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  Foreword

  On Wednesday 7 January 2015, I travelled to Berlin to meet Vitaly and Yuliya Stepanov for the first time. The investigative journalist Hajo Seppelt had been the go-between for our meeting. When the four of us gathered at a small cafe, Vitaly and I began a conversation that has rumbled on for five years. One question has dominated all others: why? Why would a lowly doping control officer working for Rusada, the Russian AntiDoping Agency, turn spy? Especially as his wife was an elite athlete and part of the system?

  Seppelt had made a fine documentary, Top Secret Doping – How Russia Makes Its Winners, for German state television, which had broadcast it five weeks earlier. In the opening credits Vitaly and Yuliya are seen strolling through a Moscow park with their one-year-old son, Robert. They are lit by sunshine, the trees are leafy green, life seems idyllic. Then Vitaly and Seppelt are shown sitting at a table in an empty restaurant. Vitaly explains what motivated him to join Russia’s anti-doping agency.

  ‘I wanted to fight doping and I wanted to make sports cleaner. More honest. Better. I truly believed that I came to work for an anti-doping organisation who will fight doping. And I was not married back then, I was single. I was ready to work twentyfour hours a day.’

  Something about this quiet, matter-of-fact expression of idealism struck me as odd. What was it about this guy? Doping was a well-funded, state-supported service for Russia’s athletes, viewed as a means of enhancing the global reputation of Mother Russia. The conspiracy involved every sports organisation in the country, every government agency and, of course, the Ministry of Sport. How could one small cog – in the midst of so many interlocking and free-moving wheels – think he could make any difference?

  If you think that you are too small to make a difference, ask a mosquito.

  After joining Rusada, Vitaly remained single for not much more than a year. His relationship with Yuliya would be complex. He was a dreamer. She was a tough pragmatist. They married each other anyway. The anti-doping zealot and the committed doper. How could that work? Vitaly’s devotion to anti-doping was intriguing, but his marriage was perplexing.

  Now here they were in Berlin. At the end of one journey, and at the beginning of another. The only certainty was that the second part of their lives would be nothing like the first. In the blink of an eye, their home in Moscow had become their past. They’d had to get out before Seppelt told the world that Russia was the biggest cheat in sport. Six weeks into their exile, they knew they would not be able to go back.

  ‘Financially, what’s your situation?’

  ‘Not good.’

  ‘How will you survive?’

  ‘If we can find a country that will take us, we will work.’

  ‘You could earn some money if you wrote a book.’

  ‘Would you help us to do that?’

  And so began The Russian Affair.


  PART ONE

  
    You will not grasp her with your mind

    Or cover with a common label,

    For Russia is one of a kind—

    Believe in her, if you are able.

    Fyodor Tyutchev,

    Russian poet, 1803–73

  


  

  Prologue

  Monday afternoon 3 August 2009, offices of Rusada, the Russian anti-doping agency, close to Moscow’s Kiyevsky station. Conversation between Vitaly Stepanov and Director Vyacheslav Sinev

  ‘Director Sinev, do you have a moment?’

  ‘Vitaly, for you I have several moments.’

  ‘I was out on a date last night.’

  ‘A date! On a Sunday? Well, that is allowed, Vitaly! Life isn’t about Outreach alone. Will this be happening again?’

  ‘Well, I need to talk to you about something that happened.’

  ‘On your date?’

  ‘Yes.’

  ‘Of course. Just not too much information so soon after my lunch, please, Vitaly.’

  ‘She was an athlete.’

  ‘But this morning she has retired, right?’

  ‘No. She is still an athlete, but she told me certain things.’

  ‘Oh, okay.’

  ‘I thought you might need to hear them.’

  ‘Do proceed, Vitaly, but bear in mind that myself and Mrs Sinev are already people of the world. We aren’t easily shocked.’

  ‘She told me that she is doping.’

  ‘I see. That was refreshingly frank.’

  ‘And that everybody she knows is also doping. She said that the coaches don’t regard doping as cheating. She said they think that Rusada is just there to help them.’

  ‘Hmm. Well, she sounds like an interesting girl.’

  ‘I just thought I should tell you.’

  ‘Yes. Of course, Vitaly. Of course. Thank you for the information. Quite a first date. My advice to you is don’t get too involved with the girl. Two words, my friend: be careful.’


  

  Chapter 1

  Several days earlier

  Vitaly smiled. Things were going well.

  At his desk in Moscow he sorted through the data from the Outreach trip in Cheboksary. Athletes had filled out questionnaires and Vitaly had inputted their responses and contact details into his database. The answers weren’t convincing, and it had taken the lure of free gifts to get athletes to engage, but what Vitaly had now was better than nothing.

  How odd, he thought as he came across three forms from the same runner. He soon realised this was not an outlier in terms of enthusiasm; a different gift had been claimed each time. Very odd. He’d given her one himself but the other two had been handed over by his colleague Alexey. What the . . . ? Aha, it was that blonde 800 metres runner, the blue-eyed one with the techno-buns hairstyle. Cheeky! And Alexey, you dog, what were you thinking? Vitaly grinned. She looked like a bit of an operator, this young woman.

  It was true that Yuliya Rusanova had turned up at the Outreach not to learn anything about doping but to get as many gifts as she could. If she remembered Vitaly Stepanov at all, it was because her friend Oksana Khaleeva had been trying to match her up with him.

  ‘My friend here, she’s not attached. She’s a good girl.’

  ‘No, no, no,’ said the good girl, conveying the impression that her dance card was full, thank you.

  Pity, Vitaly had thought to himself at the time. But maybe there was no need to abandon all hope after all. He called up the social network site Odnoklassniki and sent Ms Techno-Buns some photos taken at the stand, making a little joke out of her three-gift heist.

  Yuliya Rusanova from Kursk. There was something about her.

  She responded with a bare-bones ‘thank you’, but it came back quickly enough to encourage him. Or rather not to discourage him, so he sent another message.

  The conversation was flirty, at least when he was typing. If Kursk hadn’t been more than 300 miles away he would have asked her straight out for a date. She threw him a crumb, though, letting it slip that she was catching a flight to a competition on the following Monday morning and that she would be spending the night before with a relative who lived near the airport at Domodedovo.

  ‘Maybe I could give you a call,’ Vitaly said.

  ‘Maybe,’ she replied, as if all things were possible but of equal insignificance to her.

  The following weekend he was again on Outreach duty, this time at the World Junior Canoe and Kayak Championships in Krylatskoye, Moscow. Vitaly loved his work but he was distracted. By Sunday afternoon he was keen to wrap up and see if he could catch up with this runner from Kursk. He called her mid-afternoon, suggesting they meet up at around seven o’clock. She agreed in a way that again made her indifference plain. He settled for that.

  First, though, Vitaly would have to drive his colleague Oleg Samsonov back to his apartment in the centre of Moscow. That meant driving all the way into the city before coming back out. Doable.

  Around five o’clock she called him: ‘Look, I’m sorry but I am not feeling well, and I’ve got an early flight tomorrow. Can we just cancel?’

  ‘Well, I’m actually already on the way there.’

  ‘Oh, okay. Well, if you are already driving then you may as well come.’

