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			‘But we are émigrés, and for émigrés all countries are dangerous.’

			Irmgard Keun

			 

			I: 1925–1927

			 

			1.

			Larissa Kozmyevna Alexandrova and Bruno Volkman were married at the Church of Saint Nicholas in Rostock in September 1925. It was a traditional wedding, if a very one-sided affair, and as she watched her sister and Bruno kneeling before the priest, Margarita had had to swallow the lump in her throat as she thought of their mother and father. Margarita was the only bridesmaid, and Larissa had no choice but to ask their old neighbour from Berlin, Gospodin Gregoryevich Smurov, to give her away. They hadn’t been able to find Alyosha’s whereabouts in Paris. Margarita had written to his Uncle Artyom, but he didn’t have any idea where he might be living, any more than he knew what he was up to. He promised to make enquiries amongst the émigré community, but wrote back to say that, apart from a vague rumour that Alyosha might have left Paris for Prague, which he had been quite unable to verify, nobody seemed to know a thing about him. Of course, Aunt Inessa – Alyosha’s mother – and her husband, Alexei Alexeivich Dashkov, had been invited, but they’d sent their excuses. So as all the guests were from Bruno’s side, apart from Margarita and Gospodin Gregoryevich, it made sense to hold the wedding in Rostock.

			It was a hazy day, oppressively hot even though the sun was obscured. The reception for family, friends and neighbours was held at the family home, and after the service, more than fifty guests spilled through the house and out onto the veranda and garden. A large marquee had been erected, festooned with ivy and flowers, with long tables laid ready for the wedding breakfast. Afterwards, a few of the guests followed the old tradition of smashing crockery before the bride and groom, and then to much laughter and applause the couple set to sweeping the broken pieces up, vowing that nothing would ever come to break up the home they would make together. Later on, the band struck up and couples flocked to dance the polonaise.

			Bruno and Larissa were to honeymoon for three weeks in the small town of Graal-Müritz, half way between Rostock and Stralsund, on the Baltic Sea. The destination was the bridegroom’s choice, though his mother had made all the arrangements. Margarita often wondered why the woman was quite so involved in the young couple’s affairs, but buttoned her lip in the company of Larissa. Bruno’s mother clearly adored her only son and had spoiled him. His father seemed pleasant enough. A little old-fashioned in his dark suit and stiff collar, a monocle in his right eye, and streaks of silver in his hair, his great delight in life was sailing his yacht on the Baltic. 

			When the time came for the young couple to leave, they were given a rowdy send-off. Bruno’s best man, Norbert Schmidt, and the rest of his fellow medics from the hospital whistled and hooted when he turned to kiss his new bride before they waved their final farewells. As Margarita smiled and clapped along with everybody else, she mused how she could so easily have chosen to be the one wearing the veil and the orange blossom. 

			2.

			It had been in an open air café-bar in Berlin, some five months earlier, that Arnulf Stradler had asked for her hand in marriage.

			‘I’d consider it a great honour,’ he’d told her before going on to list what he could offer her: love, a home, and the security of belonging. ‘I know,’ she’d answered simply, and had felt sorely tempted to accept; a decision that would have made so much sense had some deeper currents of emotion not swept her in a different direction.

			‘Will you?’ her boss had asked after an agonising moment.

			She’d requested some time to consider. How much time, he’d wanted to know? For how long could she avoid giving him a decision, and put such a vexing question out of her mind? She’d asked for a month and he’d seemed about to demur, but must have decided against it. Arnulf Stradler was on the whole an equable man, and was ready to be patient, as he believed that all things came to those who wait if only they were deserving. As Margarita had grown to know him better, she had seen that underneath the rather stern and haughty exterior there lurked a soft heart. The other girls in the factory would certainly have thought him perfect husband material, and an even better potential father for her children.

			‘Fair enough,’ he’d said as he placed some small change on the table, a disappointing tip from a disappointed man. For Margarita’s part, as she’d turned for home that night, all she’d been able to see before her was a long and pot-holed road, full of pitfalls and puddles – one which would be difficult to navigate.

			3.

