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  Part One

  WATER

  


  Chapter One

  Like a beast, the net came steaming up the ramp and into the sodium lamps of the trawl deck. Like a gleaming pelt, mats of red, blue, orange strips covered the mesh: plastic
  ‘chafing hair’ designed to ease the net’s way over the rocks of the sea bottom. Like rank breath, the exhalation of the sea’s cold enveloped the hair in a halo of its own
  colours, brilliant in the weepy night.

  Water hissed from the net’s plastic hair onto the wooden boards that provided footing on the deck. Smaller fish, smelts and herring, fell free. Starfish dropped like stones. Uprooted
  crabs, even dead, landed on tiptoe. Overhead, gulls and shearwaters hovered at the outer glow of the lamps. As the wind shifted the birds broke into a swirl of white wings.

  Usually the net was tipped and disgorged headfirst into the forward chutes to begin with, then ass-end into the rear. Either end could be opened by releasing the knot of a ‘zipper’,
  a nylon cord braided through the mesh. Though the men stood by with shovels ready for work, the trawlmaster waved them off and stepped into the water raining from the net’s plastic
  ‘hair’ and stared straight up, removing his helmet the better to see. The coloured strips dipped like running paint. He reached and spread the ‘hair’ from the mesh, then
  looked into the dark to find the other, smaller light riding the ocean swells, but already fog hid the catcherboat the net had come from. From his belt the trawlmaster took a double-edged knife,
  reached through the dripping plastic hair and sawed the belly of the net down and across. Fish began dropping by ones and twos. He gave the knife a last furious tug and stepped back quickly.

  Out of the net and into the light spilled a flood of silver pollock, a whole school which had been caught en masse and dredged up like bright coins. There were thick, bruised-looking
  bullheads; overlapping waves of flatfish, blood-red on the eyed side, pale on the blind side; sculpin with heads like dragons; cod, some bloated like balloons by their air bladders, some exploded
  into soft tissue and pink slime; coral crabs as hairy as tarantulas. The bounty of the night-time sea.

  And a girl. She slid loose-limbed like a swimmer as the fish poured from the net. On the deck she rolled lazily, arms awry, against a mound of sole, a bare foot tangled in crabs. A young woman,
  not a girl. Her hair was short and her blouse and jeans were sodden and twisted, heavy with water and sand, unprepared for any return to the world of air. The trawlmaster lifted a strand of hair
  that had wrapped itself across her eyes, revealing the open surprise in them, as if the ship’s lamplit fog were golden clouds, as if she had risen in a boat sailing towards heaven itself.

  


  Chapter Two

  Originally when it came down the rails in Gdansk, the Polar Star’s four superstructures had been a dazzling white and the gantries and booms a candy yellow. The
  decks were clear; silver chains wound round the winches; the facing on the deckhouses was stylishly raked. In fact the Polar Star had looked like a ship.

  Twenty years of saltwater had repainted it with rust. The top decks had accumulated wooden planks, full barrels of lubricating oil and empty barrels for fish oil, the refuse of piled nets and
  floats. From the black stack with its red Soviet band drifted the dark smoke of a diesel in poor condition. Now, seen from a distance with a good view of the hull battered by unloading side
  trawlers in bad weather, the Polar Star resembled not so much a factory ship as a combination factory-and-junkyard cast into the sea and making improbable headway through the waves.

  Yet day and night the Polar Star efficiently caught fish. Not caught, that was wrong; smaller trawlers caught the fish and transferred their nets to the factory ship to be processed:
  headed, gutted, frozen.

  For four months now, the Polar Star had followed American catcherboats in American waters from Siberia to Alaska, from the Bering Straits to the Aleutian Islands. It was a joint
  venture. Simply put, the Soviets provided processing ships and took the fish, while the Americans provided trawlers and translators and took the money, all of this managed by a Seattle-based
  company that was half Soviet, half American. The crew of the Polar Star had seen the sun perhaps two days in that time, but then the Bering Sea was known as ‘The Grey
  Zone’.

  •   •   •

Third Mate Slava Bukovsky walked the processing line while workers sorted the catch: pollock on a conveyor belt to the saws, mackerel and rays into the fishmeal hatch. Some of
  the fish had literally exploded as their air bladders expanded on the way from the bottom of the sea and soft bits of them clung like mucus to caps, oilskin aprons, lashes, lips.

  He passed the rotary saws to the ‘slime line’, where workers stood in slots on either side of the belt. Like automatons, the first pair slit fish bellies open to the anus; the second
  pair sucked out livers and guts with vacuum hoses; the third pair washed slime from the skin, gills and cavities with saltwater jets; the last pair vacuumed the fish a final time and laid the
  trimmed and dressed result on a belt moving towards the freezers. In the course of an eight-hour watch the gutting and spraying spread a mist of blood and wet pulp over the belt, workers and
  walkway. They were not the usual Hero Workers, least of all the pale man with dark hair loading the dressed fish at the end of the line.

  ‘Renko!’

  Arkady vacuumed pinkish water from one eviscerated belly, slapped the fish on the freezer belt and picked up the next. Pollock was not firm-fleshed. If it wasn’t cleaned and frozen quickly
  it would be unfit for human consumption and be fed to minks; if unfit for them, it would go to Africa as foreign aid. His hands were numb from handling fish little warmer than ice, but at least he
  wasn’t working the saw like Kolya. In bad weather when the ship began to roll it took concentration to handle a frozen, slippery pollock around a blade. Arkady had learned to dig the toes of
  his boots under the table so that he wouldn’t slide on the duckboards. At the beginning of the voyage and at the end, the entire factory was hosed down and scrubbed with ammonia, but
  meanwhile the fish room had a dank, organic slickness and smell. Even the clicking of the belt, the whining of the saw, the deep rhythmic moan of the hull were the sounds of a leviathan that was
  resolutely swallowing the sea.

  The belt stopped.

  ‘You’re Seaman Renko, aren’t you?’

  It took Arkady a moment to recognize the third mate, who was not a frequent visitor belowdecks. Izrail, the factory manager, stood at the power switch. He wore layers of sweaters and a black
  stubble almost to his eyes, which rolled with impatience. Natasha Chaikovskaya, a huge young woman in oilskin armour but with a feminine touch of lipstick, listed discreetly better to see the third
  mate’s Reeboks and unstained jeans.

  ‘Aren’t you?’ Slava repeated.

  ‘It’s not a secret,’ Arkady said.

  ‘This is not a dance class of Young Komsomolets,’ Izrail told Slava. ‘If you want him, take him.’

  The belt started moving again as Arkady followed Slava aft, stepping over sluices where liquid slime and fish-liver oil ran through bilge holes directly out the side of the ship.

  Slava stopped to scrutinize Arkady, as if trying to penetrate a disguise. ‘You are Renko the investigator?’

  ‘Not any more.’

  ‘But you were,’ Slava said. ‘That’s good enough.’

  They climbed the stairs to the main deck. Arkady assumed the third mate was leading him to the political officer or to a search of his cabin, although that could have been done without him. They
  walked by the galley and the steamy smell of macaroni, turned left at a sign that promised ‘Increase Production in the Agro-Industrial Complex! Strive for a Decisive Upswing in the Supply of
  Fish Protein!’ and halted at the infirmary door.

  The door was guarded by a pair of mechanics wearing the red armbands of ‘Public Order Volunteers’. Skiba and Slezko were two informers – ‘slugs’ to the rest of the
  crew. Even as Arkady and Slava went through the door, Skiba pulled out a notebook.