  She sounded disappointed. Not a good start, having a date disappointed that the date was actually going to happen. But she asked him to pick her up at the apartment building next to the one she was staying in.

  When he arrived she slipped confidently into the passenger seat.

  ‘What’s this?’ she said, glancing over her left shoulder at the baby seat he used when driving his toddler cousin, Stepan, around Moscow.

  ‘I have two kids,’ he said, ‘but don’t worry, I didn’t tell my wife I was coming.’

  Her smile was as cold and thin as a razor blade. If she detected the joke in his patter, she wasn’t acknowledging it. This might be hard work. He’d come bearing gifts, though: all five items in the Outreach range. Her expression softened a little.

  They drove in search of a takeaway and then talked in the car while they ate. He wondered if he wasn’t reaching for something beyond his grasp. She was training to be an Olympic and World champion, whereas his job was collecting the urine of would-be champions. Yet one thing made him different from most young Russian men: he’d been somewhere. Play that card, Vitaly. And so he told her about New York.

  ‘What’s the one thing everyone now remembers about New York?’ he asked her. ‘Yes, that thing!’ He had been there when that had happened. It was a long story, not one to cut short.

  He’d had this apartment there. He could see the river. One Monday night he stayed up too late, just watching Forrest Gump on his widescreen TV. He loved that movie. That feather. How it floated down so soft and random through the opening credits and dropped between Tom Hanks’ feet as he sat on his bench at the bus stop. How he took it and placed it tenderly between the leaves of his picture book in his small, tidy case. Vitaly had got that. Totally.

  ‘It’s not some story about a simpleton who eats chocolates,’ he told her. ‘If that’s what you’ve heard, it’s not. It’s about running. A lot of it is about running.’

  When the alarm had buzzed the next morning, Vitaly hit snooze. When he next woke up he realised he had overslept. He was supposed to have been in Citibank an hour ago, talking to a man about why the bank might loan Vitaly some money. The apartment was too expensive really. He knew that. One wall of his bedroom was just glass. Imagine. That morning he just lay back and enjoyed it. Citibank would wait.

  ‘In New York, you see, it’s different. The customer is the king over there.’

  Vitaly was a day trader. Not so much a trade as a hobby. He’d read some parts of some books on day trading. Introductions, chapters one and two. He’d had some early luck. It wasn’t coal mining, it wasn’t rocket science, it wasn’t full-time. He did a lot of running and a little day trading. A good work–life balance, he thought.

  As he got out of bed, Vitaly heard the whickering blades of a helicopter outside his window. He saw the machine float slowly down towards the strip of green parkland that separated his building from the Hudson River. There was always something going on in New York City. Down below, when he looked, there were people gathering on the grass. He played pick-up games of soccer down there on bright evenings, but he’d never seen a helicopter land there. Nor so many people.

  In the lounge he switched on the big television. It had taken four men to manoeuvre that giant screen into place. Excessive, but really it was the mother of all televisions. The picture was as vivid as the view out the window. He’d paid extra to be on this side of the building, on River Terrace, with the view of the Hudson. On the other side of the building the apartments were cheaper and they looked out toward the World Trade Center. On his TV screen now that’s what they were showing. Those sharp lines of the twin towers cleaved by the blue rectangle of September sky.

  It took a moment for him to register what he was watching. A dense plume of smoke was rising from the north tower as if billowing from the ear of a very tall man. CNBC said that a plane had crashed into the tower. The building had swallowed the plane like some kind of bug. It was the tower in which Vitaly had been scheduled to have his Citibank meeting this morning. He sat down and stared, and as he watched the other tower was hit.

  How strangely the mind works. A large plane had just flown into the building down the street. He’d barely heard a sound. That’s how top-end the finish on the apartment was. Then he began to shake. Two planes had smashed into a building down the street.

  He called home. Elena, his mother, answered. Vitaly explained what had happened and reassured her: ‘All good? Isn’t it always, Mum? You know me. Talk later.’ He called friends who he thought might worry, and said the same words.

  He watched TV until the woman from CNBC said, ‘Oh my god,’ and one tower just folded in on itself. Then the TV got shut down. The power in the building went off. Vitaly shook some more. He stuffed things into a backpack. The elevator ran off a separate generator in the building and it was still functioning. When the doors opened there was a man already in the lift. He and Vitaly were the last people to leave the building. The man had no idea where his wife and children were. In the lobby they told each other to be safe and then they headed in different directions.

  The outside world was nothing but smoke and dust. Vitaly moved northwards until he realised that if they were taking down landmarks perhaps it was best not to be near the Empire State Building, so he turned west, towards the Hudson. At Pier 25, like a spirit leaving his body, his fear disappeared. If something explodes, he thought, I will swim. People stood and waited. Some wept. Vitaly stood and waited with them. In time a boat appeared. The captain wanted to ferry injured people to Jersey City but there were no injured at Pier 25 yet. Just these waiting, weeping people. The captain filled his boat anyway.

  At Jersey City Vitaly found a church. The priest greeted him like a friend, took him to the parish house and gestured towards the phone. Vitaly rang Elena again, telling her it was all good, all okay, and promised to call again in forty-eight hours.

  The injured began to arrive at the church, and Vitaly joined an improvised help crew. The following days would melt into one long day. Bandages. Splints. Wounds. Crying. Tears. Sounds. Smells.

  A family took Vitaly and other strangers into their apartment. They were all one now. The building was old and squat, no more than three storeys tall but in the evenings from the roof you could watch lower Manhattan in its ruin. People did so many small good things in Jersey City that week. Every evening Vitaly looked across the river and knew that there were people over there doing bigger, braver things.

  He wondered what would have happened had he died. His grieving parents having to splice together the loose ends of their son’s strange life. Mourning his death and the $200,000 Vitaly had cost them since he was sent to America as a fifteen-yearold to learn English. Death would have revealed him as weak, irresponsible, less than the son they’d hoped he’d be. He thought how much better it would be to live the life of an honest and humble man. It was then that he knew it was time to turn his eyes towards the place he was born.

  When he’d finished talking, his New York story had taken longer than he’d planned and he wasn’t too sure why he’d started. Was he talking too much?

  He asked Yuliya about her earliest memory.

  Her stories were different. First, a story she knew from Nadia, her grandmother. Yuliya was two years old. They lived in a green wooden house on a nature reserve 18 kilometres from Kursk. There was her sister, Katia, who was three years older and her parents, Igor and Lyubov. They lived there because Igor loved nature and worked on the reserve. He was good with animals. Once, he and Lyubov found two abandoned baby wolves, brought them home and raised them as pets. They behaved not much differently from dogs. Another time Igor brought home an injured wild pig, nursed it back to health and then kept it in the enclosed yard around their house. Though domesticated, the pig snapped at the dogs and cats. Igor named the pig Lyubov because he said the pig annoyed him in the same way his wife did. It became a family joke.

  Sometimes bad weather came and left them without electricity. One such evening, when Igor and Lyubov were out, Nadia was looking after the girls and at dusk the wolves, attracted as usual by the smell of the domestic animals, began to howl. Katia was Yuliya’s guardian angel. When Yuliya asked about the noises outside, Katia replied, ‘Wolves, sister. They are wolves.’ They came at this time most evenings, but in the dark it was worse.

