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  For Em Always

  


  Prologue

  It was the sort of day that didn’t give a damn. Summer was over, the sky was low and drained of color, and dead leaves hung like crepe along the road. Into this stillness
  dashed a cyclist in red spandex, pumping furiously, taking advantage of the flat terrain.

  Joseph spoke six languages. In restaurants he spoke French, with tradesmen he preferred Chinese and he dreamed in Thai. He was a one-man crowd. It meant that he could travel and find work
  anywhere in the world. The United Nations sent him one place and the European Union sent him somewhere else. Always, he took his black custom-made bike, his designer jersey and shorts, his molded
  saddle and tear-shaped helmet. He had started biking too late in life to be a competitive racer, but he could astonish the locals at most rallies. Anyway, winning didn’t matter. It was the
  tension, the feeling of a drawn bow, that he found most satisfying. At this point he calculated he had ridden twice around the world. He’d never married. His schedule wouldn’t allow it.
  He felt sorry for saps stuck on tandem bikes.

  He loved word games. He had a photographic memory—an eidetic memory, to be exact. He could look at a crossword puzzle and play it out in his mind while he biked, teasing out those words
  that existed only in crossword puzzles: ecru, ogee, amo, amas, amat. A clue that was not in English was all the easier. A tort was a civil
  action; a torte was a piece of cake. A full-grown anagram could occupy his mind from Toulon to Aix-en-Provence. He had the afternoon off, and he needed it after interfacing in Russian and
  Chinese. When the two sides broke early, the interpreter seized the opportunity to ride.

  He prided himself on finding routes out of the ordinary. His idea of hell was being in Tuscany or Provence stuck behind tourists wobbling on and off the road in rented bikes as they worked off a
  lunch of cheese and wine. Elastic pockets in the back of his jersey held water bottles, energy bars, a map and repair kit. He was willing to patch a tire or two if he could have a new vista to
  himself. Kaliningrad had a reputation of being ugly and crime ridden, a city that was an orphan or bastard or both. Escape the city, however, and, voilà, a pastoral delight.

  He was born to translate; his father was Russian, his mother French, and both were Berlitz instructors. In boarding school he spread a rumor that they were dead, tragically killed in a car crash
  in Monte Carlo, and became the boy most invited for the holidays by wealthy classmates. He was ingratiating and sometimes he imagined ending his days as a guest in a villa not far from the sea. He
  still sent his parents a card at Christmastime, although he hadn’t seen them for years.

  He interpreted for film stars and heads of state, but the most lucrative work was corporate negotiations. They were usually carried out by small teams operating in strict confidentiality and an
  interpreter had to be omnipresent yet nearly invisible. Most of all, he had to be discreet, trusted to forget what he heard, to wipe the slate clean when the job was done.

  As the road became a country lane he flew past occasional ruins of brick smothered by lilacs. Fortunately, there was almost no traffic. He navigated pothole after pothole and, at one point, rode
  through asphalt as humped as waves. A butcher’s van with a plastic pig on the roof came the opposite way and seemed to aim straight at the bike until they passed like ships at sea.

  In fact, the interpreter had not erased everything. There were his notes. Even if the notes were stolen, they would be safe, because nobody could read them but himself.

  The road ended at a desolate parking area with a shuttered kiosk and a billboard of events past. An ice-cream cart lay on its side. Everything described postseason ennui. Nevertheless, when he
  heard the screech of gulls he got off his bike and carried it over the brow of a dune to a view of a beach that stretched in either direction as far as he could see and wavelets that advanced in
  regular order. Mist turned the sea and sky into luminous bands of blue. Sand skipped in the wind and nestled into beach grass that grew among the dunes. Rough wooden beach umbrellas, stripped of
  canvas, stood guard, but no one else was in view, which made it perfect.

  He set the bicycle down on the sand and removed his helmet. This was a find. This was the sort of mini-adventure that would make for a good story around the fireplace with a glass of red wine
  and a captivated audience. A little derring-do to cap his career. To give it significance; that was the word.

  Although the air was cool, Joseph was warm from cycling, and he removed his biking shoes and socks. The sand was fine, not like the loose stones of most resorts, and unspoiled, probably because
  Kaliningrad had been a closed city during the Cold War. Water rushed up, hissed around his feet, and drew back.

  His reverie was interrupted by the approach of a vehicle rolling like a drunken sailor across the beach. It was the butcher van. The plastic piggy, pink and smiley, rocked from side to side
  until the van came to a stop and a man about thirty years old with a homburg and stringy hair climbed out. A dirty apron fluttered around him.