  The Polar Star had a clinic bigger than most small towns could boast of: a doctor’s office, an examining room, an infirmary with three beds, a quarantine room and an operating
  room, to which Slava led Arkady. Along the walls were white cupboards with glass cannisters of instruments in alcohol, a locked red cupboard with cigarettes and drugs, a cart with a green tank of
  oxygen and a red tank of nitrous oxide, a standing ashtray and a brass spittoon. There were anatomical charts on the wall, an astringent tang to the air. A dentist’s chair sat in one corner.
  In the middle of the room was a steel operating table covered by a sheet. Soaked through, the cloth clung to the form of a woman underneath. Below the edge of the sheet dangled restraining
  straps.

  The room’s portholes were bright mirrors because it was black outside. 0600, another hour’s work to go before dawn, and as usual at this point in his shift Arkady was stupefied by
  the number of fish in the sea. His eyes felt like those portholes. ‘What do you want?’ he asked.

  ‘Someone has died,’ Slava announced.

  ‘I can see that.’

  ‘One of the girls from the galley. She fell overboard.’

  Arkady glanced at the door, picturing Skiba and Slezko on the other side. ‘What has this got to do with me?’

  ‘It’s obvious. Our trade union committee must make a report on all deaths, and I am the union representative. You’re the only one on board with experience in violent
  death.’

  ‘And resurrection,’ Arkady said. Slava blinked. ‘It’s like rehabilitation, but it’s supposed to last longer. Never mind.’ Arkady eyed the cigarettes inside
  the cabinet; they were papirosis, cardboard tubes with tobacco wads. But the cabinet was locked. ‘Where’s the doctor?’

  ‘Look at the body.’

  ‘Cigarette?’

  Caught off-stride, Slava fumbled in his shirt before coming up with a pack of Marlboros. Arkady was impressed. ‘In that case, I’ll wash my hands.’

  The water from the sink tap was brown, but it rinsed the slime and scales off Arkady’s fingers. A mark of veteran seamen was discoloured teeth from drinking water from rusting tanks. Over
  the sink was the first clean mirror he’d looked into for a year. ‘Resurrection’ was a good word. ‘Dug up,’ he decided, described him better. The night shift on a
  factory ship had drained what colour his skin had ever had. A permanent shadow seemed to lie across his eyes. Even the towels were clean. He considered getting sick sometime.

  ‘Where were you an investigator?’ Slava asked as he lit the cigarette for Arkady, who filled his lungs.

  ‘They have cigarettes in Dutch Harbor?’

  ‘For what sort of crimes?’

  ‘I understand that in the store in Dutch Harbor the cigarettes are stacked to the ceiling. And fresh fruit. And stereos.’

  Slava lost patience. ‘What sort of investigator?’

  ‘Moscow.’ Arkady exhaled. For the first time he delivered his whole attention to the table. ‘And not for accidents. If she fell overboard, how did you get her back? I never
  heard the engines stop to pick her up. How did the body get here?’

  ‘It is not necessary for you to know.’

  Arkady said, ‘When I was an investigator I had to look at dead people. Now that I am a simple Soviet worker I only have to look at dead fish. Good luck.’

  He took a step towards the door. It was like pressing a button. ‘She came up in the net,’ Slava said quickly.

  ‘Really?’ Arkady was interested in spite of himself. ‘That is unusual.’

  ‘Please.’

  Arkady returned and pulled the sheet off.

  Even with her arms stretched back over her head, the woman was small. Very white, as if bleached. Still cold. Her shirt and pants were wrenched around her like a wet shroud. One foot wore a red
  plastic shoe. Slack brown eyes looked up from a triangular face. Her hair was short and blonde, but black at the roots. A mole, a beauty mark by the mouth. He lifted her head, let it drop limply
  onto the table. Felt her neck, arms. The elbows were broken, but not particularly bruised. Her legs were stiff. More than from any fish, the reek of the sea came from her. There was sand in her
  shoe; she’d touched bottom. Skin was scraped from her forearms and palms, probably by the net on the way back up.

  ‘Zina Patiashvili,’ Arkady said. She’d worked in the cafeteria ladling out potatoes, cabbage, compote.

  ‘She looks different,’ Slava said analytically. ‘I mean, from when she was alive.’

  A double difference, Arkady thought. A death change and a sea change. ‘When did she go over?’

  ‘A couple of hours ago,’ Slava said. He took an executive stance at the head of the table. ‘She must have been at the rail and fell over when the net was pulled in.’

  ‘Someone saw her?’

  ‘No. It was dark. Heavy fog. She probably drowned as soon as she hit the water. Or died from shock. Or couldn’t swim.’

  Arkady squeezed the flaccid neck again and said, ‘More like twenty-four hours. Rigor mortis starts from head to foot and it leaves the same way.’

  Slava rocked slightly on his heels, not from the motion of the ship.

  Arkady glanced at the door and lowered his voice. ‘How many Americans are on board?’

  ‘Four. Three are representatives of the company, one is an American Fisheries observer.’

  ‘Do they know?’

  ‘No,’ Slava said. ‘Two were still in their bunks. The other representative was at the stern rail. That’s a long walk to the deck. The observer was inside having tea.
  Fortunately, the trawlmaster was intelligent and covered the body before any Americans could see.’

  ‘The net came from an American boat. Didn’t they see?’

  ‘They never know what’s in the net until we tell them.’ Slava pondered. ‘We should prepare a proper explanation, in case.’

  ‘Ah, an explanation. She worked in the galley.’

  ‘Yes.’

  ‘Food poisoning?’

  ‘That’s not what I meant.’ Slava’s face turned red. ‘Anyway, the doctor examined her when we brought her in and he said she is only two hours dead. If you were such
  a good investigator you would still be in Moscow.’

  ‘True.’

  •   •   •

Arkady’s shift was over, so he went to the cabin he shared with Obidin, Kolya Mer and an electrician named Gury Gladky. No model seamen here. Gury was on the bottom bunk
  thumbing through a Sears catalogue. Obidin had hung his overcoat in the closet and was washing slime that clung to his beard like webs on a feather duster. An oversized Orthodox cross swayed on his
  chest. His voice emanated as a rumble; if a man could speak comfortably from the grave, he would sound like Obidin. ‘That is the anti-Bible,’ he told Kolya as he looked at Gury.
  ‘That is the work of an anti-Christ.’

  ‘And he hasn’t even seen The Sharper Image,’ Gury said as Arkady climbed to the upper bunk. In his leisure time, Gury always wore dark glasses and a black leather jacket, like
  a lounging aviator. ‘You know what he wants to do in Dutch Harbor? Go to church.’

  ‘The people have maintained one,’ Obidin said. ‘It is the last vestige of Holy Russia.’

  ‘Holy Russia? People? You’re talking about Aleuts, fucking savages!’

  Kolya counted pots. He had fifty cardboard pots, each five centimetres wide. He had trained as a botanist and to hear him talk about the port of Dutch Harbor and the island of Unalaska was to
  imagine that the ship was going to put in at Paradise and he would have his choice of the Garden.

  ‘Fishmeal in the soil will help,’ he said.

  ‘You really think they’re going to make it all the way back to Vladivostok?’ A thought occurred to Gury. ‘What kind of flowers?’

  ‘Orchids. They’re more hardy than you think.’

  ‘American orchids? They’d go over big, you’d need some help selling them.’

  ‘They’re the same as Siberian bog orchids,’ Kolya said. ‘That’s the point.’

  ‘This was all Holy Russia,’ Obidin said, as if nature agreed.

  Gury pleaded, ‘Arkady, help me. “That’s the point”? We have one day in an American port. Men here will spend it looking for fucking Siberian flowers, and Obidin wants to
  pray with cannibals! Explain to them; they listen to you. We spend five months on this ocean-going shitcan for that one day in port. I have room under my bunk for five stereos and maybe a hundred
  tapes. Or computer disks. All the schools in Vladivostok are supposed to get Yamahas. Supposed to, at least. Someday. So anything compatible is worth a fortune. When we get home I’m not going
  to go down the gangplank and say, “Look what I got in America” and hold up pots of Siberian flowers.’