  ‘Be quiet and the wolves will never know we are here,’ Katia would tell her.

  Yuliya couldn’t have spoken even if she’d wanted to. And they would sit in silence on the wooden stairs, holding each other, frozen in the sheer blackness.

  Darkness, Vitaly thought. He’d seen some bad things; she’d lived them. He’d been to New York; she’d had wolves as pets.

  They spoke about their current situations.

  Was she attached? ‘No, not really.’

  Him? ‘Same.’

  ‘Good.’

  ‘Yeah, good.’

  She asked him what exactly he did at Rusada. He said he collected urine samples and worked in the area of education. Rusada was trying to raise awareness about the problem of doping. He dropped in some of his own thoughts about how he saw the fight going.

  He sensed already she was someone that he might never fully know. She was like a closed city. Areas of her brain seemed folded away in places nobody could be granted permission to travel in. There was also the possibility that she just found him boring. Her distracted expression warned him that maybe the clock was running down on his audition. Thank you for a lovely evening. Next?

  His work background wasn’t great material. He worried that she was about to ask what he thought he would do when he grew up. Or if his job came with a little uniform.

  She didn’t. She simply said, ‘You really should just stop being an idiot.’

  She didn’t think he was right. About anything. She wondered if he could really be so clueless. Her coach was for ever making arrangements with Rusada. If there was a problem, who was he going to call? Rusada. A little shaken, Vitaly clung to the cliff edge.

  ‘So, if your coach is “helping you”,’ he said, ‘does that mean you are doping as well?’

  ‘Look, everybody is using doping.’

  ‘Really?’

  ‘And Rusada knows everybody dopes. They help us. I am using doping, everyone is using doping. Rusada is there to help us be dirty.’

  He started the car and pulled away, just so he could keep his eyes on the road while she spoke.

  ‘It’s not like I’m breaking the rules,’ she said. ‘These are the rules.’

  Now he was really listening. She saw no danger in telling him what it was like to be a Russian athlete. He couldn’t help admiring her up-front ‘take it or leave it’ delivery.

  ‘To be a top athlete, this is what it takes,’ she said. ‘End of lesson.’

  Her phone rang, giving him a moment to think. There were two thoughts.

  What she was telling him was certainly the basis for an investigation. He should ask more questions, make some mental notes, get more understanding of the world he was dealing with. This could be the start of a major professional coup. He could break an entire doping ring because he had driven here to see this girl. Alternatively, when she got off the phone he could just ask her for a second date. She was something else, this Yuliya Rusanova.

  She was speaking with another athlete from Kursk, a girl called Kristina Khaleeva. An up-and-comer in the middle distances and Oksana’s older sister. Vitaly knew the name. Khaleeva was helping Yuliya to get a contract to run for the police in the Korolev district of Moscow suburbs. The state had various ways of rewarding its athletes, one of which was for an athlete to compete for a police division or an army sector. The athlete turned up a couple of times a year, ran then posed for pictures. There was a monthly income and various protections, including a pension.

  Yuliya was agitated. Khaleeva had been talking her up to a contact in the police but she had said too much.

  ‘Why the fuck did you tell him about my father?’ Yuliya was saying.

  A pause as Khaleeva defended herself.

  This is interesting, thought Vitaly. What has your father done that you don’t want the Korolev police to know about? Vitaly hadn’t known that many women, but this one was definitely the most intriguing.

  Yuliya Rusanova flapped her hand at Vitaly.

  ‘Stop the car.’

  He obeyed instantly. Now I’m just her driver.

  ‘This is a real problem for me, Kristina,’ she was saying. ‘It’s no good being sorry, Kristina.’

  She stepped out of the car and continued the conversation outside. Vitaly leaned his head back on the headrest, closed his eyes and let out a long, slow breath. Wow.

  Presently she returned to the car. Still agitated. Her friend had screwed up, she said. Anyway, she was taking an early flight from Domodedovo airport the next morning.

  ‘Time to go,’ she said.

  ‘I’d like to see you again,’ he said.

  She sighed.

  Would she mind if he came back in the morning and drove her to the airport?

  Now she frowned. Her first thought: This guy is like a puppy looking for affection. Her second thought: I won’t have to pay for a cab.

  ‘If you want to,’ she said.

  When he’d asked the question, he’d intended to drive back to his apartment in Moscow, getting up super early and returning. Now he had a change of heart. He thought of the journey back, how long it would take, then the early-morning start.

  ‘I’ll sleep in the car near the apartment building. In the morning, when you are ready, just come outside.’

  ‘You don’t have to try so hard to show me you are a good guy, you know. Stay here all night? Are you completely crazy?’

  ‘Maybe,’ he said.

  [image: ]

  Yuliya departed Domodedovo early that Monday morning. Her manager, Sergey Nochevniy, had made the travel arrangements. Three flights and fifteen hours just to get to Castres in the south of France. Bloody Sergey. He could complicate a two-car funeral.

  Travelling all day, she thought from time to time about the guy from the night before and graded the date. He’d waited dutifully outside all night to taxi her. That was a new one. Otherwise? She wouldn’t have said he was boring but he was no roller-coaster ride. And seriously, she actually did know how sport worked in Russia. She didn’t need the lesson, thank you all the same. Maybe it was just the usual first-date wonder-ofme bullshit but there was really no need for it. She’d held back, waiting for him to realise that he was preaching to the wrong congregation, but he seemed to be deadly serious. He wasn’t a pen-pushing underling happy to have a state job at Rusada. He really wanted to run about, fighting doping like some gallant knight on his white charger. You meet all sorts.

  It was late and dark when she got to her sleepy French hotel but it was sunny when she woke the next morning. She really needed to get rid of bloody Sergey.


  

  Chapter 2

  Spring/early summer 2008

  Olga, who had been Vitaly’s previous girlfriend, left him not long after he got the job at Rusada.

  ‘Vitaly,’ she said, ‘they haven’t paid you any money yet.’

  This was true. He lived on tinned food.

  ‘Vitaly,’ she said, ‘you have these ideals but no income. I don’t need a man who works for nothing. You can’t spend ideals.’

  It was true that many of the people who had started work with Vitaly a couple of months ago had quit. They felt the same way as Olga did about the ‘no income’ thing.

  ‘Not committed,’ Director Sinev said of the vanished people. ‘This is a job for people who care about sport. There’s a silver lining, though, Vitaly. You have been with Rusada for a month and already you are the senior employee!’

  Vyacheslav Sinev was the new sheriff in a town that wasn’t sure it needed a sheriff. Rusada had been established to organise the fight against doping in Russia. This was how Vitaly saw it. It was a good and just cause requiring a good and just plan. But there was no plan. No plan, no resources, no wages and – from what Vitaly could see – not much enthusiasm for the battle ahead. Director Sinev swore that the people at the Federal Agency for Physical Education and Sports (known as Rossport) were cutting through reams of red tape, even as he spoke. Money would flow. Rusada would grow. Every little thing was going to be all right.

