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				Epigraph

				He who remembers old wrongs may lose an eye; he who forgets them will surely lose both.

				Poverty is cunning.

				Russian proverbs

			

		

	
		
			
				Prologue

				Prologue

				Winter, 2005

				 Of course she was anxious. She had never planned a murder before.

				It had taken a long time for the whirr of blackbird wings in her head to settle enough that she could think straight. But now she had arrived at this moment, it was time to work out how she was going to do it.

				She had fought her battles against guilt, fear, anger and a white-hot sense of injustice. Now she had to be cool-headed. No turning back, only going forwards.

				The morning sun strained her sleepless eyes. It skimmed across the back of the armchair, highlighted dust on the TV unit. Her gaze was drawn to the photograph of the three women. Her own face. Her victim’s face. Smiling. Their companion looked more serious; what had she been thinking? A glimpse of the future perhaps? In the photograph, the snow and the sunshine had bleached away shadows. The three of them had their arms slung around each other. Nothing will ever come between us. They had said that to each other so often. She called to mind just how many things had come between them. Cruel betrayals, seething anger, painful jealousies, and the ordinary variety of carelessness that can lead anyone, unwitting, to devastating consequences.

				She sat on the arm of the chair, dropping her face into her hands. Steeling herself. She hadn’t the stomach for violence, nor the focus for mixing poisons. If an accident could be arranged . . .

				The answer was remarkably simple when it came. Winter Gathering was in Briggsby this year. The cliff path was a favourite route for all of them. Twenty-five metres below were rocks, the sea. She experienced a giddy rush of vertigo, as though the ground were slipping away from the arches of her own feet. She pushed her toes firmly into her shoes to combat the feeling.

				A fall, a tragic accident. Then it would be over, and she would remain standing, alone.

				Alone. The word was like a bell tolling on a distant hilltop. She felt her own sense of loneliness, the empty despair that had lately imbued her life. There was no way she could back out of the murder now. It was the only thing that could right these wrongs.

				And so, despite their shared blood, their shared dreams and their shared sins, she turned her thoughts towards the unthinkable.
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				Chapter One

				Chapter One

				Leningrad, 1976

				‘You are not beautiful.’

				Sofi Chernova leaned her seven-year-old face close to the corroded bathroom mirror. Her mother had not intended for her words to be cruel, only matter-of-fact.

				‘You are not beautiful, Sofi. Not like your cousins,’ Mama had said as she cleared away the breakfast dishes in the communal kitchen that morning. ‘But you have a good brain, and that counts for something. When they get themselves into trouble, they will need you to help them out.’

				But now, studying herself in the gloomy bathroom, the compliment about her cleverness was forgotten. Instead, she counted freckles, studied large flared nostrils, traced a finger along lips that seemed determined to turn down at the corners even if she smiled. No, she wasn’t beautiful. She wondered what benefits beautiful people acquired in life that she wouldn’t. She’d never given much thought to it, but beauty was arriving this afternoon in the form of her two cousins, Natalya and Lena.

				A thunderous knock at the door. ‘Will you be in there forever?’

				This was Papa, who had been tense for a week. Ever since the letter came from his brother asking if he could take care of the two girls for three months. Mama and Papa wouldn’t speak about his tension in front of her, but she had picked up shreds of ideas and – thanks to her clever brain – formed a clear picture of what was going on. Uncle Viktor and Papa didn’t get along. Natalya and Lena’s mother had died giving birth to Lena nearly six years ago. Since then, Viktor had off-loaded his daughters to relatives and friends all over the Soviet Union. Now it was Sofi’s family’s turn.

				Sofi didn’t mind so much. She had met her cousins twice before, at their grandmother’s house in Izhevsk, at family gatherings so large that everybody and nobody supervised their wild games. Marching in circles around the lightning-struck birch whistling the Soviet national anthem, scrambling over the rocks behind the garden pretending to be cosmonauts on the moon, nursing their grandmother’s fat ginger cat as though it were a baby, and threading the stalks of dandelion clocks through the chain-link fence so that the wind could carry away the seeds, while they wished and wished so hard that their chests hurt afterwards.

				Papa knocked again, and Sofi climbed down from the stool she used to reach the enamelled basin and opened the door. ‘Sorry, Papa.’

				She emerged into the dim sitting room. The radio was on low: barely audible voices, an interview with a farmer whose chickens had laid so many eggs that he had been declared a Soviet hero. Mama had cleaned the apartment. The red-and-white-checked cloth was smoothed over the table, dust had been lifted off the sideboard and the mismatched armchairs, the cushions on the sofa had been plumped and arranged so that the embroidered kittens and swans were facing out, and the curtains had been pinned open as far as possible. Sofi loved the few hours after the apartment was cleaned. There was a sense of expectation in the air, as gentle yet as unmistakable as the scent of furniture polish.

				Sofi went to the window. It looked directly across at the next apartment block, but in the space between the two buildings she could see down to the street. Summer rain, rainbow pools of leaked car oil on the uneven pavement, umbrellas moving like cumbersome beetles. A car pulled up, a dinted beige monster that miraculously fitted in the gap between a garbage truck and a belching bus that waited for damp passengers to climb aboard. The doors opened and her uncle and cousins climbed out.

				‘They’re here!’ she said to Mama.

				Mama joined her at the window, her mouth set in a firm line. ‘Ah, so they are.’ She turned Sofi’s face to hers gently. ‘You take the little girls into your room, show them where they will sleep, keep them occupied with a game. Papa and I need to speak about important things with Uncle Viktor. Understand?’

				Sofi nodded. ‘Does the building superintendent know they’re coming? Will he let them in?’

				‘Yes, and we have permission for them to stay.’ She moved to the bathroom door and knocked quietly. ‘Ivan, it’s time.’

				They were wet when they came in the apartment’s front door. Lena, long hair dripping, wore a mournful expression. Natalya, whose chestnut curls still gleamed despite the damp, was impatient with her sister, calling her horse-face and skidding her suitcase along the floor with her foot. Behind them loomed Uncle Viktor, handsome but dark and sallow, and reeking of tobacco and vodka. Sofi did as she was told and took her cousins with her into her bedroom.

				It had been a squeeze to get in the two thin mattresses, one parallel to Sofi’s bed and the other arranged so that its corner had to be lifted for the door to open fully. Mama had left space for Sofi’s art tray, her paints and her boxes of beads. She looked forward to sharing the space. All of her friends at school had siblings, and were crowded on top of each other. It sounded like fun. Though she did wonder how she was going to pull up a chair next to her art tray with the mattresses in the way.

				‘This is your bed, Lena,’ Sofi said, leading the little girl to the mattress next to her own bed.

				‘I don’t like it,’ Lena said, shaking her head.

				Natalya pushed Lena onto the other mattress. ‘She can see under your bed from there,’ she explained. ‘Monsters. She’d never sleep and we’d never hear the end of it. Go, Lena, have that bed instead. I’m not afraid of monsters.’

				As if to prove it, Natalya stored her suitcase under Sofi’s bed and crashed onto the mattress with a sigh and a toss of her pretty hair. Lena propped her suitcase up against the art tray, and sat down on her mattress to pull off her muddy boots gingerly. Outside the bedroom door, Sofi could hear adult voices, urgent, rapid. But not a word was clear to her.

				Lena had already found Trushka, Sofi’s raggedy-cat doll, and was making her drink imaginary milk from a tea-set dish. Soon, all adult seriousness was forgotten as they drew the blind and Trushka was forced to confront the monsters under Sofi’s bed – this made Lena laugh and cry in equal measure – until they were squealing and giggling, damp-cheeked.

				Then a sharp, rasping voice cut through their merriment. It was Uncle Viktor. ‘Don’t tell me how to raise my girls!’

				Placating tones, and the conversation continued, dull now. Sofi glanced from Lena’s face to Natalya’s. Both were frozen, uncertain.

				Then the door cracked open and Mama stood there, a forced smile on her lips. ‘Lena, Natalya. Come out and say goodbye to your father.’

				Lena’s mouth turned upside down and she began to sob. ‘But Papa said he’d stay a week with us.’

				The tight expression returned to Mama’s face. ‘He’s decided it would be best if he got away earlier. He has a long trip ahead of him.’

				‘Where is he going?’ Sofi asked.

				‘Vladivostok, for a job,’ Natalya said with a sniff.

				‘A very important one,’ Lena added.

				Uncle Viktor joined Mama at the bedroom door. ‘Well, now, you girls. Behave yourselves. None of your nonsense. Lena, wipe your nose. A man has to work; your tears make me feel guilty.’

				Lena scrambled to her feet and clung to his waist. Viktor glanced away, patting her shoulder lightly. ‘There, there. Aunt Stasya will look after you. Nothing to cry about. I’ll be home in time for your birthday.’

				Natalya hung back, trying hard to look brave, defiant. Sofi knew it was a performance. She felt so glad to be in her own home, with her own mother and father, and decided that beauty was not a charm for good fortune after all.

				•

				Before Natalya and Lena’s arrival, Sofi’s childhood had been quiet. Almost sedate. But now the tiny apartment was filled with noise and long hair and elbows. Sofi’s feelings about the new situation changed from hour to hour. Sometimes she loved it: there were games and laughter. Sometimes she just wanted to sit down, shut them out and draw. Her cousins did their best to fit in to the new family routine, though Natalya’s approach to chores was slapdash to say the least.

				Every Saturday night was games night. Usually Mama, Papa and Sofi played their favourite card game – The Fool – on a folding table set up near the bathroom door with a blanket on the top so the cards couldn’t slip away. This Saturday, the first since the cousins’ arrival, Papa invited Natalya and Lena to sit up with them and play.

				‘I’m sure your father has taught you this one,’ Papa said, carefully removing the low cards from the deck.

				Lena, at mention of her father, went mirror-eyed with sadness.

				Natalya shrugged. ‘He didn’t teach us anything, Uncle Ivan.’

				Papa frowned and dealt the cards. ‘Is that so? We always played it as children. I’m surprised he didn’t pass it on.’

				He began to explain the rules. Lena looked blank and Natalya’s brow furrowed with concentration. Sofi picked up her cards and looked at them: a mediocre hand; she began to strategise.

				‘So, Lena,’ Papa said, ‘you go first.’

				Lena stared at her hand, then ventured to put out an ace in the trump suit.

				‘Not that one, silly,’ Sofi said.

				Lena’s hand collapsed, her lip began to quiver. Papa pulled her into his lap and kissed the top of her head. ‘I think this one is too little to play,’ he said. ‘Here, Lena, you can share my hand.’