  Kolya cleared his throat. He was the smallest man in the cabin and had the unease of the smallest fish in an aquarium. ‘What did Bukovsky want?’ he asked Arkady.

  ‘That Bukovsky gives me such a pain in the ass.’ Gury studied the picture of a colour television. ‘Look at this: “nineteen inches”. How big is that? I had a Foton
  colour set in my flat. It blew up like a bomb.’

  ‘There’s something wrong with the tubes,’ Kolya said meekly. ‘Everyone knows that.’

  ‘That’s why I had a bucket of sand by the set, thank God.’ Gury leaned out to look up at Arkady. ‘So what did the third mate want from you?’

  There was just enough room between the overhead and the bunk for Arkady to wedge himself into a semi-sitting position. The porthole was open to a faint line of grey. Sunrise in the Bering
  Sea.

  ‘You know Zina in the galley?’

  ‘The blonde,’ Gury said.

  ‘From Vladivostok.’ Kolya stacked his pots.

  Gury grinned. His incisors were porcelain and gold, decoration as much as dental work. ‘Bukovsky likes Zina? She’d tie his cock in a knot and ask if he liked pretzels. He
  might.’

  Arkady turned to Obidin, who could be counted on for a judgment from the Old Testament.

  ‘A slut,’ Obidin said and examined the jars that lined the bottom of the wardrobe, the lid of each one plugged with a cork and a rubber pipe. He unscrewed one, releasing the sweet
  exhaust of fermenting raisins. He examined a jar of potatoes.

  ‘Is this dangerous?’ Gury asked Kolya. ‘You’re the scientist. These fumes, can they explode? Is there any vegetable or fruit he can’t make alcohol from? Remember
  the bananas?’

  Arkady remembered. The closet had smelled like a rotting tropical jungle.

  ‘With yeast and sugar, almost anything can ferment,’ Kolya said.

  ‘Women should not be on a ship,’ said Obidin. On a nail in the back of the closet was a small icon of St Vladimir. His thumb to two fingers, Obidin touched his forehead, chest, right
  shoulder, left shoulder, heart, then hung a shirt on the nail. ‘I pray for our delivery.’

  Curious, Arkady asked, ‘From who?’

  ‘Baptists, Jews, Freemasons.’

  ‘Although it’s hard to see Bukovsky and Zina together,’ Gury said.

  ‘I liked her bathing suit,’ Kolya said. ‘That day off Sakhalin?’ A warm-core ring of water had wandered north from the equator, making a false few hours of summer.
  ‘That string bathing suit?’

  ‘A just man covers his face with a beard,’ Obidin told Arkady. ‘A modest woman keeps herself from public view.’

  ‘She’s modest now,’ Arkady said. ‘She’s dead.’

  ‘Zina?’ Gury sat up, then removed his dark glasses and stood to be at eye level with Arkady.

  ‘Dead?’ Kolya looked aside.

  Obidin crossed himself again.

  Arkady thought that probably all three of them knew more about Zina Patiashvili than he did. Mostly he recalled that freak day off Sakhalin when she had paraded on the volleyball deck in her
  bathing suit. Russians loved the sun. Everyone wore the skimpiest possible bathing suit in order to apply the greatest amount of sunshine to their pale skins. Zina, though, had more than a meagre
  bathing suit. She had a Western body, a bony voluptuos-ity. On the infirmary table she looked more like a damp rag, nothing like the Zina walking up and down the deck, posing against the gunwale,
  her sunglasses black as a mask.

  ‘She fell overboard. The net brought her back up.’

  The other three stared at him. It was Gury who broke the silence. ‘So why did Bukovsky want you?’

  Arkady didn’t know how to explain. Each man had his past. Gury had always been a bizness man, dealing inside and outside the law. Kolya had gone from academe to labour camp, and
  Obidin zigzagged from drunk tank to church. Arkady had lived with men like them ever since Moscow; nothing broadened acquaintanceship like internal exile. Moscow was a drab hive of
  apparatchiks compared to the diverse society of Siberia. All the same, he was relieved to hear a brusque knock on the cabin door and to see Slava Bukovsky’s face again, even if the
  third mate did step in with a mock bow and address him with scorn.

  ‘Comrade Investigator, the captain wants to see you.’

  


  Chapter Three

  Viktor Sergeivich Marchuk needed no uniform or gold braid to announce he was a captain. Outside the Seaman’s Hall in Vladivostok Arkady had seen his face among the giant
  portraits of the leading captains of the Far East fishing fleet. But the picture had softened Marchuk’s face and propped it on a jacket and tie so that he looked as if he sailed a desk. The
  live Marchuk had a face with angles of rough-hewn wood sharpened by the trim black beard of an individualist, and he commanded his ship wearing the wool sweater and jeans of an outdoorsman.
  Somewhere in his past was an Asian, somewhere a Cossack. The whole country was being led by a fresh breed of men from Siberia – economists from Novosibirsk, writers from Irkutsk and modern
  mariners from Vladivostok.

  The captain seemed at a loss, though, as he pondered the confusion on his desk: a seaman’s dossier, a codebook and cipher table, scrap paper covered with rows of numbers, some circled in
  red, and a second page of letters. Marchuk looked up from them as if trying to get Arkady into focus. Slava Bukovsky took a tactful step away from the object of the captain’s attention.

  ‘It is always interesting to meet members of the crew.’ Marchuk nodded at the dossier. ‘ “Former investigator.” I radioed home for details. Seaman Renko, these are
  some details.’ A heavy finger thudded on the deciphered letters. ‘A senior investigator for the Moscow prosecutor’s office dismissed for lack of political reliability. Next seen
  in the lesser metropolis of Norilsk on the run. No great shame, many of our finest citizens came east in chains. As long as they reform. In Norilsk you were a night watchman. As a former Muscovite,
  you found the nights brisk?’

  ‘I’d burn three oil cans of tar and sit in the middle of them. I looked like a human sacrifice.’

  While Marchuk lit a cigarette, Arkady glanced around. There was a Persian carpet on the floor, a sofa built into the corner, a nautical library on railed shelves, television, radio, and an
  antique desk the size of a lifeboat. Over the sofa was a photo of Lenin addressing sailors and cadets. Three clocks told local Vladivostok and Greenwich Mean Time. The ship ran on Vladivostok time;
  the log was kept on GMT. Altogether, the captain’s dayroom had the look of a private study that merely happened to have lime-green bulkheads for walls.

  ‘Dismissed for destruction of state property, it says here. The tar, I assume. Then you managed to sign on at a slaughterhouse.’

  ‘I dragged reindeer on a killfloor.’

  ‘But again it says you were dismissed for political instigation.’

  ‘I worked with two Buryats. Neither of them understood Russian. Maybe the reindeer talked.’

  ‘Next you show up on a coastal trawler in Sakhalin. Now this, Seaman Renko, really amazed me. To work one of those old trawlers is to be on the moon. The worst work for the worst pay. The
  crews are men on the run from their wives, from child support, from petty crimes, maybe even manslaughter. No one cares, because we need crews on the Pacific coast. Yet here it is again:
  “Dismissed for lack of political reliability.” Please tell us, what did you do in Moscow?’

  ‘My job.’

  Marchuk brusquely waved blue smoke aside. ‘Renko, you’ve been on the Polar Star almost ten months. You didn’t even leave the ship when we returned to
  Vladivostok.’

  When a seaman disembarked he had to pass the Border Guard, frontier troops of the KGB.

  ‘I like the sea,’ Arkady said.

