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About the Book

Winter, 1916

In St Petersburg, snow is falling on a country in turmoil.

Beautiful and headstrong, Sashenka Zeitlin is just sixteen. As her mother parties with Rasputin and her dissolute friends, Sashenka slips into the frozen night to play her role in a dangerous game of conspiracy and seduction.

Twenty years on, Sashenka has a powerful husband and two children. Around her people are disappearing but her own family is safe. But she’s about to embark on a forbidden love affair that will have devastating consequences.

Sashenka’s story lies hidden for half a century, until a young historian goes deep into Stalin’s private archives and uncovers a heartbreaking story of passion and betrayal, savage cruelty and unexpected heroism – and one woman forced to make an unbearable choice…
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To Santa


There where the waves spray
The feet of solitary reefs …
A loving enchantress
Gave me her talisman.
She told me with tenderness:
You must not lose it,
Its power is infallible,
Love gave it to you.

Alexander Pushkin, ‘The Talisman’

Now and again in these parts, you come across people so remarkable that, no matter how much time has passed since you met them, it is impossible to recall them without your heart trembling.

Nikolai Leskov, Lady Macbeth of Mtsensk

Here I am abandoned, an orphan, with no one to look after me,

And I will die before long and there’ll be no one to pray at my grave,

Only the nightingale will sing sometimes on the nearest tree …

Song of Petrograd street children, 1917
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Part One
St Petersburg, 1916
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It was only teatime but the sun had already set when three of the Tsar’s gendarmes took up positions at the gates of the Smolny Institute for Noble Girls. The end of term at the finest girls’ boarding school in St Petersburg was no place for policemen but there they were, unmistakable in their smart navy-blue tunics with white trimming, shiny sabres, and lambskin helmets with sultan-spikes. One clicked his fingers impatiently, another opened and closed the leather holster of his Mauser revolver and the third stood stolidly, legs wide, with his thumbs stuck into his belt. Behind them waited a traffic jam of horse-drawn sleighs, emblazoned gold and crimson with family crests, and a couple of gleaming limousines. The slow, slanting snowfall was visible only in the flickering halo of streetlights and the amber lamps of touring cars.

It was the third winter of the Great War and it seemed the darkest and the longest so far. Through the black gates, down the paved avenue, the white splendour of the pillared Institute rose out of the early twilight like an ocean liner adrift in the mist. Even this boarding school, of which the Empress herself was patron and which was filled with the daughters of aristocrats and war profiteers, could no longer feed its girls or heat its dormitories. Term was ending prematurely. The shortages had reached even the rich. Few could now afford the fuel to run a car, and horsepower was fashionable again.

The winter darkness in wartime St Petersburg had a sticky arctic gloom all of its own. The feathery snow muffled the sounds of horses and engines but the burning cold made the smells sharper: petroleum, horse dung, the alcohol on the breath of the snoring postilions, the acrid cologne and cigarettes of chauffeurs in yellow- and red-trimmed uniforms, and the flowery scents on the throats of the waiting women.

Inside the burgundy leather compartment of a Delaunay-Belleville landaulet, a serious young woman with a heart-shaped face sat with an English novel on her lap, lit by a naphtha lamp. Audrey Lewis – Mrs Lewis to her employers and Lala to her beloved charge – was cold. She pulled the bushy lambskin up over her lap; her hands were gloved, and she wore a wolf-fur hat and a thick coat. But still she shivered. She ignored the driver, Pantameilion, when he climbed into his seat, flicking his cigarette into the snow. Her brown eyes never left the door of the school.

‘Hurry up, Sashenka!’ Lala muttered to herself in English. She checked the brass clock set into the glass division that kept the chauffeur at bay. ‘Not long now!’

A maternal glow of anticipation spread across her chest: she imagined Sashenka’s long-limbed figure running towards her across the snow. Few mothers picked up their children from the Smolny Institute, and almost no fathers. But Lala, the governess, always collected Sashenka.

Just a few minutes, my child, she thought; my adorable, clever, solemn child.

The lanterns shining through the delicate tracery of ice on the dim car windows bore her away to her childhood home in Pegsdon, a village in Hertfordshire. She had not seen England for six years and she wondered if she would ever see her family again. But if she had stayed there, she would never have known her darling Sashenka. Six years ago, she had accepted a position in the household of Baron and Baroness Zeitlin and a new life in the Russian capital, St Petersburg. Six years ago, a young girl in a sailor suit had greeted her coolly, examined her searchingly and then offered the Englishwoman her hand, as if presenting a bouquet. The new governess spoke scarcely a word of Russian but she knelt on one knee and enclosed that small hot hand in her own palms. The girl, at first hesitantly then with growing pressure, leaned against her, finally laying her head on Lala’s shoulder.

‘Mne zavout Mrs Lewis,’ said the Englishwoman in bad Russian.

‘Greetings to a bespoke guest, Lala! I am be-named Sashenka,’ replied the child in appalling English. And that had been that: Mrs Lewis was henceforth ‘be-named’ Lala. The need met the moment. They loved each other on sight.

‘It’s two minutes to five,’ said the chauffeur tinnily through the speaking tube.

The governess sat forward, unhooked her own speaking tube and spoke into the brass cup in excellent Russian (though with an English intonation). ‘Thank you, Pantameilion.’