  ‘Relax, Vitaly,’ Director Sinev said. ‘Relax. This is Russia. Things take time.’

  Fine, but Olga just wasn’t the patient type.

  Vitaly chose to believe in Director Sinev. Every country needed its anti-doping agency. Yes, it was true that Rusada didn’t have its own offices. The staff squatted in three rooms at the end of a long corridor in a shabby old building belonging to Rossport on Kazakova Street. True too that staff just came and went at Rusada. Nobody knew what they were doing or how long they might do it for. They passed their days making vague plans and worrying about the early-evening traffic. Most were gone within weeks.

  Vitaly made himself useful when he could and turned up when he should and only left when there was nothing to keep him at work or when he needed to avoid the worst of Moscow’s traffic. Those wageless weeks brought a sort of freedom but also a sense of purpose. Vitaly held on to the ideal. Why else would they be there but for clean sport?

  Previously his life was notable for all the things that he started but didn’t finish. Mainly courses and careers. That was the old Vitaly, though. He’d seen The Untouchables and he liked the way that Eliot Ness cleaned up Chicago. A lot of Chicago’s bad guys had sniggered at Ness in the early days, but it had all worked out in the end. Vitaly would hang in there, but there were things afoot that even Eliot Ness didn’t have to deal with.

  Early one evening in Rusada’s office, he was thinking about packing it in for the day. Things had improved, wages had arrived and, although Vitaly didn’t mind staying late, this was one day when he wished he’d gone home early. He was staring at Tatyana Lysenko, world-record holder for the hammer throw. Director Sinev had mentioned her, almost lasciviously, and Vitaly could now see what all that was about.

  Lysenko was from Rostov-on-Don and had been in the news recently.1 She and another Rostov thrower, Yekaterina Khoroshikh, had been discovered by a local coach called Nikolai Beloborodov.2 From nowhere Lysenko came to throw a world-record 77.06 metres in July 2005.3 She had not just overtaken the old mark but pinned it up against the ropes and pummelled it. That evening in Moscow she’d thrown almost a metre further than any woman in history.

  Two days later, in Germany, Khoroshikh won the European Under-23 title, throwing a championship-record 71.51 metres. Her throw landed almost two metres further than that of the runner-up and was more than three metres better than her personal best.

  Beloborodov merely had to keep his two women out of trouble until the Beijing Games, but that proved too much. Now, for some reason, the trouble had come to Vitaly’s door.

  At Lysenko’s shoulder stood Dr Grigory Rodchenkov. In the anti-doping world Rodchenkov was perhaps the single most important man in Russia. Tall and thin with tinted teardrop glasses and a droopy moustache which lent him a gloomy air, Rodchenkov was director of the Moscow anti-doping laboratory. He had been a decent athlete and it was known that he himself had experimented with performance-enhancing drugs. Now he was more widely recognised as a world authority on such drugs and their detection. He’d been published and peerreviewed. He’d travelled regularly to international conferences and spoken about anti-doping. People understood that he knew his subject. Yet this wasn’t the sanitised world of a world antidoping conference but a private encounter among Russians. Only Russians.

  Rodchenkov wanted Vitaly to accompany Lysenko to the bathroom and watch as she delivered a urine sample. Rodchenkov and Vitaly both knew this was against the rules. Ms Lysenko had to be accompanied by a person of her own gender. Rodchenkov conceded the point and said that he would be happy if Vitaly preferred to limit his supervisory duties to the completion of the doping form and the division of the sample into the A and B bottles. There was no need for him to watch Ms Lysenko actually express the sample.

  ‘But if nobody monitors then it will not be a valid sample,’ said Vitaly.

  ‘Well then, watch if you need to.’

  ‘No, I don’t need to and you know that what you are suggesting is not proper or ethical.’

  Vitaly shouldn’t have been surprised. The early days at Rusada coincided with an especially weird and interesting time in Russian sport.4 Amid all the recent scandals, a doping story about two hammer throwers from Rostov-on-Don wasn’t anybody’s idea of big news. But whatever kind of story Lysenko was, Vitaly just didn’t need to be in it.

  Lysenko and Khoroshikh had come up positive following an out-of-competition doping control in Moscow a year earlier. The test was administered by the World Anti-Doping Agency (WADA) and the samples sent to a laboratory in Lausanne. Nikolai Beloborodov was furious. His throwers declined to have their B samples analysed, claiming a legal supplement sold to them by the head coach of the national team, Mr Valery Kulichenko, had contained the banned substance. It was a familiar story made more interesting by Beloborodov fingering a coach who was part of the establishment.

  Kulichenko was a throwback. The Russia he knew was part of the Soviet Union, where difficulties such as these just vanished. How was WADA allowed to come to Moscow and test? In the old days a coach successfully applying ‘special methods’ was rewarded with a nice car, a decent apartment, perhaps a dacha in the countryside. In the new world, old practices evolved. Now a coach was free to keep whatever he could earn by his own enterprise.

  Beloborodov’s accusations were passed upwards to the director of the Centre of Sport Training right here in the Rossport building. Surprisingly Kulichenko was suspended until the investigation was complete. He was apoplectic. Who were these hammer throwers anyway? Where was the loyalty, the gratitude, the respect? He hit back.

  ‘I am not the rascal . . . most interesting is the fact that nobody has proved yet that the substance found in the samples of the girls is doping . . . The director of the Russian Anti-Doping Laboratory Grigory Rodchenkov gave the conclusion that it is not doping . . . nothing is clear yet, and mud has been flung in my direction . . . I had a micro heart attack in Tula. For the moment I am in bed again, and what do I learn?’

  Rodchenkov stood in front of Vitaly now and said, ‘I have to check Ms Lysenko’s sample quickly because it might be possible that she will go to Beijing. Please do as I ask.’

  The Olympics were weeks away. Tatyana Lysenko was a banned athlete. Vitaly couldn’t see how this might happen or why he had to be involved. Vitaly himself had translated the protocols of the WADA code on testing.

  The athlete will be asked to provide a urine sample of at least 90ml under direct observation of a DCO [Doping Control Officer] or witnessing chaperone of the same gender. In order for the DCO or chaperone to have a clear view of the sample being provided, the athlete will be asked to pull their shirt up to mid-torso and trousers down to mid-thigh. As soon as the athlete has finished providing the sample, the DCO or chaperone will instruct the athlete to immediately secure the vessel with the lid.

  ‘A clear view.’ This was awkward.

  In January 2008 Rodchenkov had been dragged into the Lysenko affair. The athlete had said in November that she handed over the contentious supplement to Rodchenkov for testing. In person. Rodchenkov said this never happened. Lysenko was baffled, but Rodchenkov was adamant. Lysenko said that the supplement must have somehow disappeared. No, said Rodchenkov, he had never seen it. Rodchenkov said that when the story broke in the summer of 2007, he had – out of professional interest – attempted to buy some of the supplement as he wished to test it privately. He had been told it was no longer available. Having encountered a dead end, he took no further interest.