  “Looking for amber?”

  Joseph asked, “Why would I be looking for amber?”

  “This is the place. But you have to wait for a storm. You have to wait for a storm to rile up all the amber.”

  Roil, not rile, Joseph thought, but let it pass. Joseph detected nothing in common with the man, no intellect to engage with. Sooner or later the character would demand money
  for vodka and they’d be done.

  “I’m waiting for friends,” Joseph said.

  The tilt of the homburg lent the butcher an antic air. He seemed dizzy or drunk—in any case, so amused at a private joke that he stumbled into the bike.

  “Idiot! Watch where you’re going!” Joseph said.

  “Sorry, real sorry. Say, is this Italian?” The butcher picked up the bicycle by its top rail. “S’fucking beautiful. You don’t see many of these in
  Kaliningrad.”

  “I wouldn’t know.”

  “You can take my word for it.”

  Joseph noticed that the butcher’s hands were nicked and raw from handling frozen beef, and his apron was suitably daubed with liverish stains, although his sandals were hardly appropriate
  footwear for slippery ice lockers.

  “Can you give me the bike, please? The last thing I want is sand in the gears.”

  “No problem.” The butcher let the bike drop and brightly asked, “Holidays?”

  “What?”

  “It’s a question. Are you here on holidays or business?”

  “Holidays.”

  The butcher’s face split into a grin. “Really? You came to Kaliningrad for a vacation? You deserve a medal.” He pretended to pin a decoration to Joseph’s chest.
  “Give me the highlights of Kaliningrad. Like, what did you see this morning?”

  Joseph had worked all morning, not that it was anyone else’s concern, but the butcher produced a nickel-plated pistol that he weighed in his hand like loose change. What had been to Joseph
  a cool breeze now gave him a chill, and grains of sand stuck to the sweat on his skin. Maybe this was an ordinary shakedown. No problem. He would pay whatever was asked and be reimbursed by the
  client.

  “Are you the police?”

  “Do I look like the fucking police?”

  “No.” Joseph’s heart sank. He had been trained to be calm and cooperative in hostage situations. The statistics were actually reassuring. People only got killed when someone
  tried to be a hero. “What do you want?”

  “I saw you at the hotel with those people. They’re surrounded by bodyguards and have a whole floor to themselves.” The butcher became confidential. “Who are
  they?”

  “Businessmen.”

  “International business or they wouldn’t need an interpreter, right? Without you, everything comes to a halt. The machinery stops, doesn’t it? The big wheel is stopped by the
  little wheel, isn’t that so?”

  Joseph was uneasy. This was Kaliningrad, after all. The pig glowed, happy to go to the abattoir. Joseph contemplated running from this madman. Even if he didn’t get shot, he would have to
  abandon his bike; the sand was too deep and soft for the tires. The entire scene was demeaning.

  “I just interpret,” Joseph said. “I’m not responsible for content.”

  “And take notes of secret meetings.”

  “Totally legal. The notes simply aid my memory.”

  “Secret meetings or you wouldn’t be in Kaliningrad; you’d be living it up in Paris.”

  “It’s sensitive,” Joseph conceded.

  “I bet it is. You have a real skill. People run at the mouth and you translate it word for word. How do you remember it all?”

  “That’s where the notes come in.”

  “I’d like to see those.”

  “You wouldn’t understand them.”

  “I can read.”

  Joseph was quick to say, “I wasn’t suggesting that you couldn’t, only that the material is highly technical. And they’re confidential. We’d be breaking the
  law.”

  “Show me.”

  “I honestly can’t.” Joseph looked around and saw nothing but gulls patrolling the beach in case food appeared. No one had told the gulls that the season was over.

  “You don’t get it. I don’t need to know the ins and outs. I’m a pirate like those Africans who hijack tankers. They don’t know a dog’s turd about oil.
  They’re just a few black bastards with machine guns, but when they hijack a tanker they hold all the cards. Companies pay millions to get their ships back. The hijackers aren’t going to
  war; they’re just fucking up the system. Tankers are their targets of opportunity and that’s what you are, my target of opportunity. All I’m asking is ten thousand dollars for a
  notebook. I’m not greedy.”

  “If you’re just an errand boy that changes everything.” Immediately, Joseph understood that it was the wrong thing to say and the wrong way to have said it. It was like poking
  a cobra. “Let me . . . show . . .” Joseph reached around and wrestled with the pockets of his jersey, spilling a water bottle and energy bars until he found a notebook and pencils.

  “Is this it?” the butcher asked.

  “Yes, only it’s not what you expect.”

