buckwheat porridge, black bread, mashed potato, a greasy meat stew it was best not to ask too many questions about, and tea – those were always on the menu, for Leningrad’s night shifters, early risers and anyone else who needed it. It offered solitude, too, which was what Rossel craved at this hour in the morning – a place on the end of a bench where other customers would respect his wish not to be disturbed.


He ate quickly. He couldn’t shake the habit. Every morsel a reminder that he was no longer starving to death in a labour colony above the Arctic Circle. A place so remote and featureless that no one had bothered to name it, other than to refer to it as 105th kilometre, in honour of its distance from the nearest human habitation.


Besides, he was a Leningrader. One of those who had survived the Blockade – the city’s wartime encirclement by the Germans. About eight hundred thousand had not. Maybe more. In the years since, some had made gods of their bellies; once you had experienced starvation, it was hard to forget it.


For the most part, Rossel had shaken off the nightmares of the siege. But the struggles and privations of a corrective labour colony had changed him – two or three weeks of hunger was enough to reduce even the most civilised man or woman to an animal. He had been saving the little money he had for a glass of vodka in the ryumochnaya across the street after his shift. Instead, he picked up his plate and walked back to the counter. A second helping, he thought. Why not? Just one more before he headed to the station.


As he got up, an old man with bushy eyebrows carrying a bowl of stew sat down on the opposite side of the table. He dropped a copy of Pravda next to his meal and began eating.


Rossel glanced at the newspaper’s front page. ‘Glory to Leningrad, 1703–1953’, read the lead article, which detailed preparations for the coming celebrations of the city’s 250th anniversary. The one below it was more sombre in tone. ‘Killers’ Connection to International Jewry Proven!’ shouted its headline. It outlined the supposed Doctors’ Plot, uncovered earlier in the year, and talked of ‘saboteur-doctors’ and ‘inhuman beasts’. Nine doctors, six of them Jews, had been accused of trying to poison their patients. A succession of similar articles since January had succeeded in creating a paranoia around doctors in general. And Jewish ones in particular.


The old man looked up from his bowl. He stubbed a fat, greasy finger down on the paper.


‘Who’d have thought it, eh?’ he said. ‘They should hang all these Yids.’


Rossel said nothing. But when he brought back his food from the counter, he sat down at the other end of the table.


Rossel’s new workplace bore little relation to his former militia station. The latter was an old, soot-stained merchant’s house that had retained some of its pre-revolutionary atmosphere thanks to its open spaces, fireplaces, stained and battered wooden floors and chunks of ornate plaster that clung to the ceiling, crumbling but tenacious. By contrast, Station 33 was more Soviet – curling wallpaper dotted with photographs of Lenin and Stalin, a labyrinth of shabby offices, some bearing the name of the owner but many unmarked. A building without much character, though doubtless with its own secrets.


Rossel turned left at the end of the corridor and then left again. Stopping in front of a faded wooden panel with peeling red paint, he pushed open the door to his domain. A room, hardly more than a cupboard, filled with green metal filing cabinets and shelving. A kingdom of lost souls trapped between pieces of brown card. A good place for a discarded man to spend his time, among the cursory records of hundreds of other discarded people.


He set down the glass of tea he had brought with him on a small table in the corner, the only free space in the room. Around him were towers of manila files – blue, red, yellow and brown, in various stages of tattiness and disorder. The oldest ones were perched on the shelves at the far end, piled high and higgledy – the most forgotten of the forgotten.


Rossel sat. He blew across the surface of his tea, his mind turning to its task.


In theory, that was to bring these files into some sort of order so that relatives of missing Leningraders who had lived in the Kirovsky District could have their queries answered: yes, we have Ivan Ivanovich’s file; no, he has not been found, come back in six months.


Before her promotion, his former sergeant, Lidia Gerashvili, had performed a similar job, though with greater diligence. It was an almost futile occupation, or at least it felt that way. These were missing-persons reports from families, factory bosses and office managers, schools and colleges, citizens’ groups. Some dated back to 1937. Whatever their vintage, the state had little interest in tracking them down. In a world in which millions of people had perished, why care about one individual?


As well as being haphazardly collated, the missing-persons files were short on details.




