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ALEXANDER


Leningrad, 1968


‘What are you going to do when you leave school?’ asked Alexander.


‘I’m hoping to join the KGB,’ Vladimir replied, ‘but they won’t even consider me if I don’t get a place at the state university. How about you?’


‘I intend to be the first democratically elected president of Russia,’ said Alexander, laughing.


‘And if you make it,’ said Vladimir, who didn’t laugh, ‘you can appoint me as head of the KGB.’


‘I don’t approve of nepotism,’ said Alexander, as they strolled across the schoolyard and out onto the street.


‘Nepotism?’ said Vladimir, as they began to walk home.


‘It derives from the Italian word for nephew, and dates back to the popes of the seventeenth century, who often handed out patronage to their relations and close friends.’


‘What’s wrong with that?’ said Vladimir. ‘You just exchange the popes for the KGB.’


‘Are you going to the match on Saturday?’ asked Alexander, wanting to change the subject.


‘No. Once Zenit F.C. reached the semi-finals, there was never any chance of someone like me getting a ticket. But surely as your father’s the docks’ supervisor, you’ll automatically be allocated a couple of seats in the reserved stand for party members?’


‘Not while he still refuses to join the Communist Party,’ said Alexander. ‘And when I last asked him, he didn’t sound at all optimistic about getting a ticket, so Uncle Kolya is now my only hope.’


As they continued walking, Alexander realized they were both avoiding the one subject that was never far from their minds.


‘When do you think we’ll find out?’


‘I’ve no idea,’ said Alexander. ‘I suspect our teachers enjoy watching us suffering, well aware it will be the last time they have any power over us.’


‘You have nothing to worry about,’ said Vladimir. ‘The only discussion in your case is whether you’ll win the Lenin Scholarship to the Foreign Language Institute in Moscow, or be offered a place at the state university to study mathematics. Whereas I can’t even be sure of getting into university, and if I don’t, my chances of joining the KGB are kaput.’ He sighed. ‘I’ll probably end up working on the docks for the rest of my life, with your father as my boss.’


Alexander didn’t offer an opinion as the two of them entered the tenement block where they lived, and began to climb the worn stone steps to their flats.


‘I wish I lived on the first floor, and not the ninth.’


‘As you well know, Vladimir, only party members live on the first three floors. But I’m sure that once you’ve joined the KGB, you’ll come down in the world.’


‘See you in the morning,’ said Vladimir, ignoring his friend’s jibe as he began to climb the remaining four flights.


As Alexander opened the door to his family’s tiny flat on the fifth floor, he recalled an article he’d recently read in a state magazine reporting that America was so overrun with criminals that everyone had at least two locks on their front door. Perhaps the only reason they didn’t in the Soviet Union, he thought, was because no one had anything worth stealing.


He went straight to his bedroom, aware that his mother wouldn’t be back until she’d finished her shift at the docks. He took several sheets of lined paper, a pencil and a well-thumbed book out of his satchel, and placed them on the tiny table in the corner of his room, before opening War and Peace at page 179 and continuing to translate Tolstoy’s words into English. When the Rostov family sat down for supper that night, Nikolai appeared distracted, and not just because . . .


Alexander was double-checking each line for spelling mistakes, and to see if he could think of a more appropriate English word, when he heard the front door open. His tummy began to rumble, and he wondered if his mother had been able to smuggle any titbits out of the officers’ club, where she was the cook. He closed his book and went to join her in the kitchen.


Elena gave him a warm smile as he sat down on a wooden bench at the table.


‘Anything special tonight, Mama?’ Alexander asked hopefully.


She smiled again, and began to empty her pockets, producing a large potato, two parsnips, half a loaf of bread and this evening’s prize, a steak that had probably been left on an officer’s plate after lunch. A veritable feast, thought Alexander, compared to what his friend Vladimir would be eating tonight. There’s always someone worse off than you, his mother often reminded him.


‘Any news?’ Elena asked as she began to peel the potato.


‘You ask me the same question every night, Mama, and I keep telling you that I don’t expect to hear anything for at least another month, possibly longer.’


‘It’s just that your father would be so proud if you won the Lenin Scholarship.’ She put down the potato and placed the peel to one side. Nothing would be wasted. ‘You know, if it hadn’t been for the war, your father would have gone to university.’


Alexander was very aware, but always happy to be reminded how Papa had been stationed on the eastern front as a young corporal during the Siege of Leningrad, and although a crack Panzer division had attacked his section continuously for ninety-three days, he’d never left his post until the Germans had given up and retreated to their own country.


‘For which he was awarded the Defence of Leningrad medal,’ said Alexander on cue.


His mother must have told him the story a hundred times, but Alexander didn’t tire of it, although his father never raised the subject. And now, almost twenty-five years later, after returning to the docks he’d risen to Comrade Chief Supervisor, with 3,000 workers under his command. Although he wasn’t a party member, even the KGB acknowledged that he was the only man for the job.


The front door opened and closed with a bang, announcing that his father was home. Alexander smiled as he strode into the kitchen. Tall and heavily built, Konstantin Karpenko was a handsome man who could still make a young woman turn and take a second look. His weather-beaten face was dominated by a luxuriantly bushy moustache that Alexander remembered stroking as a child, something he hadn’t dared to do for several years. Konstantin slumped down onto the bench opposite his son.


‘Supper won’t be ready for another half hour,’ said Elena as she diced the potato.


‘We must only speak English whenever we are alone,’ said Konstantin.


‘Why?’ asked Elena in her native tongue. ‘I’ve never met an Englishman in my life, and I don’t suppose I ever will.’


‘Because if Alexander is to win that scholarship and go to Moscow, he will have to be fluent in the language of our enemies.’


‘But the British and Americans fought on the same side as us during the war, Papa.’


‘On the same side, yes,’ said his father, ‘but only because they considered us the lesser of two evils.’ Alexander gave this some thought as his father stood up. ‘Shall we have a game of chess while we’re waiting?’ he asked. Alexander nodded. His favourite part of the day. ‘You set up the board while I go and wash my hands.’


Once Konstantin had left the room, Elena whispered, ‘Why not let him win for a change?’


‘Never,’ said Alexander. ‘In any case, he’d know if I wasn’t trying, and leather me.’ He pulled open the drawer below the kitchen table and took out an old wooden board and a box containing a set of chess pieces, one of which was missing, so each night a plastic salt cellar had to substitute for a bishop.


Alexander moved his king’s pawn two squares forward, before his father returned. Konstantin responded immediately, moving his queen’s pawn one square forward.


‘How did you do in the match?’ he asked.


‘We won three nil,’ said Alexander, moving his queen’s knight.


‘Another clean sheet, well done,’ said Konstantin. ‘Although you’re the best goalkeeper the school’s had in years, it’s still more important to win that scholarship. I assume you still haven’t heard anything?’


‘Nothing,’ said Alexander, as he made his next move. It was a few moments before his father countered. ‘Papa, can I ask if you’ve managed to get a ticket for the match on Saturday?’


‘No,’ admitted his father, his eyes never leaving the board. ‘They’re rarer than a virgin on Nevsky Prospect.’


‘Konstantin!’ said Elena. ‘You can behave like a docker when you’re at work, but not at home.’


Konstantin grinned at his son. ‘But your Uncle Kolya has been promised a couple of tickets on the terraces, and as I have no interest in going . . .’ Alexander leapt in the air as his father made his next move, pleased to have distracted his son.


‘You could have had as many tickets as you wanted,’ said Elena, ‘if only you’d agree to become a party member.’


‘That’s not something I’m willing to do, as you well know. Quid pro quo. An expression you taught me,’ said Konstantin, looking across the table at his son. ‘Never forget, that lot will always expect something in return, and I’m not willing to sell my friends down the river for a couple of tickets to a football match.’


‘But we haven’t reached the semi-final of the cup for years,’ said Alexander.


‘And probably won’t again in my lifetime. But it will take far more than that to get me to join the Communist Party.’


‘Vladimir’s already a pioneer and signed up for the Komsomol,’ said Alexander, after he’d made his next move.


‘Hardly surprising,’ said Konstantin. ‘Otherwise he’d have no chance of joining the KGB, which is the natural habitat for that particular piece of pond life.’


Once again, Alexander was distracted. ‘Why are you always so hard on him, Papa?’


‘Because he’s a shifty little bastard, just like his father. Be sure you never trust him with a secret, because it will have been passed on to the KGB before you’ve reached home.’


‘He’s not that bright,’ said Alexander. ‘Frankly, he’ll be lucky to be offered a place at the state university.’


‘He may not be bright, but he’s cunning and ruthless, a dangerous combination. Believe me, he’d shop his mother for a ticket to the cup final, probably even the semi-final.’


‘Supper’s ready,’ said Elena.


‘Shall we call it a draw?’ said Konstantin.


‘Certainly not, Papa. I’m six moves away from checkmate, and you know it.’


‘Stop squabbling, you two,’ said Elena, ‘and lay the table.’


‘When did I last manage to beat you?’ asked Konstantin as he placed his king on its side.