  ‘I am the leading captain of the Far East fleet,’ said Marchuk. ‘I am a decorated Hero of Socialist Labour, and not even I like the sea that much. Anyway, I wanted to
  congratulate you. The doctor has revised his estimate. The girl Zina Patiashvili died the night before, not last night. In his capacity of trade union representative, Comrade Bukovsky will
  naturally be responsible for preparing the report on the matter.’

  ‘Comrade Bukovsky is no doubt equal to the task.’

  ‘He’s very willing. However, a third mate is not an investigator. Besides yourself, no one on board is.’

  ‘He seems a young man of initiative. He already found the factory. I wish him luck.’

  ‘Let’s be grown men. The Polar Star has a crew of two hundred and seventy deckhands, mechanics and factory workers like you. Fifty of the crew are women. We are like a
  Soviet village in American waters. News of an unusual death on the Polar Star will always find an interested ear. It is vital there be no suggestion of either a cover-up or a lack of
  concern.’

  ‘So the Americans already know,’ Arkady guessed.

  Marchuk conceded the point. ‘Their head representative has visited me. The situation is even more complicated by the fact that this unfortunate girl died two nights ago. You speak
  English?’

  ‘Not for a long time. Anyway, the Americans on board speak Russian.’

  ‘But you don’t dance.’

  ‘Not recently.’

  ‘Two nights ago we had a dance,’ Slava reminded Arkady. ‘In honour of fishermen of all nations.’

  ‘I was still cleaning fish. I just glanced in on the way to my shift.’ The dance had been held in the cafeteria. All Arkady had seen from the door were figures bouncing in the lights
  reflected from a ball of mirrors. ‘You played the saxophone,’ he said to Slava.

  ‘We had guests,’ Marchuk said. ‘We had two American catcherboats tied up to the Polar Star and American fishermen at the dance. It’s possible you might want to
  speak to them. They do not speak Russian. Of course this is not an investigation; that will, as you say, be carried out by the appropriate authorities when we return to Vladivostok. Information
  should be gathered now, however, while memories are fresh. Bukovsky needs the assistance of someone with experience in such matters and with a command of English. Just for today.’

  ‘With all respect,’ Slava said, ‘I can ask questions with complete correctness and no help from Renko at all. We must keep in mind that this report will be studied by the
  fleet, by departments of the Ministry, by—’

  ‘Remember,’ Marchuk said, ‘Lenin’s thought: “Bureaucracy is shit!”’ To Arkady he said, ‘Seaman Patiashvili was at the dance, which was held about
  the time you say she died. We count ourselves fortunate in having someone with your skills on the Polar Star, and we assume that you count yourself fortunate to have an opportunity to
  serve your ship.’

  Arkady looked at the litter of papers on the desk. ‘What about my political reliability?’

  Marchuk’s smile was all the more startling in contrast to his beard. ‘We do have an expert in your reliability. Slava, some interest in Seaman Renko has been expressed by our friend
  Comrade Volovoi. We would not want to start any enterprise without Volovoi.’

  •   •   •

Films were presented twice a day in the cafeteria. All Arkady could see from the hall were murky images on a screen set up on the stage where Slava and his band had performed
  two nights before. A plane was landing at an airport with modern architecture: a foreign locale. Cars swung to the terminal kerb: limousines, maybe a few years old and a little dented but
  definitely American. In American accents voices addressed each other as ‘Mister This’ or ‘Mister That’. The cameras focused on foreign wingtip shoes.

  ‘Vigilance Abroad,’ said someone wandering out. ‘All about the CIA.’

  It was Karp Korobetz. Barrel-chested, with a hairline that started within a millimetre of his brows, the trawlmaster resembled those massive statues erected after the war, the soldier hoisting
  his rifle, the sailor firing his cannon, as if victory had been gained by primitive man. He was the model worker of the Polar Star.

  In fact, on display in the hall was a board that kept count of the competition between the three watches, the winner each week being awarded a gold pennant. So many points were awarded for the
  quantity of fish caught, for the quality of fish processed, for the percentage of the all-important quota. Karp’s team won the pennant month after month. Because Arkady’s factory team
  had the same shift, they won too. ‘You Are Building Communism by Feeding the Soviet People!’ said the banner over the board. That was him and Karp!

  The trawlmaster idly shook out a cigarette. Deckhands didn’t take much notice of crew that worked below. He hardly glanced at Slava. On the screen, white packets were being passed from one
  secret agent to another.

  ‘Heroin,’ Karp said.

  ‘Or sugar,’ said Arkady. That was hard to get too.

  ‘Trawlmaster Korobetz was the one who found Zina,’ Slava changed the subject.

  ‘What time was that?’ Arkady asked.

  ‘About 0300,’ Karp said.

  ‘Was there anything else in the net?’

  ‘No. Why are you asking questions?’ Karp demanded in turn. The quality of his gaze had changed, as if a statue had opened its eyes.

  ‘Supposedly, Seaman Renko has experience in matters like this,’ Slava said.

  ‘In falling overboard?’ Karp asked.

  ‘Did you know her?’

  ‘I only saw her around here. She served food.’ Karp’s interest was growing all the time. He tried Arkady’s name like a bell. ‘Renko, Renko. Where are you
  from?’

  ‘Moscow,’ Slava answered for Arkady.

  ‘Moscow?’ Karp whistled appreciatively. ‘You must have really fucked up to end up here.’

  ‘But here we are, all of us proud workers of the Far East fleet,’ Volovoi said as he joined them, and with an eye to another newcomer, an American boy with freckles and a bush of
  springy hair who was coming warily down the hall. ‘Bernie, go in, please,’ Volovoi urged him. ‘It’s a spy story. Very exciting.’

  ‘You mean we’re the villains, right?’ Bernie had a sheepish grin and only a slight accent.

  ‘How could it be a spy story otherwise?’ Volovoi laughed.

  ‘Think of it as a comedy,’ Arkady suggested.

  ‘Yeah.’ Bernie liked that.

  ‘Please, enjoy yourself,’ Volovoi said, although he had stopped laughing. ‘Comrade Bukovsky will find you a good seat.’

  The first mate took Arkady down the hall to the ship’s library, a room where a reader had to slip sideways between the stacks. In such a limited collection it was interesting to see who
  was represented. Jack London was popular, as were war stories, science fiction and a field of literature called tractor romances. Volovoi dismissed the librarian and sat himself at her desk,
  pushing to one side her tea cosy, pots of glue and books with broken spines to make room for a dossier he had brought in his briefcase. Arkady had tried to stay out of the political officer’s
  way, hanging back at meetings and avoiding entertainments. It was the first time the two of them had ever been alone.

  Although Volovoi was the ship’s first mate and habitually wore a canvas fishing jacket and boots, he never touched the helm or a net or a navigational chart. The reason was that a first
  mate was the political officer. There was a chief mate for more mundane matters having to do with fishing and seamanship. Very confusing. First Mate Volovoi was responsible for discipline and
  morale; for hand-painted signs in the corridor that proclaimed ‘Third Shift Wins Gold Pennant for Socialist Competition!’; for announcing the news every noon on the ship’s radio,
  mixing telegrams to proud crew members about babies born in Vladivostok with items from revolutionary Mozambique; for running movies and volleyball tournaments; and most important, for writing a
  work and political evaluation of every member of the crew from the captain on down, and delivering that judgment to the maritime section of the KGB.

  Not that Volovoi was a weakling. He was the ship’s champion weightlifter, the kind of redhead whose eyes were always pink, whose eyelids and lips had a crust of eczema, whose meaty,
  well-kept hands had golden hair. Crewmen called political officers ‘invalids’ for their lack of real work, but Fedor Volovoi was the healthiest ‘invalid’ Arkady had ever
  seen.