  The butcher opened the notebook to the first page. Flipped to the second page, the third and fourth. Finally, he raced to the end.

  “What the fuck is this? Pictures of cats? Doodles?”

  “That’s how I take notes.” Joseph couldn’t help a hint of pride.

  “How do I know these are the notes?”

  “I’ll read them to you.”

  “You could say anything you fucking please. What am I supposed to show them?”

  “Who is them?”

  “Who do you think? These people, you fuck with them, they fuck with you.”

  His employers? If he could just explain.

  “My notes—”

  “Are a joke? I’ll show you a joke.” The butcher dragged Joseph to the back of the van and opened the rear door. Out of the interpreter’s many languages, the only word
  that came to mind was Jesu. Inside the van, two skinned lambs hung upside down, looking cold and blue.

  Joseph couldn’t find more to say. He couldn’t even find the air.

  “Let the birds read it.” The butcher cast the notebook into the wind, then tossed Joseph into the back of the van and climbed in after.

  From everywhere gulls materialized. They descended as a succession of thieves, each robbing the other. Every scrap from Joseph’s pockets was snatched and inspected. A tug-of-war developed
  over a half-eaten energy bar. The birds were momentarily startled by a shot and a winner flew off, trailed by other gulls and screams of outrage. The rest settled into a sullen peace facing the
  wind. As the haze retreated, a horizon appeared and waves rolled in with the sound of beads spilled on a marble floor.

  


  Chapter One

  Time did not stand still at Vagankovo Cemetery, but it slowed. Leaves drifting from poplars and ash spread a sense of relief, informality and disrepair. Many sites were modest,
  a stone and bench in a wrought iron enclosure going to rust. A jar of flowers or a pack of cigarettes was evidence of care for ghosts that were at last allowed to indulge.

  It could be said that Grisha Grigorenko had always indulged. He had lived in a grand manner and was going out the same way. For days, Senior Investigator Arkady Renko and Detective Sergeant
  Victor Orlov had trailed the dead man around Moscow. They started with an eviscerated Grisha at the morgue, followed by an herbal rinse and makeup at a spa. Finally, dressed and aromatic, the body
  was rolled out for view in a gold-plated coffin on a bed of roses in the basilica of the Cathedral of Christ the Redeemer. Everyone agreed that Grisha looked, considering the hole in the back of
  his head, pretty good.

  For a senior investigator like Renko and a detective sergeant like Orlov, surveillance of this nature was fairly demeaning, a task that a ticket taker at a movie theater could have performed.
  The prosecutor had directed them to “note and photograph. Stay at a distance from the funeral cortege to watch only. Use discretion and make no contact.”

  They made a pair. Arkady was a thin man with lank dark hair who looked incomplete without a cigarette. Victor was a bloodshot wreck who substituted Fanta for vodka. Or tried. Because of his
  drinking no one dared work with him but Arkady. As long as he was working a case, he was sober and a good detective. He was like a hoop that stayed upright as long as it was moving, and fell when
  it stopped.

  “ ‘Make no contact,’ ” Victor said. “It’s a funeral. What does he expect, arm wrestling? Hey, that’s the weather girl from television.” A blonde in
  black unfolded from a Maserati.

  “If you wave, I’ll shoot you.”

  “See, it’s even getting to you. ‘Use discretion.’ For Grisha? He might have been a billionaire but he was still a glorified leg breaker.”

  There were two Grishas. There was the public benefactor, patron of charities and the arts, and a leading member of the Moscow Chamber of Commerce. Then there was the Grisha who had his thumb in
  drugs, arms and prostitution.

  The funeral party was similarly mixed. Arkady spotted billionaires who had their arms around the nation’s timber and natural gas, lawmakers who were sucking the state treasury dry, boxers
  who had become thugs, priests as round as beetles, models hobbling on stiletto heels and actors who only played assassins rubbing shoulders with the real thing. A green carpet of artificial grass
  was unrolled along the front row, where heads of the Moscow underworld surfaced in all their variety, from the old boys like Ape Beledon, a gnome in a coat and cap of Persian lamb, and his two
  burly sons; to Isaac and Valentina Shagelman, experts in insolvent banks; and Abdul, who had evolved from Chechen rebel to automobile smuggler and, in a dramatic career move, hip-hop artist. When
  Victor raised a camera, one of Beledon’s sons blocked his view.

  “This is fucked.” It was Victor’s favorite expression. This football game was fucked, this card game was fucked, this salad was fucked. He was constantly fucked. “You
  know what gets me?”

  “What gets you?”