‘November the nineteenth, 1967,’ said Alexander, as the two of them stood up and shook hands.


Alexander put the salt cellar back on the table and returned the chess pieces to the box while his father took down three plates from the shelf above the sink. Alexander opened the kitchen drawer and took out three knives and three forks of different vintages. He recalled a paragraph in War and Peace that he’d just translated. The Rostovs regularly enjoyed a five-course dinner (better word than supper – he would change it when he returned to his room), and a different set of silver cutlery accompanied each dish. The family also had a dozen liveried servants who stood behind each chair to serve the meals that had been prepared by three cooks, who never seemed to leave the kitchen. But Alexander was sure that the Rostovs couldn’t have had a better cook than his mother, otherwise she wouldn’t be working in the officers’ club.


One day . . . he told himself, as he finished laying the table and sat back down on the bench opposite his father. Elena joined them with the evening’s offering, which she divided between the three of them, but not equally. The thick steak which, along with the parsnips and the potatoes, had been ‘repatriated’ – a word Alexander had taught her – from the officers’ leftovers, had been cut into two pieces. ‘Waste not, want not’, she could manage in both languages.


‘I’ve got a church meeting this evening,’ said Konstantin as he picked up his fork. ‘But I shouldn’t be back too late.’


Alexander cut his steak into several pieces, chewing each morsel slowly, between mouthfuls of bread and sips of water. He saved the parsnip till last. Its bland taste lingered in his mouth. He wasn’t sure if he even liked it. In War and Peace parsnips were only eaten by the servants. They continued to talk in English while they enjoyed the meal.


Konstantin emptied his glass of water, wiped his mouth on the sleeve of his jacket, stood up and left the room without another word.


‘You can go back to your books, Alexander. This shouldn’t take me too long,’ his mother said with a wave of her hand.


Alexander happily obeyed her. Back in his room, he replaced the word ‘supper’ with ‘dinner’, before turning to the next page and continuing with his translation of Tolstoy’s masterpiece. The French were advancing on Moscow . . .


As Konstantin left the apartment block and walked out onto the street, he was unaware of a pair of eyes staring down at him.


Vladimir had been gazing aimlessly out of the window, unable to concentrate on his school work, when he spotted Comrade Karpenko leaving the building. It was the third time that week. Where was he going at this time of night? Perhaps he should find out. He quickly left his room and tiptoed down the corridor. He could hear loud snoring coming from the front room, and peeped in to see his father slumped in his ancient horsehair chair, an empty bottle of vodka lying on the floor by his side. He opened and closed the front door quietly, then bolted down the stone steps and out onto the street. Glancing to his left he spotted Mr Karpenko turning the corner and ran after him, slowing down only when he reached the end of the road.


He peered around the corner, and watched as Comrade Karpenko went into the Church of the Apostle Andrew. What a complete waste of time, thought Vladimir. The Orthodox Church may have been frowned on by the KGB, but it wasn’t actually banned. He was about to turn back and go home when another man appeared out of the shadows, whom he’d never seen at church on Sundays.


Vladimir was careful to remain out of sight as he edged his way slowly towards the church. He watched as two more men came from the other direction and quickly made their way inside, then froze when he heard footsteps behind him. He slipped over the wall and lay on the ground, waiting until the man had passed before he crept between the gravestones to the back of the church and an entrance that only the choristers ever used. He turned the heavy door handle and cursed when it didn’t open.


Looking around, he spotted a half-open window above him. He couldn’t quite reach it, so using a rough stone slab as a step, pushed himself up off the ground. On his third attempt, he managed to grab the window ledge, and with a supreme effort pulled himself up and squeezed his slim body through the window before dropping to the floor on the other side.


Vladimir tiptoed silently through the back of the church until he reached the sanctuary, where he hid behind the altar. Once his heartbeat had returned to almost normal, he peered around the side of the altar to see a dozen men seated in the choir stalls, deep in conversation.


‘So when will you share your idea with the rest of the workforce?’ one of them was asking.


‘Next Saturday, Stepan,’ said Konstantin, ‘when all our comrades come together for the monthly works meeting. I’ll never have a better opportunity to convince them to join us.’


‘Not even a hint to some of the older hands about what you have in mind?’ asked another.


‘No. Our only chance of success is surprise. We don’t need to alert the KGB to what we’re up to.’


‘But they’re certain to have spies in the room, listening to your every word.’


‘I’m aware of that, Mikhail. But by then the only thing they’ll be able to report back to their masters will be the strength of our support for forming an independent trade union.’


‘Although I have no doubt the men will back you,’ said a fourth voice, ‘no amount of rousing oratory can stop a bullet in its tracks.’ Several of the men nodded gravely.


‘Once I’ve delivered my speech on Saturday,’ said Konstantin, ‘the KGB will be wary of doing anything quite that stupid, because if they did, the men would rise as one, and they’d never be able to squeeze the genie back into the bottle. But Yuri is right,’ he continued. ‘You’re all taking a considerable risk for a cause I’ve long believed in, so if anyone wants to change their mind and leave the group, now is the time to do so.’


‘You won’t find a Judas among us,’ said another voice, as Vladimir stifled a cough. The men all stood as one to acknowledge Karpenko as their leader.


‘Then we’ll meet again on Saturday morning. Until then we must remain silent, and keep our counsel.’


Vladimir’s heart was thumping as the men shook hands with each other, one by one, before leaving the church. He didn’t move until he finally heard the great west door slam shut, and a key turn in the lock. He then scurried back to the vestry, and with the help of a stool, wriggled out of the window, clinging to the ledge before dropping to the ground like a seasoned wrestler. The one discipline where Alexander wasn’t in his class.


Aware that he didn’t have a moment to lose, Vladimir ran in the opposite direction to Mr Karpenko, towards a street that didn’t need a NO ENTRY sign, as only party officials ever considered entering Tereshkova Prospect. He knew exactly where Major Polyakov lived, but wondered if he had the nerve to knock on his door at that time of night. At any time of the day or night, for that matter.


When he reached the street with its leafy trees and neat cobblestone pavement, Vladimir stood and stared at the house, losing his nerve with every second that passed. He finally summoned up enough courage to approach the front door, and was about to knock when it was flung open by a man who didn’t like to be taken by surprise.


‘What do you want, boy?’ the major demanded, grabbing his unwelcome visitor by the ear.


‘I have information,’ said Vladimir, ‘and you told us when you visited our school last year looking for recruits, that information was golden.’


‘This had better be good,’ said Polyakov, who didn’t let go of the boy’s ear as he dragged him inside. He slammed the door behind him. ‘Start talking.’


Vladimir faithfully reported everything he’d overheard in the church. By the time he’d come to the end, the pressure on his ear had been replaced by an arm around his shoulder.


‘Did you recognize anyone other than Karpenko?’ Polyakov asked.


‘No, sir, but he mentioned the names Yuri, Mikhail, and Stepan.’


Polyakov wrote down each name before saying, ‘Are you going to the match on Saturday?’


‘No, sir, it’s sold out, and my father wasn’t able to—’


Like a conjurer, the KGB chief produced a ticket from an inside pocket and handed it to his latest recruit.
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Konstantin closed the bedroom door quietly, not wanting to wake his wife. He took off his heavy boots, undressed and climbed into bed. If he left early enough in the morning, he wouldn’t have to explain to Elena what he and his disciples had been up to, and even more important, what he had planned for Saturday’s meeting. Better she thought he’d been out drinking, even that there was another woman, than burden her with the truth. He knew she would only try to convince him not to go ahead with the prepared speech.


After all, they didn’t have too bad a life, he could hear her reminding him. They lived in an apartment block that had electricity and running water. She had her job as a cook at the officers’ club, and Alexander was waiting to hear if he’d won a scholarship to the prestigious Foreign Language Institute in Moscow. What more could they ask for?


That one day everyone could take such privileges for granted, Konstantin would have told her.


He lay awake, composing a speech in his mind that he couldn’t risk committing to paper. He rose at five-thirty, and once again took care not to wake his wife. He doused his face in freezing water, but didn’t shave, then dressed in overalls and a rough, open-neck shirt before finally pulling on his well-worn hobnailed boots. He crept out of the bedroom and collected his lunch box from the kitchen: a sausage, a hard-boiled egg, an onion, and two slices of bread and cheese. Only members of the KGB would eat better.


He closed the front door quietly behind him and made his way down the stone stairs before stepping out onto the empty street. He always walked the six kilometres to work, avoiding the overloaded bus that ferried the workers to and from the docks. If he hoped to survive beyond Saturday, he needed to be fit, like a highly trained soldier in the field.


Whenever he passed a fellow worker in the street, Konstantin always acknowledged him with a mock salute. Some returned his salutation, others nodded, while a few, like bad Samaritans, looked the other way. They may as well have had their party numbers tattooed on their foreheads.


Konstantin arrived outside the dock gates an hour later, and clocked on. As works supervisor, he liked to be the first to arrive and the last to leave. He walked along the dockside while he considered his first assignment of the day. A submarine destined for Odessa on the Black Sea had just berthed at dock 11 to refuel and pick up provisions, before continuing on its way, but that wouldn’t be for at least another hour. Only the most trusted men would be allowed anywhere near dock 11 that morning.