			On the Sunday afternoon before the wedding, the two sisters had visited their mother’s grave at the cemetery of Saint Konstantin in Berlin. There were only a few other lonely individuals about, and the crunch of their shoes on the gravel carried clearly on the late August air as they walked along the paths between the graves. On one new tombstone, a young woman lay prostrate, her long dark hair tumbling all about her, her arms spread out, fingers gripping the marble edges, while two small children in summer clothes ran around her in circles.

			After praying for their mother, who had died the previous January, Margarita and Larissa made their way to where their uncle, Fyodor Mikhailovich Alexandrov, was buried. A chaffinch was perched on the headstone, and even when they approached, he stood his ground. Margarita could see the black spot above his bill, the blue-grey feathers on the top of his head and back of his neck, and his conker-coloured breast. His rump was green and his wings were black with two white ribbons across them. He flicked his head as he hopped sideways along the top of the tombstone, as if he was guarding it.

			Larissa whispered that she thought it was Uncle Fyodor. ‘I think he’s trying to tell us something.’

			Her sister replied, ‘He wants you to be a happy bride on your wedding day, Lala.’

			‘Do you think so?’

			‘I do, for sure. Doesn’t matter if Alyosha is there or not. It’s your day.’

			‘I hope it all goes well.’

			‘I’m sure it will be just perfect. You love Bruno, don’t you?’

			‘I love Bruno more than anything in the world.’

			They placed their little bunch of flowers on the grave and stepped back. 

			‘Perhaps the chaffinch is trying to tell us how to find Alyosha in Paris,’ suggested Larissa. 

			‘Or Prague.’ 

			‘Or wherever he is – we’ve no idea, have we?’

			They both fell silent.

			‘Do you think Artyom really did try and find him for us?’ asked Larissa after a moment.

			 ‘What makes you think he might not have done?’ Margarita looked at her sister in surprise.

			‘They weren’t on the best of terms, were they? When Alyosha left Berlin last March he swore he wouldn’t go near Artyom when he got to Paris, and that he’d never ask him for anything ever again.’

			‘Yes, I know,’ said Margarita, ‘but that was only because he’d got it into his head that Artyom had helped Aunt Inessa to get rid of Grete. I think he was in love with her, but of course you can see why his mother didn’t want him involved with a chambermaid.’

			‘What did they do to her then?’ 

			‘Paid her off to leave Berlin. That’s what Alyosha thinks happened, anyway. Though he didn’t know for sure.’

			The chaffinch seemed to be listening to their every word. Then, in an instant, he was gone, and although Margarita scoured the sky for him, he’d been too quick for her. She craned her neck to see if he was perching in the chestnut tree, but there was no peek of him among the leaves.

			4.

			Back in Berlin after the wedding, Margarita soon received a long letter from Larissa saying how happy she was with her new husband; their world was perfection, their love unassailable. She described how Bruno always started the day with calisthenics, performing the exercises naked on the rug in the middle of their room. He spent most of his day fishing, while Larissa went riding over the sand dunes down to the sea, following the water’s edge across the beach. She described their hotel and some of the other guests – the wealthy wool importer and his wife from Hamburg who had bought them champagne when they found out they were newlyweds, and some Russians who knew Aunt Inessa and often lunched with her at the Russian Exiles’ Club in Berlin.

			In the final paragraph, Larissa came up with a proposal which Margarita knew she was in no position to refuse. On their return to Berlin, the young couple were due to move in to the new house that Bruno’s parents had helped him to buy. There was plenty of room for Margarita too, and Bruno had told Larissa he would give her sister a home with them. On reading this, Margarita felt a sense of relief that she no longer had to stay in her miserable apartment, and even better, that she could escape Gospodin Gregoryevich, who had developed feelings towards her since the wedding, although she had made it as clear as she possibly could that she had no interest in him at all.

			Apart from anything else, ever since she had turned down Arnulf Stradler’s marriage proposal, she had been living hand to mouth. Following the rejection, Margarita had found a letter waiting for her on her desk at the carpet factory. The contents had made no sense to her so she’d taken it to her superior, who explained that Stradler, Gebhart & Roessel were going through a difficult period and economies had to be made.

			She had immediately gone to see Arnulf in his office. He’d been icily polite, speaking to her stiffly, never moving from his chair, but he’d made it quite clear to her that she no longer had a job. She’d returned to her desk to collect her few things, then left the building. As she’d walked down Mohorenstrasse, she’d felt a burning sense of injustice which left her limp with exhaustion, and so had decided to ask for advice – although she was not a member – at the offices of Germany’s biggest union, the Allgemeiner Deutscher Gewerkschaftsbund, finding the nearest office to her apartment in the Berlin phone book.