  “We’re going to go back with two hundred images in a digital camera of everyone at this fucked-up hole in the ground and the precinct commander is going to say, ‘Thank you very
  much,’ and then erase it right before my eyes.”

  “Feed it to a laptop first.”

  “That’s not the point. The point is, you can’t win. We’re just playing it out. I could have spent a nice day in bed passed out and pissing drunk.”

  “And I interrupted that?”

  “You did. I know you meant well.”

  A priest droned, “Blessed are those whose ways are blameless, who walk in the way of the Lord.” A golden crucifix swayed at belly level; a golden Rolex shone on his wrist.

  Arkady needed a break. He took a turn around the cemetery, browsing among the headstones. It could be said it was his favorite statuary. In black marble, a grandmaster glowered over a
  chessboard. In white marble, a ballerina floated through the air. There was whimsy too. A woodland spirit rose from a writer’s grave. A comedian cast in bronze offered a fresh carnation. On
  modest patches of grass, the living could sit on a bench and carry on a conversation with someone long departed.

  Alexi Grigorenko stepped in Arkady’s way. “My father can’t be buried in peace? You’re going to hound him to his grave?”

  “My condolences,” Arkady said.

  “You’re interrupting a funeral.”

  “Alexi, it’s a cemetery,” Arkady said. “Everyone is welcome.”

  “This is harassment, and it’s fucking sacrilegious.”

  “Is that how they speak in business school in America?”

  Alexi said, “You weren’t invited.”

  Alexi was a sleeker version of his father, stylishly unshaven, his hair curled at the collar with gel. He was part of a new generation that attended business forums in Aspen and skied in
  Chamonix and he let it be known that he expected to lead the family to the next rung of legitimacy.

  Meanwhile there was a genuine disturbance at the cemetery gate, where the grave diggers were turning away a group bearing posters. Arkady didn’t catch what the issue was, but he did
  glimpse a photojournalist he knew. Anya Rudenko lived across the hall from his flat and sometimes occupied his bed. She was young and full of life and what she saw in Arkady was a mystery to him.
  Why she was in the cemetery, he had no idea, and she shot him a look that warned him not to approach. No stylish celebrities or sleek Mafia here. Anya’s friends were writers and intellectuals
  capable of folly but not of crime, and after a momentary fuss, they turned down the street and she stayed with them.

  The priest cleared his throat and suggested to Alexi, “Maybe we should proceed to the eulogy before, you know, anything else happens.”

  It had to be more than a eulogy, Arkady thought. This was Alexi’s introduction to many of the mourners, a tough audience. So far as they were concerned he was as likely to lose his head as
  wear a crown.

  Victor said, “If he’s smart this is the part where he waves good-bye and runs for his life.”

  Alexi began slowly. “My father, Grisha Ivanovich Grigorenko, was honest and fair, a visionary in business, a patron of the arts. Women knew what a gentleman he was. Still, he was a
  man’s man. He never let down a friend or ran away from a fight, regardless of the attacks on his character and smears on his reputation. My father welcomed change. He understood that we are
  in a new era. He counseled a new generation of entrepreneurs and was a father to anyone in need. He was a spiritual man with a deep sense of community, intent on improving the quality of life in
  his adopted Kaliningrad as well as his native Moscow. I promised my father to fulfill his dream. I know that his true friends will follow me to make that dream come true.”

  “And maybe they’ll open him like a zipper,” Victor whispered.

  Alexi added, “On a lighter note, I want to invite you all to enjoy the hospitality of the Grigorenko family on Grisha’s boat, anchored at the Kremlin Pier.”

  Mourners filed by the open grave and dropped red roses on the coffin. No one lingered. The prospect of a banquet on a world-class yacht was irresistible and in a matter of minutes, the only ones
  left at the grave site were Arkady, Victor and diggers shoveling dirt. Grisha Grigorenko and his roses disappeared.

  “Did you see this?” Victor pointed to the headstone.

  Arkady focused on the stone. It must have been waiting only for a date, because a life-size portrait of Grisha was photo-engraved into polished granite. He wore a sea captain’s cap, and
  his shirt was open at the neck to reveal a crucifix and chains. One foot rested on the bumper of a Jeep Cherokee. An actual car key was in his hand.

  Victor said, “This stone cost more than I make in a year.”

  “Well, he got his head blown off, if that makes you feel any better.”

  “A little.”

  “But why shoot him?” Arkady asked.

  “Why not? Gangsters have a limited life span. The story is that with Grisha out of the way, Kaliningrad is wide open. People don’t think that Alexi has what it takes to keep it.
  These aren’t schoolboys. If Alexi is smart, he’ll go back to business school and stay away from business. Are you going to the yacht?”