  ‘Renko,’ Volovoi read, as if familiarizing himself with a problem. ‘Chief Investigator. Dismissed. Expelled from the Party. Psychiatric rehabilitation. You see, I have the same
  file as the captain has. Assigned to labour in the eastern section of the Russian Republic.’

  ‘Siberia.’

  ‘I know where the eastern section is. I notice also that you have a sense of humour.’

  ‘That’s basically what I’ve been working on for the last few years.’

  ‘Good, because I also have a more complete report.’ Volovoi placed a thicker dossier on the desk. ‘There was a murder case in Moscow. Somehow it ended with you killing the city
  prosecutor, an unexpected twist. Who is Colonel Pribluda?’

  ‘An officer of the KGB. He spoke for me at the inquiry, which decided not to charge me.’

  ‘You were also expelled from the Party and kept for psychiatric observation. Is that the fate of an innocent man?’

  ‘Innocence had nothing to do with it.’

  ‘And who is Irina Asanova?’ Volovoi read the name.

  ‘A former Soviet citizen.’

  ‘You mean a woman whom you helped to defect and who has since been a source of slanderous rumours about your fate.’

  ‘What are the rumours?’ Arkady asked. ‘How far off ?’

  ‘Have you been in contact with her?’

  ‘From here?’

  ‘You’ve been questioned before.’

  ‘Many times.’

  Volovoi flipped the pages of the dossier. ‘ “Political unreliability” . . . “political unreliability”. Let me tell you what is humorous to me as first mate. In a
  few days we will be in Dutch Harbor. Everyone on this ship will go into port for shopping with one exception: you. Because everyone on this ship has a No. 1 seaman’s visa with one exception:
  you. I must assume you have only a No. 2 visa because those people who should know believe you cannot be trusted with foreigners or in a foreign port. Yet you are the man the captain wants to
  assist Bukovsky, even to help him speak to the Americans on board or to those on the trawlers. That’s either humorous or very odd.’

  Arkady shrugged. ‘Humour is such a personal thing.’

  ‘But to be expelled from the Party . . .’ The Invalid liked hitting that nail, Arkady thought. Never mind dismissal and exile; the real punishment, the fear of every
  apparatchik, was losing his Party card. Molotov, for example, was denounced for writing up the murder lists of thousands of Stalin’s victims. He wasn’t in real trouble, though,
  until they took away his card.

  ‘Membership in the Party was too great an honour. I could not bear it.’

  ‘So it seems.’ Volovoi pondered the file again. Perhaps the words were too painful. He lifted his eyes to the bookshelves, as if no story there could be so tawdry. ‘The
  captain, of course, is a Party member. Like many sea captains, however, he has a decisive nature, a personality that enjoys risk. He’s astute about fishing, about avoiding icebergs, simply
  going to starboard or port. But politics and human personality are more complicated, more dangerous. Of course he wants to know what happened to the dead girl. We all do. Nothing is more important.
  That’s why the proper control of any inquiry is vital.’

  ‘I’ve heard that before,’ Arkady admitted.

  ‘And didn’t listen. Then you were a Party member, a high official, a man with a title. I see by your file that you haven’t been on shore for almost a year. Renko, you’re
  a prisoner on this ship. When we return to Vladivostock, while your cabinmates return to their girlfriends or families, you will be met by the Border Guard, an arm of State Security. You know that
  or you would have left the ship the last time we were home. You have no home, you have no place to go. Your only hope is a strongly positive evaluation from the Polar Star. I am the
  officer who writes that evaluation.’

  ‘What do you want?’

  ‘I expect’, Volovoi said, ‘to be closely and quietly informed before any report is made to the captain.’

  ‘Ah.’ Arkady bowed his head. ‘Well, it’s not an investigation, it’s only asking questions for a day. I’m not in charge.’

  ‘Since Slava Bukovsky speaks little English, it’s obvious you will do some of the questioning. Questions have to be asked, the truth ascertained, before any proper conclusion can be
  reached. It’s important that no information be given to the Americans.’

  ‘I can only do my best. Would you like accidental death? We’ve considered food poisoning. Homicide?’

  ‘It’s also important to protect the name of the ship.’

  ‘Suicide comes in many forms.’

  ‘And the reputation of the unfortunate worker.’

  ‘We could declare her still alive and name her the Queen of Fisherman’s Day. Whatever you want. Write it out and I’ll sign it right now.’

  Volovoi slowly closed the dossier, dropped it into his briefcase, pushed back his chair and stood. His pinkish eyes became a little redder and more fixed, the instinctive reaction of a man
  sighting a natural enemy.

  Arkady gazed back. I know you too.

  ‘Do I have permission to leave?’

  ‘Yes.’ Volovoi’s voice had gone dry. ‘Renko,’ he added as Arkady turned to go.

  ‘Yes?’

  ‘Suicide, I think, is what you’re best at.’

  


  Chapter Four

  Zina Patiashvili lay on the table, her head resting on a wooden block. She had been pretty, with the nearly Grecian profile that Georgian girls sometimes possessed. Full lips,
  a graceful neck and limbs, a black pubic stripe and a head of blonde hair. What had she wanted to be, a Scandinavian? She had gone into the sea, touched bottom and returned with no apparent signs
  of corruption aside from the stillness of death. After the tension of rigor mortis all flesh became slack on the bone: breasts sagged on the ribs, mouth and jaw were loose, eyes flattened under
  half-open lids, the skin bore a luminous pallor. And the smell. The operating room was no morgue, with a morgue’s investments of formaldehyde, and the body was enough to fill the room with an
  odour like the stench of soured milk.

  Arkady lit a second Belomor straight from the first and filled his lungs again. Russian tobacco, the stronger the better. On a medical chart he drew four silhouettes: front, back, right side,
  left.

  Zina seemed to levitate in the flash of Slava’s camera, then settle back on the table as her shadow faded. At first the third mate had resisted attending the autopsy, but Arkady insisted
  so that Slava, already hostile, couldn’t later claim any findings were prejudiced or incomplete. If this was a last twinge of professional pride on Arkady’s part he didn’t know
  whether to be amused at himself or disgusted. The adventures of a fish gutter! At this point, Slava was snapping pictures like a combat-hardened photo-journalist from Tass, while Arkady
  felt ill.

  ‘Altogether,’ Dr Vainu was saying, ‘this trip has been a great disappointment. Back on land I had a good trade in sedatives. Valeryanka, Pentalginum, even foreign pills. But
  the women on this boat are a group of Amazons. Not even many abortions.’

  Vainu was a young consumptive who generally received patients in his leisure suit and slippers, but for the autopsy he wore a lab coat with an ink-stained pocket. As always, he chainsmoked
  cigarettes laced with anti-stormine for seasickness. He held the cigarette between his fourth and little finger so that every time he took a puff his hand covered his face like a mask. On a side
  table were his surgical tools: scalpels, protractors, clamps, a small rotary saw for amputations. On the table’s lower shelf was a steel pan holding Zina’s clothes.

  ‘Sorry about the time of death,’ Vainu added airily, ‘but who in their right mind would believe a trawl would pick her up more than a day after she went over?’

  Arkady tried to smoke and draw at the same time. In Moscow a pathologist did the actual work and the investigator only walked in and out. There were laboratories, teams of forensic specialists,
  a professional apparatus and the steadying hand of routine. One comfort of the past few years had been the idea that he would never have to deal with victims again. Certainly not a girl out of the
  sea. A salty rankness underlay the smell of death. It was the smell of all the fish that had come down the factory line, and now of this girl from the same net, her hair matted, her arms, legs, and
  breasts mottled purple.