Konstantin’s mind drifted back to the previous night’s meeting. Something hadn’t felt quite right, but he couldn’t put a finger on it. Was it someone and not something, he wondered, as a vast crane at the far end of the dock began to lift its heavy load and swing slowly towards the waiting submarine on dock 11.


The operator seated in the crane’s cab had been chosen carefully. He could unload a tank into a ship’s hold with only inches to spare on either side. But not today. Today he was transferring barrels of oil to a submarine that needed to remain submerged for days at a time, but the task also demanded pin-point accuracy. One piece of luck – no wind that morning.


Konstantin tried to concentrate as he went over his speech once again. As long as none of his colleagues opened their mouths, he was confident everything would fall neatly into place. He smiled to himself.


The crane operator was satisfied that he had judged it to an inch. The load was perfectly balanced and still. He waited just one more moment before he eased a long heavy lever gently forward. The large clamp sprang open and three barrels of oil were released. They crashed down onto the dockside. Inch perfect. Konstantin Karpenko had looked up, but it was too late. He was killed instantly. A dreadful accident, for which no one was to blame. The man in the cab knew he had to disappear before the early shift clocked on. He swung the crane’s arm back into place, turned off the engine, climbed out of the cab and began to make his way down the ladder to the ground.


Three fellow workers were waiting for him as he stepped onto the dockside. He smiled at his comrades, not spotting the six-inch serrated blade until it was thrust deep into his stomach and then twisted several times. The other two men held him down until he finally stopped whimpering. They bound his arms and legs together before pushing him over the side of the dock and into the water. He reappeared three times, before finally disappearing below the surface. He hadn’t officially signed on that morning, so it would be some time before anyone noticed he was missing.
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Konstantin Karpenko’s funeral was held at the Church of the Apostle Andrew. The turnout was so large that the congregation spilled out onto the street, long before the choir had entered the nave.


The bishop who delivered the eulogy described Konstantin’s death as a tragic accident. But then, he was probably one of the few people who believed the official communiqué issued by the dock commandant, and only then after it had been sanctioned by Moscow.


Standing near the front were twelve men who knew it wasn’t an accident. They had lost their leader, and the promise of a thorough investigation by the KGB wouldn’t help their cause, because state inquiries usually took at least a couple of years to report their findings, by which time their moment would have passed.


Only family and close friends stood beside the grave to pay their last respects. Elena sprinkled some earth onto the coffin as the body of her husband was lowered slowly into the ground. Alexander forced himself to hold back the tears. She wept but stepped back and held her son’s hand, something she hadn’t done for years. He was suddenly aware that, despite his youth, he was now the head of the family.


He looked up to see Vladimir, who he hadn’t spoken to since his father’s death, half-hidden at the back of the gathering. When their eyes met, his best friend quickly looked away. His father’s words reverberated in Alexander’s mind. He’s cunning and ruthless. Believe me, he’d shop his mother for a ticket to the cup final, probably even the semi-final. Vladimir hadn’t been able to resist telling Alexander that he’d got a stand seat for the match on Saturday, although he wouldn’t say who had given it to him, or what he’d had to do to get it.


Alexander could only wonder just how far Vladimir would go to make sure he was recruited by the KGB. He realized in that instant they were no longer friends. After a few minutes Vladimir scurried away, like Judas in the night. He’d done everything except kiss Alexander’s father on the cheek.


Elena and Alexander remained kneeling by the graveside long after everyone else had departed. When she finally rose, Elena couldn’t help wondering what her husband had done to cause such wrath. Only the most brainwashed party member could have accepted the official line that after the tragic accident the crane operator had committed suicide. Even Leonid Brezhnev, the party’s General Secretary, had joined in the deception, with a Kremlin spokesman announcing that Comrade Konstantin Karpenko had been made a Hero of the Soviet Union, and his widow would receive a full state pension.


Elena had already turned her attention to the other man in her life. She had decided she would move to Moscow, find a job, and do everything in her power to advance her son’s career. But after a long discussion with her brother Kolya, she reluctantly accepted that she would have to remain in Leningrad, and try to carry on as if nothing had happened. She would be lucky even to hold on to her present job, because the KGB had tentacles that stretched far beyond her irrelevant existence.


On Saturday, in the semi-final of the Soviet Cup, Zenit F.C. beat Odessa 2–1, and qualified to play Torpedo Moscow in the final.


Vladimir was already trying to work out what he needed to do to get a ticket.
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ALEXANDER


Elena woke early, still not used to sleeping alone. Once she’d given Alexander his breakfast and packed him off to school, she tidied the flat, put on her coat and left for work. Like Konstantin, she preferred to walk to the docks, and not have to repeat a thousand times, how kind of you.


She thought about the death of the only man she’d ever loved. What were they hiding from her? Why wouldn’t anyone tell her the truth? She would have to pick the right moment and ask her brother, who she was sure knew far more than he was willing to admit. And then she thought about her son, whose exam results were due any day now.


She finally thought about her job, which she couldn’t afford to lose while Alexander was still at school. Was the state pension a hint that they no longer wanted her around? Did her presence continually remind everyone how her husband had died? But she was good at her job, which was why she worked in the officers’ club, and not in the docks’ canteen.


‘Welcome back, Mrs Karpenko,’ said the guard on the gate when she clocked in.


‘Thank you,’ said Elena.


As she walked through the docks several workers doffed their caps and greeted her with a ‘Good morning’, reminding her just how popular Konstantin had been.


Once she had entered the back door of the officers’ club, Elena hung up her coat, put on an apron and went through to the kitchen. She checked the lunch menu, the first thing she did every morning. Vegetable soup and veal pie. It must be Friday. She began to inspect the meat, and then there were vegetables to be sliced and potatoes to be peeled.


A gentle hand rested on her shoulder. Elena turned to see Comrade Akimov, a sympathetic smile on his face.


‘It was a wonderful service,’ her supervisor said. ‘But no more than Konstantin deserved.’ Someone else who obviously knew the truth, but wasn’t willing to voice it. Elena thanked him, but didn’t stop working until the siren sounded to announce the mid-morning break. She hung up her apron and joined Olga in the yard. Her friend was enjoying the other half of yesterday’s cigarette, and passed the stub to Elena.


‘It’s been one hell of a week,’ said Olga, ‘but we all played our part in making sure you didn’t lose your job. I was personally responsible for yesterday’s lunch being a disaster,’ she added after inhaling deeply. ‘The soup was cold, the meat was overcooked, the vegetables were soggy, and guess who forgot to make any gravy. The officers were all asking when you’d be back.’


‘Thank you,’ said Elena, wanting to hug her friend, but the siren sounded again.
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Alexander hadn’t cried at his father’s funeral. So when Elena arrived home after work that night and found him sitting in the kitchen sobbing, she realized it could only be one thing.


She sat down on the bench beside him and put an arm around his shoulder.


‘Winning the scholarship was never that important,’ she said. ‘Just being offered a place at the Foreign Language Institute is a great honour in itself.’


‘But I haven’t been offered a place anywhere,’ said Alexander.


‘Not even to study mathematics at the state university?’


Alexander shook his head. ‘I’ve been ordered to report to the docks on Monday morning, when I’ll be allocated to a gang.’


‘Never!’ said Elena. ‘I’ll protest.’


‘It will fall on deaf ears, Mama. They’ve made it clear that I don’t have any choice.’


‘What about your friend Vladimir? Will he also be joining you on the docks?’


‘No. He’s been offered a place at the state university. He starts in September.’


‘But you beat him in every subject.’


‘Except treachery,’ said Alexander.
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When Major Polyakov strolled into the kitchen just before lunch the following Monday, he leered at Elena as if she were on the menu. The major was no taller than her, but must have been twice her weight, which was, Olga joked, a tribute to her cooking. Polyakov held the title of Head of Security, but everyone knew he was KGB and reported directly to the dock commandant, so even his fellow officers were wary of him.


It wasn’t long before the leer turned into a close inspection of Elena’s latest dish. While other officers would occasionally come into the kitchen to sample a titbit, Polyakov’s hands ran down her back, coming to rest on her bottom. He pressed himself up against her. ‘See you after lunch,’ he whispered before leaving to join his fellow officers in the dining room. Elena was relieved to see him rushing out of the building an hour later. He didn’t return before she clocked off, but she feared it could only be a matter of time.
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Kolya dropped into the kitchen to see his sister at the end of the day. Elena turned on the water in the sink before she gave him a blow-by-blow account of what she’d had to endure that afternoon.


‘There’s nothing any of us can do about Polyakov,’ said Kolya. ‘Not if we want to keep our jobs. While Konstantin was alive he wouldn’t have dared lay a hand on you, but now . . . there’s nothing to stop him adding you to a long list of conquests who’ll never complain. You only have to ask your friend Olga.’