Balakin, Pyotr Petrovich. Left home to go to work at the public library on 8 March 1948, last seen by citizen Elena Ivanovna Genrikh on the afternoon of the same day. Balakin’s wife reported him missing the morning after his disappearance. Body not found.


Lopatin, Dmitry Yegorovich. Left Leningrad by train on 14 August 1946, towards Vyborg. Friends claimed he was going mushroom picking and swimming near the castle. Missing, body not found.





Vyborg was close to the Finnish border. Perhaps Comrade Lopatin had attempted an unauthorised departure from the Soviet Union. Maybe he had got lost in the dense Karelian forests, or encountered a wild animal, or gone out too far in the water. Either way, after six years, Rossel concluded, Dmitry Yegorovich was unlikely to be returning to his loved ones.




Fateyev, Vladimir Borisovich. Went ice fishing near Roshchino with three friends, 3 December 1950. The three friends caught the train back to Leningrad in a state of inebriation, believing that Vladimir Borisovich had also joined the train. It turned out that he had not. Missing, body not found.





Wiping dust off the front sheet of some of them, Rossel opened more files. He took time to read each report with care, though most were only a few sentences, and even fewer had any useful information in them. Only hints of tragic accidents, drunken misadventures, undetected vengeance.


Yet he was content with this drudgery. For one thing, he had no choice.


Your survival depends on keeping very quiet, Revol. On keeping your head down. Unless you want a bullet in the back of it.


That had been the advice. He was happy to obey. Survival was all that mattered.


Well, almost.


‘Galya.’ He said his sister’s name out loud. And then, as if half-expecting a reply, glanced around the room.


There was one missing person he was determined to find.


Rossel removed his gloves, something he did when alone, and rubbed his fingers. Not that they could feel the cold much. Two were missing on the left hand, the result of a vigorous interrogation from the secret police. Just after he had left the Leningrad Conservatoire to embark on what everyone assumed would be a brilliant career. The right hand had all its fingers, but the bones and tendons had been broken in the same encounter. All that had put paid to his life as a violinist before it had begun.


He tapped at his chest, at the tattoo of the seabird hidden under his shirt – a memento from his spell in the camps in northwestern Siberia. His lungs still gave the occasional rattle from the experience. A seabird was meant to be his lucky charm. So far, he thought, it hadn’t been much use.


No more trouble, he thought. Last night had been foolish. He’d let that blue-hat get to him. But he wasn’t going back to the camps, to the cells, to the agonies that both ensured.


Rossel was pulling his gloves back on his hands when the door swung open. It was Lieutenant Shishkin – a corpulent, sweating nightmare to those under his command.


Shishkin glared at Rossel through two sly eyes embedded above a thick moustache. He took in the dingy records room for a moment before speaking.


‘Alone again, Senior Militiaman Rossel?’ he said.


‘It seems that way,’ replied Rossel.


‘Not any more. You have a visitor.’


Captain Lipukhin smelled a little better but was still not looking well. He had washed, combed his hair, and had tried to shave. A bloodied piece of gauze was stuck to his chin.


Shishkin stopped at the door, glanced sceptically between Rossel and the captain – as if undecided as to which was the more likely to bring shame upon his department – then closed it.


Lipukhin nodded after him.


‘Who shoved the stick up his arse?’ But the tone of the captain’s voice didn’t match the bravura of his remark. He sounded confused. Lost.


Rossel shrugged. ‘Just another lieutenant who wants to make captain. His men tell him what he wants to hear and compete to polish up the buckles on his uniform. But I’ve met worse.’


Hemmed in by two unwieldy, overflowing cabinets, Lipukhin looked around the untidy room.


‘So, this is you now?’


Rossel nodded. ‘This is me.’


Lipukhin blinked hard. Rossel saw his fingers twitching.


‘I could use a detective at Station 17. I have already talked to Shishkin about a possible transfer.’


Rossel shook his head. ‘An old friend advised me to find a little corner of nowhere, to keep my head down and my mouth shut,’ he said. ‘Doesn’t this look like nowhere to you?’


Another look of pain crossed the captain’s face. He pinched the bridge of his nose.


‘A headache,’ he said, catching Rossel’s eye.


‘You look . . . tired, Ilya.’