  ‘Besides, estimating a time of death from rigor mortis is very chancy, especially in cold conditions,’ Vainu went on. ‘It’s only a contraction caused by chemical
  reactions after death. Did you know that if you cut a fish fillet before rigor mortis the flesh will shrink and get tough?’

  The pen slipped from Arkady’s hand and his boot kicked it when he stooped for it.

  ‘You’d think this was your first autopsy.’ Slava picked the pen up and surveyed the table clinically. He turned to the doctor. ‘She seems pretty bruised. Think she hit
  the propeller?’

  ‘But her clothes weren’t torn. Fists, not a propeller, from my experience,’ Vainu said.

  Vainu’s experience? He was trained in broken bones and appendectomies. Everything else was handled with green liniment or aspirin because, as he said, the infirmary dealt primarily in
  alcohol and drugs. That was why the table had restraining straps. The Polar Star had run out of morphine a month ago.

  Arkady read the top of the chart: ‘Patiashvili, Zinaida Petrovna. Born 28/8/61, Tbilisi, G.S.S.R. Height: 1.6m. Weight: 48k. Hair: black (dyed blond). Eyes: Brown.’ He handed the
  clipboard to Vainu and started walking around the table. Just as a man who is terrified of heights will concentrate on one rung at a time, Arkady spoke slowly and moved from detail to detail.

  ‘Doctor, will you indicate the elbows are broken. The small amount of bruising suggests they were broken after death and at low body temperature.’ He took a deep breath and flexed
  her legs. ‘Indicate the same for her knees.’

  Slava stepped forward, focused, took another shot, picking angles like a movie director on his first film.

  ‘Are you using colour or black-and-white?’ Vainu asked.

  ‘Colour,’ Slava said.

  ‘On the forearms and calves,’ Arkady continued, ‘indicate a pooling of blood, not bruising, probably from the position she was in after death. Indicate the same on the
  breasts.’ On the breasts the pooled blood looked like a second, liverish pair of aureoles. He wasn’t up to this, Arkady thought; he should have refused. ‘On the left shoulder,
  left side of the rib cage and hip some faint bruises evenly spaced.’ He used a ruler from the lab table. ‘Ten apparent bruises in all, about five centimetres apart.’

  ‘Could you hold the ruler a little steadier?’ Slava complained and took another shot.

  ‘I think our former investigator needs a drink,’ Vainu said.

  Silently Arkady agreed. The girl’s hands had the feel of cool, soft clay. ‘No signs of broken nails or any tissue under them. The doctor will take scrapings and examine them under a
  microscope.’

  ‘A drink or a crutch,’ Slava said.

  Arkady took a deep pull on the Belomor before he opened Zina’s mouth wide.

  ‘Lips and tongue do not appear bruised or cut.’ He closed her mouth and tilted her head to look down her nostrils. He squeezed the bridge of her nose, then pulled the eyelids up from
  elliptical irises. ‘Indicate discolouration in the white of the left eye.’

  ‘Meaning what?’ Slava asked.

  ‘There are no signs of a direct blow,’ Arkady went on. ‘Possibly shock from a blow on the back of the skull.’ He rolled Zina on to her shoulder and pulled brine-stiffened
  hair from the nape of her neck. The skin there was bruised black. He took the clipboard from Vainu and said, ‘Cut her.’

  The doctor selected a scalpel and, still smoking a cigarette with a long ash, made a slice the length of the cervical vertebrae. Arkady cradled the head as Vainu probed.

  ‘This is your lucky day,’ the doctor said drily. ‘Indicate a crushed first vertebra and base of the skull. This must be a little triumph for you.’ He glanced at Arkady
  and then at the saw. ‘We could bring the brain out to make sure. Or crack the chest and examine the air passages for sea water.’

  Slava snapped a picture of the neck and straightened up, swaying a little as he stood.

  ‘No.’ Arkady let her head settle on the block and closed her eyes. He rubbed his hands on his jacket, then sorted through the clothes in the pan. If she had drowned there would have
  been ruptures in her nose and mouth; there would have been water in her stomach as well as in her lungs, and when she was moved she’d still be seeping like a sponge. Besides, Vladivostok had
  enough investigators and technicians who’d be happy to carve her up and analyse her down to atomic elements. The pan held a red plastic shoe of Soviet manufacture, loose blue exercise pants,
  panties, white cotton blouse with a Hong Kong label and a pin that said, ‘I 9? L.A.’ An international girl. In a pocket of the pants was some sodden blue pasteboard that had been a pack
  of Gauloises. Also a playing card, the queen of hearts. A romantic girl, Zina Patiashvili. Also a sturdy Soviet condom. But a practical one too. He looked at her waxy face again, at the scalp
  already withdrawing from the black roots of her blonde hair. The girl was dead, leaving her fantasy life behind. He always got mad at autopsies - at the victims as well as the murderers. Why
  didn’t some people just shoot themselves in the head the day they were born?

  The Polar Star was in a turn, trailing after its catcherboats. Arkady steadied himself unconsciously. Slava braced himself at the table while trying not to touch it.

  ‘Losing your sea legs?’ Vainu asked.

  The third mate stared back. ‘I’m fine.’

  Vainu smirked. At least we should remove the viscera,’ he told Arkady.

  Arkady took the clothes from the pan. They were daubed with fish blood, torn here and there by fish spines, no more than you’d expect from a ride in a net. There might have been an oil
  smudge on a pants knee. Spreading the blouse, Arkady noticed a different sort of rustiness on the front flap, not a rip but a cut.

  He returned to the body. There was a maroon discolouration on the limbs, breasts and around the navel. Maybe it wasn’t all blood pooling; maybe he’d been too quick to say that just
  to get away from her. Sure enough, as he spread the belly from the navel he saw a puncture, a narrow stab wound about two centimetres long. Just what a fisherman’s knife would leave. Everyone
  on the Polar Star had a knife with a white plastic handle and a 20cm double-edged blade for gutting fish or cutting net. Signs throughout the ship advised: ‘Be ready for emergencies.
  Carry your knife at all times.’ Arkady’s was in his locker.

  ‘Let me do that.’ Vainu elbowed Arkady aside.

  ‘You found a bump and a scratch,’ Slava said. ‘So what?’

  Arkady said, ‘It’s more than the usual wear and tear, even for a high dive.’

  Vainu staggered from the table. Arkady thought he must have opened the wound more because a short length of intestine, purplish-grey and slick, stood out of it. More of it rose with a life of
  its own, and continued to emerge from the girl’s belly through a bubbling collar of salt water and pearly ooze.

  ‘Slime eel!’

  Slime eel or hagfish. By either name, a primitive but efficient form of life. Sometimes the net brought in a halibut two metres long, a beast that should have weighed a quarter-ton and was
  nothing but a sack of skin and bones and a nest of slime eels. The outside of the fish could be untouched; the eels entered through the mouth or anus and forced their way into the belly. When an
  eel appeared in the factory the women scattered until the men had hammered it to death with shovels.

  The eel’s head, an eyeless stump with fleshy horns and a puckered mouth, whipped from side to side against Zina Patiashvili’s stomach; then the entire eel, as long as an arm, slid
  seemingly forever out of her, twisted in mid-air and landed at Vainu’s feet. The doctor stabbed, snapping the scalpel in two against the deck. He kicked, then grabbed another knife from the
  table. The eel thrashed wildly, rolling across the room. Its main defence was a glutinous, pearly ooze that made it impossible to hold. One eel could fill a bucket with slime; a feeding eel could
  cover bait in a cocoon of slime that not even a shark would touch. The tip of the knife broke off and flew up, cutting Vainu’s cheek. He tripped, landed on his back and watched the eel squirm
  towards him.