				Natalya went next, with a six of diamonds. Sofi defended with an eight of diamonds. Natalya played a seven of hearts. Sofi defended with a six of spades.

				‘That’s lower,’ Natalya protested.

				‘It’s a trump,’ Sofi explained.

				‘What does that mean?’

				A brief argument ensued. Natalya was concerned that everyone had seen her cards now and the game was no longer fair. Papa shuffled and dealt again. This game proceeded more smoothly. Sofi was the first one to hand in all her cards. Natalya looked as though she would be the last, the Fool, but then Mama played the wrong card.

				‘Oh, is that the trump suit? How silly! I really do deserve to be the Fool,’ she said, as Natalya played a ten of hearts and Mama had nothing left to defend with.

				Sofi knew Mama had lost the game on purpose so that Natalya wouldn’t. The irritation itched in her stomach. Her parents had never, not once, played badly to let her win. Papa always insisted she had to think things through, pay attention; he had even encouraged her to count the cards in her head to deduce what might be left. If she lost, she lost. She was the Fool. And here was Mama making a mistake as silly as the one Lena had made.

				On the next hand, Papa leaned over Natalya and showed her which cards to play. Natalya struggled and struggled with the rules, remembering sometimes and forgetting others. After four hands, Papa suggested it was time to pack up.

				‘But we usually play until eight o’clock!’ Sofi protested.

				Natalya had already shot away from the table, and Lena was gratefully climbing down from Papa’s lap.

				‘Hush, my child,’ Mama said softly, stroking her hair. ‘Things are a little different at the moment, that’s all. You must understand.’

				An urge to cry overwhelmed her. Her cousins had only been here a week and everything was different. She had to share her room, her toys and her parents. And now games night was ruined. ‘I don’t want to understand,’ Sofi said. ‘I just want to play cards.’

				Mama glanced at Natalya and Lena on the sofa, heads bent together, giggling, then back at Sofi. She crooked a finger and beckoned Sofi to come with her to the bathroom, where they would be out of earshot. She sat on the edge of the bath and held Sofi between her knees.

				Her voice echoed softly. ‘Lena and Natalya have no mother. Their father is far away. They have lived in a dozen different homes. We must be kind to them.’

				‘But what about me? What about games night?’

				‘Perhaps we’ll do it again sometime. Or you and I can play quietly together. But it’s not right to make your cousins feel lost and foolish. Their lives are already so uncertain.’ Mama grasped Sofi’s wrists softly, pulled her hands to her lips and kissed her knuckles. ‘I still love you as much as I always have.’

				Sofi felt a tear pop out and roll down her cheek.

				‘Papa does too,’ Mama said.

				Sofi nodded.

				Mama stood, pulling her close. Sofi buried her face in the hollow between her mother’s breasts, breathed the warm scent of her. She tried to understand, and promised to be kinder in her thoughts towards her cousins.

				•

				That summer was particularly humid. Lena found the nights unbearable. With the window to the bedroom closed, she would perspire until her sheets were wringing wet. But to open the window was to let in the mosquitoes and midges that bred in the swamps around the city. She knew she shouldn’t scratch the bites, but she couldn’t help herself, knocking the tops off them until they bled. Then Aunt Stasya would order the window be closed and the sweat would sting the wounds, and Natalya would roll her eyes and call her a baby for scratching.

				Apart from that, she liked staying in Leningrad. Aunt Stasya was kind, and Uncle Ivan – who looked a lot like Papa – was a reassuring presence. Sofi made up the best games, and Natalya didn’t pick on her so much when there were three of them. Every Thursday afternoon, Aunt Stasya worked late at her job in the bakery. Uncle Ivan took the three girls walking and she came to know the wide avenues of Leningrad, its overgrown gardens, its vast grey public squares decorated with bright red splashes of Soviet banners and posters, and its sour-smelling canals. She admired with awe the gleaming cupola of St Isaac’s Cathedral and the many statues of Soviet heroes, especially one of Lenin with his resolute face and swirling coat. Uncle Ivan bought them ice-creams in square cones to eat outside on the street while he went into a bar and had a drink or two with friends. Then they would make their way back in the endless afternoon, to eat huge bowls of fresh pelmeni that their elderly neighbour, Irina Petrovna, had cooked in the communal kitchen while they were away.

				But Lena did not forget that Papa would be back soon, and secretly counted down every day on the calendar hung on the back of the bathroom door. Papa had said he would be home in time for her birthday, August the nineteenth, and she marked off the days with her eyes, anticipation tight in her chest.

				When Aunt Stasya tucked her in the night before her birthday, Lena was almost too excited to sleep.

				‘Your birthday tomorrow, little one,’ Aunt Stasya said, smoothing her hair away from her forehead. ‘Six years old. Such a big girl.’

				Lena loved Aunt Stasya’s hair, which was fair and thick and always bundled up in a knot at the back of her neck. She reached for it impulsively, loosening a strand to twine between her fingers.

				‘I’m looking forward to Papa coming home,’ she said.

				Aunt Stasya smiled, but it wasn’t her usual easy smile. The first tingle of alarm touched Lena’s heart. ‘I’m sure it will be a lovely day,’ her aunt said, climbing to her feet.

				Lena watched her go to Natalya’s mattress, then to Sofi’s bed; she always lingered the longest there, stopping to sing a lullaby with a haunting tune: ‘Bayushki bayu’. The dim room, the faraway sounds of cars beyond the windows, Aunt Stasya’s melancholy voice – all of it impressed itself deeply upon her, and she longed for Papa’s warm arms and gruff voice. She felt dislocated, a long way from home, and, remembering Aunt Stasya’s strained smile, began to worry that Papa wouldn’t come for her.

				She tried to reassure herself. He had made a promise, he wouldn’t let her down. But then she remembered all the times he had let her down. She had never noticed before: she was small, he was Papa. Perhaps she was old enough now to see him as fallible; all of the little disappointments he had wrought returned to mind. Selling her bicycle to pay a debt, the countless times he had been late to pick her up from the babysitter, the hurried goodbyes at another relative’s house for another long separation.

				Since they had been staying with Aunt Stasya and Uncle Ivan, Papa had not been in contact. It was true that she could barely read a letter, and that there was no telephone. But usually he sent a cheerful card with a few words on the back, renewing promises to arrive on a certain date and to bring presents (which were always lost in transit).

				As Aunt Stasya left the room and shut the door, pulling all the light out with her, Lena wondered for the first time, with a desolate hollowness, whether Papa would be back at all.

				•

				The sun was weak outside the curtains, but it was definitely morning. Lena stretched her mind back as far as she could, but she couldn’t remember turning five. Today, she was six, a terribly big number that made her feel tall, and a little frightened. She tried to guess what time Papa would arrive, and if she would seem noticeably bigger to him. Over breakfast, she imagined what he might say. ‘Lena, you’re as long as I can remember,’ was always one of his favourite complaints if she had her legs stretched out across the sofa or under the table. Perhaps he would say that. Imagining it made her feel safe: if she could hear it in her mind so clearly, then it would probably happen. He would come, he would say it, all would be well. In no time they would be packing their suitcases and heading home – wherever that would be – with Papa.

				Uncle Ivan and Aunt Stasya went to work, but the girls were home for the school holidays. Irina Petrovna from next door came over to watch them. She brought Lena a gift, a packet of coloured pens and a little notebook with stiff white pages. Lena thanked her, kissed her cheek (avoiding the stubbly mole near her ear), and returned to the window. She had pulled up a seat and now knelt on it, watching for Papa.

				After lunch, Sofi tried to encourage her to come down and play.

				‘No, thank you,’ Lena said, eyes not leaving the road. If she kept watching, he would come. If she looked away, even for a moment, her lack of faith might somehow make him dissolve, disappear.

				By four o’clock, Natalya had grown impatient with her. ‘Will you get down from there?’ she said, pulling Lena’s hair hard.

				‘No. Then I won’t see Papa.’

				Natalya stormed off, and Lena knew it was because Natalya was frightened Papa wouldn’t come.

				Aunt Stasya came home with a pie from the bakery with Lena’s name and age carved into the crust. Uncle Ivan brought with him a present, a tambourine wrapped in lilac paper as pale as the summer evening outside. Reluctantly, she was coaxed away from the window to eat under the dusty hanging light in the communal kitchen. But after dinner, she returned to her position. By now, the twitch under her skin had become acute.

				He would come. Wouldn’t he?

				She knew that Aunt Stasya and Uncle Ivan were murmuring about her behind her back. She knew that Natalya was hiding in the bedroom, that Sofi was making a show of reading a book while she secretly stole pitying glances at Lena. But Lena kept believing. If she couldn’t believe in Papa, then what could she believe in?

				The evening light went on forever. Finally, Aunt Stasya approached her. ‘Lena,’ she said.

				Lena turned, had trouble keeping her mouth right side up.

				‘It’s time for bed.’

				‘I would like to wait up, just a little longer, and see Papa when he comes.’

				Aunt Stasya looked at Uncle Ivan, who stood and moved towards Lena, an expression of sadness on his brow. Then he stopped in the space between them and squared off his shoulders. ‘Lena,’ he said in a very stern voice, ‘your aunt has given you instruction. Do as you’re told and go to bed at once.’

				All the sadness in the world welled up inside her. Shuddering sobs in her chest. Tears spilling over and running down her cheeks. She cried like a baby. Aunt Stasya put warm arms around her, tried to shush her. Uncle Ivan grabbed his key from the hook by the door and left the apartment. She couldn’t imagine how she had made him so angry. Lena pressed her hot face into her aunt’s soft cotton shirt and called her papa silently, over and over. Knowing he would never hear her.

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Two

				Chapter Two

				Seven weeks after Papa had gone missing – Natalya liked to think of him as being missing rather than having simply run away – the first of the cold winds of autumn began the business of stripping bare the lime trees along their street. The small round leaves gathered in the courtyard of the apartment building, rotting in the moulded corners. The girls were playing outside, having been thrown out of the apartment for being rowdy.

				Lena heard a car engine and climbed on top of the courtyard’s brick wall to see who it was. Natalya knew that Lena thought it was Papa; that every car, every footstep, every letter collected in the mailbox raised her hopes anew. Natalya could not bear her sister’s hope and disappointment. Unlike Lena, she knew that Papa was not a good man, or an important one. He had gone to Vladivostock to work the fisheries; he had probably liked being shed of his paternal responsibility, and now he wasn’t coming back. Papa was gone, it was easier to accept that. Natalya didn’t like to feel unhappy, so she didn’t think about it, and grew increasingly irritated with Lena for wanting to talk about it constantly.