  “No, I don’t think I can stifle envy any longer.”

  Victor looked around. “Calm, serenity, the whole bucolic bit. You do that. I’m going to go find the yacht and piss in the river.”

  As soon as Victor left, Arkady turned his attention to the grave diggers. They were still upset about the confrontation with Anya’s friends.

  “It was a demonstration. You can’t have a demonstration without a permit.”

  Arkady was determined not to get involved in Anya’s affairs but couldn’t help asking, “A demonstration about what?”

  “We told them, no matter how famous a person is, a suicide is a suicide and can’t be buried in sanctified ground.”

  “Suicide?”

  “Ask them. The whole group is walking toward Taganskaya. You can catch up.”

  “Whose suicide?”

  “Tatiana.”

  The other said, “Tatiana Petrovna, a troublemaker to the end.”

  Outside the gates, Ape Beledon’s two sons shared a joint.

  “The old boy has us waiting around like he’s the fucking Queen of England and we’re the Prince of Wales. When is he going to let us take over? I’ll tell you when.
  Never.”

  “Real authority.”

  “Real authority doesn’t devolve on you.”

  “You take it. You exercise it.”

  “You demonstrate it, like, you know, ‘Another great night here in Babylon.’ ”

  “Scarface, Tony Montana. You call that a Cuban accent?”

  “ ‘You wanna fuck with me? You wanna play rough? Okay. Say hello to my little friend.’ Then he blows them away.”

  “I must have seen that DVD a hundred times.”

  A cough.

  “Don’t let Ape catch you smoking that shit.”

  “He’s such a fucking schoolmaster.”

  “Fuck Ape.”

  “Fuck Alexi too. Mr. Silver Platter.”

  


  Chapter Two

  By the time Arkady caught up with the marchers, their numbers had swelled to more than one hundred and they had reached their destination, the cul-de-sac where the journalist
  Tatiana Petrovna had fallen to her death the week before. The buildings were all the same: six stories of drab cement, with dead saplings that had been plugged in and forgotten. A bench and seesaw
  were streaked with bird droppings, but the front steps where she had landed were newly scrubbed and bleached.

  No one had been arrested, although a television reporter who stayed with the marchers breathlessly speculated that Petrovna’s confrontational style of reporting had its risks. He
  couldn’t dismiss the possibility that the journalist had taken her own life for publicity’s sake. Officially, suicide was the call.

  What had caught Arkady’s attention was that a neighbor had heard her scream. Suicide usually took concentration. People who committed suicide counted pills, stared in fascination at their
  pooling blood, took the high dive in silence. They rarely screamed. Besides, Arkady didn’t see any neighbors. This was the sort of event that should have drawn gawkers to their windows.

  The marchers lit candles and bore photographs that showed Tatiana as a negligently pretty woman at a desk, reading in a hammock, walking a dog, on the front line of a war zone. Her former
  editor, Sergei Obolensky, was in the forefront of the crowd. He was easy to spot because of his shaved skull, trim beard and wire-rimmed glasses. He and Arkady had met once and thoroughly despised
  each other. Through a bullhorn the editor demanded, “Where is Tatiana? What are they trying to hide?”

  Anya and her camera seemed to be everywhere at once. Arkady had to snag her by the sleeve.

  “You didn’t tell me about this.”

  She said, “You would have told me not to come. This way we don’t fight. The police claimed that she jumped from her balcony and took her life. We demanded an independent autopsy, and
  now they claim they can’t produce her body. How can they lose a body?”

  “They’ve lost bodies for years. It’s one of their functions. More to the point, do you have a permit for this demonstration? Without a permit this could be regarded as a
  provocation.”

  “It is a provocation, Arkady. In the spirit of Tatiana Petrovna, that’s exactly what it is. Why don’t you join us?”

  While Arkady hesitated, Obolensky appeared. “Anya, what are you doing back here? I need you up front to take pictures.”

  “A moment, Sergei. Remember Investigator Renko? He marched with us.”

  “Is that so? The one good apple among the rotten. We’ll see if it’s true or not.” Obolensky gave Arkady a mocking salute before moving on to welcome a group of university
  students to the demonstration.

  “We’ll have two hundred marchers at least,” Anya told Arkady.

  “You should have told me.”

  “I knew what your answer would be and you didn’t disappoint.”