  Stalemate. Lysenko had been banned, and the strange chapter seemed closed. Yet now, in an unlikely plot twist, Rodchenkov and Lysenko were standing before Vitaly. And Rodchenkov was talking about Lysenko competing in Beijing? Vitaly thought someone in a high place must be on Lysenko’s side.

  Coach Beloborodov had in fact raised the stakes. The International Association of Athletics Federations (IAAF), he claimed, would show clemency to his throwers if it was proven that they had indeed been duped by the former national coach. They might also cut their sentence to just one year if the women co-operated with the investigation. That is, if they named names. And with only a one-year ban in place they could go to Beijing.

  ‘It’s necessary to impose stricter sanctions on the former head coach [Kulichenko],’ Beloborodov had elaborated. ‘Certainly we’re not ready, speaking in general terms, to sell out all of Russia. But concerning our concrete matter, we are ready to divulge all information, to describe everything that we know . . . If they lay down their hands and won’t fight for us, we will have to act further. We’ll begin to ruin Kulichenko’s system, which continues to function. To whom it concerns, they will understand what I’m talking about. We have a chance with the IAAF, and I’m certain it must be taken.’

  Selling out Russia! Unfortunate accidents sometimes befell people who spoke this way. Beloborodov was either very confident or dangerously naive.

  In these early days, people at Rusada would certainly have thought of Vitaly as naive, with all his talk of fighting doping. What they didn’t understand was that Vitaly was also on firstname terms with pragmatism. He needed this job.

  ‘Can you hurry, please?’ Rodchenkov pressed him now. ‘I need this sample.’

  ‘Again, Dr Rodchenkov, she is a female and I am male. How am I supposed to do this?’

  ‘She will just bring the sample to you. Fill out the doping control forms, seal the sample and give it all to me.’

  His voice had a serrated edge that Vitaly found persuasive.

  In the end Vitaly loitered outside the lavatory door until Lysenko emerged bearing her beaker of what seemed crystalclear urine. He bagged and tagged the sample, brought it to Rodchenkov and knew that now he could no longer call himself pure. He went home and waited. For days and for weeks he worried. This would unravel and the sword would fall on him, just as it had on Kulichenko.

  He told the entire story to Director Sinev, who said, ‘Vitaly, relax.’


  

  Chapter 3

  Mid-August 2009, offices of Rusada

  Another conversation between Vitaly and Director Sinev

  ‘Director Sinev?’

  ‘Vitaly. Come in. Come in. You look worried as usual, my friend.’

  ‘No, not really. I just need to ask you something.’

  ‘That’s what I’m here for, I think!’

  ‘Well, I know that you have holiday plans for the beginning of September.’

  ‘Yes, yes. Time off for you from driving me around! I get a holiday and you get a little holiday too.’

  ‘I was wondering if I could have some time off at that time too.’

  ‘Well, it is sudden but it shouldn’t be a problem. Leave it with me. Are you going anywhere special?’

  ‘Remember that girl I told you about last week that I had a date with? She has competitions in Sochi at the beginning of September. Regional competitions, and then the next week they will stay by the beach and relax. It’s the end of their season. Anyway, I would like to go with her. It is agreed between us.’

  ‘Well okay, Vitaly, but I will say it again: be careful. You can’t hurry love.’
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  Sometimes true love runs like a white-water ride.

  The second date was much like the first. Yuliya was coming through Moscow to catch an onward flight, so Vitaly suggested they see each other. This time she defrosted a little more, but if you were a global-warming denier you would say, ‘Look, no significant thaw.’ She was scheduled to pass through Moscow on her way back, too and Vitaly, pushing hard, pressed his apartment key on her, gave her his address and urged her to stay at his place on her way home. She didn’t demur.

  A couple of days later she duly arrived, and so began their third date. She updated him on the process of getting to run for the police. Russia had changed but in its soul it was still the same. Tricky.

  After clearing a medical examination, she would be registered for employment by the police. The venue and medical staff for the examination had to be approved by militsiya, as the police were then known. But two snags had cropped up: the doctors had decided that Yuliya was underweight, and the police required an X-ray of Yuliya’s chest and lungs. This latter evidence had to be provided and paid for by Yuliya herself. Vitaly couldn’t see where the difficulty lay. Yuliya certainly had a chest and lungs, so why didn’t she just get an X-ray?

  ‘Idiot. It’s not so simple. I had tuberculosis.’

  ‘When was this?’

  ‘When I was still a student back in Kursk. I was in hospital for three months.’

  He audited the available data on this woman. Dope cheat. Family trouble. Tuberculosis. An ailment of the poor.

  ‘Would they be able to tell you’ve had tuberculosis?’

  ‘Yes.’

  ‘I see. So, what did you do?’

  He was helplessly drawn towards her – her strength and her vulnerability, the darkness of her past against the promise of her future. There was something about her that he could feel but not define. Every word and gesture pulled him in.

  ‘I needed somebody else’s lungs.’

  ‘A transplant?’

  ‘No. Idiot.’

  A few days after the first examination, she returned to the police doctor. She had forced the biggest meal of her life into her body. She had weights concealed on every part of her person. Desperate measures but they bought her a pass. Without comment the doctor ticked the box. Then, as cool as you like, she handed over an X-ray of two impeccable lungs. The label on the envelope said ‘Yuliya Rusanova’. The doctor took the X-rays, held them up and nodded. Yes, all good.

  The lungs belonged to her younger sister, Angelina, whom they called Gelia. She’d gone to the radiology department at Kursk hospital to present herself and her lungs for X-ray and had simply said, ‘I’m Yuliya Rusanova and I have an appointment.’ Russian bureaucracy was like a mountain range: some tunnelled through it inch by inch, but generally it was easier to just swerve around it.

  Yuliya told Vitaly these things and he realised that she came from a different world with bigger troubles and harsher rules than he’d ever known.

  She had been small as a kid. Life was poor and tough in Kursk, but she ran fast. And speed was something she could make a career from. They noticed her and they told her that potential was just potential. In time they would sit her down and give her the talk. The rules. The facts of life. You want to get out of this dump of a city? You want to go to international competitions? You want to have an apartment and a car? You want to win things? Yes? Wise up, then. She absorbed their information and she took the decision on her own. She knew it was wrong. She also knew it was necessary.

  ‘Is it fair or sporting or idealistic?’ Vitaly would ask about the decision to dope.

  ‘No,’ she said. ‘Is anything?’

  He wanted to know where her cynicism came from. And so began a long conversation with just the two of them speaking softly about hard things.

  Kursk. He knew nothing about the place apart from its inconvenient distance from Moscow. The biggest tank battle in history was fought in Kursk in 1943. The tanks they had built in Vitaly’s home town, Chelyabinsk, had been blown apart in Kursk. A German general had written to Hitler.

  ‘Do you think anyone even knows where Kursk is?’

  Good question.