Lipukhin let his arm fall to his side. Moisture was beginning to leach into the collar and the armpits of his jacket.


‘My sister,’ he said. ‘You remember Raisa?’


‘I don’t think we ever met,’ replied Rossel. ‘But you lived in the same apartment, am I right? Along with her little daughter.’


Lipukhin nodded. ‘Raisa had a tongue like a rusty saw. Vicious. But she was a good mother.’


‘Had?’


‘Something to do with the blood,’ Lipukhin said. ‘A few months back. Cancer. She went so fast we barely had time to say goodbye.’


‘I’m sorry to hear that.’


Rossel had a hazy memory of meeting Raisa’s daughter once. An earnest child with a broken doll that Lipukhin had put back together in return for her silence about an illicit bottle of vodka.


‘And little Dasha?’


‘I am responsible for her now,’ said Lipukhin. ‘I am not good at it. The child does not respect me.’


‘How old is she now? Eight?’


‘Nine.’ Lipukhin pressed his knuckles into his temples and tossed his head from side to side as if to shake the last droplets of alcohol out of his brain. ‘There is an autopsy of the Finland Station victims tomorrow, Revol,’ he said.


What did Lipukhin want from him? Ilya wasn’t even an investigations officer – Station 17 was for pavement walkers who did the dirty work of clearing up after domestics, drunken stabbings, unruly behaviour under the general heading of ‘hooliganism’, petty or malicious.


‘An autopsy? Colonel Vishensky won’t like that. Why not just order the city’s garages to report all vehicles coming in with human-shaped dents in the bodywork?’


Lipukhin looked up. ‘They think I can’t do it. They think I’m an idiot. Worse, they think I don’t care. But they don’t know I have you, Revol. I need you on the case.’


His tone had changed. Now, he was Rossel’s superior officer, aware that his order would not be welcomed but not caring.


‘Respect, redemption, whatever you are after, they won’t come from solving this Finland Station case, Ilya – if there is even anything to solve,’ Rossel said. ‘It will come when you finally screw the cap back on the bottle.’


Over Lipukhin’s face flitted surprise, pain, outrage and shame. Finally, the flame in his eyes and pinch of his mouth settled on anger.


He walked across to the desk and picked up one of the files of the missing.


‘My redemption. Really?’ He dropped the file into a bin. ‘You’re the one who’s missing, Revol. Lost, just like your fucking sister.’


Rossel stood. ‘Take that back!’


‘Comrade Captain,’ Lipukhin said. ‘Take that back, Comrade Captain.’


Rossel stared at him. ‘Very well, Comrade Captain. I have been given this job to stay out of the way. I need to do that. A year ago, I was in the Gulag. On the verge of having molten metal poured into my eyes by the Thieves. Beria himself . . .’ He forced himself to lower his voice. ‘I’m told Beria himself wants me gone.’


Lipukhin shook his head. ‘It’s well known you have a guardian – what’s that bastard’s name again? Major Nikitin. That’s why you gave that MGB colonel – what was his name? Vishensky – so much lip. Because you’re protected.’


‘It’s Nikitin who told me to lie low,’ Rossel said, trying to keep his voice level.


‘I understand,’ said Lipukhin, breathing hard. ‘You’re well connected now, eh? Coveting your own place in the Party hierarchy, perhaps? So, you won’t help out an old friend.’


Rossel jabbed a finger at Lipukhin’s chest. ‘You haven’t been to the camps, Ilya, I have. I’m not going back. I am a filing clerk, not an investigator. You can forget about me. You want to sit down and have me describe what they do to a man? Maybe then I’ll finally get through to that permanently pickled brain of yours, eh?’


‘You know what?’ said Lipukhin, drawing his coat around him. ‘You can do one.’ He yanked open the door. ‘Autopsy, tomorrow morning, Station 17 after that, or I’ll file a disciplinary complaint to the MGB, the Party, the Komsomol, the fucking Composers’ Union and anyone else I can think of.’


He stalked out, almost running into Lieutenant Shishkin, who looked intrigued and startled at the same time.


‘Lovers’ tiff?’ he said to Rossel.


Rossel sighed and tried to push the door shut. But Shishkin stopped it with his foot. The lieutenant thrust a scrap of paper at him.