  Everything was simple for her, he thought, so jet-black or snow-white. She held the advantage because he had never had that purity of conviction. If she was a spoiled child, he was a wet
  blanket, a spoilsport. As a journalist, Anya wanted to be close to the action, while Arkady was a man in retreat. She didn’t pretend to be faithful and he didn’t expect her to be. They
  were interim lovers. It simply happened that the margins of their lives overlapped. There were no expectations.

  “Go home, Arkady,” Anya said.

  Obolensky returned to put a proprietary grip on her arm and led her to a bench where a man with a bullhorn was haranguing the wind. Arkady thought Tatiana Petrovna would have smiled to see who
  had come to pay their last respects. It was a middle-aged intellectual crowd. Publishers who abandoned their writers, writers who wrote for the drawer, artists who had become wealthy by turning
  Social Realism into kitsch.

  He wondered what other accusations could be hurled at them. That they once were a special generation that had overthrown the dead weight of an empire? That they were romantics who lamented a
  rendezvous with history that never took place? That they had gone as soft as rotting pumpkins? That they had rallied around Tatiana when she was dead but stayed at arm’s length when she was
  alive? That they were old?

  It seemed to Arkady that Obolensky didn’t need hundreds of marchers, he needed thousands. Where were the kids who Twittered and texted and organized a march of thousands with their
  iPhones? Where were the liberals, communists, anti-Putins, lesbians and gays? In comparison, Obolensky’s march was a garden party. A geriatric ward.

  If it had been up to Arkady, he would have sent everyone home at this point. Nothing that he could point to in particular, only an electric imbalance in the air waiting to be discharged. A
  protest was fitting because Tatiana was indeed a troublemaker. She attacked corruption among politicians and police. Her favorite targets were the former KGB who dwelled like bats in the
  Kremlin.

  Arkady separated from the crowd and walked around the building. On one side was a row of derelict apartment houses, on the other, a chain-link fence and a construction site that had barely
  gotten off the ground. Stacks of rebar were covered with rust. Work trailers were abandoned, their windows punched in and swastikas spray-painted on the doors. A circle of men gathered around a
  cement mixer. They had shaved heads and wore red, the totemic color of the Spartak football club. At Spartak games they were often kept in a caged section of the stands. Arkady watched one pick up
  an iron rod and take a test swing.

  By the time he returned to the demonstration it was well under way. There was no format. People shared the megaphone and poured out their guilt. Each had, at some point, advanced his or her
  career by pulling an article that Tatiana Petrovna had written at the risk of her neck. At the same time, they recalled, she knew what her end would be. She didn’t own a car because, as she
  said, it would only be blown up, and what a waste of a perfectly good car. She could have moved to a larger flat—could have blackmailed her way to material luxury—but was content with
  her dead-end apartment, its rickety lift and insubstantial doors.

  “Every snail prefers its own shell,” Tatiana had said. But she knew. One way or another, it was just a matter of time.

  Afternoon faded into twilight and the television news team had gone before the poet Maxim Dal stepped forward. Maxim was instantly recognizable, taller than anyone else, with a yellow-white
  ponytail and sheepskin coat and so heroically ugly that he was kind of beautiful. As soon as he got his hands on the megaphone, he condemned the investigation’s lack of progress.

  “Tolstoy wrote, ‘God knows the truth, but waits.’ ” Maxim repeated, “God knows the truth, but waits to rectify the evil that men do. Tatiana Petrovna did not have
  that kind of patience. She did not have the patience of God. She wanted the evil that men do to be rectified now. Today. She was an impatient woman and for that reason she knew this day might come.
  She knew she was a marked woman. She was small but so dangerous to certain elements in the state that she had to be silenced, just as so many other Russian journalists have been intimidated,
  assaulted and murdered. She knew she was next on the list of martyrs and for that reason, too, she was an impatient woman.”

  One of the demonstrators fell to his knees. Arkady thought the man had tripped until a streetlight shattered. A general intake of breath was followed by cries of alarm.

  From the edge of the crowd, Arkady had a clear view of the skinheads scaling the chain-link fence like Vikings boarding a ship. Just a handful, no more than twenty, wielding iron rods like
  broadswords.

  Sedentary editors were no match for young thugs whose days were spent lifting weights and practicing karate blows to the kidney or the back of the knees. Professors back-pedaled, taking their
  dignity with them, trying to fend off blows. Placards toppled into chaos as appeals were answered with kicks. A whack to the back took the air away. A brick to the head peeled back the scalp.
  Rescue seemed imminent when a police bus arrived and unloaded riot police. Arkady expected them to come to the aid of the demonstrators; instead, they waded into the marchers with batons.