‘I don’t need to. But something Olga let slip today made me realize she must know why Konstantin was killed, and who was responsible. She’s obviously too frightened to say a word, so perhaps it’s time you told me the truth. Were you at that meeting?’


‘It was a tragic accident,’ said Kolya.


Elena leant forward and whispered, ‘Is your life also in danger?’ Her brother nodded, and left the kitchen without another word.
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Elena lay in bed that night thinking about her husband. Part of her was still unwilling to accept he wasn’t alive. It didn’t help that Alexander had worshipped his father, and had always tried so hard to live up to his impossible standards. Standards that must have been the reason Konstantin had sacrificed his life, and at the same time condemned his son to spend the rest of his days as a dock labourer.


Elena had hoped their son would join the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, and that she would live long enough to see him become an ambassador. But it was not to be. If brave men aren’t willing to take risks for what they believe in, Konstantin had once told her, nothing will ever change. Elena only wished her husband had been more of a coward. But then, if he had been, perhaps she wouldn’t have fallen so helplessly in love with him.


Elena’s brother Kolya had been his third in command at the docks, but Polyakov clearly didn’t consider him a threat, because he kept his job as chief loader after Konstantin’s ‘tragic accident’. What Polyakov couldn’t know was that Kolya hated the KGB even more than his brother-in-law had, and although he appeared to have fallen into line, he was already planning his revenge, which wouldn’t involve making impassioned speeches, although it would take every bit as much courage.
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Elena was surprised to see her brother waiting for her outside the dock gates when she clocked off the following afternoon.


‘This is a pleasant surprise,’ she said, as they began to walk home.


‘You may not think so when you hear what I’ve got to say.’


‘Does it concern Alexander?’ asked Elena anxiously.


‘I’m afraid it does. He’s begun badly. Refuses to take orders, and is openly contemptuous of the KGB. Today he told a junior officer to fuck off.’ Elena shuddered. ‘You must tell him to knuckle down, because I won’t be able to cover for him much longer.’


‘I’m afraid he’s inherited his father’s fierce independent streak,’ said Elena, ‘without any of his discretion or wisdom.’


‘And it doesn’t help that he’s brighter than everyone else around him, including the KGB officers,’ said Kolya. ‘And they all know it.’


‘But what can I do, when he doesn’t listen to me any longer?’


They walked in silence for some time before Kolya spoke again, and then not until he was certain no one could overhear them. ‘I may have come up with a solution. But I can’t pull it off without your full cooperation.’ He paused. ‘And Alexander’s.’


[image: image]


As if Elena’s problems at home weren’t bad enough, things were becoming worse at work, as the major’s advances became less and less subtle. She had considered pouring boiling water over his wandering hands, but the consequences didn’t bear thinking about.


It must have been about a week later, as she was tidying up the kitchen before returning home, that Polyakov staggered in, clearly drunk, and began to unbutton his trousers as he advanced towards her. Just as he was about to place a sweaty hand on her breast, a junior officer rushed in, and said that the commandant needed to see him urgently. Polyakov couldn’t hide his frustration, and as he left, hissed at Elena, ‘Don’t go anywhere. I’ll be back later.’ Elena was so terrified, she didn’t leave the kitchen for over an hour. But the moment the siren finally sounded, she pulled on her coat and was among the first to clock off.


When her brother joined her for supper that evening, she begged him to tell her the details of his plan.


‘I thought you said it was far too great a risk.’


‘I did, but that was before I realized I can’t avoid Polyakov’s advances any longer.’


‘You told me you could even bear that, as long as Alexander never found out.’


‘But if he did,’ said Elena quietly, ‘can you imagine what he might do? So tell me what you have in mind, because I’ll consider anything.’


Kolya leant forward and poured himself a shot of vodka before he began to take her slowly through his plan. ‘As you know, several foreign vessels unload their cargo at the docks every week, and we have to turn them round as quickly as possible, so any waiting ships can take their place. That’s my responsibility.’


‘But how does that help us?’ asked Elena.


‘Once a ship has been unloaded, the loading process begins. Because not everyone wants bags of salt or cases of vodka, some vessels leave the port empty.’ Elena remained silent while her brother continued. ‘There are two ships due in on Friday, which after they’ve discharged their cargo will leave on the Saturday afternoon tide with empty holds. You and Alexander could be hidden on one of them.’


‘But if we’re caught we could end up on a cattle train to Siberia.’


‘That’s why it’s important to take our chance this Saturday, because for once the odds will be stacked in our favour.’


‘Why?’ asked Elena.


‘Zenit F.C. are playing Torpedo Moscow in the final of the Soviet Cup, and almost all of the officers will be sitting in a box at the stadium supporting Moscow, while most of the workers will be cheering on the home side from the terraces. So there’ll be a three-hour window we could take advantage of, and by the time the final whistle blows, you and Alexander could be on your way to a new life in London or New York.’


‘Or Siberia?’




3


ALEXANDER


Kolya and Elena never left for the docks in the morning at the same time, and they didn’t return home together at night. When they were at work, there was no reason for their paths to cross, and they were careful to make sure they never did. Kolya came down from his flat on the sixth floor every evening, but they didn’t discuss what they were planning until after Alexander had gone to bed, when they talked of little else.


By Friday evening, they’d gone over everything they imagined could go wrong again and again, although Elena remained convinced something would trip them up at the last moment. She didn’t sleep that night, but then she hadn’t slept for more than a couple of hours a night for the past month.


Kolya told her that because of the cup final, almost all the dockers had opted for the early shift on Saturday morning – six until midday – so once the noon siren blasted the docks would only be manned by a skeleton crew.


‘And I’ve already told Alexander I wasn’t able to get him a ticket, so he’s reluctantly signed up for the afternoon shift.’


‘When will you tell him?’ asked Elena.


‘Not until the last moment. Think like the KGB. They don’t even tell themselves.’


Comrade Akimov had already told Elena that she could take Saturday off, because he doubted if any of the officers would bother to come in for lunch, as they wouldn’t want to miss the kick-off.


‘I’ll pop in during the morning,’ she told him. ‘It’s just possible they might not all be football fans. But I’ll leave around midday if no one turns up.’


Uncle Kolya had managed to pick up a couple of spare tickets on the terraces, but he didn’t tell Alexander that he’d sacrificed them to make sure his deputy loader and the chief crane operator wouldn’t be around on Saturday afternoon.
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When Alexander came into the kitchen for breakfast the following morning, he was surprised to find his uncle had joined them, and wondered if he’d managed to get hold of a spare ticket at the last moment. When he asked him, Alexander was puzzled by his reply.


‘You could be playing in a far more important match this afternoon,’ said Kolya. ‘It’s also against Moscow, and one you can’t afford to lose.’


The young man sat in silence as his uncle took him through what he and his mother had been planning for the past week. Elena had already told her brother that if Alexander didn’t want to be involved, for whatever reason, the whole enterprise would have to be called off. She needed to be certain that her son wasn’t in any doubt about the risks they were taking. Kolya even offered him a bribe to make sure he was fully committed.


‘I did manage to get a ticket for the match,’ he said, waving it in the air, ‘so if you’d rather—’


He and Elena watched the young man carefully to see how he would react. ‘To hell with the match,’ was his immediate reaction.


‘But it will mean you having to leave Russia, perhaps never to return,’ said Kolya.


‘That won’t stop me being a Russian. And we may never get a better chance to escape from those bastards who killed my father.’


‘Then that’s settled,’ said Kolya. ‘But you have to understand I won’t be coming with you.’


‘Then we won’t be going,’ said Alexander, jumping up from his father’s old chair. ‘I’m not leaving you behind to face the music.’


‘I’m afraid you’ll have to. If you and your mother are to have any chance of getting away, I’ll have to stay behind and cover your tracks. It’s no more than your father would have expected.’


‘But—’ began Alexander.


‘No buts. Now I must get going and join the morning shift so I can supervise the loading of both ships and everyone will assume that, like them, I’ll be at the football this afternoon.’


‘But won’t they become suspicious when no one remembers seeing you at the match?’ asked Elena.


‘Not if I get my timing right,’ said Kolya. ‘The second half should begin around four o’clock, by which time I’ll be watching the match with the rest of the lads, and with a bit of luck, by the time the final whistle blows, you’ll be outside territorial waters. Just make sure you report for the afternoon shift on time, and for a change, do whatever your supervisor tells you.’ Alexander grinned as his uncle stood up and gave him a bear hug. ‘Make your father proud of you,’ he said before leaving.


As Kolya stepped out of the flat he met Alexander’s friend coming down the stairs.


‘Have you got a ticket for the match, Mr Obolsky?’ he asked.


‘I have,’ said Kolya. ‘In the north end terrace with the rest of the lads. So I’ll see you there.’


‘Afraid not,’ said Vladimir. ‘I’ll be sitting in the west stand.’


‘Lucky boy,’ said Kolya as they walked down the steps together, and although he was tempted, he didn’t ask what he’d had to do in return for his ticket.


‘What about Alexander, will he be with you?’


‘Sadly not. He’s having to work the afternoon shift, and I can tell you, he’s pretty pissed off.’


