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“A RICHLY INTRICATE MYSTERY …


There might be no other city in our time as simultaneously intoxicating and heartbreaking as Old Havana.… His earnest unsentimentality and calm tenaciousness on the hunt are what make Renko one of the most interesting detectives in modern fiction. What a clever stroke for Smith to dispatch him to Havana, where sentimentality and passion are in rare abundance.”

—The New York Times Book Review




“Worthwhile reading … As readers of the previous books well know, Mr. Smith has been extremely adept at summoning up the seedy, melancholy Russian milieu in which Arkady operates. In Havana Bay, he does something similar for post-Soviet Cuba.”

—The New York Times




“Arkady Renko is one of the memorable creations of Cold War fiction, as clever, guilt-ridden, and self-effacing as any George Smiley.”

—Newsweek




“Engaging … Havana Bay evokes the colors, rhythms, and crumbling grandeur of the steamy city while exploring the complexity and contradictions of post-Soviet Cuban life.”

—San Francisco Chronicle




“STYLISH, EVOCATIVE.”
 —Chicago Sun-Times


“A worthwhile successor to Gorky Park … Smith’s clean, crisp writing pulls the reader into the story and doesn’t let go. The depth of characterization is amazing.”

—San Antonio Express-News




“Nimble, intelligent … Smith’s depiction of luscious, sad Havana is as captivating as his supple prose and all-too-human characters.”

—The Seattle Times




“As the plot moves swiftly along, author Smith gives the reader a graphic view of Cuba where mansions are decaying and old American cars are almost as valued as gold. The result is vintage Martin Cruz Smith.”

—Abilene Reporter-News




“Spectacular … This novel illuminates the dark corners of sunny Havana and deftly portreays a society trapped in a Soviet legacy of deprivation and control. Smith writes incomparably well while willing the reader to reach for understanding of the human passions he describes.”

—Library Journal (starred review)




“A FINE SUSPENSE THRILLER.”
 —Detroit Free Press


“If you are fond of thrillers, put Havana Bay at the top of your reading list.… Smith is the American literary equal of Britain’s master thriller writer, John le Carré.… What makes Havana Bay more than a mere whodunit is Smith’s intricate, thoughtful plotting and his writing, which captures the feel of modern-day Havana.… An episode admirers of Smith’s Renko should not miss.”

—Minneapolis Star Tribune




“Gripping, worldly wise, and brimming with emotional intelligence, this novel showcases Smith at the top of his game.… A gorgeously atmospheric puzzler … A virtuoso storyteller, Smith dazzles with an audaciously complicated plot written in a style that somehow sounds translated into precise, luminous English.”

—Publisher’s Weekly (starred review)




“A strong, satisfying addition to one of the most memorable and idiosyncratic series of modern thrillers.”

—Kirkus Reviews (starred review)
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A police boat directed a light toward tar-covered pilings and water, turning a black scene white. Havana was invisible across the bay, except for a single line of lamps along the seawall. Stars rode high, anchor lights rode low, otherwise the harbor was a still pool in the night.

Soda cans, crab pots, fishing floats, mattresses, Styrofoam bearded with algae shifted as an investigation team of the Policía Nacional de la Revolución took flash shots. Arkady waited in a cashmere overcoat with a Captain Arcos, a barrel-chested little man who looked ironed into military fatigues, and his Sergeant Luna, large, black and angular. Detective Osorio was a small brown woman in PNR blue; she gave Arkady a studied glare.

A Cuban named Rufo was the interpreter from the Russian embassy. “It’s very simple,” he translated the captain’s words. “You see the body, identify the body and then go home.”

“Sounds simple.” Arkady tried to be agreeable, although Arcos walked off as if any contact with Russians was contamination.

Osorio combined the sharp features of an ingenue with the grave expression of a hangman. She spoke and Rufo explained, “The detective says this is the Cuban method, not the Russian method or the German method. The Cuban method. You will see.”

Arkady had seen little so far. He had just arrived at the airport in the dark when he was whisked away by Rufo. They were headed by taxi to the city when Rufo received a call on a cellular phone that diverted them to the bay. Already Arkady had a sense that he was unwelcome and unpopular.

Rufo wore a loose Hawaiian shirt and a faint resemblance to the older, softer Muhammad Ali. “The detective says she hopes you don’t mind learning the Cuban method.”

“I’m looking forward to it.” Arkady was nothing if not a good guest. “Could you ask her when the body was discovered?”

“Two hours ago by the boat.”

“The embassy sent me a message yesterday that Pribluda was in trouble. Why did they say that before you found a body?”

“She says ask the embassy. She was certainly not expecting an investigator.”

Professional honor seemed to be at stake and Arkady felt badly outclassed on that score. Like Columbus on deck, Captain Arcos scanned the dark impatiently, Luna his hulking shadow. Osorio had sawhorses erected and stretched a tape that read NO PASE. When a motorcycle policeman in a white helmet and spurs on his boots arrived, she chased him with a shout that could have scored steel. Somehow men in T-shirts appeared along the tape as soon as it was unrolled—what was it about violent death that was better than dreams? Arkady wondered. Most of the onlookers were black; Havana was far more African than Arkady had expected, although the logos on their shirts were American.

Someone along the tape carried a radio that sang, “La fiesta no es para los feos. Qué feo es, señor. Super feo, amigo mío. No puedes pasar aquí, amigo. La fiesta no es para los feos.”

“What does that mean?” Arkady asked Rufo.

“The song? It says, ‘This party is not for ugly people. Sorry, my friend, you can’t come.’ ”

Yet here I am, Arkady thought.

A vapor trail far overhead showed silver, and ships at anchor started to appear where only lights had hung moments before. Across the bay the seawall and mansions of Havana rose from the water, docks spread and, along the inner bay, loading cranes got to their feet.

“The captain is sensitive,” Rufo said, “but whoever was right or wrong about the message, you’re here, the body’s here.”

“So it couldn’t have worked out better?”

“In a manner of speaking.”

Osorio ordered the boat to back off so that its wash wouldn’t stir the body. A combination of the boat’s light and the freshening sky made her face glow.

Rufo said, “Cubans don’t like Russians. It’s not you, it’s just not a good place for a Russian.”

“Where is a good place?”

Rufo shrugged.

This side of the harbor, now that Arkady could see it, was like a village. A hillside of banana palms overhung abandoned houses that fronted what was more a cement curb than a seawall that stretched from a coal dock to a ferry landing. A wooden walkway balanced on a black piling captured whatever floated in. The day was going to be warm. He could tell by the smell.

“Vaya a cambiar su cara, amigo. Feo, feo, feo como horror, señor.”