  At the best of times there was little for a kid to do in Kursk, and the best of times had already passed by the time Yuliya hit her teens. After school she and Katia would clean the apartment, await the arrival of their mum and then brace themselves for whatever mood Igor would bring home. Igor drank in the parks or on the street. Usually he came home angry. He expressed frustration through his fists. Lyubov was the primary target but, as Yuliya, Katia and Gelia grew, Igor blamed them too. They would run to shield their mother. He would get a few oaths and punches in before they backed down. Yuliya thought he hated them all, that he hated their loyalty to each other, their closeness. And her dad knew that they hated him. Especially Yuliya.
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  For years Yuliya’s escape was to Tutova, the village where she had lived as a child with her maternal grandparents. The love they swaddled her in, the swing Grandpa Mikhail had built just for her, the ritual of picking strawberries or mushrooms with Grandma Nadia. Everything about Tutova was better that Kursk.

  After her family’s time in the nature reserve came to an end, Yuliya was farmed out to one set of grandparents, Katia to the other. Yuliya stayed at Tutova until she was seven. Happy times. There were animals and even a few pets. Cows, horses, pigs, chickens. Tutova was a hamlet, maybe twenty houses, each subsisting on its own plot of land as Tutova families had always done. In the summer Yuliya gathered strawberries. There was sunshine and she had red juice on her lips. In autumn they went to the forest to pick mushrooms. Grandma marinated the mushrooms in vinegar and sealed them in jars to be stored for the winter.

  How her parents actually came to loan out their children is another story. Lyubov and Igor had three daughters, which for Igor constituted one disappointment after another. Three girls when he yearned for a son. Three mouths were too many. After the nature reserve, Igor and Lyubov went to work in a rubber factory. The money was a little better but not enough. Never enough. So they kept little Gelia and loaned out the older two.

  In the city Igor worked hard and drank hard, but when the family went to the country he found happiness in the soil. He grew vegetables and on summer evenings and holidays Igor, Lyubov and their daughters came together and worked a little strip of Russia they could call their own. They grew potatoes, carrots, cabbage. Anything they could. What they didn’t eat they sold at the farmers’ market. The money bought clothes for Katia, which would be passed down, frayed and familiar, to Yuliya. When Yuliya outgrew the clothes, Gelia was ready to grow into them.

  Nothing in the city gave Igor the same pride as the land offered him. The girls too preferred the countryside, even if they weren’t as devoted to the vegetable plot as their dad. Working the vegetable garden didn’t compare with being coddled by Grandpa Mikhail, who would dance comically for Yuliya when she was bored or cranky. She was his favourite. Years later she would look back on those times as golden.

  Igor kept beehives too and the process of extracting honey from patient labour absorbed him. His face filled with pride and wonder as he held up a jar of honey from his own hives. In the daytime in the city he was another drone in a rubber factory. In Tutova, though, he supervised the production of thousands of busy workers. In those moments he wasn’t the bitter soak that they came to dread.

  Now, when Yuliya wants to think of the best times with her dad, she remembers the honey and what it meant to him.
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  The earlier conversation about other relationships? Yuliya needed to revisit that. For clarity. She should have mentioned, she said now, that she was ‘kind of in a relationship’ with her coach.

  ‘Kind of in a relationship?’

  ‘Yeah. Kind of crazy. He has a family. He has a daughter. He has grandchildren even.’

  ‘Really? Are you making fun of me?’

  She wasn’t. Her coach had promised he would leave them all and that they would get married. For a time she believed him. She understood now though that the lie was his way of handcuffing her to him. She knew that marriage was never going to happen. He would never leave his wife.

  ‘And?’

  ‘Nothing. It’s just a lie he’s been telling. That’s all.’

  Vitaly was astonished by how quickly he found himself to be in love. This girl. He had never met anybody so fractured yet so tough and strong. Her indifference intrigued him. She laid everything out so bluntly. Take it or leave it. Mostly he took it.

  Suppose she met somebody, he thought, and, without her realising it, this somebody was ‘the one’? Suppose she could wake up some day with the sun coming through a high window and just lie there, feeling warm and safe and happy. She would look across at the man sleeping beside her and know that he had always loved her. She’d smile at how he had persisted, undeterred by her toughness or her suspicion. She would be happy in a way she never thought possible.

  Or suppose she just doesn’t give a shit. Suppose she sees you as an amusement, a convenience store on the highway between Kursk and wherever. Suppose she talks about you to her coach, her lover, when she goes home to Kursk: This doping control guy, he gives me lifts and buys me food and lets me stay with him and I don’t even have to pretend to him about anything.

  This was their third date. She was in his Moscow apartment, fascinating him and tormenting him. There was something he needed to ask before he could let things go any further.


  

  Chapter 4

  A time pre-Rusada

  When Vitaly had arrived in Moscow three years previously, he stayed briefly with Faya, a sister of his maternal grandmother. Faya lived with her son Igor in an apartment to the north of the city. In her midto late seventies, Faya was the woman for whom the word ‘babushka’ was invented. Igor was clinging to the hopeful side of fifty. Then cupid blindsided Igor. Suddenly, in the autumn of his unremarkable years, he was in love. In the little Moscow apartment, Vitaly was now in the way.

  Vitaly understood. He moved out. He paid his rent by holding down a series of jobs until his luck changed. Which it eventually did.

  Vitaly met Olga. An apartment that Vitaly’s parents owned in Moscow was suddenly vacated by the tenants. Vitaly courted the girl and claimed the living space. It was an upturn but he still needed to upgrade his job if Olga was to be kept in the style that she felt to be her entitlement.

  He had been a volunteer worker at the EuroLeague Final Four basketball games in May 2005. He hadn’t been in Moscow for long and it was glamorous. CSKA, the big dogs of Russian hoops, had lost the semi-final to the Basques of Tau Cerámica. Vitaly viewed the weekend as an opportunity to let CSKA personnel know that he was available for hire. CSKA had two attractions: wages and Sergey Kushchenko.

  Kushchenko was a genius. He had founded the Ural Great basketball club with his friend Andrey Vatutin. In 2001 and 2002 Ural Great had won the league, breaking the monopoly enjoyed by CSKA. The hicks from the sticks had surpassed the great club of the Russian Army.

  This was the new Russia. Things had changed. You didn’t always have to make your enemies vanish. Now you could buy them. Kushchenko and Vatutin were lured to Moscow and asked to make CSKA great again. A few years later bailiffs were in the Molot Sports Hall in Perm, sifting the wreckage of Ural Great’s financial collapse. Kushchenko gave lectures on the Sports Management course that Vitaly was taking. Occasionally Vitaly would corner the great man and earnestly thrust his CV into his hands. You never knew. A year after the 2005 Final Four tournament was over, CSKA called.

  Vitaly’s monthly income more than doubled, to $1,000 a month. He liked the work and the people. He translated contracts, cleared paperwork, made himself useful. Best of all, he became part of the famous pick-up matches that Kushchenko and his circle played twice a week. Vitaly slotted in as a dogged defence man amid the showboating, slam-dunking executives. A steal here, a block there, the odd rebound and a talent for starting attacks from deep in the court were good enough to get Vitaly promoted from the opposition to a spot on Kushchenko’s side. Then one evening, with a game going to the wire, Vitaly made a steal, burst out of a pivot and, on the bounce, let the ball hop just out of bounds. He stopped and tossed the ball to an opponent.

  ‘Out of bounds,’ he said with a shake of his head, making the call on himself. Nobody else had noticed. Kushchenko issued a cold glance as he passed.