‘Tell him I’ll drop by this evening and give him a blow-by-blow account.’


‘That’s good of you, Vladimir. I’m sure he’ll appreciate it. Enjoy the game,’ he added as they went their separate ways.
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Once Kolya had left for the docks, Alexander still had a dozen more questions for his mother, some of which she couldn’t answer, including which country they would be going to.


‘Two ships will be sailing on the afternoon tide around three o’clock,’ said Elena, ‘but we won’t know which one Uncle Kolya has chosen until the last moment.’


It was clear to Elena that Alexander had already forgotten about the football match, as he paced excitedly around the room, preoccupied by the thought of escaping. She looked on anxiously. ‘This isn’t a game, Alexander,’ she said firmly. ‘If we are caught, your uncle will be shot, and we’ll be transported to a labour camp, where you’ll spend the rest of your life wishing you’d gone to the match. It’s not too late for you to change your mind.’


‘I know what my father would have done,’ said Alexander.


‘Then you’d better go and get ready,’ said his mother.


Alexander returned to his room while his mother packed the lunch box he took to work every morning. On this occasion it wasn’t filled with food, but with all the notes and coins she and Konstantin had scraped together over the years, a few pieces of jewellery of little value, other than her mother’s engagement ring, which she slipped on next to her wedding ring, and finally a Russian–English dictionary. How Elena now wished she’d spent more time concentrating when Konstantin and Alexander had spoken English every evening. She then packed her own small suitcase, hoping it wouldn’t attract attention when she turned up for work later that morning. The problem was deciding what to include and what to leave behind. Her photos of Konstantin and the family were her first priority, followed by one change of clothes and a bar of soap. She also managed to squeeze in a hairbrush and a comb before forcing the lid closed. Alexander had wanted to take his copy of War and Peace, but she had assured him he’d be able to get another copy wherever they landed.


Alexander was desperate to get going, but his mother wasn’t willing to leave before the agreed time. Kolya had warned her they couldn’t afford to draw attention to themselves by arriving at the dock gates before the siren sounded at twelve. They finally left the flat just after eleven, taking a circuitous route to the dockyard where it was unlikely they would run into anyone they knew. They arrived outside the entrance just before twelve, to face a stampede of workers heading in the opposite direction.


Alexander battled his way through the advancing army, while his mother, head bowed, followed in his wake. Once they’d clocked in, Elena reminded him: ‘The siren will go at two for the mid-afternoon break, then we’ll have twenty minutes, no more, so make sure you join me at the officers’ club as quickly as possible.’


Alexander nodded, and headed for dock number 6 to begin his shift, his mother going in the opposite direction. Once Elena reached the back door of the club, she opened it cautiously, poked her head inside and listened intently. Not a sound.


She hung up her coat and made her way through to the kitchen. She was surprised to find Olga sitting at the table smoking, something she would never have done if an officer had been on the premises. Olga told her that even Comrade Akimov had left moments after the siren had sounded at midday. She blew out a cloud of smoke, her idea of rebellion.


‘Why don’t I cook us both a meal?’ said Elena, putting on her apron. ‘Then we can eat our lunch sitting down for a change, as if we were officers.’


‘And there’s half a bottle of that Bulgarian red left over from yesterday’s lunch,’ said Olga, ‘so we can even drink the bastards’ health.’


Elena laughed for the first time that day, and then set about preparing what she hoped would be her last meal in Leningrad.


At one o’clock, Olga and Elena went into the dining room and laid the table, putting out the best cutlery and linen napkins. Olga poured two glasses of red wine, and was about to take a sip from her glass when the door burst open and Major Polyakov strode in.


‘Your lunch is prepared, Comrade Major,’ she said, not missing a beat. He looked at the two wine glasses suspiciously. ‘Will anyone be joining you?’ she added quickly.


‘No, they’re all at the match so I will be dining alone,’ said Polyakov before turning to Elena. ‘Be sure you don’t leave before I’ve finished my lunch, Comrade Karpenkova.’


‘Of course not, Comrade Major,’ Elena replied.


The two women scurried back into the kitchen. ‘That can only mean one thing,’ said Olga as Elena filled a bowl with hot fish soup.


Olga took the first course through to Polyakov and placed it on the table. As she turned to leave, he said, ‘Once you’ve served the main course, you can take the rest of the day off.’


‘Thank you, Comrade Major, but one of my duties after you’ve left is to clear up—’


‘Immediately after you’ve served the main course,’ he repeated. ‘Do I make myself clear?’


‘Yes, Comrade Major.’ Olga returned to the kitchen, and once the door was closed she told Elena what Polyakov had demanded. ‘I’d do anything I can to help,’ she added, ‘but I daren’t cross the bastard.’ Elena said nothing as she filled a plate with veal stew, turnips and mashed potato. ‘You could always go home now,’ said Olga. ‘I’ll tell him you weren’t feeling well.’


‘I can’t,’ said Elena, noticing that Olga was undoing the top two buttons of her blouse. ‘Thank you,’ she said. ‘You’re a good friend, but I fear he wants to sample a new dish.’ She handed the plate to Olga.


‘I’d happily kill him,’ said Olga, before returning to the dining room.


The major pushed his empty soup bowl to one side, as Olga placed the plate of hot stew in front of him.


‘If you’re still on the premises by the time I’ve finished,’ he said, ‘you’ll be back serving those scum in the works canteen on Monday.’


Olga picked up the soup bowl and returned to the kitchen, surprised by how calm her friend appeared to be, even though she couldn’t have been in any doubt what was about to happen. But then, Elena couldn’t tell her why she was willing to endure even Polyakov’s advances if it meant that she and her son would finally escape the KGB’s clutches.


‘I’m so sorry,’ said Olga, as she slipped on her coat, ‘but I can’t afford to lose my job. See you on Monday,’ she added, before giving Elena a longer than usual hug.


‘Let’s hope not,’ whispered Elena as Olga closed the door behind her. She was just about to turn off the stove when she heard the dining room door open. She swung around to see Polyakov walking slowly towards her, still chewing a last mouthful of stew. He wiped his mouth on his sleeve before unbuttoning a jacket covered in medals that hadn’t been won on a battlefield. He unbuckled his belt and placed it on the table beside his pistol, then kicked off his boots before starting to unzip his trousers, which fell to the floor. He stood there, no longer able to hide the rolls of surplus flesh that were usually hidden beneath a well-tailored uniform.


‘There are two ways we can do this,’ said the KGB chief as he continued walking towards her until their bodies were almost touching. ‘I’ll leave the choice to you.’


Elena forced a smile, wanting to get the whole thing over with as quickly as possible. She took off her apron and began to unbutton her blouse.


Polyakov smirked as he clumsily fondled her breasts. ‘You’re just like the rest of them,’ he said, pushing her towards the table while trying to kiss her at the same time. Elena could smell his stinking breath, and turned her head so their lips didn’t touch. She felt his stubby fingers fumbling under her skirt, but this time she didn’t resist, just stared blankly over his shoulder as a sweaty hand moved up the inside of her thigh.


He shoved her up against the table, lifted her skirt and thrust her legs apart. Elena closed her eyes and clenched her teeth. She could feel him panting as he lurched forward, praying it would be over quickly.


The two o’clock siren sounded.


Elena looked up when she heard the door on the far side of the room open, and stared in horror as Alexander came charging towards them. Polyakov turned around, quickly pushed Elena to one side and reached for his gun, but the young man was now only a yard away. Alexander lifted the pot from the stove, and hurled the remains of the hot stew in Polyakov’s face. The major staggered back and fell to the floor, delivering a stream of invective that Elena feared would be heard on the far side of the yard.


‘You’ll hang for this!’ Polyakov yelled as he grabbed the edge of the table and tried to pull himself up. But before he could utter another word, Alexander swung the heavy iron pot into his face. Polyakov collapsed to the floor like a puppet whose strings have been cut, blood pouring from his nose and mouth. Mother and son didn’t move as they stared at their fallen adversary.


Alexander was the first to recover. He picked up Polyakov’s tie from the floor and quickly bound his hands behind his back, then grabbed a napkin from the table and stuffed it in his mouth. Elena hadn’t moved. She just stared blankly ahead, as if paralysed.


‘Be ready to leave the moment I get back,’ said Alexander, grabbing Polyakov by the ankles. He dragged him out of the kitchen and down the corridor, not stopping until he reached the lavatories, where he crammed the major into the end cubicle. It took all his strength to lift him onto the toilet, and then tie him to the pipe. He locked the door from the inside, and climbing up onto the major’s legs, pulled himself over the top and lowered himself to the floor. He ran back to the kitchen to find his mother on her knees, sobbing.


He knelt down beside her. ‘No time for tears, Mama,’ he said gently. ‘We have to get going before the bastard has the chance to come after us.’ He helped her slowly to her feet, and while she put on her coat and collected her small suitcase from the larder, he gathered up Polyakov’s uniform, belt and gun and dumped them in the nearest waste bin. Taking Elena firmly by the hand, he led her out of the kitchen to the back door. He opened it tentatively, stepped outside and checked in every direction before standing aside to allow her to join him.