‘What are the pharaohs doing here?’ said the driver. Everyone used the slang term for the political police, the Gendarmerie. He chuckled. ‘Maybe the schoolgirls are hiding German codes in their petticoats?’

Lala was not going to discuss such matters with a chauffeur. ‘Pantameilion, I’ll need you to come in and get her trunk,’ she said sternly. But why were the gendarmes there? she wondered.

The girls always came out on time. Madame Buxhoeven, the headmistress, known to the girls as Grand-maman, ran the Institute like a Prussian barracks – but in French. Lala knew that Grand-maman was a favourite of the Dowager Empress Maria Fyodorovna and the reigning Empress Alexandra.

A cavalry officer and a gaggle of schoolboys and students in gold-buttoned uniforms and caps walked through the gates to meet their sweethearts. In Russia, even schoolboys had uniforms. When they saw the three gendarmes, they started, then walked on, glancing back: what were the political police doing at a boarding school for noble girls?

Waiting to convey their masters’ daughters home, the coachmen, in ankle-length padded robes lined with thick white lamb’s fur, red sashes and bowler hats, stamped their feet and attended to their horses. They too observed the gendarmes.

Five o’clock. The double doors of the Smolny swung open, casting a ribbon of canary light down the steps towards the gates.

‘Ah, here they come!’ Lala tossed her book aside.

At the top of the steps, Madame Buxhoeven, severe in her black cape, serge dress and high white collar, appeared in the tent of light – as if on wheels like a sentry on a Swiss clock, thought Lala. Grand-maman’s mottled bosom, as broad as an escarpment, was visible even at this distance – and her ringing soprano could crack ice at a hundred paces. Even though it was freezing, Lala pulled down her window and peered out, excitement rising. She thought of Sashenka’s favourite tea awaiting her in the little salon, and the biscuits she had bought specially from the English Shop on the Embankment. The tin of Huntley & Palmers was perched beside her on the burgundy leather seat.

The coachmen clambered up on to their creaking conveyances and settled themselves, whips in hand. Pantameilion pulled on a beribboned cap and jacket trimmed in scarlet and gold and, stroking a well-waxed moustache, winked at Lala. Why do men expect us to fall in love with them just because they can start a motor car? Lala wondered, as the engine chugged, spluttered and burst into life.

Pantameilion smiled, revealing a mouthful of rotten fangs. His voice came breathily through the speaking tube. ‘So where’s our little fox then! Soon I’ll have two beauties in the car.’

Lala shook her head. ‘Hurry now, Pantameilion. A trunk and a valise, both marked Aspreys of London. Bistro! Quick!’
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It was the last class: sewing for the Tsar and Motherland. Sashenka pretended to stitch the khaki breeches but she could not concentrate and kept pricking her thumb. The bell was about to ring, releasing her and the other girls from their eighteenth-century prison with its draughty dormitories, echoing refectories and alabaster ballrooms.

Sashenka decided that she would be the first to curtsy to the teacher – and therefore first out of the classroom. She always wanted to be different: either the first or the last but never in the middle. So she sat at the very front, nearest the door.

She felt she had grown out of the Smolny. Sashenka had more serious matters on her mind than the follies and frivolities of the other schoolgirls in what she called the Institute for Noble Imbeciles. They talked of nothing but the steps of obscure dances, the cotillion, the pas d’espagne, the pas de patineur, the trignonne and the chiconne, their latest love letters from Misha or Nikolasha in the Guards, the modern style for balldresses and, most particularly, how to present their décolletage. They discussed this endlessly with Sashenka after lights-out because she had the fullest breasts in her class. They said they envied her so much! Their shallowness not only appalled but embarrassed her because, unlike the others, she had no wish to flaunt her breasts.

Sashenka was sixteen and, she reminded herself, no longer a girl. She loathed her school uniform: her plain white dress made of cotton and muslin with its twee pinafore and a starched shoulder cape, which made her look young and innocent. Now she was a woman, and a woman with a mission. Yet despite her secrets, she could not help but crave her darling Lala waiting outside in her father’s landaulet with the English biscuits on the back seat.

The staccato clap of ‘Maman’ Sokolov (all the teachers had to be addressed as Maman) broke into Sashenka’s daydreams. Short and lumpy with fuzzy hair, Maman boomed in her resounding bass: ‘Ladies, time to collect up your sewing! I hope you have worked well for our brave soldiers, who are sacrificing their lives for our Motherland and his Imperial Majesty the Emperor!’

That day, sewing for Tsar and Motherland had meant attaching a newfangled luxury – zippers – to breeches for Russia’s long-suffering peasant conscripts, who were being slaughtered in their thousands under Nicholas II’s command. This task inspired much breathless giggling among the schoolgirls.

‘Take special care,’ Maman Sokolov had warned, ‘with this sensitive work. A badly sewn zipper could in itself be an added peril for the Russian warrior already beset by danger.’

‘Is it where he keeps his rifle?’ Sashenka had whispered to the girl next to her. The other girls had heard her and laughed. None of them was sewing very carefully.

The day seemed interminable: leaden hours had passed since breakfast in the main hall – and the obligatory curtsy to the huge canvas of the Emperor’s mother, the Dowager Empress Maria Fyodorovna with her gimlet eyes and shrewish mouth.