‘The world’s been turned upside down, it seems,’ he said sarcastically. ‘I’m running errands for you now, Comrade Senior Militiaman. A message from a friend from Moscow. He wants to meet you.’


As Rossel left Station 33 that evening, he passed two junior officers discussing plans for the weekend.


‘It was minus twelve out there,’ said the first man. ‘Not bad for February, might even head to the dacha, a friend has a banya, could even take the wife . . .’


The other man grinned. ‘My advice is to ditch that sour-faced bitch and take your girlfriend instead.’


‘Can’t, Sveta wants a baby.’


‘They all want that,’ said the older man, ‘and when you give them one . . . take it from me, that’s when the days of heaven are over, comrade. It’s nothing but nappies full of shit and nagging after that . . .’


Their voices trailed away as Rossel stepped outside.


Station 33 was on a nondescript street off Prospekt Stachek, a long road in Leningrad’s southwest that was blasted by the sea winds that whipped off the Gulf of Finland. Rossel’s room was fifteen minutes’ walk away, but, although this was a convenient arrangement, he would have preferred an apartment in a suburb or satellite town further away. Somewhere even more anonymous.


Not far from the station was a small park, and within that was a bench with a view. The view was not alluring: an industrial vista with cranes that bent in the wind and rusted in the salt-sodden damp, while at least one in three of the vessels that came this way ended up moored to a forgotten monolith of metal and concrete, listing and abandoned.


He sympathised.


Beyond this unprepossessing nearline, however, you could see the red, yellow and green lights of the ships that drifted in and out of Leningrad’s docks and waterways. Ships bearing good Soviet cargo to the rest of the world. Perhaps the odd one bringing the fruits of the working classes in the West into Leningrad. Ships that carried a few adventurous souls. Ships that might have borne Galya to a new shore. She could have taken many routes towards her disappearance, why not this one? Would he be more likely to pick up her trail if he did the same?


The image of the broken body of the woman who had been killed outside the Finland Station floated into his mind.


Once upon a time, two mangled bodies broken by the violence of a car crash might have piqued people’s interest. No longer. Leningraders were experts in filtering their nightmares. Of pretending not to see or listen. Of pretending not to hear the Black Ravens pulling up outside. The MGB footsteps on the stairs, the nocturnal hammering on citizens’ doors. Of German shells thumping into grimy, desolate homes. Of snowplough engines buzzing as their scoops shovelled heaps of corpses into mass burial pits. Decades of the sounds of death. Covering your ears became a habit. It was not that Leningraders were indifferent. Just that they had little choice. Death was run-of-the-mill. Why get hysterical about it?


So what was Galya’s worth? What was one more dead Soviet citizen among many? Who cared about another lost soul swallowed up by . . .


But that was the point. What had his sister been swallowed by?
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The six-floor building in which Rossel lived had been built just before the war.


Already, it felt old, assailed by the damp, salty air and Leningrad’s unrelenting winters, which had scoured its walls and windows. The saturated floorboards creaked, the wallpaper bubbled. And his floor, the fourth, had its resident ghoul, who went by the name of Valentina Semyonovna.


She was waiting for him this time, as if affronted that he had managed to get to his bed the night before without her noticing.


‘You’re home,’ she said, looking him up and down as if he was on parade.


Valentina Semyonovna, who was perhaps in her fifties, wore an indeterminate number of layers under an all-encompassing shawl decorated in a traditional rustic style. Under a less bitter face, a less twisted expression, the shawl would have indicated a warm and welcoming abode, perhaps even hinted at matriarchal homeliness. But Rossel had little doubt that she would inform on him to the MGB if he gave her half a chance. One loose word, one sarcastic remark, one lapse in Marxist-Leninist devotion . . .


‘Good evening, Comrade Valentina Semyonovna.’


He took off his hat and coat and hung them next to the front door of the apartment. She lived off to the left and down another left. His room was to the right, close to the bathroom, a position she resented. A tiny kitchen divided them. Beyond his room lived an elderly couple whose room smelled of decay.


‘Vsyo v poryadke?’ he asked. ‘Is everything in order?’


She thought about it, testing her assessment of the world as it currently was against her instinctive understanding of poryadok. Order. Good order. Soviet order.