  Arkady stepped into the passage and returned with a fire axe which he swung, blunt-end down, on the eel. With each blow the eel thrashed, smearing the deck. Arkady lost his balance on the slime,
  caught himself, turned the hatchet edge down and cut the eel in half. The two halves went on twisting separately until he had chopped each of them in two. The four divided parts twitched in pools
  of slime and blood.

  Vainu staggered to the cabinet, pulled the instruments from the sterilizing jar and poured the alcohol into two glasses for Arkady and himself. Slava Bukovsky was gone. Arkady had a fleeting
  memory of the third mate bolting for the door a moment after the eel appeared.

  ‘This is my last trip,’ Vainu muttered.

  ‘Why didn’t anyone notice she was missing from work?’ Arkady asked. ‘Was she chronically ill?’

  ‘Zina?’ Vainu steadied his glass with both hands. ‘Not her.’

  Arkady drained his own glass in a swallow. A little antiseptic, but not bad.

  What sort of doctor, he considered, did factory ships generally have? Certainly not one with curiosity about the whole range of physical dysfunction, of deliveries, childhood diseases,
  geriatrics. On the Polar Star there wasn’t even the usual maritime hazard of tropical diseases. Medical duty on the waters of the North Pacific was pretty boring, which was why it
  drew drunks and medical-school graduates assigned against their will. Vainu was neither. He was Estonian, from a Baltic republic where Russians were treated like occupying troops. Not a man with a
  great deal of sympathy for the crew of the Polar Star.

  ‘No problems of dizziness, headaches, fainting? No problems with drugs? You didn’t treat her for anything?’

  ‘You saw her records. Absolutely clean.’

  ‘Then how is it that no one was surprised by the absence of this able-bodied worker?’

  ‘Renko, I have the impression that you are the only man on board who didn’t know Zina.’

  Arkady nodded. He was getting that impression, too.

  ‘Don’t forget your axe,’ Vainu said as Arkady started for the door.

  ‘I’d like you to examine the body for signs of sexual activity. Get her fingerprints and enough blood for typing. I’m afraid you’ll have to clean out the
  abdomen.’

  ‘What if . . .?’ The doctor stared at the eel.

  ‘Right,’ Arkady said. ‘Keep the axe.’

  •   •   •

Slava Bukovsky was bent over the rail outside. Arkady stood beside him as if they were taking the air. On the trawl deck mounds of yellow sole waited to be shovelled down the
  chute to the factory. An American nylon net was strung between two booms, and a net needle – a shuttle with a split tip – hung from an ongoing repair. Arkady wondered if that was the
  net Zina had come up in. Slava studied the sea.

  Sometimes fog acted like oil on water. The surface was dead calm, black, a few gulls hovering over a trawler he could make out only because American boats were so bright, like fishing lures.
  This one was red and white, with a crew in yellow slickers. It swung in and out behind the Polar Star’s stern, the factory ship’s rusty hull looming forty feet above the
  trawler. Of course the Americans went out only for weeks at a time, whereas the Polar Star was out for half a year. The American boat was a toy in the water; the Polar Star was a
  world to itself.

  ‘That doesn’t usually happen at autopsies,’ Arkady said softly.

  Slava wiped his mouth with a handkerchief. ‘Why would anyone stab her if she was already dead?’

  ‘The stomach has bacteria. The puncture was to let the gasses out, to keep her from floating. I can carry on alone for a while; why don’t you catch up when you feel
  better?’

  Slava stiffened up from the rail and folded his handkerchief. ‘I’m still in charge. We will do everything like a normal investigation.’

  Arkady shrugged. ‘In a normal homicide investigation when you find the body you go over the ground with a magnifying glass and metal detectors. Look around you. Is there any particular
  wave you want to examine?’

  ‘Stop saying homicide. That’s rumour-mongering.’

  ‘Not with those wounds.’

  ‘It could have been the propeller,’ Slava said.

  ‘If someone hit her over the head with it.’

  ‘There were no signs of a struggle – you said so yourself. It’s your attitude that is the greatest problem. I’m not going to let your antisocial posturing compromise
  me.’

  ‘Comrade Bukovsky, I’m just a worker off the factory line. You are an emblem of the radiant Soviet future. How can I compromise you?’

  ‘Don’t play the worker with me. Volovoi told me about you. You made a big mess back in Moscow. Captain Marchuk was crazy to let you off the line.’

  ‘Why did he?’ Arkady was genuinely curious.

  ‘I don’t know.’ Slava seemed as confused as Arkady.

  •   •   •

Zina Patiashvili’s cabin was the same as Arkady’s in space and layout, four people living in what could pass for a fairly comfortable decompression chamber: four
  bunks, table and bench, closet and sink. The atmosphere itself was different. Instead of male sweat, the air contained a powerful mix of competing perfumes. Rather than Gury’s pin ups and
  Obidin’s icon, the closet door was decorated with Cuban postcards, sappy International Women’s Day greeting cards, snapshots of children in Pioneer scarves, magazine pictures of movie
  stars and musicians. There was a smiling picture of the roly poly Soviet rock star Stas Namin. There was a scowling photo of Mick Jagger.

  ‘That was Zina’s.’ Natasha Chaikovskaya pointed to Jagger.

  The other cabinmates were ‘Madame’ Malzeva, the oldest worker from Arkady’s factory line, and a little Uzbek girl named Dynama in honour of the electrification of Uzbekistan.
  Her family had done the innocent girl no favour, because in more sophisticated parts of the Soviet Union a ‘dynama’ is a flirt who wines and dines on a man’s money, then goes to
  the rest room and disappears. Mercifully, her friends called her Dynka. Her black eyes balanced anxiously on enormous cheekbones. Her hair was done up in two ponytails that looked like black
  wings.

  For such a sombre occasion, Natasha had eschewed lipstick, compromising with a tall haircomb. Behind her back she was called ‘Chaika’, for the broad-shouldered limousine of that
  name. She could have smothered Stas Namin with one squeeze; Jagger wouldn’t have had a chance. She was a shotputter with the soul of Carmen.

  ‘Zina was a good girl, a popular girl, the life of the ship,’ Madame Malzeva said. As if holding court in her parlour, she wore a tasselled shawl and darned a sateen pillow with
  stitched waves and the invitation ‘Visit Odessa’. ‘Wherever there was laughter, there was our Zina.’

  ‘Zina was nice to me,’ Dynka said. ‘She’d come down to the laundry and bring me a sandwich.’ Like most Uzbeks, she couldn’t pronounce ‘zch’; she
  just dropped it.

  ‘She was an honest Soviet worker who will be badly missed.’ Natasha was a Party member with the Party member’s ability to sound like a tape recording.

  ‘Those are valuable testimonials,’ Slava said.

  A top bunk was stripped. In a cardboard box designed for holding thirty kilos of frozen fish were clothes, shoes, stereo and cassettes, hair rollers and brushes, grey notebook, a snapshot of
  Zina in her bathing suit, another of her and Dynka, and an East Indian jewellery box covered with coloured cloth and bits of mirror. Over the bunk a framed panel screwed into the bulkhead gave the
  occupant’s assignment in case of emergency. Zina’s post was the fire brigade in the galley.

  Arkady could tell immediately who the other bunks were occupied by. An older woman always had a lower, in this case one lined with pillows from other ports – Sochi, Tripoli, Tangiers
  – so that Madame Malzeva could repose on a soft atlas. Natasha’s bunk held a selection of pamphlets like ‘Understanding the Consequences of Social Democratic Deviationism’
  and ‘Towards a Cleaner Complexion’. Perhaps one led to the other; that would be a propaganda breakthrough. On Dynka’s upper bunk was a toy camel. More than men did, they had made
  a real home out of their cabin, enough for him to feel like an intruder.