			The next day she’d met with an official, a middle-aged, pleasant man, who, after giving her a cup of tea, had asked her whether she had any insurance payments against periods of unemployment. When she’d shaken her head, he’d informed her that she’d better try the Volksfürsorge, a welfare agency that sometimes gave financial assistance to people who were out of work. Margarita had pressed him to act on her behalf in the face of such an injustice, but he’d explained that the union had battled long and hard with all sorts of employers who had acted in a similar fashion. The trouble was, the union was so short of funds, it was trying to adopt a more conciliatory approach, especially given how much unemployment there was. Slightly aggrieved, Margarita had said that the least he could do was send her ex-employer a letter of complaint, but he’d reminded her kindly enough that, actually, there was no such obligation given that she was not one of their members. With a sinking heart, she’d realised that she would have to embark once more on the soul-destroying task of finding a job.

			At the library on Leipzigerstrasse each day, Margarita was soon expert at turning straight to the situations vacant column in every newspaper. She attended a few interviews but with no luck, and admitted to Larissa that she was starting to feel depressed. Her sister was very sympathetic and persuaded Bruno to buy tickets for some of the performances at the Kroll Opera House, to try and raise her sister’s spirits with music. Margarita and Larissa managed to see Otto Klemperer conducting Tristan und Isolde and the singing and beautiful staging enabled Margarita to lose herself in the wonderful spectacle for a few hours. On another occasion she managed to get herself a cheap ticket to the Philharmonie concert hall on Benenburgerstrasse, where Wilhelm Furtwängler from Leipzig was conducting.

			But more often than not, she spent her evenings alone, feeling that her life was going nowhere.

			5.

			One morning, she spotted a small advertisement which puzzled her. If Berlin’s Academy of Fine Arts was looking for life models, why advertise in Die Rote Fahne of all places? It seemed a little incongruous. Her heart sank a little at the thought of standing naked in front of a roomful of students, but it was paying work.

			She was interviewed by a young lecturer who introduced himself to her as ‘Bi’. Otto Bihalj-Merin – Bi – was a strange-looking individual, his thin lips contrasting with a wide, high forehead, and eyes that shone like stars. His accent was unfamiliar to her.

			‘From Zemun in Hungary originally,’ he explained. To her surprise, she was offered the afternoon session immediately – from two to five. When she took off her clothes and stepped out from behind the screen, seven students faced her – two women and five men. She was told to lie on her side on the chaise longue and look up towards the high window on the opposite wall. Every half an hour she was allowed to take a break and move around a little to ease her aching muscles. It was very dull, but when Bi paid her at the end of the session she felt it was worth the effort. He told her he that he’d been lecturing at the academy for two years and that he’d placed the advertisement in Die Rote Fahne in the hope of doing a favour to a comrade. From the first, Bi took it for granted that Margarita was a communist and this tickled her, but she decided not to disabuse him, especially as he offered her more modelling sessions.

			After that, the lecturer took a lively interest in her and would give her copies of Die Linkskurve, as well as Die Kommunistische International and Inprekor. She came to look forward to their discussions, and she often found herself pondering over some of the questions he posed in his thick accent, such as why the working class was having to pay the price for the failure of the Kaiser and the governing class in the 1914–1918 war.

			‘Is that right? Is that fair? They started the war after all – so they should be the ones to pay the reparations from their own pockets.’

			One evening, as she was returning to her apartment after attending a lecture with Bi at the Marxist Workers’ College on the communist interpretation of visual art, she thought she heard her name being called.

			‘Margarita Kozmyevna!’

			From the hurly-burly of the Kurfürstendamm, a man was striding towards her.

			‘Margarita Kozmyevna! I thought it was you…’

			She recognised the thin little moustache (‘a pimp’s moustache’ according to Larissa), the black button eyes and the full, boyish lips. Sasha Belelyubskii was an old school friend of her father’s. He wore a light-blue jacket with a striped silk handkerchief of claret and blue in the breast pocket, and a matching bow tie. He hugged her and insisted on taking her for coffee.