In Moscow, in January, the sun would have crept like a dim lamp behind rice paper. Here it was a rushing torch that turned air and bay into mirrors, first of nickel and then to vibrant, undulating pink. Many things were suddenly apparent. A picturesque ferry that moved toward the landing. Little fishing boats moored almost within reach. Arkady noticed that more than palms grew in the village behind him; the sun found coconuts, hibiscus, red and yellow trees. Water around the pilings began to show the peacock sheen of petroleum.

Detective Osorio’s order for the video camera to roll was a signal for onlookers to press against the tape. The ferry landing filled with commuters, every face turned toward the pilings where, in the quickening light floated a body as black and bloated as the inner tube it rested in. Shirt and shorts were split by the body’s expansion. Hands and feet trailed in the water; a swim fin dangled casually on one foot. The head was eyeless and inflated like a black balloon.

“A neumático,” Rufo told Arkady. “A neumático is a fisherman who fishes from an inner tube. Actually from a fishing net spread over the tube. Like a hammock. It’s very ingenious, very Cuban.”

“The inner tube is his boat?”

“Better than a boat. A boat needs gasoline.”

Arkady pondered that proposition.

“Much better.”

A diver in a wet suit slid off the police boat while an officer in waders dropped over the seawall. They clambered as much as waded across crab pots and mattress springs, mindful of hidden nails and septic water, and cornered the inner tube so that it wouldn’t float away. A net was thrown down from the seawall to stretch under the inner tube and lift it and the body up together. So far, Arkady wouldn’t have done anything differently. Sometimes events were just a matter of luck.

The diver stepped into a hole and went under. Gasping, he came up out of the water, grabbed onto first the inner tube and then a foot hanging from it. The foot came off. The inner tube pressed against the spear of a mattress spring, popped and started to deflate. As the foot turned to jelly, Detective Osorio shouted for the officer to toss it to shore: a classic confrontation between authority and vulgar death, Arkady thought. All along the tape, onlookers clapped and laughed.

Rufo said, “See, usually, our level of competence is fairly high, but Russians have this effect. The captain will never forgive you.”

The camera went on taping the debacle while another detective jumped into the water. Arkady hoped the lens captured the way the rising sun poured into the windows of the ferry. The inner tube was sinking. An arm disengaged. Shouts flew back and forth between Osorio and the police boat. The more desperately the men in the water tried to save the situation the worse it became. Captain Arcos contributed orders to lift the body. As the diver steadied the head, the pressure of his hands liquefied its face and made it slide like a grape skin off the skull, which itself separated cleanly from the neck; it was like trying to lift a man who was perversely disrobing part by part, unembarrassed by the stench of advanced decomposition. A pelican sailed overhead, red as a flamingo.

“I think identification is going to be a little more complicated than the captain imagined,” Arkady said.

The diver caught the jaw as it dropped off from the skull and juggled each, while the detectives pushed the other black, swollen limbs pell-mell into the shriveling inner tube.

“Feo, tan feo. No puedes pasar aquí, amigo. Porque la fiesta no es para los feos.”

The rhythm was … what was the word? Arkady wondered. Unrelenting.

Across the bay a golden dome seemed to burst into flame, and the houses of the Malecon started to express their unlikely colors of lemon, rose, royal purple, aquamarine.

It really was a lovely city, he thought.

Light from the high windows of the autopsy theater of the Instituto de Medicina Legal fell on three stainless-steel tables. On the right-hand table lay the neumático’s torso and loose parts arranged like an ancient statue dredged in pieces from the sea. Along the walls were enamel cabinets, scales, X-ray panel, sink, specimen shelves, freezer, refrigerator, pails. Above, at the observation level, Rufo and Arkady had a semicircle of seats to themselves. Arkady hadn’t noticed before how scarred Rufo’s brows were.

“Captain Luna would rather you watched from here. The examiner is Dr. Blas.”

Rufo waited expectantly until Arkady realized he was supposed to react.

“The Dr. Blas?”

“The very one.”

Blas had a dapper Spanish beard and wore rubber gloves, goggles, green scrubs. Only when he appeared satisfied that he had a reasonably complete body did he measure it and search it meticulously for marks and tattoos, a painstaking task when skin tended to slide wherever touched. An autopsy could take two hours, as much as four. At the left-hand table Detective Osorio and a pair of technicians sorted through the deflated inner tube and fishnet; the body had been left tangled in them for fear of disturbing it any more. Captain Arcos stood to one side, Luna a step behind. It occurred to Arkady that Luna’s head was as round and blunt as a black fist with red-rimmed eyes. Already Osorio had found a wet roll of American dollar bills and a ring of keys kept in a leaky plastic bag. Fingerprints wouldn’t have survived the bag, and she immediately dispatched the keys with an officer. There was something appealingly energetic and fastidious about Osorio. She hung wet shirt, shorts and underwear on hangers on a rack.

While Blas worked he commented to a microphone clipped to the lapel of his coat.

“Maybe two weeks in the water,” Rufo translated. He added, “It’s been hot and raining, very humid. Even for here.”

“You’ve seen autopsies before?” Arkady asked.

“No, but I’ve always been curious. And, of course, I’d heard of Dr. Blas.”

Performing an autopsy on a body in an advanced stage of putrefaction was as delicate as dissecting a soft-boiled egg. Sex was obvious but not age, not race, not size when the chest and stomach cavities were distended, not weight when the body sagged with water inside, not fingerprints when hands that had trailed in the water for a week ended in digits nibbled to the bone. Then there was the gaseous pressure of chemical change. When Blas punctured the abdomen a flatulent spray shot loudly up, and when he made the Y incision across the chest and then to the groin, a wave of black water and liquefied matter overflowed the table. Using a pail, a technician deftly caught the viscera as they floated out. An expanding pong of rot—as if a shovel had been plunged into swamp gas—took possession of the room, invading everyone’s nose and mouth. Arkady was glad he had left his precious coat in the car. After the first trauma of the stench—five minutes, no more—the olfactory nerves were traumatized and numb, but he was already digging deep into his cigarettes.

Rufo said, “That smells disgusting.”

“Russian tobacco.” Arkady filled his lungs with smoke. “Want one?”

“No, thanks. I boxed in Russia when I was on the national team. I hated Moscow. The food, the bread and, most of all, the cigarettes.”

“You don’t like Russians, either?”

“I love Russians. Some of my best friends are Russian.” Rufo leaned for a better view as Blas spread the chest for the camera. “The doctor is very good. At the rate they’re going you’ll have time to make your plane. You won’t even have to spend the night.”

“Won’t the embassy make a fuss about this?”

“The Russians here? No.”

Blas slapped the pulpy mass of the heart in a separate tray.

“You don’t think they’re too indelicate, I hope,” Rufo said.

“Oh, no.” To be fair, as Arkady remembered, Pribluda used to root through bodies with the enthusiasm of a boar after nuts. “Imagine the poor bastard’s surprise,” Pribluda would have said. “Floating around, looking up at the stars, and then bang, he’s dead.”