Once the ill-zippered trousers were collected, Maman Sokolov again clapped her hands. ‘A minute until the bell. Before you go, mes enfants, I want the best curtsy of the term! And a good curtsy is a …’

‘LOW curtsy!’ cried the girls, laughing.

‘Oh yes, my noble ladies. For the curtsy, mes enfants, LOW is for NOBLE GIRLS. You’ll notice that the higher a lady stands on the Table of Ranks granted to us by the first emperor, Peter the Great, the LOWER she curtsies when she is presented to Their Imperial Majesties. Hit the floor!’ When she said ‘low’, Maman Sokolov’s voice plunged to ever more profound depths. ‘Shopgirls make a little curtsy comme ça –’ and she did a little dip, at which Sashenka caught the eyes of the others and tried to conceal a smile – ‘but LADIES GO LOWWWWWW! Touch the ground with your knees, girls, comme ça –’ and Maman Sokolov curtsied with surprising energy, so low that her crossed knees almost touched the wooden floor. ‘Who’s first?’

‘Me!’ Sashenka was already up, holding her engraved calf-leather case and her canvas bag of books. She was so keen to leave that she gave the lowest and most aristocratic curtsy she had ever managed, lower even than the one she had given to the Dowager Empress on St Catherine’s Day. ‘Merci, maman!’ she said. Behind her she heard the girls whisper in surprise, for she was usually the rebel of the class. But she did not care any more. Not since the summer. The secrets of those hazy summer nights had shattered and recast everything.

The bell was ringing and Sashenka was already in the corridor. She looked around at its high moulded ceilings, shining parquet and the electric glare of the chandeliers. She was quite alone.

Her satchel – engraved in gold with her full name, Baroness Alexandra Zeitlin – was over her shoulder but her most treasured possession was in her hands: an ugly canvas book bag that she hugged to her breast. In it were precious volumes of Zola’s realist novels, Nekrasov’s bleak poetry and the passionate defiance of Mayakovsky.

She started to run down the corridor towards Grand-maman, who was silhouetted against the lamps of limousines and the press of governesses and coachmen, all waiting to collect the Noble Young Ladies of the Smolny. But it was too late. The doors along the corridor burst open and suddenly it was flooded with laughing girls in white dresses with white lacy pinafores, white stockings and soft white shoes. Like an avalanche of powdery snow, they flowed down the corridor towards the cloakrooms. Coming the other way, the herd of heavy-hoofed coachmen, their long beards white with hoarfrost and bearing the freezing northern night in their cloaks, trudged forward to collect the girls’ trunks. Resplendent in his flashy uniform with its peaked cap, Pantameilion stood among them, staring at Sashenka as if in a trance.

‘Pantameilion!’

‘Oh, Mademoiselle Zeitlin!’ He shook himself and reddened.

What could have embarrassed the ladykiller of the servants’ quarters? she wondered, smiling at him. ‘Yes, it’s me. My trunk and valise are in Dormitory 12, by the window. Wait a minute – is that a new uniform?’

‘Yes, mademoiselle.’

‘Who designed it?’

‘Your mother, Baroness Zeitlin,’ he called after her as he lumbered up the stairs to the dormitories.

What had he been staring at, Sashenka asked herself: was it her horrible bosom or her over-wide mouth? She turned uneasily towards the cloakroom. After all, what was appearance? The shallow realm of schoolgirls! Appearance was nothing compared to history, art, progress and fate. She smiled to herself, mocking her mother’s scarlet and gold taste: Pantameilion’s garish uniform made it obvious that the Zeitlins were nouveaux riches.

Sashenka was first into the cloakroom. Filled with the silky furs of animals, brown, golden and white, coats, shapkas and stoles with the faces of snowfoxes and mink, the room seemed to be breathing like the forests of Siberia. She pulled on her fur coat, wrapped her white fox stole around her neck and the white Orenburg shawl around her head and was already heading for the door when the other girls poured in, home-bound, their faces flushed and smiling. They threw down shoes, slipped on little boots and galoshes, unclipped leather satchels and bundled themselves into fur coats, all the time chattering, chattering.

‘Captain de Pahlen’s back from the front. He’s paying a visit to Mama and Papa but I know he’s coming to see me,’ said little Countess Elena to her wide-eyed companions. ‘He’s written me a letter.’

Sashenka was almost out of the room when she heard several girls calling to her. Where was she going, why was she in such a hurry, couldn’t she wait for them, what was she doing later? If you’re reading, can we read poetry with you? Please, Sashenka!

The end-of-term crowd was already pushing, shoving through the door. A schoolgirl cursed a sweating old coachman who, carrying a trunk, had trodden on her foot. Freezing outside, it was feverishly hot in the hall. Yet even here Sashenka felt herself quite separate, surrounded by an invisible barrier that no one could cross, as she heaved her canvas bag, coarse against the lushness of her furs, over her shoulder. She thought she could feel the different books inside – the anthologies of Blok and Balmont, the novels of Anatole France and Victor Hugo.

‘Mademoiselle Zeitlin! Enjoy your holidays!’ Grand-maman, half blocking the doorway, declared fruitily. Sashenka managed a merci and a curtsy (not low enough to impress Maman Sokolov). Finally, she was outside.