			‘No, after you indeed,’ he said as he opened the café door for her – he was as painfully courteous as ever. Lighting his cheroot as they waited for their coffee to arrive, he said, ‘I want to hear everything that’s happened to you.’

			‘There’s not really very much to say, apart from that my sister is engaged to be married.’

			He blew his nose neatly. ‘Little Lala? Really? How wonderful.’ He blew his nose a little harder. ‘I remember her like this.’ He held out his hand level with the table. ‘As if it were yesterday. And your mother and father too… your dear father. So sad to think of him. He made such a huge sacrifice for his brother, giving himself up to the Cheka like that. To risk his life so that Fyodor could go free. Kozma Mikhailovich, what a man he was – they don’t make them like that anymore, I’m afraid. So honourable, so dignified. Did you ever find out what became of him in the end?’

			Margarita shook her head, swept by a sudden sadness as she remembered what had been.

			‘Not a word?’

			‘Not one.’

			Sasha looked mournful. Margarita’s father had disappeared into the hands of the Cheka in 1918, and had never been heard of again. Since her mother had died, it was only Larissa who occasionally reminisced about him, but even she mentioned him less and less. Meeting Bruno had given her life a new direction and had let her put the past and its sorrows behind her.

			‘How Kozma Mikhailovich doted on the two of you,’ said Sasha Belelyubskii through a plume of cigar smoke. ‘He told me that often enough…’

			Margarita rather doubted it, as her father had never been one to discuss his feelings. She felt that Sasha was just saying it to comfort her. His eau de cologne was overpowering and, combined with the cigar smoke, made her feel a little nauseous. She remembered her mother complaining that he was never without a cigar in his hand. Ella had disapproved of his habit of dying his hair as well – sometimes a light blonde, other times a dark henna, almost black. There was something very feminine about him, and the general verdict back in Petrograd was that he was rather odd, the type of man who laughs at a funeral and cries at a wedding.

			‘Thank you for your letter of condolence,’ she said, searching for something to say.

			‘Ah, you received it? I’m glad. My apologies for not coming to your mother’s funeral. But I had other things to attend to at the time. At least she is at peace now, removed from this miserable existence.’ He suddenly looked stricken. Sasha Belelyubskii was a bachelor, and thought the world of his own mother. He adored her in fact, would have gladly died for her, and talked about her constantly. Unfortunately, (the reason never became clear to Margarita) he had left her behind in Russia when he fled for Berlin in 1920. This was still an enormous source of anguish.

			Once he had calmed himself, they shook hands and made their farewells outside the café. Margarita watched him disappear from sight, striding down the street quickly and purposefully, like some fervent Christian eager to exit this world for the one beyond.

			6.

			Bruno and Larissa returned from their honeymoon brown as nuts and full of love. It took very little time for the sisters to fetch Margarita’s few belongings from her apartment and install them in her new bedroom on the top floor of the newlyweds’ handsome house on Ackerstrasse. It was very conveniently situated, and Bruno and Larissa could walk to the Charité hospital across the park. Larissa had kept her nursing job for now, though Bruno was pressing her to take on fewer shifts so that she would have plenty of time to look after their new home.

			After the cramped and dismal apartment, living in such a comfortable and spacious house was a delight. Margarita would have been perfectly happy to stay in every night, but she was aware that the newlyweds might value some time alone, so she made an effort to go out whenever she was asked. Which is why she found herself getting ready rather reluctantly for an evening of poetry readings at Café Leon on Nollendorfplatz. In the old days, Larissa would have been the first to put on her coat and go with her sister, but her husband didn’t think much of such evenings. Bruno had no time for poetry, although there wasn’t a sport he didn’t love watching or participating in – cycling, boxing, wrestling, sailing, fishing, and even women’s wrestling on occasion. But Margarita had observed that Bruno was generally reluctant to let his wife go out in the evening without him, even with her sister. He also didn’t like the fact that they spoke to each other in their mother-tongue.

			‘Are you talking about me behind my back again?’ he would, ask, half teasing but half serious.

			‘We’d never do such a thing, darling,’ Larissa would answer, kissing him fondly.

			‘German is the language of this household.’

			‘But we’ve always spoken Russian to each other, from the cradle,’ objected Margarita, ‘I don’t see a reason for changing.’