‘Where did you agree to meet Uncle Kolya?’ he asked, responsibility once again changing hands.


‘Head towards those two cranes,’ said Elena, pointing to the far end of the dock. ‘Whatever you do, Alexander, don’t mention what just happened to your uncle. It’s better that he doesn’t know, because as long as everyone thinks he was at the match, there will be no way of connecting him with us.’


As Alexander led his mother towards dock 3, her legs felt so weak she could hardly place one foot in front of the other. Even if she had considered changing her mind at the last moment, she now realized they had no choice but to try and escape. The alternative didn’t bear thinking about. She kept her eyes on the two idle cranes that Kolya had said would be their signpost, and as they drew nearer, they saw a lone figure step out from behind two large wooden crates by the entrance of a deserted warehouse.


‘What kept you?’ Kolya demanded anxiously, his eyes darting in every direction like a cornered animal.


‘We came as quickly as we could,’ said Elena, without explanation.


Alexander stared down into the crates to see half a dozen cases of vodka neatly stacked in each one. The agreed tariff for a one-way trip to . . .


‘All you have to do now,’ said Kolya, ‘is decide whether you want to go to America or England.’


‘Why don’t we let fate decide?’ said Alexander. He took a twenty-kopek coin from his pocket, and balanced it on the end of a thumb. ‘Heads America, tails England,’ he said, and flipped it high into the air. The coin bounced on the dockside before coming to rest at his feet. Alexander bent down and looked at the image for a moment, then picked up his mother’s suitcase and his lunch box and put them in the bottom of the chosen crate. Elena then climbed inside, and waited for her son to join her.


They crouched down and clung to each other as Kolya placed the lid firmly back on top of the crate. Although it took him only a few moments to hammer a dozen nails into the lid, Elena was already listening for another sound. The sound of heavy boots heading towards them, the lid of the crate being ripped off, and the two of them being dragged out to face a triumphant Major Polyakov.


Kolya tapped the side of the crate with the palm of his hand, and suddenly they felt themselves being yanked off the ground. The crate swung gently from side to side as they were lifted higher and higher into the air, before it began its slow descent towards the hold of one of the ships. Then, without warning, the crate landed with a thud.


Elena could only wonder if they would spend the rest of their lives regretting not climbing into the other crate.




BOOK TWO
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SASHA


En route to Southampton






[image: image]








Sasha heard a firm rap on the side of the crate.


‘Anyone in there?’ asked a gruff voice.


‘Yes,’ they both said, in two different languages.


‘I’ll be back when we’re outside territorial waters,’ said the voice.


‘Thank you,’ replied Sasha. They heard the sound of heavy boots fading away, followed a few moments later by a loud bang.


‘I wonder—’


‘Don’t talk,’ whispered Elena, ‘we need to conserve our energy.’ Sasha nodded, although he could hardly see her in the darkness.


The next noise they heard was the rumbling of a vast piston turning over somewhere below them. This was followed by a feeling of movement as the ship eased away from the dock and began its slow progress out of the harbour. Sasha had no idea how long it would take before they crossed the invisible line that maritime law recognizes as international waters.


‘Twelve nautical miles until we’re safe,’ said Elena, answering his unasked question. ‘Uncle Kolya told me it should take just over an hour.’


What’s the difference between a land mile and a nautical mile, Sasha wanted to ask, but he remained silent. He thought about his Uncle Kolya, and could only hope he would be safe. Had anyone found Polyakov yet? Was he already wreaking revenge? Sasha had told his uncle to start a rumour that his friend Vladimir had masterminded the escape, which he hoped would derail his chances of joining the KGB. He thought about his homeland, and what he would miss most, and even wondered if Zenit F.C. had beaten Torpedo Moscow and lifted the Soviet Cup.


It felt like far longer than an hour before they heard the heavy footsteps returning. Another tap on the side of the crate.


‘We’ll have you out in no time,’ said the same gruff voice.


Sasha gripped his mother by the arms as they listened to the sound of nails being extracted one by one. Finally the lid was raised. They both took a deep breath, and looked up to see a short, scruffy man dressed in grubby overalls grinning down at them.


‘Welcome aboard,’ he said after checking to make sure the six cases of vodka were in place. ‘My name’s Matthews,’ he added, before offering Elena his arm. She stretched stiffly for a moment before grabbing his arm and climbing unsteadily out of the crate. Sasha took the small suitcase and his lunch box, and handed them to Matthews before joining his mother.


‘I’ve been told to take you both up to the bridge so you can meet Captain Peterson,’ said Matthews, before leading them to a rusty ladder attached to the side of the hold.


Sasha picked up his mother’s case, and was the last to climb the ladder. With each rung, the sun shone brighter, until he was looking up at a cloudless blue sky. When he finally stepped out on deck, he paused for a moment to look back at the city of his birth for what he both hoped and feared would be the last time.


‘Follow me,’ said Matthews, as two of his crew mates began climbing down into the hold intent on claiming their bounty.


Elena and Sasha followed Matthews towards a spiral staircase which he began to climb without looking back. They quickly followed like obedient spaniels, and moments later stepped out onto the bridge, feeling slightly giddy.


The helmsman standing behind the wheel didn’t give them a second look, but an older man dressed in a dark blue uniform, with four gold stripes on the arm of his double-breasted jacket, turned round to face the stowaways.


‘Welcome aboard, Mrs Karpenko,’ he said. ‘What’s the lad’s name?’


‘Sasha, sir,’ he replied.


‘Don’t call me sir. Mr Peterson, or skipper, will be fine. Now, Mrs Karpenko, your brother told me you’re a fine cook, so let’s find out if he was exaggerating.’


‘She’s the finest cook in Leningrad,’ said Sasha.


‘Is she indeed? And what do you have to offer, young man, because this isn’t a pleasure cruise? Everyone on board has to pull their weight.’


‘He can serve at table,’ said Elena before Sasha had a chance to reply.


‘That will be a first,’ said the captain.


It certainly will, thought Sasha, who’d never been inside a restaurant in his life, and apart from clearing the table and washing up after supper, was rarely to be found in the kitchen.


‘Is the cabin next to Fergal’s free, Matthews?’ asked the captain.


‘Yes, skipper, but it’s hardly big enough for two.’


‘Then put the boy in with Fergal. He can sleep on the top bunk, and his mother can have the spare cabin. Once they’ve unpacked,’ he added, glancing down at the small suitcase, ‘take them to the galley and introduce them to the cook.’


Sasha noticed that this statement brought a smile to the lips of the helmsman, although his eyes remained fixed on the ocean ahead.


‘Aye, aye, captain,’ said Matthews. Without another word he led his charges back down the spiral staircase and onto the main deck. Once again Sasha stared towards the distant horizon, but there was no longer any sign of Leningrad.


They followed Matthews back across the deck, and descended an even narrower staircase to the bowels of the ship. Their guide led them down a dimly lit corridor, coming to a halt outside two adjoining cabins.


‘This is where you’ll be sleeping during the voyage.’


Elena opened the door of her cabin and looked up at a swinging bulb that threw a small arc of light onto a narrow bunk. The rhythmic thumping of the ship’s engine guaranteed that even if she hadn’t slept for the past week, she certainly wasn’t going to for the next one.


Matthews opened the next-door cabin. Sasha stepped inside to find a double bunk that took up almost the whole space.


‘You’ll be on top,’ said Matthews. ‘I’ll be back in half an hour, when I’ll take you up to the galley.’


‘Thank you,’ said Sasha, who immediately climbed onto the top bunk. It wasn’t any better than his bed in Leningrad. He couldn’t help wondering if he’d chosen the right crate.
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‘Now listen up,’ someone shouted, ‘because I’m only going to say this once.’


Everyone stopped what they were doing and turned to face the chef, who was standing in the centre of the galley, hands on hips.


‘We have a lady on board, and she’ll be working with us. Mrs Karpenko is a trained cook, who has a great deal of experience, so you will treat her with the respect she deserves. If any one of you puts a foot out of line, I’ll chop it off and feed it to the seagulls. Do I make myself clear?’ The nervous laughter that followed suggested that he did.


‘Her son, Sasha,’ continued the chef, ‘who is also travelling with us, will be assisting Fergal in the dining room. Right, let’s all get back to work. We have dinner to serve in a couple of hours.’


A thin, pale young man with a shock of red hair strolled across the galley and stopped in front of Sasha.


‘I’m Fergal,’ he said. Sasha nodded, but didn’t speak. ‘Now listen up,’ he added firmly, placing his hands on his hips, ‘because I’m only going to say this once. I’m the chief steward, and you can call me sir.’


‘Yes, sir,’ said Sasha meekly.


Fergal burst out laughing, shook his new recruit by the hand and said, ‘Follow me, Sasha.’


Sasha followed him out of the galley and up the nearest staircase. ‘So what am I expected to do?’ he asked once he’d caught up.


‘As you’re told,’ said Fergal when he reached the top step. ‘Our job is to serve the passengers in the dining room.’