Arkady lit one cigarette from another and drew the smoke in sharply enough to make his eyes tear. It occurred to him that he was at a point now where he knew more people dead than alive, the wrong side of a certain line.

“I picked up a lot of languages touring with the team,” Rufo said. “After boxing, I used to guide groups of singers, musicians, dancers, intellectuals for the embassy. I miss those days.”

Detective Osorio methodically laid out supplies that the dead man had taken to sea: thermos, wicker box, and plastic bags of candles, rolls of tape, twine, hooks and extra line.

Usually, an examiner cut at the hairline and peeled the forehead over the face to reach the skull. Since in this case both the forehead and the face had already slipped off and bade adieu in the bay, Blas proceeded directly with a rotary saw to uncover the brain, which proved rotten with worms that reminded Arkady of the macaroni served by Aeroflot. As the nausea rose he had Rufo lead him to a tiny, chain-flush lavatory, where he threw up, so perhaps he wasn’t so inured after all, he thought. Maybe he had just reached his limit. Rufo was gone, and walking back to the autopsy theater on his own, Arkady went by a room perfumed by carboys of formaldehyde and decorated with anatomical charts. On a table two feet with yellow toenails stuck out from a sheet. Between the legs lay an oversized syringe connected by a tube to a tub of embalming fluid on the floor, a technique used in the smallest, most primitive Russian villages when electric pumps failed. The needle of the syringe was particularly long and narrow to fit into an artery, which was thinner than a vein. Between the feet were rubber gloves and another syringe in an unopened plastic bag. Arkady slipped the bag into his jacket pocket.

When Arkady returned to his seat, Rufo was waiting with a recuperative Cuban cigarette. By that time, the brain had been weighed and set aside while Dr. Blas fit head and jaw together.

Although Rufo’s lighter was the plastic disposable sort, he said it had been refilled twenty times. “The Cuban record is over a hundred.”

Arkady bit the cigarette, inhaled. “What kind is this?”

“ ‘Popular.’ Black tobacco. You like it?”

“It’s perfect.” Arkady let out a plume of smoke as blue as the exhaust of a car in distress.

Rufo’s hand kneaded Arkady’s shoulder. “Relax. You’re down to bones, my friend.”

The officer who had taken the keys from Osorio returned. At the other table, after Blas had measured the skull vertically and across the brow, he spread a handkerchief and diligently scrubbed the teeth with a toothbrush. Arkady handed Rufo a dental chart he had brought from Moscow (an investigator’s precaution), and the driver trotted the envelope down to Blas, who systematically matched the skull’s brightened grin to the chart’s numbered circles. When he was done he conferred with Captain Arcos, who grunted with satisfaction and summoned Arkady down to the theater floor.

Rufo interpreted. “The Russian citizen Sergei Sergeevich Pribluda arrived in Havana eleven months ago as an attaché to the Russian embassy. We knew, of course, that he was a colonel in the KGB. Excuse me, the new Federal Security Service, the SVR.”

“Same thing,” Arkady said.

The captain—and in his wake, Rufo—went on. “A week ago the embassy informed us that Pribluda was missing. We did not expect them to invite a senior investigator from the Moscow prosecutor’s office. Perhaps a family member, nothing more.”

Arkady had talked to Pribluda’s son, who had refused to come to Havana. He managed a pizzeria, a major responsibility.

Rufo went on. “Fortunately, the captain says, the identification performed today before your eyes is simple and conclusive. The captain says that a key found in the effects was taken to the apartment of the missing man where it unlocked the door. From an examination of the body recovered from the bay, Dr. Blas estimates that it is a Caucasoid male approximately fifty to sixty years of age, one hundred sixty-five centimeters in height, ninety kilos in weight, in every regard the same as the missing man. Moreover, the dental chart of the Russian citizen Pribluda you yourself brought shows one lower molar filled. That molar in the recovered jaw is a steel tooth which, in the opinion of Dr. Blas, according to the captain, is typical Russian dental work. Do you agree?”

“From what I saw, yes.”

“Dr. Blas says he finds no wounds or broken bones, no signs of violence or foul play. Your friend died of natural causes, perhaps a stroke or aneurysm or heart attack, it would be almost impossible to determine which for a body in this condition. The doctor hopes he did not suffer long.”

“That’s kind of him.” Although the doctor appeared more smug than sympathetic.

“The captain, for his part, asks if you accept the observations of this autopsy?”

“I’d like to think about it.”

“Well, you accept the conclusion that the body recovered is that of the Russian citizen Pribluda?”

Arkady turned to the examining table. What had been a bloated cadaver was now split and gutted. Of course, there had been no face or eyes to identify anyway, and finger bones never did yield prints, but someone had lived in that ruined body.

“I think an inner tube in the bay is a strange place to find a Russian citizen.”

“The captain says they all think that.”

“Then there will be an investigation?”

Rufo said, “It depends.”

“On what?”

“On many factors.”

“Such as?”

“The captain says your friend was a spy. What he was doing when he died was not innocent. The captain can predict your embassy will ask us to do nothing. We are the ones who could make an international incident of this, but frankly it is not worth the effort. We will investigate in our own time, in our own way, although in this Special Period the Cuban people cannot afford to waste resources on people who have revealed themselves to be our enemy. Now do you understand what I mean?” Rufo paused while Arcos took a second to compose himself. “The captain says an investigation depends on many factors. The position of our friends at the Russian embassy must be taken into account before premature steps are taken. The only issue we have here is an identification of a foreign national who has died on Cuban territory. Do you accept it is the Russian citizen Sergei Pribluda?”

“It could be,” Arkady said.

Dr. Blas sighed, Luna took a deep breath and Detective Osorio weighed the keys in her palm. Arkady couldn’t help feeling like a difficult actor. “It probably is, but I can’t say conclusively that this body is Pribluda. There’s no face, no prints and I doubt very much that you will be able to type the blood. All you have is a dental chart and one steel tooth. He could be another Russian. Or one of thousands of Cubans who went to Russia. Or a Cuban who had a tooth pulled by a Cuban dentist who trained in Russia. Probably you’re right, but that’s not enough. You opened Pribluda’s door with a key. Did you look inside?”

Dr. Blas asked in precisely snipped Russian, “Did you bring any other identification from Moscow?”

“Just this. Pribluda sent it a month ago.” Arkady dug out of his passport case a snapshot of three men standing on a beach and squinting at the camera. One man was so black he could have been carved from jet. He held up a glistening rainbow of a fish for the admiration of two whites, a shorter man with a compensating tower of steel-wool hair and, partially obscured by the others, Pribluda. Behind them was water, a tip of beach, palms.