				Sofi sat on the bench – carefully avoiding the loose bolt that poked up through the wood – creating a necklace fit for a princess. Because that was what Natalya was in this game: an American princess, who lived in a palace and starred in movies about her life. Natalya put the finishing touches to her castle, which consisted of old sheets tied to the back of the gate and secured on the legs of the bench. Sofi held up her creation and Natalya gasped with pleasure.

				‘It’s beautiful!’ she said, eager fingers reaching for it. It was made of wool and plastic beads, but it was deliciously perfect for a princess: an intricate interweaving of strands, knotted and beaded in gradated colours.

				‘Let me put it on you,’ Sofi said, standing up to fasten it around Natalya’s neck. Natalya held her long hair out of the way while Sofi’s clever fingers did their work.

				‘Look, Lena,’ Natalya called.

				Lena climbed down from the wall and joined them. ‘It’s pretty, Sofi. Can I have one too?’

				‘I only have odd-coloured beads left,’ Sofi replied. ‘Maybe Natalya will let you wear it later.’

				‘Only if we play American princesses all afternoon, and I get to be the princess and you are the servants.’

				Lena bristled. ‘I don’t want to be a servant.’

				‘It’s only a game,’ Sofi said, giving Lena a good-natured shove. ‘Come on.’

				They fell into play, inside and outside the castle. The afternoon shadows grew long too quickly now, and the pressure of time’s passing made their game frantic, stupid, giggly. Natalya could hear her own voice grow raucous as she shouted imperious commands at her two servants. Eventually, a window opened in the building above them and a red-faced man called out for them to be quiet.

				After he’d shut his window, Sofi turned to Natalya soberly. ‘Let’s not annoy him. He’s an official with the district Party committee.’

				But it was almost impossible for Natalya to be quiet when she was a princess. Ten minutes later the red-faced man appeared at the gate to the courtyard. As he pushed it open, the castle collapsed and Natalya suddenly found her own sobriety. Her face was hot.

				The red-faced man stood in front of them, his hairy forearms folded across his belly. Natalya smiled at him brilliantly; her secret weapon. Most people softened towards her as soon as she smiled, but not this man.

				‘I have been listening to you girls,’ he said, scowling, ‘and I am ashamed of what I have heard. America? Princesses? Do you not know that princesses grow fat on the blood of workers? You are not princesses, and girls who are not princesses do not survive long in the capitalist paradise they dream of. They are bought and sold by wicked men. Shame on you, all of you. I will let the building superintendent know that you’ve violated house rules by disturbing your neighbours. Pack up this silly game and go home.’

				Lena burst into tears, and Sofi quickly untied the sheets and folded them. But Natalya was frozen with anger. How dare he ruin their game?

				‘Come on, Natalya,’ Sofi said.

				Lena pulled her hand. ‘Natalya? Can I wear the necklace now?’

				The red-faced man was still watching them. ‘Not now, Lena,’ Natalya muttered, taking the sheets from Sofi and bundling them under her arm. ‘Aunt Stasya needs help with dinner. We should go.’

				As she entered the dim staircase, though, her imagination returned to the fantasy of never having to help with dinner or set a table, of necklaces made of gems rather than beads, and palaces that Party officials could never tear down.

				•

				That night, while she was supposed to be drying the dishes, Natalya faked a tummy-ache and went to the bedroom alone. Under her mattress, pressed flat and cool, was her special scrapbook. She turned the stiff, crackling pages lovingly. One of Papa’s friends had once given her a stack of foreign magazines and she had cut the pictures out of them – models and movie stars – glued them neatly in the book and decorated them with coloured borders or carefully drawn ribbons. As she couldn’t read English letters, she had no idea who the people were. But she was in love with them all, the women as much as the men: their glossiness, their addictive beauty. Lena was always trying to get the book off her, but to Natalya it was sacred.

				She went through it now with an ache of longing in her chest. What the red-faced man had told them wasn’t news to her. They learned at school all about princesses and palaces and the evils of the decadent west. Two weeks ago, Uncle Ivan had taken them to an art gallery that had once been a palace; now it had been restored into the hands of the people. But she had been awestruck by its size and its opulence and, even though she was fearful that somebody could read her thoughts, had imagined herself living there. Why couldn’t she be a princess, or at least a very rich and beautiful and famous lady? She had seen the old, bent woman with the birch broom who swept the gutters on their street and knew that she definitely didn’t want that for her future. Was it so wrong to want pretty things, a nice life?

				Sighing, Natalya closed her book and slid it back under her mattress. She felt guilty about not drying the dishes and about Aunt Stasya’s concerned face. She supposed she should go back and help, but for now she just wanted to lie here and imagine the biggest, brightest life she could for herself. Surely that was more important than housework.

				•

				After seven months at Sofi’s school, Natalya was dropped back a grade. One December afternoon, as early dusk crowded the windows, Sofi looked up to see her cousin standing uncertainly in the door to the classroom. Natalya was seized by the teacher and plonked next to Sofi, who was then charged with the responsibility of ‘helping your cousin to learn’. Sofi was partly pitying of her cousin and partly irritated. Natalya never spent a second on homework, excusing herself by saying she wouldn’t need to know maths when she was a movie star. Sofi did not like to feel as though she had to work hard enough for both of them. But on the other hand, she had heard Mama tell Papa that Natalya was simply unable to concentrate, that a skittish mind had been given to her at birth along with her pretty face, and that she was vain because she was insecure.

				Still, Sofi was annoyed, and on the walk home that afternoon everything Natalya did or said bothered her. Her voice was like a prickle stuck in her sock. She was ungrateful, stubborn, selfish. Sofi walked a few paces ahead, and then, when Lena and Natalya lingered over a stray dog on the soft edge of the canal, she walked even further ahead until she lost sight of them. Ha, serve them right. She had the key and they didn’t, so they would have to plead with the superintendent to get in, and he had been cranky with them all since the red-faced man had complained.

				She let herself into the dark foyer of the building, checked for mail – none – and climbed up the narrow staircase. The smells of the building were trapped in the staircase: an unpleasant blend of cooking odours and cat urine. The light was out in the hallway again, and only the grey light from the window at the end of the corridor lit her way. She approached the door to the apartment and saw that it was already slightly ajar. Curious, she pushed it all the way open.

				A large man, with hands like blocks, rose from the sofa on her arrival. She stopped, wondering for a moment if she was in the wrong apartment. But she wasn’t. There was the lamp her grandmother had given them, the painting of the sea hanging over the sofa, the black armchair with the rip in the vinyl. And now, as she turned her head to make sure she was in the right place, she saw that her mother’s bedroom door was half-open, and that Mama lay on her side on the bed, very still. Why was she home from work? Sofi’s heart jumped. Was she dead?

				‘Mama?’ she called.

				The man took her elbow gently and met her eyes with a softness at odds with his stern voice. ‘Leave your mama be. She is having a rest. She has just come home from the hospital.’

				‘Hospital?’

				‘I am Vasily Ilyich Gergiev, the site superintendent at your father’s workplace.’

				Sofi had lost the ability to speak. Something terrible was happening; bad luck had gathered around her the way that ants gathered around a scrap of food. She knew she was about to be carried away by it and so she clutched the back of the sofa to try to pin herself down. In the background, the radio burbled softly. A terribly cold winter ‘for the record books’ was predicted.

				‘Your father fell at the construction site today,’ Vasily Ilyich said. ‘He fell a long way.’

				Her blood was hot, deafening in her ears. ‘Is he dead?’

				He glanced away. ‘No. But he is not expected to live.’

				Sofi turned her gaze once again to Mama, and could see now that her back heaved softly with stifled sobs. She had turned onto her front, face buried in her hands. Her usually tidy hair spilled out over the pillow. Sofi wanted her mama, her warm embrace and cool reassurances. But she was terrified of walking through that door, of joining Mama in that position of grief and suffering on the bed. If she just stood here, hanging on to the sofa, and closed her eyes . . . There, now perhaps none of it was true. Perhaps it was just a bad dream that would clear away when she woke.

				Voices in the hallway. Natalya and Lena.

				‘Why didn’t you wait for us, you –’ Natalya’s words cut off abruptly.

				Somebody nudged Sofi and she opened her eyes. It was Vasily Ilyich. ‘Your mother needs you,’ he said. ‘Go to her.’

				And so it was real, and her cousins were gazing at her in wide-eyed confusion and fear, and her heavy, heavy feet were dragging towards Mama’s bedroom, and Mama was turning to her, arms outstretched, and crying and crying – oh, my Sofi, my child, my child – and Sofi curled up next to her on the bed. Although Mama’s body was close, she was lost in her own grief, leaving Sofi miles and miles from comfort.

				•

				Sofi watched as the sky came all the way down and settled on the street. Soupy grey clouds, laden with snow. Behind her, Irina Petrovna knitted, the needles click-clicking against each other rhythmically. Papa had been in hospital for two weeks, and Sofi had barely seen her mother. Mama stayed as long as she could by Papa’s side, catching the last tram home in the freezing dark. Irina Petrovna watched the girls, cooked dinner with them and ate with them, but it was up to Sofi to get herself and her cousins bathed and into bed. Sofi couldn’t sleep without Mama in the house. She always forced herself to keep her eyes open until the moment she heard the keys in the lock. Only then could she release her muscles and drift off to sleep.

				Sofi visited her father too, of course, and it was clear to her that he wasn’t coming back to them. Papa had never been an energetic man, but his stillness now was odd, unnatural. He didn’t speak; his face was hidden by bandages and tubes. But she wasn’t able to tell Mama that she knew Papa would die. Mama still held out hope, rubbed his hands vigorously, spoke to him in a quick, breathless voice. She feared Mama’s grief almost more than she feared the loss of Papa.

				‘Looks like snow,’ Irina Petrovna said.

				Sofi turned. ‘It does.’

				‘You go down and bring Lena and Natalya back up with you. They’ll freeze their blood solid out there in the courtyard.’

				Sofi hopped down from the chair by the window and moved to the door.

				Irina Petrovna stopped her. ‘Sofi, why didn’t you go and play this afternoon?’

				‘I don’t feel much like playing,’ she said simply.

				‘Life will go on,’ the old woman replied.

				Sofi hesitated. She had heard that Irina Petrovna believed in God, observed all the Orthodox traditions. Secretly, of course. ‘Do you think Papa will go to heaven?’