  ‘You’re not a team player, Vitaly.’

  Then there was the blog. In Soviet times information was drip-fed to the proletariat via Pravda, the Communist Party newspaper, and Izvestia, the state newspaper. Pravda translated into English as ‘The Truth’. Izvestia was ‘The News’. People said that there was no truth in the news and no news in the truth. Long before Donald Trump, Russians were aware of fake news. Russia’s new, post-Soviet media found it difficult to shake off old habits. Objective voices were hard to find and often seemed to have a short career expectancy or, in a few cases, a short life expectancy.

  Vitaly was analytical by nature. He liked to dismantle a subject and then put it back together again, having examined every facet. Like many young people in the new Russia, he blogged. He wrote mainly about sport and avoided politics but there were times when those worlds intersected. For example, when Vladimir Putin announced in 2007 that he would not be running for a third consecutive term as president as it would have been unconstitutional, the only people who didn’t smell a rat were those who’d lost their sense of smell.

  Putin would create the illusion of a contest for the presidency he was vacating. Just like in a real democracy. The public would appear to elect a placeholder – Dmitry Medvedev or Sergei Ivanov – and Putin would become prime minister. Four years later Putin would be free to become president again. The placeholder president was going to be one of the good old boys from Putin’s St Petersburg past. Medvedev ultimately got Putin’s nod, but for a while Ivanov’s more conservative background had made him look like a better bet.

  Vitaly blogged about the implications of Ivanov – a keen backer of CSKA and a constant presence at basketball games – becoming president of Russia. Some time later Vitaly’s mentor, Kushchenko, moved higher up the CSKA ladder. His direct replacement was his old Ural Great partner, Andrey Vatutin, who had actually given Vitaly his chance with CSKA. Now he summoned Vitaly to his office.

  ‘A CSKA staff member should not mention anything to do with this organisation in a personal blog,’ Vatutin said. And now he regretted that there was no longer a job for Vitaly.

  ‘Noted. Maybe you could give me another chance,’ Vitaly said.

  Vatutin paused then said, ‘No.’

  A while later, on New Year’s Eve, Vitaly picked up a freesheet in a grocery store. He scanned the work ads.

  ‘Degree necessary.’ No.

  ‘Experience necessary.’ No.

  ‘Candidate should be prepared to . . .’ No.

  ‘Applicants should have . . .’ No.

  ‘Staff wanted for new doping control agency.’ Go back. What was that last one?

  He posted a CV the next day. Things moved fast. A call. An interview. The state was creating a Russian anti-doping agency in accordance with the WADA code. Young people were needed who wanted to work in this kind of organisation.

  They had found one such person. He began working at Rusada on 1 February 2008.


  

  Chapter 5

  Sometimes when she was still young and they were back in Kursk, Yuliya would ask her father why he lived as he did. She remembered his honey bees and his high hopes. Now he had his alcohol and nothing else.

  ‘Why do you live like this, Papa?’

  ‘Live like this? Me? Well, your mother is not easy. She raises a stink every day. You know what I mean by raise a stink? I work hard all day and then your mother is another day’s work.’

  Yuliya had hoped for more. She said nothing.

  In the first few years of the new Russia, if your boat had been lifted on the tide you were given the chance to forget. You forgot the old Russia with its damp grey queues. You forgot those black jokes.

  ‘What is 200 feet long and eats vegetables?’

  ‘A queue for meat in Leningrad.’

  ‘Knock-knock.’

  ‘Who’s there?’

  ‘Your neighbour from downstairs. Get out, get out quick. The whole building is on fire.’

  ‘Thank God. We thought it was the police.’

  The Rusanovs couldn’t forget. When Russia opened the sluices to Western money, barely a dribble reached Kursk. Men still drank cheap liquor in streets and parks. People fought and people killed each other. The police never came for fighting. For a murder sometimes they showed up. Moscow with its oligarchs, swish foreigners and coffee franchises was another country.

  The Rusanovs lived in the cheapest part of a cheap city. Kursk’s history was about endurance. Endurance was affordable but, like the cheap alcohol, it rotted you from the inside. Lyubov and Igor endured together. They worked in the same factory, making car tyres in bad light. The smell of rubber clung to them and they came to hate the factory, just as they grew to hate each other. As Igor saw it, ‘Why do you live like this?’ was a dumb question for Yuliya to ask him. The question was how? ‘How do you live like this, Papa?’ He didn’t know the answer to that.

  Grandpa Mikhail had retired from his life as a small farmer but he kept pigs to be killed and occasionally a calf nursed from birth would be brought to town for somebody else to buy and to slaughter. The proceeds went into Lyubov’s purse, Grandpa’s way of helping his daughter and his grandchildren. Yuliya never mourned those skinny, docile cows. Their slaughter brought money. When a cow had been traded Yuliya would ask her mother if she might buy her some clothes.

  ‘I have no money,’ Lyubov would say. Nothing more, but Yuliya knew she was lying.

  Eventually Yuliya figured it out. Lyubov kept it all under the bed, accumulating slowly. The more the pile of money grew, the more Yuliya resented her mother. Why save for a rainy day when you are already drowning?

  Her father, meanwhile, grew more problematic. After work he would meet with friends. They bought alcohol in stores and sat in the park and drank. A confederacy of sour drunks. Sometimes they drank vodka. More often they drank samogon, the cheap moonshine that was the drink of choice for the poor. Samogon was made by your friends or friends of your friends. It was dirt cheap and it made you mad. In some places it outsold vodka by five to one despite being the bottled version of Russian roulette. Anything from dimedrol to methanol might be added for effect. You never knew what you were drinking, just that you were getting drunk. Igor liked samogon.

  Yuliya’s earliest memory of her dad’s drinking was from a night in the little fourth-floor apartment in Kursk. She was almost asleep. Her mother had been home from work for a few hours. Igor arrived home from the park. He was noisy and it was already late. She knew by the sounds he made that he was drunk but she closed her eyes and tried to sleep. They were fighting, though. She could hear all the shouting and then her mother crying and then an ambulance came. Yuliya was eight years old and crying and standing in pyjamas. Igor had taken a heavy box and hit her mother in the head with it.

  For as long as Yuliya could remember, Uncle Anatoly never spoke to his sister Lyubov. That was a fact of life and there were bigger things for an eight-year-old girl to worry about. Now she recalled her mother telling her that her father had once come home from the factory drunk as usual. His mood was unusually foul and when he set about attacking Lyubov, Grandma Nadia had tried to protect her daughter. Igor had pushed her violently and Nadia had fallen hard onto an old bicycle that leaned against a wall. A pedal or a handlebar – nobody was ever too sure which – punched hard into her side. The hospital said that the damage was to her liver, and X-rays showed an ominously large and dark spot on the organ. Some months later Nadia died from liver failure. She was in her mid-fifties. Cancer of the liver was the official cause of death, but Uncle Anatoly had always believed that Igor had killed his mother.

  From that night when the ambulance had come, Yuliya knew no peace. The curtain came down on her childhood. Her father drank more and he drank worse. If Lyubov wasn’t there when he came home, he picked on his daughters. If Lyubov was there, the little girls ran to protect her and absorbed the brunt of his anger.