Blas studied the photograph and read the scribble on the back. “Havana Yacht Club.”

“There is such a yacht club?” Arkady asked.

“There was such a club before the Revolution,” Blas said. “I think your friend was making a joke.”

Rufo said, “Cubans love grandiose titles. A ‘drinking society’ can be friends in a bar.”

“The others don’t look Russian to me. You can make copies of the picture and circulate them.”

The picture went around to Arcos, who put it back into Arkady’s hands as if it were toxic. Rufo said, “The captain says your friend was a spy, that spies come to bad ends, as they deserve. This is typically Russian, pretending to help and then stabbing Cuba in the back. The Russian embassy sends out its spy and, when he’s missing, asks us to find him. When we find him, you refuse to identify him. Instead of cooperating, you demand an investigation, as if you were still the master and Cuba was the puppet. Since that is no longer the case, you can take your picture back to Moscow. The whole world knows of the Russian betrayal of the Cuban people and, well, he says some more in that vein.”

Arkady gathered as much. The captain looked ready to spit.

Rufo gave Arkady a push. “I think it’s time to go.”

Detective Osorio, who had been quietly following the conversation, suddenly revealed fluent Russian. “Was there a letter with the picture?”

“Only a postcard saying hello,” Arkady said. “I threw it away.”

“Idiota,” Osorio said, which nobody bothered to translate.

“It’s lucky you’re going home, you don’t have many friends here,” Rufo said. “The embassy said to put you in an apartment until the plane.”

They drove by three-story stone town houses transformed by the Revolution into a far more colorful backdrop of ruin and decay, marble colonnades refaced with whatever color was available—green, ultramarine, chartreuse. Not just ordinary green, either, but a vibrant spectrum: sea, lime, palm and verdigris. Houses were as blue as powdered turquoise, pools of water, peeling sky, the upper levels enlivened by balconies of ornate ironwork embellished by canary cages, florid roosters, hanging bicycles. Even dowdy Russian cars wore a wide variety of paint, and if their clothes were drab most of the people had the slow grace and color of big cats. They paused at tables offering guava paste, pastries, tubers and fruits. One girl shaving ices was streaked red and green with syrup, another girl sold sweetmeats from a cheesecloth tent. A locksmith rode a bicycle that powered a key grinder; he wore goggles for the sparks and shavings flying around him as he pedaled in place. The music of a radio hanging in the crook of a pushcart’s umbrella floated in the air.

“Is this the way to the airport?” Arkady asked.

“The flight is tomorrow. Usually there’s only one Aeroflot flight a week during the winter, so they don’t want you to miss it.” Rufo rolled the window down. “Phew, I smell worse than fish.”

“Autopsies stay with you.” Arkady had left his overcoat outside the operating theater and separated the coat now from the paper bag holding Pribluda’s effects. “If Dr. Blas and Detective Osorio speak Russian, why were you along?”

“There was a time when it was forbidden to speak English. Now Russian is taboo. Anyway, the embassy wanted someone along when you were with the police, but someone not Russian. You know, I never knew anyone so unpopular so fast as you.”

“That’s a sort of distinction.”

“But now you’re here you should enjoy yourself. Would you like to see the city, go to a café, to the Havana Libre? It used to be the Hilton. They have a rooftop restaurant with a fantastic view. And they serve lobster. Only state restaurants are allowed to serve lobster, which are assets of the state.”

“No, thanks.” The idea of cracking open a lobster after an autopsy didn’t sit quite right.

“Or a paladar, a private restaurant. They’re small, they’re only allowed twelve chairs but the food is much superior. No?”

Perhaps Rufo didn’t get a chance to dine out often, but Arkady didn’t think he could even watch someone eat.

“No. The captain and sergeant were in green uniforms, the detective in gray and blue. Why was that?”

“She’s police and they’re from the Ministry of the Interior. We just call it Minint. Police are under Minint.”

Arkady nodded; in Russia the militia was under the same ministry. “But Arcos and Luna don’t usually go out on homicides?”

“I don’t think so.”

“Why was the captain going on about the Russian embassy?”

“He has a point. In the old days Russians acted like lords. Even now, for Cuban police to ask questions at the embassy takes a diplomatic note. Sometimes the embassy cooperates and sometimes it doesn’t.”

Most of the traffic was Russian Ladas and Moskviches spraying exhaust and then, waddling as ponderously as dinosaurs, American cars from before the Revolution. Rufo and Arkady got out at a two-story house decorated like a blue Egyptian tomb with scarabs, ankhs and lotuses carved in stucco. A car on blocks sat in residence on the porch.

“ ’57 Chevrolet.” Rufo looked inside at the car’s gutted interior, straightened and ran his hand over the flecked paint. From the back. “Tail fins.” To the front bumper. “And tits.”

From the car key in the bag of effects Arkady knew that Pribluda had a Lada. No breasts on a Russian car.

As they went in and climbed the stairs, the door to the ground-floor apartment cracked open enough for a woman in a housedress to follow their progress.

“A concierge?” Arkady asked.

“A snoop. Don’t worry, at night she watches television and doesn’t hear a thing.”

“I’m going back tonight.”

“That’s right.” Rufo unlocked the upstairs door. “This is a protocol apartment the embassy uses for visiting dignitaries. Well, lesser dignitaries. I don’t think we’ve had anyone here for a year.”

“Is someone from the embassy coming to talk about Pribluda?”

“The only one who wants to talk about Pribluda is you. You like cigars?”

“I’ve never smoked a cigar.”

“We’ll talk about it later. I’ll be back at midnight to take you to the plane. If you think the flight to Havana was long, wait till you go back to Moscow.”

The apartment was furnished with a set of cream-and-gold dining chairs, a sideboard with a coffee service, a nubby sofa, red phone, a bookshelf with titles like La Amistad Rusa-Cubana and Fidel y Arte supported by erotic bookends in mahogany. In a disconnected refrigerator a loaf of Bimbo Bread was spotted with mold. The air conditioner was dead and showed the carbon smudges of an electrical fire. Arkady thought he probably showed some carbon smudges of his own.

He stripped from his clothes and showered in a stall of tiles that poured water from every valve and washed the odor of the autopsy off his skin and from his hair. He dried himself on the scrap of towel provided and stretched out on the bed under his overcoat in the dark of the bedroom and listened to the voices and music that filtered from outside through the closed shutters of the window. He dreamed of floating among the playing fish of Havana Bay. He dreamed of flying back to Moscow and not landing, just circling in the night.

Russian planes did that, sometimes, if they were so old that their instruments failed. Although there could be other factors. If a pilot made a second landing approach he could be charged for the extra fuel expended, so he made only one, good or not. Or they were overloaded or underfueled.

He was both.