				Irina Petrovna’s cheeks flushed. ‘Heaven? Who believes in heaven?’

				‘You do.’

				She shrugged. ‘As to whether I believe in it, well, that’s not important. But if there is heaven, then I can’t see why your papa wouldn’t go there.’

				A gust of wind rattled the windows.

				‘Go, get your cousins. The weather will be very bad by nightfall.’

				Sofi ran down the stairs, heart thudding. She liked the idea that Papa might go to heaven and, from there, watch over them. Always be present, somehow. But she had been raised an atheist. Religious people were ridiculed, harassed. It was hard to start believing now. So what would happen if he died? Nothing. He would just be gone. The emptiness of life, the futility of it, sideswiped her. Happiness seemed just a dream, something she had felt once that might never return.

				As she crossed the courtyard, calling her cousins’ names, the first flake of snow fell. Light, bright, crystalline, landing on her shoe. She looked to the sky, the swirling grey. Wind gusted in the bare branches. A great cold was coming.

				•

				Forty days after Uncle Ivan’s accident, he finally died. Natalya guiltily admitted a sense of relief. She had endured countless trips to the freezing hospital to sit beside her uncle’s frightening, silent body. She had watched flurries of snow intensify into blizzards that kept them inside, away from the hospital and the rest of the outside world for six days, while Aunt Stasya paced and gnawed the skin on her fingers. She had felt all the colour drain from her life as her two best friends – Lena and Sofi – became consumed by the awful gravity of the waiting.

				The forty days had been brutal for Aunt Stasya, who barely slept, and whose tense body throbbed like an inflamed nerve in the apartment. Now that death had come, she had adopted a manner of extreme calmness, organising with officials to have Uncle Ivan’s body taken to the crematorium, filling out what seemed like hundreds of forms, and greeting with a hard face each well-meaning visitor who came with straggling posies, forbidden blessings or cruel curiosity.

				In the afternoon after the cremation, Natalya sat at the sitting-room window watching the snow fall and fall onto the grey street below. She touched the window pane. It was icy. Lena appeared, tear-stained, at her elbow and Natalya pulled her close.

				‘Papa is gone, Uncle Ivan is gone,’ Lena said. ‘Aunt Stasya is so sad it frightens me. Who will look after us now?’

				‘We have each other, sister,’ Natalya said against Lena’s hair. Then the thought popped whole into her head: who would look after Sofi? Her poor cousin; her pale, freckled face permanently frozen in an expression of disbelief and misery. ‘Come, let’s find Sofi,’ she said.

				She was in bed, the blankets pulled up so only the top of her fair head was visible. Natalya and Lena lay down on either side of her. Lena peeled back the covers, but Sofi wouldn’t open her eyes. Lena kissed her face.

				‘Sofi?’ Natalya said.

				Sofi shook her head. ‘Don’t ask me to speak,’ she whispered. ‘I’ll start crying and never stop.’

				Lena began to whimper and cough, and this set Sofi off, and Natalya couldn’t hold her own tears in any longer. They sobbed until their faces were hot. Finally, afternoon eased into night and Natalya’s fingers searched out one of her cousin’s hands and one of her sister’s.

				‘We will take care of each other,’ she said hoarsely. ‘Nothing will ever come between us. Swear it.’

				‘I swear it,’ Lena said promptly, shaking her head for emphasis.

				‘I swear it too,’ Sofi managed.

				So they clung to each other in the icy dark, with the idealistic certainty of children that such a promise could be kept forever.

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Three

				Chapter Three

				1987

				Lena hung back in the doorway, watching across the corridor as the American visitors managed their suitcases out the door. Americans. It was only her third week on the job at the Hotel Moskva. She had seen plenty of Swedes, Finns, Germans and the occasional Middle Eastern businessman, but these were her first Americans. She checked the hallway: nobody around. Opportunities like this would be rare. Her heart thudded softly. She had to speak to them, but it was important not to be seen by anyone else.

				In her arms was a bundle of dirty sheets for the laundry. She stuffed them into her trolley, knocking over a tray of shampoo bottles. She wiped nervous hands on her apron, checked the long corridor left and right. Doors stretching off for miles. In her first week working here, the corridors had grown nightmarish. Room after room to be cleaned, until her shoulders ached from making beds and her hands turned red and began to peel from using cleaning products. She had regretted her decision not to sit a university entrance exam, as Sofi had done. But Natalya, who worked in a second-hand shop, talked about getting an apartment of her own. Lena had loved the idea, and decided to get a job too. Her good English had made her suitable for work with foreign visitors, but she had been strictly warned about what was appropriate and inappropriate to discuss with them.

				‘Excuse me,’ she said, advancing into the corridor as the visitors closed their door behind them. A thin, beautifully dressed woman in her forties and an elderly man who could have been either husband or father.

				‘Yes?’ the woman said, curious. Until now, she had probably only been approached by her official Intourist guide, or by furtive young men trying to convince her to sell them her shoes or her T-shirts. The Party was happy to let tourists into the country as long as they never really interacted with the locals.

				‘I am looking for a man, Viktor Chernov. I think he may be in United States.’

				The couple exchanged glances, then the woman said gently, ‘There are a lot of people in the States.’

				‘But you have ways to find him. Phone book. Or perhaps he was in newspapers. I think he defected USSR in 1976.’ She heard the lift bell ring softly in the distance and knew she didn’t have much more time alone with the Americans. ‘He is my father. Please, you help me find him?’

				The woman recoiled at the direct request, eyes darting left and right as though wondering if this were a KGB sting.

				The man, however, gave her a sympathetic smile. ‘Viktor Chernov. That’s his name?’

				‘Yes, tell him to write to his daughters. He knows where we are.’

				‘It’s a long shot,’ he said. ‘But if I ever come across his name, I’ll pass that message on.’

				‘Long shot?’ The phrase meant nothing to her.

				‘It’s very unlikely,’ the woman explained. ‘You’ll have to excuse us. I don’t think we’re supposed to be talking to you.’

				Footsteps in the corridor, and Lena stepped back into the doorway of the room she was cleaning. The floor supervisor rounded the long curve, passing the Americans on her way. Lena backed into the room and made herself busy dusting the bedside tables. When the footsteps had receded, she put down her cloth and went to the window. Traffic fought for space on the street below. Beyond, the Neva River shone like a pale length of satin, early morning mist rising softly from it. She leaned her head against the glass, closing her eyes and feeling a little foolish. There are a lot of people in the States. Of course. But wouldn’t a Russian name stand out?

				Lena sighed, realising she didn’t even know for certain that was where Papa was. In the eleven years since he had left, she had spent a lot of energy wondering about him, asking about him, doing her best to find him. Aunt Stasya had little information to give her. He was headed for Vladivostok to work at the fisheries there. He had promised to write the moment he arrived. But then nobody had heard of him again. When she had turned fifteen, she began to write letters to the fisheries, the officials in charge of movements in and out of Vladivostok. She was mostly answered with silence. One letter, asking for further details, had been discovered by Aunt Stasya. She had been horrified and begged Lena not to write any more. ‘We don’t want to stand out,’ she said. ‘People go missing and it’s best not to ask questions. We don’t want the Party to notice us. Please, Lena, accept that your father is gone and he’s never coming back.’

				Lena had come up with many theories about Papa’s whereabouts, skirting the unpleasant ones and building up the appealing ones in her imagination. Vladivostok was close to the west, just across the way from Alaska. What if he had taken a fishing boat and simply sailed off towards freedom? Perhaps he intended to send for his daughters one day, but communication between the Soviet Union and the west was still fraught. This idea, formed in her childhood, had acquired all the durability of truth. For his sake, she had learned English. Partly from a cassette that Sofi had, but mostly, in the last year, from the English romance novels that Natalya had brought home. The people Natalya worked with dealt in goods that were impossible to get anywhere else, and which were certainly not for sale to the public. Lena started off slowly, but soon began devouring the novels quicker and quicker.

				‘I thought I might find you here.’

				Lena’s head snapped up and she whirled around. Then she smiled in relief. It was only Konstantin, one of the other cleaners and, owing to a secret kiss in the broom cupboard a week ago, her new boyfriend.

				She moved away from the window and grabbed stiff, fresh sheets off her trolley. ‘You frightened me,’ she said.

				‘What time is your break?’ he asked, his clear blue eyes fixed on hers.

				‘Eleven.’

				‘Ah. I’m at eleven thirty. We’ll miss each other. And I’m off the next two days.’

				She shook out the sheet, spreading it over the mattress. Her arms were getting used to this movement now, and she had noticed hard little muscles forming on her shoulders. ‘I’ll see you on Saturday evening, though. You’re still coming for dinner, aren’t you?’

				‘Of course.’ He closed the door behind him and playfully tackled her, pinning her to the bed.

				‘Konstantin,’ she complained, without any real anger.

				He kissed her. A little too wetly. But he was her first boyfriend, so she had nothing to compare his kisses to. He was nineteen and gorgeous, that was enough.

				‘You are very beautiful, Lena,’ he murmured against her ear.

				She smiled up at the ceiling. She loved to hear it. Growing up, she had developed crushes on a lot of boys, but they were usually only interested in Natalya. It was nice to have her independence in this job, to be free of comparisons with her sister. She was looking forward to him turning up for dinner at her place. Tall, gorgeous, more a man than a boy. Natalya would finally see that she wasn’t the only one who could attract male attention.

				His hand wandered to her breast. She let him touch her for a moment, but when he tried to move inside her blouse she pushed his hand away. ‘No, Konstantin. Let me get back to work. The floor supervisor is around this morning.’

				He jumped off the bed and held out a hand to help her up. His lips brushed her cheek. ‘See you Saturday,’ he said with a smile.

				She watched him leave, admiring his square shoulders and narrow hips. It took her a few minutes to collect herself, to shake off the love-struck feeling and get on with finishing the beds and cleaning the bathroom. When the room was restored to neat blandness, she backed out into the hallway with her trolley, colliding with her supervisor.

				‘Lena,’ the woman said with a downturn of her thin lips. ‘Did I hear you speaking with the American visitors this morning?’

				‘No. I mean, yes. They asked me which floor the breakfast room was on. I told them, that’s all.’

				‘Very well,’ she said, distracted, checking her clipboard. Then she was on her way.

				Lena relaxed. Not so dangerous after all. She would keep her eyes and ears open for other American visitors. She would never accept, as Aunt Stasya suggested, that Papa was not coming back. She knew he was out there somewhere and, one day, she would find him.