			‘Not even out of respect for someone who doesn’t understand a word of the language?’

			‘It would show a little respect to the two of us if you bothered to learn a little of our language. I’d be more than happy to teach you Russian.’

			‘Thank you Margarita, but that seems rather pointless when you and your sister speak German so fluently.’

			The elder sister said no more, for the sake of the younger. Later, Larissa came to her room and said, ‘I know it’s a lot to ask, but would you mind not…? When Bruno is about? Could we try not to speak Russian together?’

			Margarita put the brush down and, sighing softly, turned to face her sister, ‘If that’s what you want…’

			‘I just hate to make Bruno feel uncomfortable… especially under his own roof…’

			The poetry evening was held in the upstairs room at Café Leon. As Margarita reached the top of the stairs the first person to greet her was the old poet Podtyagin. He was a little confused and thought her mother was still alive until she gently corrected him. But a puzzled look entered his dull eyes, and he complained that there was always something new in the world, and it would be such a comfort if things could only stay as they were.

			These poetry evenings were nothing more than an attempt to recreate a little corner of Moscow before the revolution. In the room, the same old voices surrounded her, as the same old homesick, peevish crowd had come together to reminisce and squabble as always. For some reason, every émigré seemed to despise most of his fellow émigrés. Why did people in exile become so thin-skinned and petulant?

			In an interval, Gospodin Gregoryevich beckoned to her, indicating a spare place next to him on the banquette. Reluctantly, she went to join him.

			‘How are the young couple?’ he inquired.

			‘Very well, thank you for asking.’

			‘And how are you, Margarita Kozmyevna?’ he scrutinised her, ‘Still looking for work?’

			She had no intention of telling Gospodin Gregoryevich about her life modelling.

			‘Why don’t we arrange a little evening together?’ he asked. ‘Wouldn’t that be lovely? The four of us? Bruno, Larissa, you and me. How about it? We could play cards like we used to do when you girls were my neighbours. What do you think?’

			The next poet was about to begin, so Margarita was spared from giving an answer. In the next lull, Gospodin Gregoryevich started talking about her mother. ‘At Weinstock’s. That was when I first saw her.’ He sipped his beer. ‘I hadn’t been working there long. It was only a temporary post, though I was hoping it might lead to something more permanent. I was in my element working in a bookshop. Just the smell of all those volumes… there’s not a more delicious smell in all the world. Your mother would come in to browse and I’d make an occasional suggestion. Things I thought would interest her.’ He sipped his beer and pondered. ‘A very private woman. That’s the impression I had of her.’

			‘Shy, certainly,’ Margarita murmured.

			‘Yes, a little, now that you’ve said.’

			‘Yes.’

			‘A shame she passed away here in Berlin.’

			‘To be buried so far from her own country was her greatest fear.’

			‘A great shame.’

			‘Mmmm.’

			He was sitting far too close to her, and every time Margarita shifted away he simply sidled back up to her, filling her nostrils with that familiar smell of old cigarette cards that he always seemed to carry with him. Clearing his throat as he always did when he was nervous, Gospodin Gregoryevich leaned towards her, gazed into her eyes and said intensely, ‘Who among us can achieve the best life without suffering some pain?’

			There was a pleading look on his long face as he waited for her answer, but as the silence grew he became overcome with embarrassment. Blushing deeply, his whole body seemed to convey his awkwardness, and although he started to apologise for speaking out of turn, and for daring to… he trailed off, looking like a man who had fallen in his own estimation.

			For a while after his confidence, the two of them sat looking at the rest of the room in complete silence. Margarita turned to wondering idly why it was that death so often stalked her dreams, so that she would wake half suffocating, as though it had grabbed her by the throat. From when she was a little girl, she had lived with the fear that accompanied the first realisation that she would one day die, that everything that she was would come to an end. But what was she going to do until then? How was she going to fill the days and the weeks, the months and the years?

			Gospodin Gregoryevich eventually managed to start another conversation, telling her that occasions such as this brought to mind evenings in the Pokrovskoye-Streshnevo, on Stoleshnikov Street in Moscow, the café where all the journalists used to gather. How they’d drink and debate there all night long, in a thick miasma of tobacco smoke, until the place reeked like burnt wool. He proceeded to list all those who had frequented the place with him: Andrei Bely, Ivan Shmelev, Konstantin Balmont, and of course Ignaity Potapenko, the best short-story writer in the world. All of them now exiled the length and breadth of Europe.