Circling sounded good.
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Osorio negotiated a white PNR Lada down a pot-holed street. Like her driving, she talked in a quick, surefooted way, deleting any s in the Russian language that she found superfluous. Since Arkady’s Spanish consisted of gracias and por favor, he wasn’t inclined to be critical even if she had appeared without warning in the early evening and gathered him in a rush.

She said, “You wanted to see your friend’s apartment and so we will.”

“That’s all I asked.”

“No, you asked much more. I think you are refusing to make an identification of your friend because you think you can force us to investigate.”

“I assume you want to be sure you’re sending the right body to Moscow.”

“You think it’s impossible for him to be out on the water the way we found him? Like a Cuban?”

“It does strike me as unusual.”

“What I find unusual is that when a message comes to you from an embassy in Havana you drop everything to come. That’s unusual. That must have been expensive.”

The round-trip took half his savings. On the other hand, what was he saving for? Anyway, everything in Havana struck him as unusual, including the detective, although there was something about small size and imperiousness he found endearing. Her features were delicate and sharply cut, dark eyes made darker with suspicion as if she were an apprentice devil handed a tricky soul. He also liked her sporty PNR cap with plastic visor.

“Tell me about this friend of yours,” she demanded.

“You’re interested?” He got no response to that. Oh well, he was fishing. “Sergei Sergeevich Pribluda. Workers family from Sverdlovsk. Joined the Committee for State Security out of the army. Higher education at Frunze Party School. Stationed eight years at Vladimir, eighteen in Moscow, rising to colonel. Hero Worker, honored for bravery. Wife, dead ten years; one son, a manager in an American fast-food franchise in Moscow. I was unaware of Pribluda’s ever being stationed abroad before or studying Spanish. Politically reactionary, a Party member. Interests, Central Army ice-hockey team. Health, vigorous. Hobby, gardening.”

“Not drinking?”

“He made flavored vodka, that’s part of gardening.”

“Not culture, the arts?”

“Pribluda? Hardly.”

“You worked together?”

“In a way. He tried to kill me. It was a complicated friendship.” Arkady gave her the short version. “There was a murder in Moscow involving politics. As it happened, there was a woman who was a dissident that he suspected. Since I thought she was innocent, I became a suspect and Pribluda was given the job of delivering, as we say, a nine-gram letter in the back of my head. But we had spent time together by then, long enough for me to discover there was something strangely honest about him and for him to decide there was, as you say, something of the idiota about me. And when he was given the order to shoot me, he didn’t. I don’t know whether you could call it a friendship, but our relationship was built on that.”

“He disobeyed an order? There’s never an excuse for that.”

“God knows. He liked to grow his own vegetables. When his wife died, I would go round to his place and drink his vodka and eat his cucumbers and he would remind me that not every guest got to dine with his executioner. Red tomato pickle, green tomato pickle, peppers and dark bread to eat. Lemongrass and buffalo grass to flavor the vodka.”

“You said he was a Communist.”

“A good Communist. He would have joined the Party coup if it hadn’t been led, as he said, by imbeciles. Instead, he drank until it all blew over and then went into a decline. He said we weren’t real Russians anymore, only eunuchs, that the last Russian, the last true Communist anywhere was Castro.” Which Arkady had taken as drunken ranting at the time, a detail he decided not to share with Osorio. “He said he was looking for a post outside Moscow. I never knew he meant here.”

“When was the last time you saw the colonel?”

“More than a year ago.”

“But you were friends.”

“My wife didn’t like him.”

“Why not?”

“An old score. Why would the captain turn down the picture of Pribluda and his friends?” Arkady asked.

“He must have his reasons,” Osorio said in a tone that suggested she didn’t fathom them either.

Jasmine lay like snow over walls, Dumpsters overflowed with the sweet stench of fruit skins.

Binding the ocean was what Osorio called the Malecon, a seawall that protected a six-lane boulevard and an oceanfront line of three-story buildings. The sea was black, and traffic on the boulevard consisted of the running lights of cars a block apart. The buildings were the gaudy group Arkady had seen at daybreak from the other side of the bay; without their colors, dimly lit by lamps, they were occupied wrecks. In the shadow of a long arcade Osorio unlocked a street door and led him up worn stone stairs to a steel door which let them into a living room that could have been delivered complete from Moscow: subdued lamps, stereo, chess set, upholstery on the front door, lace curtains on the balcony doors. Homey Soviet hammer and sickle in silk tacked to a wall. A table and tray of water glasses, dish of salt. Whittled nostalgia—roosters, bears, St. Basil’s—on the shelves. Plastic ivy and carnations trimming a kitchenette with a two-burner range, refrigerator, butane tanks. Bottles of Havana Club rum and Stolichnaya stood under the sink.

The only element out of place was a black man in a white shirt with a red bandanna around his head and Reebok basketball shoes on his feet sitting in a corner chair and holding a long, straight walking stick. It took a moment without breathing for Arkady to realize that the figure was a man-sized effigy. The face had a crudely molded brow and nose, mouth and ears, making its glass eyes glitter all the more.

“What is that?”

“Chango.”

“Chango?”

“A Santeria spirit.”

“Right. And why would Pribluda have it?”

“I don’t know. That’s not what we came for,” Osorio said. What they had come for, apparently, was to see how thoroughly she had dusted the apartment for fingerprints, every door, jamb, knob and pull. Some prints had been lifted, leaving the transfer tracks of tape. But many more prints were visible as brown whorls expertly brushed.

“You did all this?” he asked Osorio.

“Yes.”

“Brown powder?” He hadn’t seen that before.

“Cuban fingerprint powder. In this Special Period, imported powders are too expensive. We make powder from burned palm fronds.”

She hadn’t missed any opportunity. Under the lamp was a small turtle, armored and obtuse in a bowl of sand. A perfect pet for a spy, Arkady thought. The shell was branded with a brown fingerprint.

She said, “Pribluda could have had a protocol house, but he rented here illegally from the Cuban who lives below.”

“Why do you think he did that?”

For an answer she opened the balcony doors, their curtains lifting like wings with the breeze that rushed in. Arkady stepped out between two aluminum chairs and the balcony’s marble rail and looked out on the vault of the night sky and the Malecon, displayed as an elegant curve of boulevard lights. Beyond the seawall was the flash of a lighthouse and deck lights of a freighter and pilot boat entering the bay. As his eyes adjusted he made out the fainter gunwale lamps of fishing boats and, nearer in, a widespread candle glimmer.

“Neumáticos,” Osorio said.

Arkady imagined them, a flotilla of inner tubes riding black swells.

“Why wasn’t there a police seal on the front door?” he asked.

“Because we are not investigating.”

“So, what are we doing here, then?”

“Putting your mind to rest.”