				•

				Sofi didn’t remember them making a conscious decision to reprise their Thursday afternoon ritual of buying ice-creams on Nevsky Prospekt. Once their teenage years had brought them a little more independence, it had just seemed natural. Mama still worked the late shift that afternoon, and at any time of year there was something magical about being on the busy street, lights glittering against dusk skies, birds flying home above the crisscross network of tramlines.

				It was early spring, the snow had nearly melted and the days were growing mercifully longer. Sofi and Lena met outside Moscow Station, then headed across to the markets where Natalya worked in a second-hand shop. They entered the cavernous shop with its scarred wooden floors and its rickety trestle tables covered with Party literature, old books, musty mismatched clothes, plastic toys that smelled of sanitising chemicals. Natalya was ignoring the queues forming, and smoked a cigarette while chatting to a tall man whose eyes never left her face. Sofi felt the familiar disbelieving admiration as she regarded her cousin. Natalya was tall and lean, with skin that glowed as if it were polished, and thick chestnut hair scooped lazily into a ponytail. Her eyes were clear and blue, her nose fine and straight, and her mouth a perfect bow. No wonder her companion was mesmerised. Sofi stole a glance at Lena. She, too, had a slender body, shining hair, unblemished skin. But she was slightly shorter than her sister, her hazel eyes less exotic, her smile more toothy. It was unfair, and Sofi acknowledged that. Under ordinary circumstances, Lena would be thought a great beauty. But it was her misfortune to be a shining star positioned next to a supernova.

				Sofi had long since learned not to think about her own looks, and to fulfil the role as the clever girl instead. She was in her second year of study at Leningrad State University. Geology. She didn’t want to be a geologist, she wanted to make jewellery, but there was no pathway into that career for her. The state had decided she would make a good geologist, and so she did as she was expected to do. Sometimes, in geochemistry class, she would get sidelined into researching the mystical properties of stones and thinking about ways they would work themselves into jewellery designs. But then it was back to soil composition, or learning lists of isotopes.

				Natalya saw them and unfolded her lean body, butting out her cigarette beneath her toe. ‘I’ve got a surprise!’ she called.

				Her companion, a bear-eyed man named Tolya who Sofi suspected was an inveterate racketeer, smiled and held a finger theatrically to his lips, a shushing gesture. Natalya said something to him quickly, gathered up her bag and hurried over, grabbing Lena and Sofi by the wrists. ‘General Hospital,’ she whispered. ‘Twenty episodes!’

				Lena gasped, eyes rounded in delight. Natalya was friends with people who could get anything na levo, whether through exploiting contacts, bribery or the black market. And what Natalya and Lena wanted more than anything else was American soap operas. One of Natalya’s ex-boyfriends had set up a video player in their apartment and they had both become addicted to General Hospital. Sofi had to admit that, despite the awkward Russian dubbing by a single male voice, she found it quite compelling too.

				‘Can we go straight home and watch them?’ Lena asked. ‘Aunt Stasya hates it.’

				‘It’s the first warm afternoon of spring,’ Sofi said. ‘Let’s have ice-creams, in memory of Papa.’

				Lena conceded quickly, and the three of them made their way out to Nevsky Prospekt, where they bought ice-creams from a vendor and then wandered down across Fontanka Canal towards the Summer Gardens. The snow melt had left a stinking wake of rotting vegetation, but the first tight green shoots on the maples and elms cheered her. Long shadows pulled out of the trees as they found a bench in front of a dirty statue. Two soldiers walked past, tidy in their red-trimmed khaki uniforms and black caps. Sofi remembered, as a child, always thinking the soldiers seemed frighteningly male and aggressive. Now she could see they were often young pale-faced men, with no more of an idea about how the world should work than she had.

				When they had gone, Natalya opened her bag to release the loot.

				‘Here, Lena, more books for you.’

				She handed Lena four yellowing paperbacks with lurid covers and English writing on them. Sofi was taking electives in English, but her language skills were nowhere approaching Lena’s abilities.

				‘And here,’ Natalya said, pulling out two video tapes in worn cardboard sleeves, ‘is Dr Noah Drake.’

				Lena put her hand on her heart and faked a swoon. ‘My future husband.’

				‘What about this Konstantin fellow?’ Natalya shot back, leaping to her feet and holding the video tapes just out of Lena’s grasp.

				Lena giggled. ‘He’s almost as good-looking.’

				‘I’ll be the judge of that Saturday night,’ Natalya said, handing the tapes to Lena and sitting down.

				‘I have something for you too, Sofi,’ Natalya said, rummaging again. ‘Tolya had them, he was going to sell them but I said I’d take them.’ She smiled, a cat who had eaten the cream. ‘And Tolya always does what I say.’ She pulled out a small cloth bag and dropped it in Sofi’s palm. ‘Go on, look.’

				Sofi opened the bag and shook it out. Three polished pieces of quartz crystal dropped into her lap.

				‘Lucky crystals,’ Natalya continued. ‘I thought you might need them. You know, for your exams.’

				Sofi fingered the edges thoughtfully. Did she need luck? That would depend on how she viewed her life. Losing her father young; having to share a mother who struggled to feed them and keep them on the right path; burying her dreams of a life of art to focus on geology. From that perspective, she was unlucky. Sometimes she felt as though she had been forcibly placed on the wrong train, and it was speeding towards a destination a long way from where she wanted to be. Sofi Chernova, geologist. It was going to happen whether she liked it or not. But then, Mama always warned her against negativity.

				She didn’t need luck with her exams, she was already topping her class. Instead, she could make something with these crystals.

				‘Sofi doesn’t need luck any more than the rest of us,’ Lena sniffed.

				‘I love them, Natalya,’ Sofi said. ‘I’ll make you a necklace each.’

				‘Like you used to when we were little. Remember? American princesses.’ Natalya twisted her pretty mouth into a bitter smile. ‘Maybe I need the lucky crystals, if I ever want to be a movie star.’

				‘Imagine being on General Hospital and getting to kiss Noah Drake,’ Lena said, tapping the videos with her knuckles. ‘Better than making beds for tourists.’

				‘Better than selling second-hand clothes to old men,’ Natalya agreed.

				They sat in silence for a few minutes, brought low by the reality of adulthood, the forced extraction of childish fantasies.

				‘Hey, cheer up,’ Sofi said. ‘Everything’s changing. We might get to Hollywood yet.’ She couldn’t make her voice sound confident.

				Natalya forced a smile. ‘Let’s not think about it. Let’s go home and watch General Hospital instead.’

				•

				Sofi jumped when the door to the apartment opened. She had imagined she would have the place to herself for the whole day. The table was strewn with beads, polished stones, spools of shiny wire, tools, and hundreds of tiny handmade loops. Usually the materials were all packed up in a battered sewing basket and stored under Sofi’s bed. But once a week – when everyone else was at work and she had no classes – it all came out.

				Mama frowned at her. ‘I hope you’ll clean that mess up.’

				‘Of course. Why aren’t you at work?’

				Mama’s fingers fluttered over her temple. ‘I’m ill.’ She pulled out a chair and sat down next to Sofi. ‘My head is pounding.’ She picked up the necklace Sofi was working on. ‘This is beautiful.’

				Sofi smiled, pleased to be able to show somebody her work in progress. She leaned over, hooking her arm around Mama’s shoulders. ‘I’m making three: one for me, one for Natalya, and one for Lena. You see, I’ve set these polished crystals in a netted bezel I wove myself, and then chosen a bead design for each of us. Blue for Natalya, green for Lena, and purple for me.’ She pulled up short of explaining how much work had gone into making the headpins, wrapped loops and eyes, or how the work consumed her: beyond the point where her hands ached from bending and cutting; beyond the point where she closed her eyes at night and all she could see were strands of silver-coloured wire, variegated patterns of glass and opaque beads. ‘It’s a surprise, so don’t tell them,’ she finished.

				Mama was still studying the necklace: Natalya’s, blue to match her eyes. Sofi leaned her head onto Mama’s shoulder.

				‘It’s very fine work, Sofi,’ Mama said. ‘You must have spent a lot of time learning these skills.’

				‘I do spend a lot of time on it. It’s my passion.’

				Mama pulled away and handed her the necklace, eyebrows raised. ‘I hope you aren’t neglecting your studies.’ She slipped into a gentle, yet familiar lecture about the importance of securing a good job, about the future of the Soviet Union being uncertain now that the ways were changing, about how pleased she was to have had a secure job for the last twenty-six years and how it had allowed her to provide for the girls even in the most desolate of times.

				Sofi nodded through it, fingers itching to get back to her work.

				‘But Mama,’ she ventured, ‘don’t you get bored at the bakery? You’ve never done anything different, or had a promotion, or changed location.’

				‘I’m needed there,’ Mama replied firmly. ‘I think there are few things as important in life as being needed. People come to me every day to buy their bread. If the bakery was closed because I didn’t feel like going to work, what would they do? Today, it took me three hours to convince the baker to let me go home sick. I’m that important.’ She shook her head. ‘I’m sorry, my dear. I’m sick and cranky. Perhaps I should leave you be and go lie down.’

				‘Can I get you anything?’

				‘No, no. I will be fine.’ Mama moved off towards her bedroom.

				Sofi picked up a set of pliers in each hand and began the task of closing loops inside one another. Mama’s ideas about being needed in the community were powerful ones, ideas taught since the first day of school. Sofi had grown up knowing about equality, justice, the supremacy of the collective. But at eighteen years of age, her own individual journey seemed acutely significant.

				The necklaces on the table were charms, set with the lucky crystals Natalya had given her. But now Sofi mulled over the notion of luck. It seemed a primitive idea, like the silly superstitions that Mama couldn’t shake off: don’t loan sharp objects, don’t shake hands through a doorway, don’t cut your fingernails on exam days. What she needed was not luck. If she wanted to make jewellery, she needed to be somewhere there was a market for it; she needed money and materials. Without those things, she was stuck with soil sampling. She wanted to escape to the west as much as her cousins, though she wasn’t caught up in fantasies about movie stars. Everything was changing in the Soviet Union. Perhaps there was something she could do to lift herself out of her circumstances.

				The sudden thought of the three of them going, and Mama being left behind alone, gave her pause. But she pushed those feelings aside; she would cross that bridge later. For now, she had to apply her clever mind to the problem, look for an opportunity, and make her own dreams fly.