The stinging air refreshed and cleansed her, burning her lungs deliciously as the oblique snow nipped her cheeks. The lamps of the cars and carriages created a theatre of light twenty feet high but no more. Above her, the savage, boundless sky was Petrograd black, tempered with specks of white.

‘The landaulet is over there!’ Pantameilion, bearing an Asprey travelling trunk over his shoulder and a crocodile-skin valise in his hand, gestured across the drive. Sashenka pushed through the crowd towards the car. She knew that, whatever happened – war, revolution or apocalypse – her Lala would be waiting with her Huntley & Palmers biscuits, and maybe even an English ginger cake. And soon she would see her papa too.

When a valet dropped his bags, she leaped over them. When the way was blocked by a hulking Rolls with a grand-ducal crest on its glossy flank, Sashenka simply opened the door, jumped in and climbed out the other side.

Engines chortled and groaned, horns hooted, horses whinnied and stamped their hooves, servants tottered under pyramids of trunks and cases, and cursing coachmen and chauffeurs tried to find a route through the traffic, pedestrians and grimy ice. It was as though an army was breaking camp, but it was an army commanded by generals in white pinafores, chinchilla stoles and mink coats.

‘Sashenka! Over here!’ Lala was standing on the car’s running-board, waving frantically.

‘Lala! I’m coming home! I’m free!’ For a moment, Sashenka forgot that she was a serious woman with a mission in life and no time for fripperies or sentimentality. She threw herself into Lala’s arms and then into the car, inhaling its reassuring aroma of treated leather and the Englishwoman’s floral perfume. ‘Where are the biscuits?’

‘On the seat, darling! You’ve survived the term!’ said Lala, hugging her tightly. ‘You’ve grown so much! I can’t wait to get you home. Everything’s ready in the little salon: scones, ginger cake and tea. Now you can have the Huntley & Palmers.’

But just as she opened her arms to release Sashenka, a shadow fell across her face.

‘Alexandra Samuilovna Zeitlin?’ A gendarme stood on either side of the car door.

‘Yes,’ said Sashenka. She felt a little dizzy suddenly.

‘Come with us,’ said one of the gendarmes. He was standing so close that she could see the pores of his pockmarked skin and the hairs of his ginger moustache. ‘Now!’
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‘Are you arresting me?’ asked Sashenka slowly, looking round.

‘We ask the questions, miss,’ snapped the other gendarme, who had sour milky breath and a forked Poincaré beard.

‘Wait!’ pleaded Lala. ‘She’s a schoolgirl. What can you want with her? You must be mistaken, surely?’ But they were already leading Sashenka towards a plain sleigh parked to one side.

‘Ask her if you want to know,’ the gendarme called over his shoulder, gripping Sashenka tightly. ‘Go on, you tell her, you silly little bitch. You know why.’

‘I don’t know, Lala! I’m so sorry! Tell Papa!’ Sashenka cried before they pushed her into the back of the sleigh.

The coachman, also in uniform, cracked his whip. The gendarmes climbed in after her.

Out of sight of her governess, she turned to the officer with the beard. ‘What took you so long?’ she asked. ‘I’ve been expecting you for some time.’ She had been preparing these lines for the inevitable moment of her arrest, but annoyingly the policeman did not seem to have heard her as the horses lurched forward.

Sashenka’s heart was pounding in her ears as the sleigh flew across the snow, right past the Taurida Palace and towards the centre of the city. The winter streets were quiet, swaddled by the snow. Squeezed between the padded shoulders of the two gendarmes, she sat back, enveloped in the warmth of these servants of the Autocrat. Before her, Nevsky Prospect was jammed with sleighs and horses, a few cars, and trams that clattered and sparked down the middle of the street. The gas streetlamps, lit day and night in winter, glowed like pink halos in the falling snow. She looked past the officers: she wanted to be seen by someone she knew! Surely some of her mother’s friends would spot her as they came out of the shops in the arcades of Gostiny Dvor, the Merchant’s Row bazaar with its folksy Russian clutter – icons, stuffed bears and samovars.

Flickering lanterns and electric bulbs in the vast façades of the ministries, ochre palaces and glittering shops of Tsar Peter’s city rushed past her. There was the Passazh with her mother’s favourite shops: the English Shop with its Pears soap and tweed jackets, Druce’s with its English furniture, Brocard’s with its French colognes. Playful snowflakes twisted in a little whirlwind, and she hugged herself. She was nervous, she decided, not frightened. She had been put on earth to live this adventure: it was her vocation.

Where are they taking me? she wondered. The Department of Police on Fontanka? But then the sleigh turned fast on Garden Street, past the forbidding Mikhailovsky Castle where the nobles had murdered the mad Tsar Paul. Now the towers of the Peter and Paul Fortress rose through the gloom. Was she to be buried alive in the Trubetskoy Bastion? But then they were heading over the Liteiny Bridge.

The river was dark except for the lights hung across the bridges and the lamps of the Embankment. As they crossed, she leaned to her left so she could look at her beloved St Petersburg just as Peter the Great had built it: the Winter Palace, the Admiralty, Prince Menshikov’s Palace and, somewhere in the gloom, the Bronze Horseman.