She motioned Arkady inside through the parlor and to a corridor, past a laundry room and into an office that held an ancient wooden desk, computer, printer and bookshelves crammed with binders from the Cuban Ministry of Sugar and photo albums. Under the printer, two briefcases, one of brown leather, the other of extraordinarily ugly green plastic. The walls were covered with maps of Cuba and Havana. Cuba was a big island, Arkady realized, twelve hundred kilometers long, marked with X’s on the map. Arkady opened an album to pictures of what looked like green bamboo.

“Sugarcane fields,” Osorio said. “Pribluda would have visited them because we foolishly depended on Russia for harvesters.”

“I see.” Arkady put the album down and moved on to the map of Havana. “Where are we?”

“Here.” She pointed to where the Malecón swept east toward the Castillo de San Salvador, where the seawall ended and Havana Vieja and the bay began. West lay neighborhoods called Vedado and Miramar, where Pribluda had scribbled “Russian embassy.” “Why do you ask?”

“I like to know where I am.”

“You are leaving tonight. It doesn’t matter if you know where you are.”

“True.” He looked to see that the power button of the computer was dusted and prints lifted. Nice. “You’re finished here?”

“Yes.”

He turned the machine and monitor on and the screen pulsed with an electric, expectant blue. Arkady did not consider himself computer-adept, but in Moscow murderers moved with the times and it had become a requirement of investigators to be able to open the electronic files of suspects and victims. Russians loved E-mail, Windows, spreadsheets; paper documents they burned at once, but incriminating electronic information they left intact under whimsical access codes: the name of a first girlfriend, a favorite actress, a pet dog. When Arkady clicked on the icon for Programs the screen demanded a password.

“Do you know it?” Osorio asked.

“No. A decent spy is supposed to use a random cipher. We could guess forever.”

Arkady went through the desk drawers. Inside were a variety of different pens, stationery and cigars, maps and magnifying glasses, pen knives and pencils and brown envelopes with string ties for the diplomatic pouch. No passwords hidden in a matchbox.

“There’s a telephone but no fax machine?”

“The telephone lines in this exchange are from before the Revolution. They’re not clear enough for fax transmission.”

“The telephone lines are fifty years old?”

“Thanks to the American embargo and the Special Period—”

“Caused by Russia, I know.”

“Yes.” Osorio snapped off the computer and shut the drawer. “Stop. You are not here to investigate. You are here only to verify that it has been examined thoroughly for fingerprints.”

Arkady acknowledged the track of prints on doorjambs and desk surfaces, ashtray and telephone. Osorio motioned him to follow her farther down the corridor where there was a bedroom containing a narrow bed, nightstand, lamp, bureau, portable radio, bookcase and, hanging on the walls, a tinted portrait of the deceased Mrs. Pribluda. Beside it was a photograph of the son in an apron looking up at a levitating disk of pizza dough. In the top bureau drawer was an empty frame of snapshot size.

“There was a picture in here?” Arkady asked.

Osorio shrugged. The reading material in the bedroom was Spanish-Russian dictionaries, guidebooks, copies of Red Star and Pravda, reflecting the interests of a healthy, unreconstructed Communist. The bureau top was clear but showed signs of dusting and collection. In the closet were clothes, an ironing board and an iron dusted for prints. Organized on the floor were rubber sandals, work shoes and a thin, empty suitcase. Arkady stopped for a moment when he heard drumming from the apartment below, tectonic motion with a Latin beat.

Osorio opened the door at the corridor’s end to a bathroom of crazed but immaculately clean tiles. A loofah and soap on a rope hung from the shower rod. The corner of the medicine cabinet mirror bore one fingerprint in full bloom, and another peeked from under the flush lever of the toilet.

“You don’t miss anything,” he told her. “But I wonder why you bothered.”

“You will accept that this is Pribluda’s apartment?”

“It seems to be.”

“And that the prints we find here are Pribluda’s?”

“We haven’t really checked them, but let’s say I do.”

“Remember at the autopsy you told Captain Arcos it was a strange way for a Russian to fish.”

“In an inner tube at sea? Yes, it was a first for me.”

The detective led him back to the laundry room and turned on a hanging bulb and this time he saw, besides a stone basin and clothes line, reels of monofilament and wire and, on rough shelves of orange crate, jars that contained tangles of barbed, ugly hooks graded by size. Each jar was dusted and covered with clear prints. Detective Osorio handed Arkady an index card of lifted fingerprints. Immediately, Arkady saw a large print with a distinctive loop crossed by a scar identical with prints on the bottles. On a jar he found the same, carefully dusted print.

“He was right-handed?” Osorio asked.

“Yes.”

“From the angles you can see, when he held the jar, the prints on the jar are his right thumb and index fingers and the prints on the glass are his left thumb and index finger. They’re over all the rooms, doors, mirrors, everywhere. So you see, your Russian friend was a Cuban fisherman.”

“The body, how long was it dead?”

“According to Dr. Blas, maybe two weeks.”

“No one’s been here in the meantime?”

“I asked the neighbors. No.”

“That must be a hungry turtle.”

Arkady returned to the front room, out of habit memorizing the apartment layout as he went: balcony, sitting room, laundry room, office, bathroom, bedroom. Inside the refrigerator were yogurt, greens, eggplant, pickled mushrooms, boiled tongue and a half-dozen boxes of color 35-mm film. He fed dillweed to the turtle and glanced at the black doll that filled the corner chair. “I have to admit these are new aspects to the man I knew. Did you find his car?”

“No.”

“Do you know the make?”

“Lada.” She shook her head a little for emphasis. “It doesn’t matter. Your flight is in four hours. The body is being prepared for the plane. You will accompany it. Agreed?”

“I suppose I will.”

Osorio frowned, as if she glimpsed a nuance in the answer.

On the ride back she asked, “Tell me, out of curiosity, as an investigator are you any good?”

“Not particularly.”

“Why not?”

“Various reasons. I used to have a fair rate of success, as your captain puts it. But that was when murders in Moscow were amateur affairs with steel pipes and vodka bottles. Now they’re professional work with heavy artillery. Also, militia work never paid well but it paid. Now, since the militia has not seen its salary in six months, men don’t work with the same zeal. And there’s the problem that if you do make progress on a contract homicide, the man who ordered the murder takes the prosecutor to lunch and offers him a condominium in Yalta and the case is dropped, so my success ratio is no longer something to be proud of. And, no doubt, my skills are not what they used to be.”

“You had so many questions.”

“Habit.” Going through the motions, Arkady thought, as if his body were a suit that shuffled to the scene of the crime, any crime, anywhere. He was more irritated with himself than with her. Why had he started snooping? Enough! Osorio was right. He felt her eyes on him. Only for a moment, though. Because they were crossing a power blackout she had to proceed on some streets as carefully as steering a boat in the dark. In Arkady’s mind, the syringe beckoned, the needle of a compass.