				•

				Natalya first saw the beautiful man at the Gostiny Dvor metro station. She was hurrying home, reluctantly. She’d been having a wonderful time with Tolya and his friends, swigging vodka from a passed-around bottle, smoking rolled cigarettes in the park. She had almost changed her mind, not gone home. But Lena’s dinner party was tonight, and her sister was so keen for her to meet this new boyfriend. She couldn’t let Lena down.

				Then she spied the beautiful man in the concourse, under the wide arched roof, as he was checking in his pockets for change. He had the kind of looks she always appreciated in men: powerfully built, with intense eyes. She may have forgotten him, had she not happened to sit opposite him on the train. It was Saturday afternoon, the carriage was half-empty, so there was nowhere to look but into his eyes. As the train stopped and started, as the carriage emptied the further they went up the line, their gazes became hotter. A woman with a pink-faced baby was sitting next to her. The baby babbled and whined, but Natalya didn’t notice. She glanced away and back at the man, and always his eyes were waiting for hers to return. Finally, the woman alighted with her baby. He smiled. She smiled. And he slid over to sit next to her. His thigh pressed against hers, seemed to burn through her skirt.

				The last passenger left on the train, halfway up the carriage, was an elderly woman in a blue headscarf. She dozed into her chest. An inspector in a long grey coat, with a round fur ushanka on his head, paced down the aisle before letting himself into the next carriage. Natalya felt a tickling sensation at her hip. She looked down; the man – who she guessed was about the same age as her – was stroking her with the back of his hand. She smiled, delighted and scared by the naughty game. She dropped her hand by her side, he caught her fingers in his. Her heart thudded as he casually placed her hand in his lap, edging his folded coat over the top of it so they wouldn’t be seen. She could feel a hard lump under the fabric of his pants. Thrilling. She was not inexperienced with men: she’d had dozens of boyfriends. But this man’s boldness was intoxicating. So far, she’d had sex twice, once each with two different men, and both times it was an incredible disappointment. Right now, though, she felt she understood what all the fuss was about. She leaned into him and his arm slid around her back, his hand creeping up to cup her breast.

				The door between the carriages opened with a clatter and a blast of stale air. The inspector returned and she and the man slid apart quickly. Her pulse was thundering at her throat. She was only one stop from home and she had to – had to – find a place to go with the man, to press her body against his and enjoy him properly.

				‘I have to get out at the next stop,’ she said.

				‘Me too. I’m supposed to be meeting somebody, but . . .’

				‘We should find somewhere. We can’t go to my place.’

				‘Is there a park? Somewhere secluded?’

				She laughed, feeling wild, young. ‘You’ve made me forget all my manners. I don’t even know your name.’

				He smiled. ‘It’s Konstantin.’

				•

				Aunt Stasya gently shook Lena’s shoulder. She turned from the window. Six o’clock had passed an hour ago. It was dark outside. Konstantin hadn’t arrived.

				‘Shall we eat?’ Stasya said.

				‘Can we wait another ten minutes?’

				‘I’m starving,’ Sofi said.

				Natalya was silent, sitting on the sofa looking at Lena sadly.

				‘I don’t think your Konstantin is coming,’ Stasya said.

				She was right, of course. Lena wished she could call him, but he was living in an apartment without a phone. She didn’t know what she feared most: that he had been killed in an accident on the way to her place, or that he had simply stood her up. She took one last look down to the street. Headlights moved past, nobody stopped. She dragged herself to their new dining table, crammed into the corner of the sitting room, where Natalya and Sofi already sat. Aunt Stasya went out to the kitchen and returned with a plate heaped with blini. Lena didn’t have an appetite. She pushed her food around on her plate as the conversation at the table moved on without her.

				Eventually, Stasya tapped Lena’s hand with the back of her fork. ‘You see, this is why I don’t think it’s a good idea to have a boyfriend at your age,’ she said.

				‘Aunt Stasya, you don’t think it’s a good idea at any age,’ Natalya said.

				‘That’s not true,’ she replied. ‘But you have to be careful with boys. They all want . . . you know . . .’

				Natalya rolled her eyes. ‘What? “Intimate relations”?’

				This was the term Stasya used to talk about sex. Not that she talked about sex very often; just enough to remind them that marriage should come first.

				Lena wasn’t a prude, but she did like the idea of being in love before sharing her body with somebody. Lately, she’d imagined that somebody might be Konstantin. And she knew he felt the same. Why else would he find her whenever he could at the hotel, cover her in hot, secret kisses? Dread washed over her. If he felt the same, then something bad must have happened to stop him coming. She rose. ‘I have to go and look for him,’ she said. ‘He might be sick, or dead, or . . .’

				‘Just sit down,’ Natalya said gently. ‘He’s probably fine.’

				‘Well, if he’s fine, why isn’t he here?’ Lena heard her voice shake, and swallowed back tears.

				There was a short silence, then Stasya said, ‘Perhaps he’s not as interested as you thought.’

				A crushing sense of vulnerability overwhelmed her. The three of them looking at her with pitying eyes – especially Natalya, who boys were always interested in – thinking that she had been a fool, that she had imagined Konstantin’s interest.

				‘I’m not hungry,’ she muttered. ‘Can I go to my room?’

				Stasya nodded and waved her away, not meeting her eye. Lena couldn’t tell if her aunt was angry with her or ashamed of her. She slipped away towards the bedroom, taking one last glance down at the street. Searching for somebody who wouldn’t arrive.

				•

				Natalya rested her shoulder on a cold stone wall, smoking, tapping her foot, waiting for Lena to emerge from the front doors of the hotel. Drunks gathered in pairs or groups of three outside the entrance to Aleksandra-Nevskogo station. Periodically, she could feel the metro rumbling below her feet. It was Monday, Lena’s first shift since she had been stood up at dinner. Today, she would have asked Konstantin why he didn’t come. Natalya didn’t know what Konstantin would tell her; she had urged him (under threat) to be discreet. But no matter what he said, Lena would be upset. So Natalya had charmed Tolya into letting her off work early so she could be here for her sister. Tolya was usually pliable.

				She leaned her head back, blowing a stream of smoke into the air. A thickset man in overalls stared at her as he walked past. She closed her eyes, ignoring him, feeling oddly guilty that she should attract such attention simply by standing there. The disaster with Konstantin weighed heavily on her. As soon as she’d realised who he was, she had gone cold, jumped away from him, berated him for being so faithless to her sister. She had warned him to stay away from both of them forever, had mentioned her friends at the second-hand shop who would certainly enjoy enforcing her instructions, and told him to let Lena down gently and never to mention meeting Natalya. She had done everything she could to make things right; but they could never be made right. It wasn’t her fault, she hadn’t meant to, but she had stolen her sister’s boyfriend.

				Natalya opened her eyes just in time to see Lena, a zip-up cardigan over her uniform, moving away from the huge entrance doors to the hotel. Natalya called out to her, waving. Lena approached, looking wary.

				‘What are you doing here?’

				‘I got off early, thought I’d come and meet you.’ She touched her sister’s shoulder. ‘How did it go with Konstantin?’

				‘He’s alive and well, of course,’ Lena said with a resigned shrug.

				‘Anything else?’

				Lena’s bottom lip trembled, signalling that she was about to cry, just as it had since she was a little girl. Natalya gathered her up and held her close, stroking her hair.

				‘Sh, sh, little sister,’ she said. ‘It’s all right.’

				‘It’s not all right. He says he changed his mind, he doesn’t want to be with me any more.’

				‘Then he’s a pig and you’re better off without him.’

				‘I know that. It’s just . . . I feel like such a fool.’

				Lena’s hot tears spilled onto Natalya’s neck, and all Natalya could do was hold her, fighting the guilt swirling in her stomach and vowing that she would be careful in future.

				This could never, never happen again.

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Four

				Chapter Four

				1992

				Sofi had seen the white-painted windows of the marriage agency a hundred times before. It was on the second floor, and her office was on the third. As she walked up the dim stairwell, she often glanced at the frost-haired woman with the long red fingernails and the hard smile who smoked a cigarette in front of the agency. Sofi had never given much thought to what the American Bride agency did. After all, she was in a secure job with a mining company – and not many had secure jobs any more – and had little need for a husband just yet.

				But today was different, and she glanced around quickly to make sure that none of her work colleagues could see her before she pushed the door open and went in.

				•

				The idea had come to her two nights ago. An old friend from her first year of university, Anya Bletsky, had phoned to invite her out for a drink. She hadn’t heard from her in years; Anya hadn’t finished her degree and they had drifted apart.

				Sofi arrived at the pizza restaurant, downstairs off Mytninskaya, a little too early. She was studying the menu when perfumed arms enveloped her, and she looked up to see her friend.

				Anya was dressed beautifully, adorned with glittering jewellery and her hair was streaked almost white-blonde. She had lost the roundness of her teenage years, and with it had gone the dimple in her cheek, the soft curve of her shoulder. She had with her a man. Sofi’s first thought was, how strange to bring her father with her. But no, he was introduced as Barry, her husband, who spoke no Russian. They arranged themselves around the booth, agreed to speak English, and ordered two pizzas to share.

				It took a while for their story to emerge. He was American, they lived now in Seattle, they were here to visit Anya’s mother. The whole time, Sofi watched Barry with a mixture of fascination and distaste. His lips were plump and moist, and he reminded her of a fish. His gaze did not fix in one place, but rather moved around the room avariciously, lighting on young women. Anya did not seem to notice. As she raised her cigarette to her lips, the gold chains around her wrist clanked against each other. She smoked, the lights catching the facets of the diamond on her engagement finger. At last, Barry went off to the cigarette machine and Sofi asked what she had been dying to ask all night.

				‘Where did you meet him?’ she said in Russian.

				‘A marriage broker. We corresponded for a while, then he sent me money to come see him. Gave me this . . .’ She flashed the ring. ‘I said yes and two months later we were married.’

				‘Do you love him?’

				She snorted, and Sofi felt, unaccountably, like a fool. ‘I like him well enough. I don’t see him that often. He works very hard.’

				‘And you? Are you working?’

				‘I don’t need to. Oh, we’ll probably have a baby in a year or so, but for now I’m just enjoying my time. Reading, going to movies, shopping. A far cry from life here, Sofi.’

				Barry was approaching the table. Sofi thought about her friend – young, pretty – having to make love to him. She dropped her voice and said quickly, ‘If you’ll forgive me for saying, it sounds like prostitution.’

				‘There’s not a prostitute in the world who gets paid as much as me,’ Anya said with a smile.