I love you, Piter, she thought. The Tsar had just changed the city’s name to Petrograd because St Petersburg was too German – but to the natives it was always St Petersburg, or just Piter. Piter, I may never, ever see you again! Adieu, native city, adieu Papa, adieu Lala!

She quoted one of Ibsen’s heroes: All or nothing! This was her motto – and always would be.

And then there it was: the drear dark-red brick of the Kresty Prison, looming up until its shadows swallowed her. For a moment the great walls towered over the little sleigh as the gates swung open and then clanged shut behind her.

Not so much a building, more of a tomb.
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The Delaunay-Belleville careered down Suvorovsky and Nevsky Prospects with Pantameilion at the wheel, and pulled up outside the Zeitlin family house, a Gothic façade of Finnish granite and ochre, on Bolshaya Morskaya or Greater Maritime Street. Weeping, Lala opened the front door into a hall with a chequered floor, almost falling on to three girls who, with cloths tied to their hands and knees, were polishing the stone on all fours.

‘Hey, your boots are filthy!’ howled Luda the parlourmaid.

Lala’s shoes left melted slush on the gleaming floors but she did not care. ‘Is the baron at home?’ she asked. One of the girls nodded sulkily. ‘And the baroness?’

The girl glanced upstairs and rolled her eyes – and Lala, trying not to slip on the damp stone, ran to the study door. It was open.

A mechanical sound like the shunt of a locomotive came from inside.

Delphine, the surly and ancient French cook, was getting her menu approved. A wife would normally take care of such matters – but not in this uneasy house, as Lala was well aware. The colour of a wax candle, as thin as a broomstick, Delphine always had a drip on the end of her long nose, which hung perilously over the dishes. Lala remembered Sashenka’s fascination with it. What happens if it falls into the borscht? she’d ask, her grey eyes sparkling.

‘They don’t help you, mon baron,’ the cook was saying, haggard in her creased brown uniform. ‘I’ll talk to them if you like, sort them out.’

‘Thank you, Delphine,’ said Baron Zeitlin. ‘Come in, Mrs Lewis!’ The cook stood up straight like a birch tree, stiffened proudly and passed the nanny without a glance.

Inside the baron’s study, Lala could savour the leather and cigars even in her tears. Dark and lined with walnut, the room was crammed with expensive clutter and lit by electric lights in flounced green shades. Palms seemed to sprout up every wall. Portraits suspended on chains from the ceiling looked down on sculpted heads, small figurines in frock coats and top hats, and signed sepia photographs of the Emperor and various Grand Dukes. Ivory fans, camels and elephants mingled with oval cameos lined up on a baize card table.

Baron Samuil Zeitlin was sitting in a strange contraption that shook rhythmically like a trotting horse as he manipulated its polished steel arms, his hands on the wooden handles, his cheeks slightly red, a cigar stub between his teeth. The Trotting Chair was designed to move the baronial bowels after meals.

‘What is it, Mrs Lewis? What’s happened?’

Trying not to sob, she told him, and he jumped straight off the Trotting Chair. Lala noticed that his hands were shaking slightly as he relit the cigar that never left his mouth. He questioned her closely, all business. Zeitlin alone decided when their conversations would be warm and when they would be cold. Not for the first time, Lala pitied the children of people of quality who could not love like more middling people.

Then, taking a deep breath, she looked at her employer, at the intense gaze of this slim, handsome man with the fair moustache and Edward VII beard, and realized that if anyone could be trusted to bring her Sashenka home, the baron could.

* * *

‘Please stop crying, Mrs Lewis,’ said Baron Zeitlin, proprietor of the Anglo-Russian Naphtha-Oil Bank of Baku and St Petersburg, handing her a silk handkerchief from his frock coat. Calmness in moments of crisis was not just a requirement of life and a mark of civilization but an art, almost a religion. ‘Crying won’t get her out. Now sit down. Gather yourself.’

Zeitlin saw Lala take a breath, touch her hair and smooth down her dress. She sat, hands together, bracing herself, trying to be calm.

‘Have you mentioned this to anyone else in the house?’

‘No,’ replied Lala, whose heart-shaped face seemed to Zeitlin unbearably appealing when decorated with her crystal tears. Only her high voice failed to fit the picture. ‘But Pantameilion knows.’

Zeitlin walked back round his desk and pulled a velvet bellrope. The parlourmaid appeared, a light-footed peasant girl with the snub nose that marked her as a child of the family estates in Ukraine.

‘Luda, ask Pantameilion to decarbonize the Pierce-Arrow in the garage,’ said Zeitlin.

‘Yes, master,’ she said, bowing slightly from the waist: peasants from the real countryside still bowed to their masters, Zeitlin reflected, but nowadays those from the cities just sneered.

As Luda closed the study door, Zeitlin sank down in his high-backed chair, pulled out his green leather cigar box with the gold monogram and absent-mindedly drew out a cigar. Stroking the rolled leaves, he eased off the band and smelt it, drawing the length of it under his nose and against his moustache so that it touched his lips. Then with a flash of his chunky cufflinks, he took the silver cutter and snipped off the tip. Moving slowly and sensuously, he flipped the cigar between finger and thumb, spinning it round his hand like the baton of the leader of a marching band. Then he placed it in his mouth and raised the jewelled silver lighter in the shape of a rifle (a gift of the War Minister, for whom he manufactured the wooden stocks of rifles for Russian infantrymen). The smell of kerosene rose.

