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Chapter Five

778
St Petersburg, Russia
Once inside, Olga stamped her feet heavily on the large mat, watching the fresh, clean snow fall from her warm fur boots. A shiver travelled down her back as the central heating began to reawaken her cold bones. Once she had collected herself, she climbed the stairs. She climbed all five flights each morning, these days tiring as she got to the top. Sun streamed in through each mezzanine window, magnified to dazzling intensity by the fresh snow lying blanket like across the whole of Nevsky. Old habits die hard, hard habits the property of the old. She regarded the elevator as a soft option, something of the west, for which she still maintained a healthy disrespect. A survivor of the 1941/1944 blockade, when the Nazis were literally at the gates of the citadel, she was still haunted by the horrors and deprivations which had dominated her young childhood, which still haunted the decreasing numbers of the siege club. You could see them around town now and again, faces prematurely aged, youth stolen by the endless deadly rain poured into the city over months. The German gunners could see the trams, sight the movements of people and train their howitzers and 88mm guns so accurately that most of the population moved only at night. A portent of the Sarajevo carnage of the 1990s.
So long ago, yet fresh every night in Olga’s nightmares. Her concept of human kindness had died with close school friends when a direct hit removed First School Number Thirty Seven from the map. Their neighbours had fought day and night against the odds to clear away the huge concrete blocks which had fallen in on the frail infants, but to no avail. Those who were recovered were afflicted with the most appalling pressure injuries that eventual death was a blessing. Just one service was held in what was left of the Orthodox Church on the safer side of Nevsky. 
Her familiar footfalls prompted the St Petersburg equivalent of good old curtain twitching and a second floor neighbour appeared from behind an ornate carved door.

“Good Morning, Madam Rostov. You are well today? Ah, the weather, it is so beautiful today, but so cold last night.” The weather, property of the old. 

“I cannot think why the good Doktor Zaitsev would want to go out on a night like that.” 
A suitable harrumph followed this intrusion, followed by a loud click, silence once again restored. She continued with her upwards journey, finally arriving outside the familiar door of Doktor Vladimir Zaitsev. Someone had thoughtfully opened the floor to ceiling drapes on the landing, creating a bright, airy atmosphere, the stream of watery winter sun highlighting the fresh flowers left by the faithful Olga the previous day. She removed her key from the Louis Vuitton handbag, a little gift from one of Vladimir’s famous trips, inserted it into the heavy lock and opened the door. The room’s chill hit her straight away, the embers of last night’s fire long since turned to charcoal. Zaitsev’s head rested still against the lace antimacassar, facing away from the door.
“Good morning, Doktor. Shall I make you some coffee? Did you have a late night? A little spy tells me you have been getting out!” Olga’s familiar greeting combined with a little Russian mischief echoed around the apartment, no answer would be forthcoming. As she removed her coat, she noticed the two glasses, together with the open vodka bottle, a testament to the previous night’s activities. 

“Let me clear away those glasses. Take them out of your way.” Olga made her way around the furnishings to face her employer. Despite the urgency of the hour, Cawston’s making good had been meticulous to the point of restoring Zaitsev’s appearance. 
“Doktor? DOKTOR!” His slumped corpse belied totally the evidence which would later come to light. 

“My God, oh my God” Olga crossed herself and moved quickly to him. She shook his now rigor infused body, shocked at the cold, lifeless feel. His pallor was visible even in the half-light of the apartment and she began to cry, heavy tears streamed down her careworn face. “Oh, Doktor. So alone.” She held his hand, crying for both of them. Years of strength and fight washed away with those tears, she was a little girl again, all alone, deserted by those she loved. Slowly, reality regained a grip on her mind and she reached for the telephone.

“Ambulance, please. Nevsky Prospekt 84, Apartment 15. Zaitsev. He is dead. The Doktor is dead.” The receiver fell from her hands and she sat still in the fireside chair opposite her last remaining friend.
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