Rossel removed his boots.


‘I will now brew some tea. Will you join me?’


Without hesitating, Valentina Semyonovna turned her back and padded towards her dark, silent lair.


‘I am not in favour of unnecessary familiarity,’ she said.


‘Then good night, fair Valentina Semyonovna, I hope you enjoy a splendid evening.’


She did not look back.


Rossel entered his room and closed the door. The elderly neighbours had their radio on, and the strains of classic Soviet songs did battle with the wind that rattled his windowpanes.


The building had taken some bad blast and shrapnel damage during the war but no direct hits. It was not rickety enough to be demolished, and it clung to its gas and electric supply. Perhaps in compensation, the kvartplata, the monthly demand for maintenance costs, was negligible. In a city where there was constant pressure for housing, the district authorities were happy that the resilient citizens of Leningrad were prepared to put up with such a home.


Through his window, Rossel looked out upon a former flour warehouse. Little remained of its exterior; in front of it, snow and ice had covered a huge mound of rubble, and the local children spent their afternoons sliding down it on metal trays or re-enacting scenes from Stalingrad in violent games of hide-and-seek. Further down the street was a fresh building site; cranes towered above it, part of Leningrad’s faltering attempts to rebuild after the Blockade.


Rossel had a cupboard for clothes, in which he also stashed a few basic provisions. The springs in his bedframe had long surrendered any useful function. His prized possession was a battered Sokol radio-gramophone with a worn green leather case. The gramophone produced a surprisingly good sound, even if its ageing stylus was in the habit of getting stuck. But it produced music, and that was all he needed.


Yes, his room was small, barely furnished and poorly heated. But to share the entire floor with only Valentina Semyonovna and one other family was, after the crowded claustrophobia of his labour camp barracks, luxury on a palatial scale.


He removed his militia jacket, hanging it up on a hook on the wall. From the inside pocket, he retrieved the message that Lieutenant Shishkin had handed him that afternoon.


On it was a time and a place. Tomorrow afternoon. And a simple message:




I trust you have a good reason for making contact.





Rossel went over to the table that stood opposite his bed and opened a drawer. He pulled out a photograph of a young woman. She looked back at him with the same eyes as his, the same high cheekbones, the same natural insolence. He carried her over to his bed and sat down, pressing the photo to his chest.
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As a half-Jewish doctor who by reputation dabbled in the black-market caviar trade, Maksi Bondar’s longevity was impressive.


Perhaps, Rossel thought, the pathologist had learned from the dead. A hint of something behind their eyes. A glimpse of eternal life presented to the damned at the very end, eluding them even as they grasped and flailed for it.


As the headline he had read in the canteen suggested, the editors of Pravda and Izvestia seemed to be injecting anti-Semitism into their veins each morning before they sat down to type. To judge by the venom of their diatribes, the ruinous anti-Bolshevik activities of Jews, doctors, capitalist speculators – and especially Jewish doctors and Jewish capitalist speculators – were everywhere.


And yet here was Maksi, seemingly unperturbed, large as life – an ever-cheerful reaper.


Rossel had always found Bondar to be oblivious to the political weather. Maybe the rumours about caviar stashed in his mortuary refrigerators were true. Perhaps that was what gave the pathologist a dependable, all-weather krysha, or protection, provided he kept up a decent supply to the right people. People who could advise him on keeping a low profile when it mattered. To leave town on certain nights or to attend medical conferences in distant places at certain times – for an unexpected beluga bonus.


Bondar grinned as he prepared to examine the two mangled victims who had been felled outside the Finland Station. Standing slightly apart from each other, the air between them still frosty from their last exchange, Rossel and Lipukhin stood further away from the mortuary trolley. The captain was keeping his distance from the corpses in case the pathologist set to work with his scalpel and he saw someone’s innards without warning.


Bondar worked in the basement of The Crosses, Leningrad’s most notorious prison. The joke among the inmates was to call the occupants of the morgue ‘the lucky ones’. The autopsy had been assigned there because of its proximity to the Finland Station.


‘The male is one hundred and eighty-five centimetres tall and weighs ninety-five kilograms,’ said Bondar. ‘He has some scarring on his left side, close to the abdomen, though this is faded, and it is not possible to discern the cause. I will do the usual checks into his basic health, but I understand the cause of death is not in doubt. There are no tattoos or other major distinguishing marks.’