‘This ship has passengers?’


‘Only a dozen. We’re a cargo vessel, but if you have more than twelve passengers, you’re registered as a cruise ship. The company does own a couple of ocean liners, but we’re part of their cargo fleet,’ he added as he pushed open a door and entered a room containing three large circular tables, each with six chairs.


‘But there are eighteen places,’ said Sasha. ‘You said—’


‘I can see you’re sharp,’ said Fergal with a grin. ‘As well as the twelve passengers, there are six officers who also eat in the dining room but sit at their own table. Now, our first job,’ he added, pulling open a drawer in a large sideboard and extracting three tablecloths, ‘is to lay up for dinner.’


Sasha had never seen a tablecloth before, and watched as Fergal skilfully cast one over each of the three tables. He then returned to the sideboard, took out matching cutlery and began to set each place.


‘Don’t just stand there gawping. You’re my assistant, not one of the passengers.’


Sasha grabbed some knives, forks and spoons and began to copy his mentor, who double-checked each setting, making sure everything was lined up and in its correct place.


‘Now, the most important job you’ll be responsible for,’ Fergal said once he’d added two glasses to each place setting, and a salt and pepper pot in the centre of the table, ‘will be to organize the dumb waiter.’


‘What’s a dumb waiter?’


‘You. But we luckily have a more useful example over here.’ Fergal walked across to the far side of the room and opened a small hatch in the wall to reveal a square box with two shelves and a thick rope on one side. ‘This goes down to the kitchen,’ he said as he pulled the rope, and the box disappeared. ‘When chef is good and ready, it will be sent back up with the first course, which you’ll place on the sideboard before I serve it. You don’t speak to anyone unless they speak to you, and then only if they ask you a question. At all times, address the guests as Sir or Madam.’ Sasha kept nodding. ‘Now, the next thing we have to do is find you a white jacket and a pair of trousers that fit. We can’t have you looking like some sea urchin that’s been washed up on the beach, can we?’


‘Can I ask a question?’ said Sasha.


‘If you must.’


‘Where do you come from?’


‘The Emerald Isle, to be sure,’ said Fergal. But Sasha was none the wiser.
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The cook glanced across at Elena, who was making a sauce from some leftovers. ‘You’ve done that before,’ he said. ‘When you’ve finished, would you prepare the vegetables, while I concentrate on the main course.’ He looked up at a menu pinned to the wall. ‘Lamb chops.’


‘Of course, sir,’ said Elena.


‘Call me Eddie,’ he added, before making his way across to the fridge and removing a rack of lamb.


Once Elena had prepared the vegetables and arranged them in separate dishes, Eddie inspected them. ‘Good thing you’re leaving us when we dock in Southampton,’ he said, ‘otherwise I might be looking for a job.’


I will be looking for a job, Elena wanted to tell him, but satisfied herself with, ‘What would you like me to do next?’


‘Take the smoked salmon out of the fridge and prepare eighteen portions. Once you’ve done that, put them in the dumb waiter, ring the bell, and send them up to Fergal.’


‘The dumb waiter?’ said Elena, looking puzzled.


‘Ah, at last something you don’t know about.’ He smiled as he headed towards a large square hole in the wall.
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A buzzer sounded.


‘First course on its way up,’ said Fergal, and a few moments later, six plates of smoked salmon appeared. Sasha placed them on the sideboard before sending the dumb waiter back down. He was unloading the last three plates of salmon when the door opened and two smartly dressed officers walked in.


‘Mr Reynolds, the chief engineer,’ whispered Fergal, ‘and the purser, Mr Hallett.’


‘And who’s this?’ Mr Reynolds asked.


‘Sasha, my new assistant,’ said Fergal.


‘Good evening, Sasha. I believe we have you to thank for half a dozen cases of vodka, which I can assure you the ratings will appreciate.’


‘Yes, sir,’ said Sasha.


The door opened again, and the passengers began to trickle in one by one and take their places.


Sasha never stopped pulling the rope up and down, before placing the contents of the box on the sideboard. Fergal served the fifteen men and three women with a relaxed charm that the chef assured Elena came from regularly kissing the Blarney Stone. Something else he had to explain to his new assistant.


An hour later, after the last diner had departed, Sasha collapsed into the nearest chair and said, ‘I’m exhausted.’


‘Not yet, you aren’t,’ said Fergal, laughing. ‘Now we have to clear up before re-laying the tables for breakfast. You can start by hoovering the carpet.’


‘Hoovering?’


Fergal gave him a short demonstration on the strange machine before returning to lay the tables. Sasha was fascinated by the vacuum cleaner, but didn’t want to admit he’d never seen one before, although it couldn’t have been more obvious as he bumped into chairs and table legs. Fergal let him become familiar with it, while he laid eighteen places for breakfast.


‘That’s it for today,’ said Fergal, ‘so you can shove off now.’


Sasha made his way back to the sleeping quarters and knocked on his mother’s door. He didn’t enter until he heard her say, ‘Come in.’ The first thing he noticed when he walked into her cabin was that she had unpacked both her suitcase and his lunch box. He also thought the room looked far tidier than he remembered.


‘What’s it like being a waiter?’ was her first question.


‘You never stop moving,’ said Sasha, ‘but it’s great fun. Fergal seems to have them all under control, even the captain.’


Elena laughed. ‘Yes, chef told me he’s broken several hearts over the years, and only gets away with it because the passengers are rarely on board for more than a fortnight.’


‘What’s the chef like?’


‘An old pro, and so good at his job that I can’t understand what he’s doing on a small ship like this. I would have thought the Barrington Line could have put him to far better use on one of their cruise liners. There has to be some reason why they haven’t.’


‘If there is,’ said Sasha, ‘Fergal will be sure to know, so I’ll find out long before we reach Southampton.’
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ALEX


En route to New York
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When Alex heard the cargo hold close and the boat ease away from its moorings he began to hammer on the side of the crate with a clenched fist.


‘We’re in here!’ he shouted.


‘They can’t hear you,’ said Elena. ‘Uncle Kolya told me the hold won’t be opened again until we’re well outside Soviet territorial waters.’


‘But—’ Alex began, then simply nodded, although he was beginning to understand what it must be like to be buried alive. His thoughts were interrupted by the unsteady rumbling of an engine somewhere below them, followed by movement. He assumed they must at last be making their way out of the harbour, but he had no idea how long it would be before they were released from their self-imposed prison.


Alex had hoped to be going to a football match with his uncle that afternoon, and ended up in a crate with his mother. He prayed to whatever gods there were that his uncle would be safe. He assumed that Polyakov had been found by now. Was he even trying to have the ship turned around? He’d told his uncle to start a rumour that his friend Vladimir had helped him to escape, which he hoped would end his chances of joining the KGB. He began to think about what he’d left behind. Not a lot, he concluded. But he would have liked to know the result of the match between Zenit F.C. and Torpedo Moscow, and wondered if he ever would.


He eventually drifted into a half sleep, but was woken by the sound of the hold door crashing open, followed by what sounded like someone tapping on the side of a nearby crate. He clenched his fist again and thumped the side of his prison cell, shouting, ‘We’re in here!’ This time his mother didn’t try to stop him.


Moments later he could hear two, or was it three, voices, grateful they were speaking a language he recognized. He waited impatiently, and when the lid of the crate was finally torn off, he saw three men towering over him.


‘You can get out now,’ said one of them in Russian.


Alex stood up, and helped his mother as she slowly unwound her stiff body. He took her hand as she stepped gingerly out of the crate. He then grabbed her small suitcase and his lunch box before climbing out to join her.


The three deckhands, dressed in navy blue, oil-stained overalls, were peering into the crate to make sure their promised reward was in place.


‘You both come with me,’ said one of them, while the other two began to remove the cases of vodka. Alex and Elena obediently followed the man who’d given the order, as he dodged in between several other crates until they reached a ladder attached to the side of the hold. Alex looked up to see the open sky beckoning him, and began to believe for the first time that they just might be safe. He followed the deckhand slowly up the ladder, the suitcase in one hand, while his mother tucked his lunch box under her arm.


Alex stepped out onto the deck, and took a deep breath of fresh sea air. He stared back in the direction of Leningrad, which looked like a tiny village melting in the early evening sun.


‘Don’t hang about,’ barked the sailor, as his two mates hurried past, each carrying a case of vodka. ‘Cook doesn’t like to be kept waiting.’ He led them across the deck and down a spiral staircase into the bowels of the ship. Alex and Elena were quite giddy by the time they reached the lower deck, where their guide stood in front of a door displaying the faded words ‘Mr Strelnikov, Head Chef’.


The sailor pulled open the heavy door, revealing the smallest kitchen Elena had ever seen. They stepped inside, to be greeted by a giant of a man dressed in a grubby white jacket that had several buttons missing, and blue striped trousers that looked as if they’d recently been slept in. He was already unscrewing the top off a bottle of vodka. He took a swig before saying in a gruff voice, ‘Your brother told me you’re a good cook. You’d better be, or you’ll both be thrown overboard and then you’ll have to swim home, where I expect you’ll find quite a few people waiting on the dockside to welcome you back.’