				‘No Russian,’ Barry said, more angrily than he had reason to be.

				Anya turned her face to him for a kiss and Sofi looked away. The seed of an idea had been sown.

				•

				Sofi had thought the American Bride office would be beautifully fitted out, but it wasn’t. There was something almost grubby about it, with its two round tables heaped with photographs of women, its drooping posters of weddings, its dusty framed photographs of smiling young Russian women in bridal attire next to an assortment of much older men. But she pushed aside her misgivings and waited for the woman with the hard smile to get off the phone. She greeted Sofi with barely a flicker of friendliness in her eyes and introduced herself as Regina.

				‘Now, how can I help?’ she said, indicating Sofi should sit with her. She swept a pile of photographs aside with her forearm and one or two fell on the floor. She didn’t pick them up.

				‘I want to know about . . . the process.’

				‘Thinking about marrying an American man?’

				Sofi shrugged, made uncomfortable by the question.

				‘Well,’ Regina continued, ‘who could blame you? We have many wealthy, kind men who are looking for Russian wives. American women are hard, greedy, too independent.’ She moved to a bookcase and brought back a stack of magazines with English writing on the front. ‘We advertise only in quality American magazines.’

				Sofi’s mouth turned down in doubt. The magazine Regina held out for inspection was called Hot Cars and its cover featured a picture of a half-clad woman leaning provocatively over the bonnet of a car. She took it gingerly.

				‘Page eighty-two,’ Regina said.

				The phone rang and she was off again, giving Sofi the chance to look carefully at the advertisement. Four photographs of Russian women. Very beautiful girls, not like the hundred nondescript ones whose photographs were falling off the table. Underneath, the caption read: We are looking for American husbands. Then there was a paragraph about each girl, her first name, her age, her interests. It finished with Hundreds more girls to choose from and the address of the agency.

				Regina was off the phone again. ‘There are many benefits to you. Life is a much better standard in America. Many of our girls live in mansions. It’s not unusual for their fiancés to buy them expensive gifts: watches, perfume, even cars. We offer a life that you couldn’t dream about here.’

				Watches, perfume and cars were not the stuff of Sofi’s dreams. But Regina had hit on a vein of truth. The Soviet Union had fallen. Once, everyone had been poor, but at least the condition was general. Now, a gap had opened up between the haves and have-nots. Businessmen drove up the cost of rents. International companies – like the mining giant Sofi worked for – paid Russian workers a pittance because they knew they could get away with it. She had grown up thinking that hard work would bring her freedom. But it hadn’t. Under the old regime it had brought only more hard work. Under the new regime it brought even greater disappointments: freedom had been glimpsed and then denied. She had to get out of Russia, or else she would be poking around in the dirt for the rest of her days.

				‘How much does it cost?’ she asked.

				‘You pay only for the photography session,’ Regina replied, sliding an unevenly cut information slip over to Sofi. The figure for the photography session was equal to two weeks’ rent. ‘Our American clients bear the costs of introduction. You correspond with your prospective husband until you’re sure he’s right for you. Then he’ll either come here to meet you, or bring you over to him. We assist with all the difficult business: visas, travel arrangements and so on.’

				Sofi was lost in thought a few moments.

				‘Can I book you for photographs?’ Regina said.

				‘I might sleep on it,’ Sofi replied. She indicated the magazine. ‘Can I take this?’

				‘No,’ the other woman said. ‘They cost a lot of money.’

				‘Oh. Sorry.’ She tucked the information slip in her handbag. ‘Thank you for your time.’

				Regina raised a hand; it could have been a farewell wave or a gesture of dismissal. Sofi headed upstairs to her office, but couldn’t concentrate on the file in front of her.

				Visas, travel arrangements: she could manage those herself. Photographs: there were plenty of those around. She would have to find an international bookshop to see if they stocked Hot Cars magazine or something similar, so she could look up the address to place an advertisement. Sofi Chernova didn’t need a marriage broker service, especially if she didn’t intend to marry.

				‘Sofi?’ It was her supervisor, a timid woman in her forties. ‘Are you nearly finished with the file?’

				‘Sorry,’ Sofi muttered, making a show of moving papers about. ‘I’ll have it to you by lunchtime.’ She pretended to read the documents, waiting to be alone again before placing her head on the desk and making up her mind.

				Life wasn’t fair. To anyone. She thought about the ad in Hot Cars magazine. We are looking for American husbands.

				If there were rich men in America foolish enough to respond to such advertisements, then she was a poor girl in Russia smart enough to take advantage of them. And she had the perfect bait. Now all she had to do was convince Natalya.

				•

				Natalya hurried along the slick footpath, a magazine held over her head to protect her from the rain. A bus lurched past, belching exhaust fumes and splashing muddy water on her ankles. She slipped down the narrow side street that she and Lena now called home. Yellow light glowed in the apartment window. Warm and dry. The apartment was very comfortable at this time of year, though it was an icebox in winter and a stinking humidity trap in summer.

				She let herself into the building and made her way up the stairs. With a bit of luck, Lena would have cooked dinner already. Natalya’s days were very full at the moment. She worked in a shoe shop during the day: her eighth job in five years. Then she hurried straight from work to the Shining Smile Modelling and Acting Academy, where she was doing a three-month course. It was costing her every rouble she had, and quite a few roubles from her boss and current boyfriend, Valery. He thought if he helped pay her fees, she might sleep with him. He was wrong. She had already tired of him, but couldn’t split up with him until she’d found a new job to go to.

				The apartment smelled delicious and Sofi was there, making soup while Lena toasted bread. It wasn’t unusual for Sofi to drop by; they were all still very close. The space was tiny: a combined kitchen and living space, one bedroom for the two of them, and a poky bathroom with no bath. The walls were decorated with Lena’s pin-ups of Charlie Sheen and Natalya’s pin-ups of former Soviet models who had made it big in America. Natalya went to the bedroom to dry herself off and change into her pyjamas, and joined them at the table. The girls gossiped while they ate, and Natalya relaxed, putting her worries about Valery out of her mind.

				After dinner, when they had squeezed onto the sofa and Sofi produced a block of Belgian chocolate as a treat, Natalya grew suspicious. Sofi didn’t like to spend her money on anything but silver wire and coloured glass beads.

				‘All right, Sofi,’ Natalya said. ‘Cooking us dinner? Belgian chocolate? What’s wrong?’

				Lena paused with a piece of chocolate halfway to her mouth. Sofi smiled, indicated she should keep eating. ‘I have an idea,’ she said. ‘I need your help with it.’

				Natalya laughed. ‘Why do I feel worried?’

				Sofi moved from the sofa to the floor so she could see them both while she spoke. She wrapped her arms around her knees and paused for effect, making sure they were listening closely before proceeding. ‘Natalya,’ she said, ‘you want to be an actress, you want to live in glamorous places, be famous.’

				‘I want that too,’ Lena squeaked, and Natalya fought her usual impatience with her younger sister. Why couldn’t she find her own dream to aspire to?

				‘Yes,’ Natalya said slowly.

				‘But you work in a . . . where do you work this week?’

				‘Shoe shop,’ Natalya grudgingly admitted. ‘Though I’m looking for something else.’

				‘And Lena, you’ve been working at the hotel for five years. I’ve been working for the mining company for three years. Not one of us is doing what we want.’

				Her hand had unconsciously gone to the bracelet around her wrist: a three-strand design of gradated pink and purple beads, with a silver flower hanging next to the clasp. How Natalya had coveted that bracelet, one of the first Sofi had made with real silver instead of wire.

				‘I’m saving,’ Lena protested. ‘For a ticket to America.’

				‘It will be years before you can afford to go,’ Sofi responded. ‘Especially now you’re paying rent on this place. Admit it, we’re all stuck. We need to get out of Russia, but we can’t. And the longer we stay, the harder it will get. Responsibilities mount up. In five years, any one of us could be married, have children. Then how do we get away? What happens to our dreams?’

				Natalya felt as though her throat was closing up. ‘I’m doing an acting course,’ she said weakly, already knowing that it meant nothing. Each of the other twenty-four girls in her class imagined that they would be ‘discovered’ while working in their demeaning jobs and magically transported to Hollywood for a life of fame and wealth. She sighed. ‘What do you have in mind?’ she asked Sofi.

				‘What are you prepared to do?’ Sofi shot back, her serious mouth set in a firm line.

				‘Almost anything,’ Lena said.

				‘Anything,’ Natalya said. ‘Absolutely anything.’

				•

				By the end of the following month, they had already made twelve hundred American dollars. Using one of Natalya’s glamorous photographs taken during her acting course, and the address of a burnt-out apartment in the adjacent block, they advertised for prospective American husbands in an American magazine. Then they charged the twenty men who responded a sixty-dollar ‘introduction fee’ in cash. So far, not one of them had written back to complain that there had been no introductions; in fact, no further correspondence had eventuated. Perhaps sixty dollars wasn’t much to an American man: it was a quarter what a large agency would charge them. But Sofi suspected, too, that these men were too embarrassed to complain. She tried to place another ad, increasing the introduction fee. The magazine refused to take her booking; they’d had complaints. Undeterred, she found another magazine, tripled the introduction fee and did it again.

				They were doing well, the money was coming in; surely it wouldn’t be long before they started the process of applying for visas, booking plane tickets . . . The thoughts filled Sofi with thrilling feelings. But as their success grew, she realised she had to confront her feelings about leaving Mama behind. Her mother had no idea that she would soon be losing the only family she had left in Russia.

				And yet, how could she stay? It was natural for children to fly the nest. She and Mama were close, but wore on each other’s nerves. Sofi wasn’t a little girl any more, she had her own ideas and opinions; and they often clashed with Mama’s, who still held by the entrenched beliefs of her Soviet youth. It was well past time for Sofi to move on. If Papa had still been alive, she wouldn’t have the slightest qualm about going.

				But Papa wasn’t alive, and their little family had been crippled by that awful event; and she and Mama had clung together all the harder for it.

				At the start of summer, the stash of money under Natalya’s bed was growing nicely. But it still wasn’t enough. They had very clearly decided what they wanted: enough money for three airfares and six months’ living costs in New York or Los Angeles. Sofi didn’t intend for their trip overseas to be a holiday; she wanted to stay long enough to start a business. She was in the process of finding another magazine to advertise in when the letter arrived.

				Lena brought it over to Sofi’s place one afternoon, her face pale as a sheet. ‘It’s a bad one,’ she said.