When they halted for goats wandering over the road the headlights illuminated a wall on which was written “Venceremos!” Arkady tried to say it silently but Osorio caught him.

“ ‘Venceremos!’ means ‘We will win!’ In spite of America and Russia, we will win!”

“In spite of history, geography, the law of gravity?”

“In spite of everything! You don’t have signs like that in Moscow anymore, do you?”

“We have signs. Now they say Nike and Absolut.”

He got a glance from Osorio no worse than the flame of a blowtorch. When they reached the embassy apartment the detective told him that a driver would gather him in two hours for the airport. “And you will have your friend to travel with.”

“Let’s hope it really is the colonel.”

Osorio was stung worse than he’d intended. “A live Russian, a dead Russian, it’s hard to tell the difference.”

“You’re right.”

• • •

Arkady went up alone. A rumba played either in the house or out of the house, he could no longer tell where, all he knew was that constant music made him exhausted.

Unlocking the door, he lit a cigarette, careful not to drop embers on his sleeve. It was a cashmere coat Irina had given him as a wedding present, a soft black wreath of a coat that, she said, made him look like a poet. With the thin Russian shoes and shabby pants that he insisted on wearing he appeared all the more artistic. It was a lucky coat, impervious to bullets. He had walked through a shootout on the Arbat like an armored saint; later, he realized that no one had fired at him precisely because in his miraculous coat he resembled neither gangster nor militia.

More than that, the coat bore the faint lingering perfume of Irina, a secret, tactile sense of her, and when the thought of her became unbearable this scent was a final ally against her loss.

It was odd, Osorio asking whether he was any good. What he hadn’t told her was that in Moscow his work suffered from what was officially labeled “inattention.” When he went to work at all. He stayed in bed for days, the coat for a coverlet, occasionally rising to boil water for tea. Waiting for night before going out for cigarettes. Ignoring the visits of colleagues at the door. The cracks in the plaster of his Moscow ceiling had a vague outline of West Africa, and staring up he could catch the moment when window light was sideways enough to turn bumps into plaster mountains and turn cracks into a network of rivers and tributaries. Flying a black coat as his flag, his vessel sailed to each port of call.

Inattention was the greatest crime of all. He had seen every sort of victim, from nearly pristine bodies in their beds to the butchered, monstrously altered dead, and he had to say that, in general, they would still be lightly snoring or laughing at a well-told joke if someone had only paid more attention to an approaching knife or shotgun or syringe. All the love in the world could not make up for lack of attention.

Say you were on the deck of a ferry crossing a narrow strait, and although the distance was short, the wind and waves came up and the ship foundered. Into the cold water you go, and the one you love most is in your grasp. All you have to do to save her life is not let go. And then you look and your hand is empty. Inattention. Weakness. Well, the self-condemned lived longer nights than others for good reason. Because they were always trying to reverse time, to return to that receding, fateful moment and not let go. At night, when they could concentrate.

In the dark of the room he saw the polyclinic off the Arbat where he, the solicitous lover, had taken Irina to treat an infection. She had stopped smoking—they both had, together—and out of waiting-room nerves asked him to go to a kiosk for a magazine, Elle or Vogue, it didn’t matter how old. He remembered the fatuous slap of his shoes as he crossed the room and, outside, the flyers of private vendors stapled to the trees—“For Sale! Best Medicines!”—which could have explained why drugs were in short supply in the clinic. Cottonwood seeds lifted into the evening’s summer light. Poised smugly on the clinic steps, what had he been thinking? That they had finally achieved a normal life, a blessed bubble above the general mayhem? Meanwhile the nurse led Irina to the examining room. (Since then he had become more tolerant of killers. The carefully planned ambush, colorful wiring, the car packed with Semtex, the trouble they went to. At least they killed deliberately.) Her doctor explained that the clinic was short of Bactrim, the usual treatment. Was she allergic to ampicillin, penicillin? Yes, Irina always made sure the fact was underlined on her chart. At which point, the doctor’s pocket beeped, and he stepped into the hall to talk on his cellular phone with his broker about a Romanian fund that promised a three-for-one return. The nurse in the examining room had heard only minutes before that her apartment had been sold by the city to a Swiss corporation for offices. Who was there to complain to? She had caught the word “ampicillin.” Since the clinic was out of oral doses, she gave Irina an intravenous injection and left the room. Executions should be as speedy and thorough.

Having bought the magazine, Arkady followed the gauzy stream of seeds drifting back to the clinic, by which time Irina was dead. The nurses tried to keep him from the examining room, a mistake. The doctors tried to bar his way to the sheet covering the table and that was a mistake, too, ending in gurneys being upended, trays scattered, the medical staff’s white caps crushed underfoot, finally a call to the militia to remove the madman.

Which was sheer melodrama. Irina herself hated melodrama, the demonic excess of a Russia where the Mafia donned evening clothes with Kevlar vests, where brides wed in see-through lace, where the foremost appeal of public office was immunity to prosecution. Irina loathed it, and she must have been embarrassed to die surrounded by Russian melodrama.

There were five hours until his plane left. Arkady thought the problem with airlines was that they didn’t allow passengers to carry handguns. Otherwise he could have brought his and shot himself with a tropical view of dark rooflines rigged with laundry as full as sails and whole new constellations.

What was the final image Irina had in the clinic? The eyes of the nurse widening as she understood the depth of her mistake? Not too deep, only intravenous, but deep enough. They both must have understood. Within seconds, Irina’s arm would have displayed a raised, roseate circle and her eyes begun to itch. Arkady was allowed to read their statements later, a professional courtesy. Irina Asanova Renkova opened the door to the hall, interrupted the doctor’s conversation and held up the empty vial. Already her breath came as a wheeze. While the doctor called for the emergency cart, Irina shook and sweat, her heart accelerating to changing rhythms like a kite buffeted by gusts of wind. By the time the cart was located and rolled in, she was in deep anaphylactic shock, her windpipe shut and her heart racing, stopping, racing. However, the Adrenalin supposed to be on the cart, the shot that could have reset her heart like a clock and eased the constriction of her throat, was misplaced, missing, an innocent error. In a panic, the doctor tried to open the pharmacy cabinet and snapped off the key in the lock. Which was the same as a coup de grace.

When Arkady ripped the sheet off the table at the polyclinic, he was amazed to see all they had done to Irina in the time it had taken him to walk to a kiosk and buy a magazine. Her face lay twisted in the disarray of hair that seemed suddenly so much darker she looked drowned, as if immersed in water for a day. Tangled and unbuttoned to the waist, her dress revealed her chest bruised by pounding. Her own hands were fists of agony, and she was still warm. He closed her eyes, smoothed her hair from her brow and buttoned her dress in spite of the doctor’s insistence that he “not disturb the corpus.” As an answer, he picked up the doctor and used him to crack a plate glass sold as bulletproof. The impact exploded cabinets, spewed instruments, spilled alcohol that turned the air silvery and aromatic. When the staff was routed and he had command of the examining room he made a pillow of his coat for her head.