‘Calme-toi, Mrs Lewis,’ he told Lala. ‘Everything’s possible. Just a few phone calls and she’ll be home.’

But beneath this show of confidence, Zeitlin’s heart was palpitating: his only child, his Sashenka, was in a cell somewhere. The thought of a policeman or, worse, a criminal, even a murderer, touching her gave him a burning pain in his chest, compounded by shame, a whiff of embarrassment, and a sliver of guilt – but he soon dismissed that. The arrest was either a mistake or the fruit of intrigue by some jealous war contractor – but calm good sense, peerless connections and the generous application of gelt would correct it. He had fixed greater challenges than releasing an innocent teenager: his rise from the provinces to his current status in St Petersburg, his place on the Table of Ranks, his blossoming fortune, even Sashenka’s presence at the Smolny Institute, all these were testament to his steely calculation of the odds and meticulous preparation, easy luck, and uninhibited embrace of his rightful prizes.

‘Mrs Lewis, do you know anything about the arrest?’ he asked a little sheepishly. Powerful in so many ways, he was vulnerable in his own household. ‘If you know something, anything that could help Sashenka …’

Lala’s eyes met and held his through the grey smoke. ‘Perhaps you should ask her uncle?’

‘Mendel? But he’s in exile, isn’t he?’

‘Quite possibly.’

He caught the edge in a voice that always sounded as if it was singing a lullaby to a child, his child, and recognized the glance that told him he hardly knew his own daughter.

‘But before his last arrest,’ she continued, ‘he told me this house wasn’t safe for him any more.’

‘Not safe any more …’ murmured Zeitlin. She meant that the secret police were watching his house. ‘So Mendel has escaped from Siberia? And Sashenka’s in contact with him? That bastard Mendel! Why doesn’t anyone tell me anything?’

Mendel, his wife’s brother, Sashenka’s uncle, had recently been arrested and sentenced to five years of administrative exile for revolutionary conspiracy. But now he had escaped, and maybe somehow he had entangled Sashenka in his grubby machinations.

Lala stood up, shaking her head.

‘Well, Baron, I know it’s not my place …’ She smoothed her floral dress, which served only to accentuate her curves. Zeitlin watched her, fiddling with a string of jade worry beads, the only un-Russian hint in the entire stalwartly Russian study.

There was a sudden movement behind them.

‘Shalom aleichem!’ boomed a broad-shouldered, bearded man in a sable greatcoat, astrakhan hat and high boots like a hussar. ‘Don’t ask me about last night! I lost every kopek in my pocket – but who’s counting?’

The door to the baron’s sanctuary had been shoved open and Gideon Zeitlin’s aura of cologne, vodka and animal sweat swept into the study. The baron winced, knowing that his brother tended to call on the house only when he needed his funds replenished.

‘Last night’s girl cost me a pretty fortune,’ said Gideon. ‘First the cards. Then dinner at the Donan. Cognac at the Europa. Gypsies at the Bear. But it was worth it. That’s paradise on earth, eh? Apologies to you, Mrs Lewis!’ He made a theatrical bow, big black eyes glinting beneath bushy black brows. ‘But what else is there in life except fresh lips and skin? Tomorrow be damned! I feel marvellous!’

Gideon Zeitlin touched Mrs Lewis’s neck, making her jump, as he sniffed her carefully pinned hair. ‘Lovely!’ he murmured as he strode round the desk to kiss his elder brother wetly, twice on the cheeks and once on the lips.

He tossed his wet fur coat into the corner, where it settled like a living animal, and arranged himself on the divan.

‘Gideon, Sashenka’s in trouble …’ Zeitlin started wearily.

‘I heard, Samoilo. Those ideeeots!’ bellowed Gideon, who blamed all the mistakes of mankind on a conspiracy of imbeciles that included everyone except himself. ‘I was at the newspaper and I got a call from a source. I haven’t slept from last night yet. But I’m glad Mama’s not alive to see this one. Are you feeling OK, Samoilo? Your ticker? How’s your indigestion? Lungs? Show me your tongue?’

‘I’m bearing up,’ replied Zeitlin. ‘Let me see yours.’

Although the brothers were opposites in appearance and character, the younger impecunious journalist and the older fastidious nabob shared the very Jewish conviction that they were on the verge of death at all times from angina pectoris, weak lungs (with a tendency towards consumption), unstable digestion and stomach ulcers, exacerbated by neuralgia, constipation and haemorrhoids. St Petersburg’s finest doctors competed with the specialists of Berlin, London and the resorts of Biarritz, Bad Ems and Carlsbad for the right to treat these invalids, whose bodies were living mines of gold for the medical profession.

‘I’ll die at any moment, probably making love to the general’s girl again – but what the devil! Gehenna – Hell – the Book of Life and all that Jewish claptrap be damned! Everything in life is here and now. There’s nothing after! The commander-in-chief and the general staff’ – Gideon’s long-suffering wife Vera and their two daughters – ‘are cursing me. Me? Of all people! Well, I just can’t resist it. I won’t ask again for a long time, for years even! My gambling debts are …’ He whispered into his brother’s ear. ‘Now hand over my bar mitzvah present, Samoilo: gimme the mazuma and I’m off on my quest!’