On a second steel table a couple of metres away lay the female. In the fierce light of the examining room, her face appeared contorted. In fear, perhaps. Or fury that life had been taken from her.


‘The woman is one hundred and sixty-seven centimetres in height. She weighs fifty-nine and a half kilograms. She has a large red birthmark on her upper leg, just above the knee. Otherwise, no distinguishing marks.’


At the scene of her death, the woman had noticeably thick hair. She was bald now, shaved for inspection.


‘I can, at the most fundamental level, confirm that these two unfortunate citizens had an encounter with a car or a truck,’ said the pathologist. ‘Traces of black paint on their coats, most likely of the type used in car factories – analysis will confirm. And that’s before we get to the massive bruising and internal haemorrhaging, and the damage to bones and internal organs.’


He turned to Lipukhin.


‘Have you managed to establish who our two friends are?’ Bondar spoke of his charges in the present tense.


Lipukhin shook his head. ‘Neither was carrying their papers. Nor anything else useful, like a factory pass or their work record,’ he said.


For a law-abiding Soviet citizen, this was rare. But not unheard of. Some people preferred to ‘forget’ to carry their identity documents. It made the militia’s cursory efforts at social scrutiny a little harder.


‘A pity. As I mentioned on our way down here, comrades, if these two citizens were struck by a fast-moving vehicle, the force would have thrown them some distance from the point of impact. A simple thing to verify. Was this the case?’


‘According to the local militia officers who were first on the scene, yes,’ said Lipukhin. ‘Unfortunately, they dragged the bodies out of the road and onto the pavement without marking the exact position in which they had found our happy couple.’


Bondar tutted. ‘Blood loss at the scene?’


‘No one took a note on that,’ said the captain.


‘Were any fragments from the vehicle recovered from the area?’ asked the pathologist. ‘Glass, a chunk of metal. Cars are not complex objects – we’re not looking for rare elements that might decay before our eyes.’


Rossel glanced at Lipukhin. But the captain was looking at the floor.


‘The captain was called out late, Maksi,’ Rossel said. ‘The local militia and transport inspectorate did not follow procedure as they should.’


Bondar’s face was not one that kept his inner thoughts secret.


‘Late,’ the pathologist said. ‘Yes, of course.’ From nowhere, he produced a scalpel. ‘Comrades, do you care to stay?’ he asked with a sly smile.


Lipukhin was already heading for the exit.


‘I think we are busy, Maksi,’ Rossel said.


‘I will get on with it then,’ replied Bondar. ‘A busy day for me today, too. There was a big fire last night in an apartment block in Moskovsky. I’m shortly expecting a large delivery of very well-done steak.’


Come with me, Galya. I want you to come with me.


In the town of Kostroma, eight hundred kilometres to the east of Leningrad, on the evening of 25 November 1935, Rossel’s sister had walked into a snowstorm and vanished. It had been a few days after their joint eighteenth birthday.


But well before that, she had started avoiding him.


I never see you these days, Galya. Where do you go?


You have your place at the conservatoire, Revol. Once the paperwork is done, you’ll be in Leningrad with your violin to keep you company.


What will I do?


What do I have here now?


Come with me, Galya. I want you to come with me.


I don’t have permission. You know that.


Three months ago, Rossel had written to the Kostroma Militia Directorate requesting any files they held on Galina Rossel, with particular interest in any records dating from November 1935 onwards. The reply had not yet come. He had followed up with a request to his superiors to visit Kostroma and go through whatever militia archives were available. He had been awaiting a response for weeks.


It was more likely, of course, that he would find any trace of her in the filing cabinets of the Ministry for State Security, perhaps in Kostroma, perhaps in Moscow or Leningrad. If anyone knew what had happened to Galya, it would be the MGB. No other organisation was as obsessive in its documentation of Soviet citizens. No other organisation knew as much about their fates.


But for a low-ranking militsioner to poke his nose into such affairs was unwise. Especially if he was the son of two Old Bolsheviks who had been dispatched to a labour camp before facing a firing squad. Especially if he had his own history of dissent.


That was why he needed help.
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