  ‘My sisters and I, every time we tried to save our mum,’ Yuliya says to Vitaly, holding on to the part she can bear to remember.

  Not that she wasn’t scared of her dad. When he came for her it was like war. She grew used to it and if anything she grew more defiant, but long after he was gone the bad dreams lingered. The end, when it arrived, didn’t come in their apartment in Kursk but in the little village where she had enjoyed her happiest times.

  Yuliya told Vitaly things that, to her, were run-of-the-mill stuff, scenes of everyday life in her corner of Kursk. No drama, no casting herself as victim, no plea for sympathy. This is how it was, and it wasn’t all bad.

  When she was seventeen, she’d discovered running and begun training in athletics. Nothing very serious but she discovered after a stretch of training that she was improving, that she could run faster. She liked that. It encouraged her to believe that a life beyond Kursk was possible. She wanted to run like a professional. Professional athletes made money and didn’t live in Kursk. She didn’t know where precisely they lived – Moscow probably – but she decided to train every day regardless. By now she had accepted that her father would never again be that happy man with his jar full of honey. When marinating in samogon, his seed turned bad.

  In the lengthening days of spring and the long days of summer, her father would order her to the village to work in the fields. She said that she couldn’t and she wouldn’t because she had to train. His hatred for her grew every time she defied him. She gave the hatred right back to him. Toe to toe, eye to eye. From defiance she drew strength, and the stronger she grew the better she ran. Keep it coming, she thought, keep it coming.

  She was in training camp when it happened.

  Igor went to the village alone and fell into drinking with Grandpa Mikhail. Both men were alcoholics but Grandpa Mikhail was an easy and lovable drunk. Nobody ever knew the details of what exactly occurred but in the morning Lyubov phoned Yuliya at training camp and told her that she needed to come home. Grandpa Mikhail was dead. Igor had beaten Grandpa to death with the stout stick that the old man used for mashing pig feed.

  Yuliya was happy when her father went to prison. He would never come home to them again. There would be no more wars. He sat in prison for seven years and they had a rest from him. Lyubov divorced him without any trouble. Her sisters visited their father in prison from time to time but Yuliya never went. She never wrote and she never asked about him. Maybe it was different for Katia and Gelia. She didn’t spend much time wondering about why they went to see him. At night she still had the nightmares about him. So did Lyubov. That was their inheritance.

  She kept running obsessively.

  Vitaly was excited to see that she loved to run. He smiled to himself and allowed a playful thought to linger: Mr and Mrs Forrest Gump! But he knew that she saw things not quite as he did.

  Some people, seldom Russians, spoke mystically about the sensation of running, the endorphins, the clear-headedness, the energy, the feathery lightness, the chi of it. For Yuliya it was simpler: running was a ticket to a better life. She understood clearly that she could make money on a track. Her family never had money and knew nobody who could get her onto the ladder that would lead to a good job. Yuliya would have to make her own way. If the speed at which she ran could help to pay for better things then she would do whatever it took to get faster.

  The 800 metres was a race of maximum pain. Two laps, flat out. When the body wept with pain there was still 250 metres left to run. It wasn’t a case of who could inflict the most pain but who could endure the most. She was good with that deal. Your legs hurt? Your chest hurts? That’s not real pain. She had Kursk in her being. She could endure more than most.

  When Igor died she surprised herself. For a while, she wept every day. She would remember her dad in the fields. And she would recall the two occasions that she went to meet him after he got out of prison. Once, they had sat across a table from each other, talking awkwardly as they ate. She hadn’t been sure who this person was or if she had anything left to offer to him. He had been pale and a little fatter than she remembered him but better in himself than before. Calmer. Drinking just a little, he had said. She’d told him that if he started drinking again she would not have a father. Never. And if he started a new life and tried to be a good man she might have a father and she would talk to him. He had been quiet. He’d had nothing to say. No promises to make. That was all.

  When he was in prison Igor had stopped smoking because blood came up when he coughed and he was afraid of dying in prison. Free again, he had gone back to tobacco. He died from lung cancer at fifty-two. As much as her life would change, Yuliya’s memories stayed with her. Grandpa Mikhail waiting for her, being happy to see her. The good times before it all went wrong.

  Vitaly listened to her story, soaking it up. This small, beautiful woman and her fucked-up, broken life. She was more moonlight than sunlight.

  And she doped.

  And there was still a question he needed to ask.


  

  Chapter 6

  After a slow beginning, new recruits arrived at Rusada and were assigned to desks, and suddenly there were enough people to justify meetings being held. The office on Kazakova Street became a hive. Everybody worked in a second-floor room designed for half as many people. To make things worse, the newly appointed doping control officers used the place between missions, collecting kits and documentation, spreading the pollen of gossip as they came and went.

  Director Sinev managed it all from a room down on the first floor. He worked alongside Aleksandr Derevoedov, the head of the medical department. Derevoedov was in the process of bedding into the new organisation. He had helped set up Rusada but he still drew his wage from Rossport, the Federal Agency for Physical Education and Sports. It was Derevoedov who had recruited Sinev and who had rubber-stamped Vitaly’s employment. He mattered.

  In March a guy called Igor Zagorskiy joined. His was a grandiose title, Head of International Communications. Zagorskiy was the same age as Vitaly, young with a lank mullet of dark hair. Despite the title, his job was mostly translation work. If Sinev or Derevoedov went to an anti-doping conference Zagorskiy tagged along and did the translating. Rusada’s engagement with other countries and other national anti-doping organisations pleased Vitaly. He too could translate, but it was thick documents and dry protocols that filled his days.

  In the spring some people from WADA arrived, descending like a small flock of high-flying diplomats. They had good suits, white teeth and they were earnest and encouraging. They shook hands firmly and spoke of upcoming conferences. Rob Koehler, head of the education department, was there, as was the agency’s European director, Jean-Pierre Moser, and people from Finnish Anti-Doping who would provide doping control officer training for Rusada’s young staff, including Vitaly. The visitors wanted to see that everything was good. And what wasn’t to admire about Russia setting up its own anti-doping agency?

  By the summer of 2008 the new agency was gaining traction. The office hummed as the first sample collection operations loomed. It felt like mission control for a space launch.

  Vitaly was by now providing doping control training for eight raw Rusada recruits who had arrived with no experience. The other eight doping control officers had been transferred from Rossport and were set in their ways. The eight whom Vitaly trained were as eager as the other eight were cynical. The future of Rusada seemed to hinge on which group would have the most influence. Those who’d come from the Federal Agency seemed to know more and care less, enduring the presence of the new recruits but not thinking much of Vitaly’s hard-tofathom idealism.

  There was one former doping control officer from the Federal Agency who’d lost his job and felt more than a little put out. In the field of anti-doping he was a minor celebrity as he communicated openly with the federations in advance of his doping control missions. He liked to be open with them and his transparency stretched to informing all interested parties about who he hoped to take samples from and what exactly those samples might be tested for. He would ask warmly where everybody was going to socialise with him later on. He had taken the changes badly. He had heard about Vitaly, and called him on the phone, drunk and bitter.
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