‘Where to?’ Zeitlin unlocked a wooden box on his desk, using a key that hung on his gold watch chain. He handed over two hundred roubles, quite a sum.

Zeitlin spoke Russian like a court chamberlain, without a Jewish accent, and he thought that Gideon scattered his speech with Yiddish and Hebrew phrases just to tease him about his rise, to remind him of whence they came. In his view, his younger brother still carried the smell of their father’s courtyard in the Pale of Settlement, where the Jews of the Tsarist Empire had to live.

He watched as Gideon seized the cash and spread it into a fan. ‘That’s for me. Now I need the same again to grease the palms of some ideeeots.’

Zeitlin, who rarely refused Gideon’s requests because he felt guilty about his brother’s fecklessness, opened his little box again.

‘I’ll pick up some London fruitcake from the English Shop; find where Sashenka is; toss some of your vile mazuma to policemen and inkshitters and get her out if I can. Call the newspaper if you want me. Mrs Lewis!’ Another insolent bow – and Gideon was gone, slamming the door behind him.

A second later, it opened again. ‘You know Mendel’s skulking around? He’s out of the clink! If I see that schmendrik, I’ll punch him so hard his fortified boot will land in Lenin’s lap. Those Bolsheviks are ideeeots!’ The door slammed a second time.

Zeitlin raised his hands to his face for a few seconds, forgetting Lala was still there. Then, sighing deeply, he reached for the recently installed telephone, a leather box with a listening device hooked on to the side. He tapped it three times on the top and spoke into the mouthpiece: ‘Hello, exchange? Put me through to the Interior Minister, Protopopov! Petrograd 234. Yes, now please!’

Zeitlin relit his cigar as he waited for the exchange to connect him to the latest Interior Minister.

‘The baroness is in the house?’ he asked. Lala nodded. ‘And the old people, the travelling circus?’ This was his nickname for his parents-in-law, who lived over the garage. Lala nodded again. ‘Leave the baroness to me. Thanks, Mrs Lewis.’

As Lala shut the door, he asked no one in particular: ‘What on earth has Sashenka done?’ and then his voice changed:

‘Ah, hello, Minister, it’s Zeitlin. Recovered from your poker losses, eh? I’m calling about a sensitive family matter. Remember my daughter? Yes, her. Well …’
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At the Gendarmerie’s Temporary House of Detention within the red walls of the Kresty Prison, Sashenka was waiting, still in her sable coat and Arctic snowfox stole. Her Smolny dress and pinafore were already smeared with greasy fingermarks and black dust. She had been left in a holding area with concrete floors and chipped wooden walls.

A pathway had been worn smooth from the door to benches and thence to the counter, which had slight hollows where the prisoners had leaned their elbows as they were booked. Everything had been marked by the thousands who had passed through. Hookers, safebreakers, murderers, revolutionaries waited with Sashenka. She was fascinated by the women: the nearest, a bloated walrus of a woman with rough bronze-pink skin and an army coat covering what appeared to be a ballerina’s tutu, stank of spirits.

‘What do you want, you motherfucker?’ she snarled. ‘What are you staring at?’ Sashenka, mortified, was suddenly afraid this monster would strike her. Instead the woman leaned over, horribly close. ‘I’m an educated woman, not some streetwalker like I seem. It was that bastard that did this to me, he beat me and …’ Her name was called but she kept talking until the gendarme opened the counter and dragged her away. As the metal door slammed behind her, she was still shouting, ‘You motherfuckers, I’m an educated woman, it was that bastard who broke me …’

Sashenka was relieved when the woman was gone, and then ashamed until she reminded herself that the old hooker was not a proletarian, merely a degenerate bourgeoise.

The corridors of the House of Detention were busy: men and women were being delivered to their cells, taken to interrogations, despatched on the long road to Siberian exile. Some sobbed, some slept; all of life was there. The gendarme behind the counter kept looking at her as if she was a peacock in a pigsty.

Sashenka took her poetry books out of her book bag. Pretending to read, she flicked through the pages. When she came across a piece of cigarette paper with tiny writing on it, she glanced around, smiled broadly at any policeman who happened to be looking at her, and then popped it in her mouth. Uncle Mendel had taught her what to do. The papers did not taste too bad and they were not too hard to swallow. By the time it was her turn to be booked at the counter, she had consumed all of the incriminating evidence. She asked for a glass of water.

‘You’ve got to be joking,’ replied the policeman, who had taken her name, age and nationality but refused to tell her anything about the charges she faced. ‘This isn’t the Europa Hotel, girl.’

She raised her grey eyes to him. ‘Please,’ she said.

He banged a chipped mug of water on to the counter, with a croaking laugh.

As she drank, a gendarme called her name. Another with a bunch of keys opened a reinforced steel door and she entered the next layer of the Kresty. Sashenka was ordered into a small room and made to strip, then she was searched by an elephantine female warder in a dirty white apron. No one except dear Lala had ever seen her naked (her governess still drew her a bath every evening) but she told herself it did not matter. Nothing mattered except her cause, her holy grail, and that she was here at last, where every decent person should be.