  Arkady was challenged by a mountainous policeman. Overmatched, he hit the man in the windpipe, more a cheap shot than a knockout blow, but the policeman staggered in circles searching for air.
  Anya was in the middle of the fray taking photographs while Maxim protected her, swinging the megaphone like a club. Arkady glimpsed the editor, Obolensky, also holding his own.

  Arkady, however, went down. In a street fight the worst place to be was on the ground and that was where he was headed. Whose foot tripped him he did not know, but two riot police began dancing
  on his ribs. Well, he thought, in Victor’s words, this was truly fucked.

  He got to his feet, how he didn’t know, and displayed his investigator’s ID.

  “He’s with us?” A policeman dropped his fist. “He fooled me.”

  In minutes the battle was over. Skinheads slipped over the fence and disappeared. Police circulated among the casualties, gathering IDs. Arkady saw split lips and bloody noses, but the real
  damage had been to the spirits of the demonstrators. All afternoon they had relived and rekindled the passion of their youth, stood again with Yeltsin on a tank, again defied the apparatus of the
  KGB. Those heady days were gone, deflated, and all they had reaped was bruises.

  Arkady’s eye was swollen shut and from Anya’s reaction he was glad he couldn’t see himself. She, on the other hand, looked as if she had been on nothing more dangerous than a
  roller coaster. Obolensky had slipped away. The poet Maxim was also gone. Too bad. It had been like having a yeti fight on your side.

  A police captain bellowed, “Assembly without a permit, spreading malicious rumors, obstructing officers of the law.”

  “Who were assaulting innocent civilians,” Arkady said.

  “Did they have a permit to assemble? Yes or no? See, that’s where the trouble starts, with people who think they are special and above the law.”

  “People who were being beaten,” Arkady said. Somehow, by virtue of his rank, he had become spokesman for the demonstrators.

  “Troublemakers who viciously attacked police with bricks and stones. Who did you say your chief was?”

  “Prosecutor Zurin.”

  “Good man.”

  “One in a million. I apologize, Captain. I haven’t made myself clear. The people here are the victims and they need medical care.”

  “Once we have affairs sorted out. The first thing is to gather up all the cameras. All the cameras and cell phones.”

  “In a trash bag?”

  “That way we’ll be able to view and objectively evaluate any violations. Such as—”

  Arkady winced because it hurt to laugh. “Do these people look as if they could assault anyone?”

  “They’re writers, artists, intellectual whores. Who knows what they’ll get up to?”

  The trash bag returned and the captain held it open for Anya. “Now yours.”

  Arkady knew that she wanted to drive a dagger into the captain’s heart. At the same time, she was paralyzed by the threat of losing her camera.

  “She’s with me,” Arkady said.

  “Don’t be ridiculous, she’s not an investigator or militia.”

  “On special orders from Prosecutor Zurin.”

  “Really. I tell you what, Renko, let’s call the prosecutor’s office. Let’s ask him.”

  “I doubt he’s in his office now.”

  “I know his cell phone number.”

  “You’re friends?”

  “Yes.”

  Arkady had walked into a trap of his own devising. He was light-headed and heard a fluty wheeze in his chest. None of this was good.

  A phone at the other end rang and rang until it finally produced a message. The captain clicked off. “The prosecutor is at his golf club and doesn’t want to be disturbed.”

  The issue was still undecided when a massive sedan slid out of the dark. It was a dumbfounding sight, Maxim Dal in a silver ZIL, an armored Soviet-era limousine with double headlights, tail fins
  and whitewall tires. It had to be at least fifty years old. In an authoritative voice Dal ordered Anya and Arkady to get in.

  It was like boarding a spaceship from the past.

  


  Chapter Three

  Anya made a terrible nurse. When she tried to cook, Arkady smelled food burning and heard her swearing at pots and pans. When she wrote in his apartment, he smelled her
  cigarettes and listened to her swear at her laptop. But he was surprised by Anya’s patience. He would have expected her, like a cat, to move on. Although she had assignments—a fashion
  shoot, a photo essay on the Mafia—she dropped in several times a day to see how he was. “You’d miss me if I didn’t. You’re a secret romantic,” she said.

  “I’m a cynic. I believe in car wrecks, airline disasters, missing children, self-immolation, suffocation with pillows.”

  “What is it you don’t believe in?”

  “I don’t believe in saints. They get people killed.”

  “It’s no big deal,” Victor said when he visited. “Seems to me that you’re making a lot of fuss for a couple of busted ribs. What the devil is the matter with you
  anyway?”

  “Punctured lung.” A couple of days with a valve in his chest and the lung would reinflate itself on its own.