				Sofi quickly scanned it. It seemed they had upset a lawyer, who was now making vague threats about bringing them to justice. Most importantly, he said he had advised the advertising sales departments at forty-four magazine publishing companies. There would be no more ads. The party was over.

				‘What’s wrong?’ Mama asked, noticing their ashen faces, the disappointed slump of their shoulders.

				‘Nothing, Mama,’ Sofi said brightly. Then, under her voice, she said to Lena, ‘Meeting at your place. One hour.’

				The apartment was in semi-darkness when Sofi arrived. Natalya and Lena were trying to save money on their power bill so they only ran one light bulb at night. They sat around the kitchen table with the shoebox full of letters in front of them, while the clock on the stove ticked softly and the muffled sound of traffic moved past outside.

				‘I have a plan,’ Sofi said, realising she was nervous and rolling her shoulders. ‘But it’s not for the faint-hearted.’

				‘I’m not faint-hearted,’ Natalya laughed, and they both looked at Lena.

				‘Let’s hear it,’ she said.

				Sofi tapped the shoebox. ‘My friend Anya said her fiancé bought her expensive gifts, sent money for airfares, even before he met her. I wonder if there are a few men in here who might be so generous.’

				Lena’s brow furrowed. ‘So you want to take this a step further? Trick them out of more money?’

				‘I’ll do it,’ Natalya said, raising her chin almost imperceptibly. She looked noble, queenly. ‘We’re poor, they’re rich.’

				‘We’ll find five or six of them,’ Sofi said. ‘Lena will write them letters; she has the best English. We’ll send more photos, promises. We’ll see if we can convince one to send money. Then . . . same as last time. We stop writing.’

				Yes, her heart was definitely thudding. Before, it had almost been like a game, where the stakes were low and the rewards matched. Now it was high risk. Not just legally, but morally. Secretly, she hoped that Lena would disagree, shut the idea down.

				‘Lena?’ she said.

				Lena glanced from one to the other. ‘Can we just choose one man? For a start? I read all their letters. Some of them are unpleasant, but some of them, they’re nice. They don’t deserve to be treated so badly.’

				Natalya rolled her eyes, but Sofi patted Lena’s hand.

				‘Bless you, cousin. You have a big heart.’ Sofi flipped the top off the shoebox. ‘All right, then. We read every letter, and we find the richest unpleasant man in there. Then we get to work on him.’ She had a deep sense of something shifting inside her. Was it her youthful innocence slipping away? The thought terrified her. And yet inside the shoebox was her way out of Russia and into a new life.

				•

				His name was Roy Creedy from DeKalb, Illinois, and they found him because Lena remembered him. A racist who had complimented Natalya on not looking ‘like a chink like a lot of Russian ladies’; a braggart who had posed like a slug on a silver spoon in his red sports car for the photo he sent; and an undeniably rich man who was very comfortable to talk about the shopping mall that he owned and the over-inflated rents he was screwing his lessees with. He was perfect.

				Lena still had misgivings as she wrote the first letter. Some of them were moral. Taking a little money from a lot of men was very different from targeting one. But other misgivings were born of silly old jealousies. She was nominated as letter-writer because of her excellent English and also because her years of reading romance novels gave her a fine vocabulary for love letters. But it was Natalya’s photographs they enclosed. Lena knew she was easily attractive enough to entice any man – and certainly a man like Roy Creedy – but it was never suggested. Natalya was the most beautiful; everyone accepted it without hesitation. And, stupidly, she felt overlooked.

				As they packaged up the letter and sent it, she found herself hoping that perhaps Roy Creedy wouldn’t respond, that they wouldn’t have to go through with the scam. Then she found herself equally hoping that he would answer, that they would get their money and be on their way to Hollywood.

				Lena wasn’t sure precisely what she’d do once she got to Hollywood. Natalya was very clear on her desire to be a movie star, and had taken acting lessons. Lena had always dreamed about it too, but in the way a younger sister accepts unquestioningly her older sister’s wisdom. She had to admit that, more than dreams of stardom (which would be nice if they came true), she hoped that in America she might finally find her father.

				Within two weeks, Roy Creedy had written back.

				The three girls sat down in the kitchen with his letter and read it carefully. He confessed to wariness, and suggested they corresponded for a little while before rushing into meeting.

				‘Let’s find somebody else,’ Natalya said. ‘This could take ages.’

				‘No,’ Sofi responded, twirling a strand of her fair hair thoughtfully. ‘He’s serious. We want somebody who’s serious. The rewards would be greater.’ She laughed self-consciously.

				Natalya turned her gaze to Lena. ‘You have to woo him,’ she said. ‘Your letters have to make him fall for you really hard.’

				Lena took a deep breath. ‘It seems wrong somehow.’

				‘Of course it’s wrong,’ Sofi said gently. ‘But you have a lifetime to make up for this sin. A lifetime in a land of boundless opportunities.’

				Natalya was more practical. ‘He has a lot of money. He won’t miss it.’

				‘But if he falls in love . . .’

				‘He won’t fall in love. You can’t fall in love with someone you’ve never met. He’ll think it’s love, but he’ll get over it.’

				And so the dance began.

				He was forty-eight, had suffered through a messy divorce – ‘I gave the bitch half a million to shut up’ – and was looking for somebody ‘more old-fashioned, who wants a man to be a man’. They wrote once a fortnight and, beneath his brittle exterior, Lena thought she began to see his heart. He was hurt, and afraid. That was for certain. She grew to pity him for his unpleasantness, which was obviously a social handicap. She was forgiving of him in her letters and he warmed to her forgiveness. He said that he was in love. Though who he was in love with, Lena couldn’t guess. It was Natalya’s photo pinned to his wall. But it was with Lena that he had forged a connection. Every time one of his letters arrived and Natalya or Sofi opened it, she felt that something sacred had been violated.

				In the meantime, Natalya posed for more photographs and tried to improve her English. She approached this task through watching Santa Barbara and occasionally picking up an English study guide listlessly, before putting it aside and declaring that it would be easy enough to learn once they actually got to America. Sofi, for her part, began gathering forms for visas, started the process of getting passports for all of them, researched work regulations in other countries, set up an international bank account, and went through the shoebox to identify more suitable marks for their next venture.

				They were a magnificent team, but Lena wondered how many times they could do this before they all started to get hard and cold.

				And as much as she dreamed of a bright future out of Russia, she wondered if the cost might be too high.

				•

				Roy Creedy had promised a Christmas present and Natalya became obsessed with speculating what it might be.

				‘A diamond necklace,’ she suggested.

				Sofi laughed. ‘Nobody sends diamonds through the mail.’

				But Natalya could tell Sofi hoped for a diamond necklace too.

				Every afternoon after work Natalya checked the mailbox they were using. Every afternoon she was disappointed.

				One Wednesday, in the second week of December, when a light snow had frosted the dirty street and made it look almost pretty, she came home to find Lena and Sofi waiting for her. Both jumped off the sofa as the door opened, and Natalya paused, wary.

				‘What’s happened?’

				‘The present has come,’ Lena said. ‘I called Sofi right away.’

				‘It’s not what we thought,’ Sofi explained. ‘And we can’t sell it.’

				Natalya dropped her bag, wondering why Lena was chewing her lip nervously. ‘Why not? What is it?’

				Sofi brandished a slip of papers. ‘It’s a plane ticket. Your name. He’s given you a couple of months to get organised with a passport and so on. February fourteenth. In America, this is Valentine’s Day.’

				Natalya snatched the ticket from Sofi’s hand. There was her name, printed on a plane ticket to Chicago. A return flight with no return date yet set. The thrill started in her toes and surged up through her.

				‘We’ll understand if you don’t want to go,’ Sofi was saying. ‘We don’t really know him, you’d be by yourself and your English isn’t great. If only he’d sent money instead, we could have –’

				‘Of course I’ll go,’ Natalya said brusquely.

				There was a moment of shocked silence, then Lena said, ‘Really? Without us?’

				‘I’ll be fine.’ She waved the ticket. ‘I’m going to America.’

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Five

				Chapter Five

				Lena was sorting reservation cards during a quiet moment on the front desk when the shadow of her supervisor fell over her.

				‘Lena,’ he said, his stern features set in hard lines, ‘I need to speak with you.’

				Alexei Andreev was a presence to be feared. So far Lena had only met him twice. Once when she’d had her interview for the front-desk position, and the second time when she’d arrived late and he’d had to fill in for her by checking in a busload of Japanese tourists. He had roared at her, oblivious to the shocked expressions on the tourists’ faces. With his immaculate suit, his imposing height and his rumoured underground crime connection, he had become like a bogeyman in her imagination.

				She followed him meekly to his office, where he indicated she should sit down. He sat opposite, turning a white card over in his fingers. She saw what it was immediately and squirmed.

				‘I can explain,’ she started, but he shook his head and made a gesture that suggested she should keep her lips closed.

				He held the card in front of him, slipped on his reading glasses and, with a theatrical tone, read from the side printed in Russian: ‘Viktor Ivanovich Chernov, born 1943. Dark hair, brown eyes, medium build. Please contact Lena Viktorovna Chernova, Oleg-Vladimirsky pl. apartment 11B, Leningrad.’ He took his glasses off slowly and fixed her in his icy gaze. ‘Do you want to know how I got this?’

				She remained silent.

				‘An American guest complained to me. She said you had given it to her, forced it on her. I think you’ve forgotten that the Americans are still wary of Russians; they think the KGB still watch everything we do. She thought you might be some kind of spy.’ He laughed, flicking the card towards her. ‘I told her you hadn’t the intellect for espionage. You haven’t even corrected your address. Leningrad has been St Petersburg for years.’

				Lena picked up the card. She didn’t explain that it had cost her a lot of money to have the cards printed so changing the city name was not an option. Nor did she tell him that she had given one of the cards to every American tourist and most English-speaking Japanese tourists (Vladivostock was, after all, very close to Japan and perhaps Papa had taken his chances there) since she had had them printed two years ago. Instead she said, ‘I’m sorry. I know I shouldn’t have done it. I won’t do it again.’

				‘I assume this man is your father?’

				‘He is.’

				‘If he disappeared in 1976, the likelihood is that he upset somebody in the Party. Many people “disappeared”. But you think he’s still alive?’

				‘Yes. I do.’ Even as she said it, she knew that she could not hold on to that hope much longer.

				His pity took the edge off his anger. ‘Lena Viktorovna, I would be pleased if you would leave the guests to enjoy their holidays without harassment. If I discover you continuing with this nonsense, I will dismiss you from employment.’
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