He’d never considered himself melancholy, not on a Russian scale. It wasn’t as if there was suicide in his family—with the exception of his mother, but she’d always been more dramatic and direct. Well, there was his father, too, but his father had always been a killer. Arkady resisted the idea not out of morality but manners, not wanting to make a mess. And there was the practical question of how. Hanging was unreliable and he didn’t want to leave such a sight for anyone to discover. Shooting announced itself with such a boastful bang. The problem was that experts in suicide could teach only by example, and he had seen enough bungled attempts to know how often there was a slip twixt the cup and the lip. Best was simply to vanish. Being in Havana made him feel already half disappeared.

He used to be a better person. He used to care about people. He had always regarded suicides as selfish, leaving their bodies to frighten other people, their mess for other people to clean up. He could always start over, devote himself to a worthy cause, allow himself to heal. The trouble was that he didn’t want the memory to fade. While he still remembered her, her breath in her sleep, the warmth of her back, the way she would turn to him in the morning, while he was still insane enough to think he would wake up beside her, or hear her in the next room or see her on the street, now was the time. If it inconvenienced other people, well, he apologized.

From his jacket he took the sterile syringe he had stolen in the embalming room. He’d stolen it on impulse, with no conscious plan, or as if some other part of his brain was seizing opportunities and setting an agenda that he was only learning about as it went. Everyone was well aware that Cuba was hard-pressed for medical supplies and here he was stealing. He broke the bag and laid the contents—a 50-cc embalming syringe and needle—on the table. The needle itself was a 10-cm shaft. He screwed it into the syringe and drew the plunger to fill the chamber with air. His chair had uneven legs, and he had to sit just so in order not to wobble. He pushed the coat and shirt sleeves up his left forearm and slapped the inside of the elbow to raise the vein. It would take about a minute after air was introduced into the bloodstream for the heart to stop. Only a minute, not the five minutes Irina was condemned to live out. There had to be enough air, no mere chain of bubbles but a goodly worm of air because the heart would churn and churn before it gave up. The shutters rattled and swung in. A perfectionist, he rose to push them back, resumed his place at the table. He rubbed the coat a last time on his cheek, the cashmere soft as cat’s fur, then pushed the sleeve out of the way, stung his arm again and, as the green cord snapped to attention, eased in the needle deep. Blood budded in the chamber.

Over the pounding steps of his heart he heard someone knocking on the door.

“Renko!” Rufo called.

The plunger had yet to be pushed in, and what Arkady did not want was to make someone hear him drop. What he’d die of was like a deep-sea diver’s bends, and convulsions made considerable noise. Like a diver hiding under the surface, he waited for the visitor to go away. When the knocks only became more insistent he shouted, “Go away.”

“Open the door, please.”

“Go away.”

“Let me in. Please, it’s important.”

Arkady drew out the needle, tied a handkerchief around his arm, let his sleeve fall and dropped the syringe into the pocket of his overcoat before he went to the door and opened it a crack.

“You’re early.”

“Remember, we talked about cigars.” Rufo managed to squeeze his way in, a foot, a leg, an arm at a time. He had changed into a one-piece jogging outfit and carried a box of pale wood sealed with an imposing design of interlocking swords. “Montecristos. Handmade from the finest tobacco leaf in the world. You know, for a cigar smoker this is like the Holy Grail.”

“I don’t smoke cigars.”

“Then sell them. In Miami you could sell this box for one thousand dollars. In Moscow, maybe more. For you, one hundred dollars.”

“I’m not interested and I don’t have one hundred dollars.”

“Fifty dollars. Usually I wouldn’t let them go for so little, but …” Rufo spread his hands like a millionaire temporarily out of change.

“I’m just not interested.”

“Okay, okay.” Rufo was disappointed but amenable. “You know, when I was here before, I think I left my cigarette lighter. Did you see it?”

Arkady felt as if he were trying to leap from a plane and people kept dragging him back. There was no lighter in the living room. Arkady searched the bathroom and bedroom, no lighter. When he returned to the front, Rufo was digging through the paper bag of Pribluda’s effects.

“There’s no lighter there.”

“I wanted to make sure you had everything.” Rufo held up the lighter. “Found it.”

“Good-bye, Rufo.”

“A great pleasure. I’ll be back in an hour. I won’t bother you before.” Rufo backpedaled to the door.

“No bother, but good-bye.”

Arkady pulled back the coat sleeve from his arm as soon as Rufo went downstairs and with his thumb he found his vein and snapped it with a finger. The urge to be done was so strong now that he stayed at the open door to finish the job. The light on the stairwell below went out. See, now he needed a lighter. Typical socialist collapse, a bulb here, a bulb there. In the light from the room his exposed arm looked like marble. A samba drifted from another apartment. If Cuba sank into the sea, probably the water would percolate with sound. His throat was dry and sore. He leaned on the wall, took the long syringe from his pocket of his coat, tentatively touched his vein with the needle and a red dot appeared and wrapped around his wrist, which he wiped to keep the cashmere clean. But he heard someone climb the steps and, syringe in hand, deciding not to end up as a public spectacle, slipped inside his door and rested against it. Feet stopped at his door.

“Yes?” Arkady asked.

“I forgot the cigars,” Rufo said.

“Rufo—”

As soon as Arkady opened the door Rufo carried him past the apartment’s cream-and-gold dining chairs and into the far wall’s collected works of Fidel, and pressed Arkady by the neck to the cabinet with a forearm. Perhaps Rufo was big but he was quicker on his feet than Arkady had imagined. He pinned Arkady with one arm and pulled the other until Arkady realized that his overcoat was pinned to the cabinet by a knife that Rufo was trying to free for a second thrust. The flapping of Arkady’s open coat had misled him. Rufo’s other problem was the embalming syringe that stood from his left ear, which meant that six centimeters of steel needle was buried in his brain. Arkady had struck back without thinking because the attack had come so fast. The addition to Rufo’s head slowly gained the Cuban’s attention, his eyes lifting sideways for a glimpse of the barrel and returning perplexed to Arkady. Rufo stepped back to grope at the syringe like a bear bedeviled by a bee, turning his head and wandering in a circle, leaning sideways lower and lower until he dropped to a knee and pushed with the opposite foot, squeezing his eyes shut until he finally pulled out the needle. Rufo blinked through tears at the long, red shaft and looked up for an explanation.

Arkady said, “All you had to do was wait.”

Rufo rolled onto his back, his eyes still turned to the syringe as if it contained his last thought.
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