Elena would have laughed, but she wasn’t sure the cook didn’t mean it. After taking another swig, he turned his attention to Alex. ‘And what’s the point of you?’ he demanded.


‘He’s a trained waiter,’ said Elena, before Alex could reply.


‘We don’t need one of them,’ said the chef. ‘He can wash the dishes and peel the potatoes. As long as he doesn’t open his mouth, I might even let him have one or two scraps at the end of the day.’ Alex was about to protest when the cook added, ‘Of course, if that doesn’t suit you, your worship, you can always work in the engine room and spend the rest of your life hurling coal into a blazing furnace. I’ll leave the choice to you.’ The words ‘the rest of your life’ had a haunting conviction about them. ‘Show them where they’ll be sleeping, Karl. Just make sure they’re back in time to help me prepare dinner.’


The sailor nodded, and led them out of the galley, back up the narrow staircase and onto the deck. He didn’t stop walking until he reached a lone lifeboat swinging in the breeze.


‘This is the royal suite,’ he said, with no suggestion of irony. ‘If you don’t like it, you can always sleep on deck.’


Elena looked back in the direction of her homeland, which had almost disappeared from sight. She found herself already missing the meagre comforts of their tiny flat in the Khrushchyovka. Her thoughts were interrupted by Karl barking, ‘Don’t keep cook waiting, or we’ll all live to regret it.’
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Most chefs occasionally taste their food, while others sample each dish, but it soon became clear to Elena that the ship’s cook preferred to devour whole portions between swigs of vodka. She was surprised that the officers, let alone the rest of the crew, were ever fed.


The kitchen, which Elena would quickly learn to refer to as the galley, was so small that it was almost impossible not to bump into someone or something if you moved in any direction, and so hot that she was soaked in sweat within moments of putting on a not very white jacket that didn’t fit.


Strelnikov was a man of few words, and those he uttered were usually prefaced by a single adjective. He looked fifty, but Elena suspected he was only about forty. He must have weighed over 300 pounds, and had clearly spent a considerable portion of his wages on tattoos. Elena watched as he stood over a vast stove inspecting his handiwork while his assistant, a tiny Chinese man of indeterminate age, squatted, head bowed, in the far corner, endlessly peeling potatoes.


‘You,’ barked the chef, having already forgotten Alex’s name, ‘will assist Mr Ling, while you,’ he said, pointing at Elena, ‘will prepare the soup. We’ll soon find out if you’re as good as your brother claims.’


Elena began checking the ingredients. Some of the scraps had clearly been scraped off the plates of previous meals. There was also the odd bone of an animal that she couldn’t immediately identify floating in a greasy pan, but she did her best to salvage what little meat was left on them. She dropped what remained into the bin, which only brought a frown to Strelnikov’s face, as he wasn’t in the habit of throwing anything away.


‘Some of the deckhands consider bones a luxury,’ he said.


‘Only dogs consider bones a luxury,’ mumbled Elena.


‘And sea dogs,’ snapped Strelnikov.


Strelnikov focused on preparing the dish of the day, which Elena later discovered was the dish of every day: fish and chips. Three fish at a time were being fried in a vast, round, burnt pan, while Mr Ling expertly sliced each potato the moment Alex had finished peeling it. Elena noticed that only three soup bowls and three dinner plates of different sizes had been laid out on the countertop, although there had to be at least twenty crew on board. Strelnikov interrupted his frying to sample the soup, and as he didn’t comment, Elena assumed she had passed her first test. He then ladled a large portion into each of the three soup bowls, which Mr Ling placed on a tray, before taking them off to the officers’ mess. As he opened the door, Elena saw a long queue of morose-looking figures, billycans in hand, waiting to be served.


‘Only one ladle each,’ grunted Strelnikov, as the first deckhand held up his billycan.


Elena carried out his orders, and tried not to show that she was appalled when Strelnikov dropped a fried fish into the same billycans as the soup. Only one member of the crew greeted her with a warm smile, and even said ‘thank you’, in her native tongue.


Once she’d completed the task, twenty-three men in all, the cook returned to the stove and began to fry the largest three pieces of fish, one by one, before tipping them onto the officers’ plates. Mr Ling selected only the thinnest chips to accompany them, then placed the plates on his tray before leaving the galley once again.


‘Start clearing up!’ Strelnikov barked, as he sank into the only chair in the room while nursing a half-empty bottle of vodka.


After Mr Ling had returned with the empty soup plates, he immediately began to scour the large pots and the two frying pans. When he heard Strelnikov begin to snore, he grinned at Alex and pointed to a pan of untouched chips. Alex devoured every last one of them, while Elena continued scrubbing the pots. Once she’d finished, she glanced across at Strelnikov. He was fast asleep, so she and Alex slipped out of the galley and made their way back up the spiral staircase and onto the deck.


Elena began to unpack her little suitcase and place each item neatly on the deck, when she heard heavy footsteps behind her. She quickly turned around to see a tall, heavily built man approaching them. Alex put down his dictionary, leapt up and stepped between his mother and the advancing giant. Although he knew it would be an unequal contest, he didn’t intend to give up without a fight. But the man’s next move took them both by surprise. He sat down cross-legged on the deck, and smiled up at them.


‘My name is Dimitri Balanchuk,’ he said, ‘and, like you, I’m a Russian exile.’


Elena looked more carefully at Dimitri, and then remembered he was the man who’d thanked her at supper. She returned his smile, and sat down opposite him. Alex folded his arms and remained standing.


‘We should arrive in New York in about ten days,’ said Dimitri in a soft, gentle voice.


‘Have you been to New York before?’ Elena asked.


‘I live there, but I still consider Leningrad to be my home. I was on deck when I saw you climbing into the crate. I tried to warn you to get into the other one.’


‘Why?’ said Alex. ‘I’ve read a lot about New York, and even though it’s full of gangsters, it sounds exciting.’


‘It’s exciting enough,’ said Dimitri, ‘although there are just as many gangsters in Moscow as there are in New York,’ he added, with a wry smile. ‘But I’m not convinced you’ll ever get off this ship without my help.’


‘Are they going to send us back to Leningrad?’ asked Elena, trembling at the thought.


‘No. The Yanks would welcome you with open arms, especially as you’re refugees fleeing from Communism.’


‘But we don’t know anyone in America,’ said Alex.


‘You do now,’ said Dimitri, ‘because I’d do anything to help a fellow countryman escape from that repressive regime. No, it’s not the Americans who will be your problem, it’s Strelnikov. You’ve cut his workload in half, so he’ll do anything to prevent you getting off the ship.’


‘But how can he stop us?’


‘The same way he does Mr Ling, who joined the crew in the Philippines over six years ago. Whenever we approach a port, Strelnikov locks him in the galley and doesn’t let him out until we’re back at sea. And I suspect that’s exactly what he has planned for you.’


‘Then we must tell one of the officers,’ said Elena.


‘They don’t even know you’re on board,’ said Dimitri. ‘Even if they did, it’s more than their life is worth to cross Strelnikov. But don’t panic, because I have an idea which I hope will see the cook ending up locked in his own galley.’
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Although she was exhausted, it was some time before Elena fell asleep, as she couldn’t get used to the pitching and swaying of the lifeboat. After she had finally managed an hour, perhaps two, she opened her eyes to find Mr Ling standing by her side. She clambered out of the boat and shook Alex, who was fast asleep on the deck. They accompanied Mr Ling back down to the galley with only the moon to guide them. It was clear that they weren’t going to see the sun for the next ten days.


Breakfast consisted of two fried eggs and beans on toast for the officers, served on the same three plates as their meal the evening before, with cups of black coffee to accompany them, while the crew were handed two slices of bread and dripping, and a mug of tea, with no suggestion of sugar. No sooner had Elena, Alex and Mr Ling cleared up after breakfast than they had to begin preparing for lunch, while Strelnikov took his morning siesta. More sleep than Elena had managed the previous night.


Elena and Alex were given a short break after lunch, but were not allowed to go back on deck, as Strelnikov didn’t want the officers to find out they were on board. They sat alone in the corridor, hunched up against the wall, wondering how different things might have been if they had climbed into the other crate.
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SASHA


En route to Southampton
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By the end of their first week on board, Sasha had mastered the dumb waiter so well that he even found time to help Fergal serve the passengers, although he wasn’t allowed anywhere near the captain’s table. Once they’d laid up for breakfast each night, Sasha would return to his mother’s cabin and regale her with what he’d overheard the passengers talking about, and what he’d said to them.


‘But I thought you weren’t allowed to speak to the passengers.’


‘I’m not, unless they ask a question. So now they all know you’re working in the kitchen and looking for a job in England, and if you haven’t got one by the time we dock at Southampton, we won’t be allowed past immigration, and will have to remain on board. And here’s the bad news. Once they’ve reloaded, and the new passengers have come on board, they’re going straight back to Leningrad.’


‘We certainly can’t risk that. Have any of the passengers shown the slightest interest in our plight?’
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