  “It’s like visiting Our Lady of the Camellias. Do you mind?” Victor held up a pack of cigarettes.

  For once, Arkady didn’t crave one.

  “So it’s suicide.”

  “Or murder,” Arkady said.

  “No, I heard it on the radio. The prosecutor determined that Tatiana Petrovna threw herself out her window. They say she was depressed. Of course she was depressed. Who isn’t
  depressed? Anyone with eyes to see and ears to hear is depressed. The planet is depressed. That’s what global warming is.”

  Arkady wished he had such insights. His mind was hung up on details. What of the neighbor? Who heard her screams? Screaming what?

  Arkady felt painkillers lift him up to a dull euphoria. He could tell Zhenya had stopped by because a large chocolate chess piece wrapped in a bow sat on his nightstand. Arkady was a light
  sleeper but Zhenya was as elusive as a snow leopard.

  A man confined to a few rooms becomes a meteorologist. Through the windowpane he charts clouds, tracks the stately passing of a thunderhead, notices the first streaks of rain. The bedroom wall
  becomes a screen on which he projects, “What if?” What if he had saved this woman? Or been saved? A person in this situation welcomes the clash and bang of a storm. Anything to
  interrupt a review of his life: Arkady Kyrilovich Renko, Senior Investigator for Very Important Cases, member of the Young Pioneers and a generation of “gilded youth” and, as luck would
  have it, an expert in self-destruction. His father, a military man, blew his head off. His mother, more genteel, weighted herself with stones and drowned. Arkady had dabbled in the act himself but
  been distracted at a critical moment and with that his suicide fever had passed. Still, with all this experience and expertise, he considered himself a fair judge of suicide. He defended the honor
  of people who killed themselves, the commitment that suicide demanded, the isolation and sweat, the willingness to follow through and open a second bottle of sleeping pills or make a deeper slice
  across the wrist. They had earned the title, and he was offended by the imposture of murder as something it was not. Tatiana Petrovna would no more have killed herself than flown to the moon.

  When the tube was removed from Arkady’s chest, the doctor had said, “We will put on a clean bandage every day and tape you up. The hole will heal itself. Your ribs will heal too, if
  you let them. No twisting, lifting, cigarettes or sudden moves. Think of yourself as a broken cup.”

  “I do.”

  Arkady had asked Victor to go through police files and make a list of Tatiana Petrovna’s enemies.

  “Incidentally, you look like hell,” Victor said.

  “Thank you.”

  The courtesies done, Victor sat by the bed and fanned a deck of index cards.

  “Pick a card, any card.”

  “Is this a game?” Arkady asked.

  “What else? Seven people with excellent reasons to kill Tatiana.” He turned a card stapled to a color photo of a man with long bleached hair, evasive eyes and a tan. “Igor
  Mulovich threatened Tatiana in open court. He had recruited young women as models and sold them like meat in the Emirates.”

  Arkady said, “I remember him.”

  “You should. We arrested him, but it was Tatiana’s articles that nailed him. He served one year in prison camp. He bought a judge on appeal, got out and gets run over by a truck, so
  the laugh’s on him.”

  Victor turned over another card to another familiar face. Aza Baron, formerly Baranovsky, a broker whose clients had enjoyed phenomenal returns until Tatiana Petrovna exposed his pyramid scheme.
  “Baron is in Israel fighting extradition.”

  He turned over the third card.

  “Tomsky. The big fish himself,” Arkady said.

  “Himself.”

  Kazimir Tomsky, deputy minister of defense. He had barely got his fingers in the pot when a Russian freighter limped into Malta. Its cargo had shifted in a storm and had to be reloaded. In the
  process, a dockside crane toppled and dropped crates labeled “Domestic Appliances.” What spilled out, however, were rocket-propelled grenades. Everyone knew that the arms had been
  illegally sold by men high and low in the Defense Ministry. Tatiana named them.

  Tomsky spent time in prison. He had been released ten days before Tatiana Petrovna was killed.

  “Definitely a candidate,” Arkady said.

  “Except he went right to Brighton Beach to live with his mother. Too bad, he made a lovely candidate.”

  “Who’s left?”

  “The Shagelmans.”

  “Husband and wife.”

  Victor said, “I hear she’s a terrific cook, if you don’t mind picking fingers out of the stew. A sweet old lady who wants to transform Tatiana’s neighborhood into a
  shopping mall and spa. Between one court and another, Tatiana was costing the project a fortune in bribes, loans and lawyers. She really knows the law. The Shagelmans want to raze and clear the
  site before winter sets in, whatever that takes. For them, it’s a business decision, nothing personal.”
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