  ‘What interests us,’ Arkady said, ‘is how Zina’s disappearance went unnoticed. You shared this cabin with her. How could you not notice that she was gone for a day and a
  night?’

  ‘She was such an active girl,’ Malzeva said. ‘And we have different shifts. You know, Arkasha, we work at night. She worked during the day. Sometimes days would pass without
  our seeing Zina. It’s hard to believe we will never see her again.’

  ‘You must be upset.’ Arkady had seen Madame Malzeva cry in war movies when the Germans got shot. Everyone else would be screaming, ‘Take that, you fucking Fritz!’ but
  Malzeva would be sobbing into her babushka.

  ‘She borrowed my shower cap and never returned it.’ The old woman raised dry eyes.

  ‘It would be good to gather testimonials from her other mates,’ Slava suggested.

  ‘What about her enemies?’ Arkady asked. ‘Would anyone want to hurt her?’

  ‘No!’ the three women said as a chorus.

  ‘There’s no call for such a question,’ Slava warned.

  ‘Forget I asked. And what else was Zina’s?’ Arkady scanned the photo montage on the closet door.

  ‘Her nephew.’ Dynka’s finger went tentatively to a snapshot of a dark-haired boy holding a bunch of grapes as big as figs.

  ‘Her actress.’ Natasha pointed to a picture of Melina Mercouri looking pouty and wreathed in cigarette smoke. Had Zina seen herself as a sultry Greek?

  ‘Any boyfriend?’ Arkady asked.

  The three women looked at each other as if they were consulting; then Natasha answered, ‘Not any one man especially that we were aware of.’

  ‘No one man,’ said Malzeva.

  Dynka giggled. ‘No.’

  ‘Fraternization with all your mates is the best course,’ Slava said.

  ‘Did you see her at the dance? Were you at the dance?’ Arkady asked them.

  ‘No, Arkasha, not at my age,’ Malzeva said, dusting off some coyness. ‘And you forget that the factory line still processed fish during the dance. Natasha, weren’t you
  sick?’

  ‘Yes.’ When Slava, erstwhile musician, gave a start, Natasha added, ‘I may have looked in at the dance.’ In a dress, Arkady guessed.

  ‘Were you at the dance?’ Arkady asked Dynka.

  ‘Yes. The Americans dance like monkeys,’ she said. ‘Zina’s the only one who could dance like them.’

  ‘With them?’ Arkady asked her.

  ‘It seems to me there is a certain unhealthy sexuality when Americans dance,’ Madame Malzeva said.

  ‘The dance was meant to encourage friendship between workers of both nations,’ Slava answered. ‘What does it matter who she danced with if she had an accident later that
  night?’

  Arkady poured the box of effects onto Zina’s bunk. The clothes were foreign and worn to the last thread. Nothing in the pockets. The tapes were of the Rolling Stones and Dire Straits
  variety; the player was a Sanyo. There was no ID, nor had he expected any; her paybook and visa would be in the ship’s safe. Lipsticks and perfumes lay in the hollow of the bunk; how long
  would the scent of Zina Patiashvili linger in the cabin? Her jewellery box had a string of fake pearls and half a deck of playing cards, all the queen of hearts. Also a roll of
  ‘pinkies’, ten-ruble notes, held together by a rubber band. It would take more time to go through the effects than he had at this moment. He put everything back into the box.

  ‘Everything’s here?’ he asked. ‘All her tapes?’

  Natasha sniffed. ‘Her precious tapes. She always used her headphones. She never shared them.’

  ‘What are you trying to find?’ Slava demanded. ‘I’m tired of being ignored.’

  ‘I’m not ignoring you,’ Arkady said, ‘but you already know what happened. I’m more slow-witted; I have to go step by step. Thank you,’ he told the three
  women.

  ‘That’s all, comrades,’ Slava said decisively. He picked up the box. ‘I’ll take care of this.’

  At the door, Arkady paused to ask, ‘Did she have fun at the dance?’

  ‘It’s possible,’ Natasha said. ‘Comrade Renko, maybe you should go to a dance sometime. The intelligentsia should mix with workers.’

  How Natasha had settled on this label for him Arkady didn’t know; the slime line was not an avenue of philosophers. There was something ominous in Natasha’s expression he wanted to
  avoid, so he asked Dynka, ‘Did she seem dizzy? Sick?’

  Dynka shook her head, so that her ponytails rode back and forth. ‘She was happy when she left the dance.’

  ‘At what time? Where was she going?’

  ‘To the stern. I can’t say what time it was; people were still dancing.’

  ‘Who was she with?’

  ‘She was alone, but she was happy, like a princess in a fairytale.’

  It was a fantasy far better than men put together. These women believed they were sailing the seas with all the ordinary intrigues of a women’s apartment, as if you couldn’t step
  outside into the wide sea and simply disappear. During the ten months that Arkady had spent on board, he was feeling more and more that the ocean was a void, a vacuum into which people could be
  drawn at any moment. They should hang on to their bunks, and hold on for their lives if they stepped on deck.

  When Slava and Arkady reached the deck, they found Vainu jackknifed over the rail, his lab coat smeared with blood and slime. The axe lay at his feet. He held up two fingers.

  ‘. . . more,’ he blurted and turned his face back into the wind.

  A void or a well of too much life. Take your pick.

  


  Chapter Five

  Arkady happily followed Slava towards the stern. He could almost breathe in the view: a lone figure at the rail, a catcherboat in the middle distance, black sea folding into
  grey fog. It was a change from claustrophobia.

  ‘Look around,’ Slava said. ‘You’re supposed to be an expert.’

  ‘Right.’ Arkady stopped on command and turned, not that there was much to see: winches and cleats lit by three lamps that even at midday glowed like poisonous moons. In the middle of
  the deck was an open stairwell that led to a landing directly over the stern ramp. Stern ramps were a feature of modern trawling: the Polar Star’s ramp began at the waterline and
  tunnelled up to the trawl deck on the other side of the aft house. All he could see of the ramp was the part below the well, and all he could see of the trawl deck were the tops of the booms and
  gantries beyond the smoke stack. Around the stack were oil barrels, spare cables and hawsers. On the boat deck, lifeboats hung on davits. On one side was emergency gear: fire axes, a pike, gaff and
  spade, as if fire could be fought like foreign troops.

  ‘Well?’ Slava demanded. ‘According to the girl this is where Zina was headed. Like someone in a fairytale.’

  He stopped in mid-stride and whispered to Arkady, ‘Susan.’

  ‘Soo-san?’ Arkady asked. There was a name that lent itself to Russian pronunciation.

  ‘Shh!’ Slava blushed.

  The figure at the rail wore a hooded canvas jacket, shapeless pants and gumboots. Arkady had always avoided the Americans. They rarely came down to the factory, and above deck he felt he was
  watched, that he was expected to try to make contact with them, that he would compromise them, if not himself.

  ‘She’s taking a net.’ Slava stopped Arkady at a respectful distance.

  Susan Hightower’s back was to them as she talked into a hand-held radio. It sounded as if she were alternately answering the Eagle in English and giving instructions to the bridge
  of the Polar Star in Russian. The catcherboat approached, putting its shoulder to the waves. A rattling came from below. Arkady looked down the well to see a cable of scarred red and white
  buoys spill down the grooved, rust-brown slope of the ramp. ‘If she’s working,’ he said, ‘we can talk to the other Americans.’

  ‘She’s the head representative. As a courtesy, we must speak to her first,’ Slava insisted.

  Courtesy? Here they were shivering and ignored, but Slava was in the throes of social embarrassment.

  On the water, the cable straightened as it played out twenty-five, fifty, a hundred metres, each buoy riding its own crest. As the line spread to its full length, the American boat approached on
  the port side and kept pace.
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