The woman returned her clothes but took her coat, stole and book bag. Sashenka signed for them and received a chit in return.

Then they photographed her. She waited in a line of women, who scratched themselves constantly. The stench was of sweat, urine, menstrual blood. The photographer, an old man in a brown suit and string tie, with no teeth and eyes like holes in a hollow pumpkin, manhandled her in front of a tripod bearing an enormous camera that looked like a concertina. He disappeared under a cloth, his muffled voice calling out:

‘OK, full face. Stand up. Look left, look right. A Smolny girl, eh, with a rich daddy? You won’t be in here long. I was one of the first photographers in Piter. I do family portraits too if you want to mention me to your papa … There we are!’

Sashenka realized her arrest was now recorded for ever – and she gave a wide smile that encouraged the photographer’s sales patter.

‘A smile! What a turn-up! Most of the animals that come through here don’t care what they look like – but you’re going to look wonderful. That, I promise.’

Then a yellow-skinned warder not much older than Sashenka led her towards a holding cell. Just as she was about to enter, an official in a belted grey uniform emerged from nowhere. ‘That’ll do, boy. I’ll take over.’

This popinjay with some stripes on his shoulderboards appeared to be in charge. Sashenka was disappointed: she wanted to be treated like the real thing, like a peasant or worker. Yet the Smolny girl in her was relieved as he took her arm gently. Around her, the cold stone echoed with shouts, grunts, the clink of keys, slamming of doors and turning of locks.

Someone was shouting, ‘Fuck you, fuck the Tsar, you’re all German spies!’

But the chief warder, in his tunic and boots, paid no attention. His hand was still on Sashenka’s arm and he was chatting very fast. ‘We’ve had a few students and schoolboys in – but you’re the first from Smolny. Well, I love “politicals”. Not criminals, they’re scum. But “politicals”, people of education, they make my job a pleasure. I might surprise you: I’m not your typical warder here. I read and I’ve even read a bit of your Marx and your Plekhanov. Truly. Two other things: I have a fondness for Swiss chocolates and Brocard’s eau de cologne. My sense of smell is highly sophisticated: see my nose?’ Sashenka looked dutifully as he flared narrow nostrils. ‘I have the sensory buds of an aesthete yet here I am, stuck in this dive. You’re something to do with Baron Zeitlin? Here we are! Make sure he knows my name is Volkov, Sergeant S. P. Volkov.’

‘I will, Sergeant Volkov,’ Sashenka replied, trying not to gag on the suffocating aroma of lavender cologne.

‘I’m not your typical warder, am I? Do I surprise you?’

‘Oh yes, Sergeant, you do.’

‘That’s what everyone says. Now, Mademoiselle Zeitlin, here is your berth. Don’t forget, Sergeant Volkov is your special friend. Not your typical warder!’

‘Not at all typical.’

‘You’ll miss my cologne in a minute,’ he warned.

A guard opened a cell door and manhandled her inside. She turned to reach for the chief warder, even raising a hand, but he was gone. The smell of women crowded into a confined space blasted her nostrils. This is the real Russia! she told herself, feeling the rottenness creeping into her clothes.

The cell door slammed behind her. The locks turned. Sashenka stood, shoulders hunched, aware of the dark cramped space in front of her seething with shadowy, vigilant life. Farting, grunting, sneezing, singing and coughing vied with whispers and the flick of cards being dealt.

Sashenka slowly turned, feeling the rancid breath of twenty or thirty women, hot then cool, hot then cool, on her face. A single kerosene lamp lightened the gloom. The prisoners lined the walls and lay on mattresses on the cold dirty floor, sleeping, playing cards, some even cuddling. Two half-naked crones were picking lice out of each other’s pubic hair like monkeys. A low partition marked off the latrine, from whence came groans and liquid explosions.

‘Hurry up!’ shouted the next in line.

A plump woman with slanting oriental eyes lay reading Tolstoy’s Confessions, while a cadaverous woman in a man’s army greatcoat over a peasant smock declaimed from a pornographic pamphlet about the Empress, Rasputin and their mutual friend, Madame Vyrubova. ‘“Three is better than one,” said the monk. “Anya Vyrubova, your tits are juicy as a Siberian seal – but nothing beats a wanton imperial cunt like yours, my Empress!”’ There was laughter. The reader stopped.

‘Who’s this? Countess Vyrubova slumming it from court?’ The creature in the greatcoat was on her feet. Stepping on a sleeping figure who howled in complaint, she rushed at Sashenka and seized her hair. ‘You rich little bitch, don’t look at me like that!’

Sashenka was afraid for the first time since her arrest, properly afraid, with fear that lurched in her guts and burned in her throat. Before she had time to think, she was punched in the mouth and fell, only to be crushed as the creature threw herself on top of her. She struggled to breathe. Fearing she was going to die, she thought of Lala, Grand-maman at school, her pony in the country … But suddenly the attacker was lifted right off her and tossed sideways.

‘Careful, bitch. Don’t touch her! I think this one’s ours.’ The plump woman holding an open copy of Tolstoy stood over her. ‘Sashenka? The cell elders welcome you. You’ll meet the committee in the morning. Let’s get some sleep. You can share my mattress. I’m Comrade Natasha. You don’t know me, but I know exactly who you are.’
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