			‘We’d drink coffee from those great big enamel mugs. It didn’t matter how much sugar you spooned in, that coffee always tasted bitter. What was the name of the one who used to dye his beard?’

			By now Margarita was thoroughly bored.

			‘He really was a sharp-tongued, malicious little man. Do you know the one I mean?’

			‘I’m afraid I never lived in Moscow…’

			‘He’d practically hiss as he spoke.’ Tapping his fist on his knee, with his eyes tightly shut, Gospodin Gregoryevich sighed. ‘I can’t for the life of me remember his name. My mind is like a sieve! But malice was his middle name, that’s for sure. What was he called? I wish I could remember… perhaps it will come back to me.’

			The greatest attraction at Café Leon that evening, and the last to perform, was Igor Serveryanin. As he began to recite his poems, a few threw the traditional red rose at his feet in tribute. At one time Igor had been achingly fashionable, in the vanguard of Russian modern poetry, and he had clung to the same stylistic tics ever since, which to Margarita’s ear were, by now, a little stale. The language existed as sound but without much sense. His philosophy was that so many secrets hid within each and every word – even the simplest –but familiarity made people cloth-eared, and only by reminting a word within an oddly new context was there a hope of rediscovering its true depths once again.

			It was a bravura performance, as Igor did his utmost to turn the familiar into the unfamiliar. There were powerful verses of trains rushing to the front, flashing through Russian stations where platform after platform of women wailed, and gangs of soldiers sang, the sound of mourning in every note of their accordions. The younger members of the audience seemed to love his verbal experiments, but for Margarita, there was more substance in the longing of his early, more traditional poems, those he had written to his sweetheart. To the communists of course, he was nothing but a dilettante poet, a self-obsessed bourgeois scribbler, out of tune with the new rhythm of the Soviet Republic, which demanded a very different type of poetry. But Igor was nothing if not stubborn, insisting that only the true visionary could distil life into art.

			When he finished there was thunderous applause, foot-stamping, and whistling, culminating in loud bravos. Margarita closed her eyes as empty talk surrounded her once more. Gospodin Gregoryevich was so dull. They were all so very dull. She listened to somebody calling the communists thieves and hooligans, recounting how they used to dress up like soldiers in order to encourage the real soldiers to desert, while their mother country was at war in the summer of 1917.

			‘That’s where the heartbreak started, you’re quite right…’ someone moaned.

			‘And those Petrograd thugs,’ a hoarse voice weighed in, ‘those pigs from Kronstadt lording it over us in the streets, interrogating us all, asking us who we were and what class we came from. The downright cheek of it. What right did those sailors ever have to demand that kind of information?’

			A reedy voice piped up. ‘I remember my dear brother coming home on leave one Christmas, and hanging his sword on the door hook as he always did. When it got dark, we could only light the one lamp in the kitchen, and the family would all sit around the table in the half-light to talk once we’d cleared the food away. But over in the corner, that golden hilt of my brother’s sword shone like the star above the stable in Bethlehem, a symbol of hope to me that Russia was not going to be overrun by Jews and communists.’

			I remember, I remember…

			The same old story.

			The same old song going round and round.

			Margarita couldn’t stomach any more remembering, and thought if she stayed she really might scream. Murmuring her apologies, she hurried down the stairs, walked quickly through the café, grabbed her coat, and stepped out into the night.

			In bed that night, the realisation came to her that she had changed. She had left the people at Café Leon behind her, and she didn’t have the slightest wish to ever spend another moment in their company. She no longer felt herself to be a part of their world. Her horizons were wider now. She was determined to create a new life for herself.

			7.

			The bar had enormous mirrors along the walls which made her feel that she could step through to an eternity of other bars. There were various potted plants about the place and one palm tree. It was already quite full, and the tobacco smoke tickled her throat, as practically everybody was smoking.

			‘Norbert Schmidt is here already,’ Larissa told her, pulling her sister after her into the room. ‘Look…’

			She looked over to where Larissa was pointing and saw Norbert sitting next to Bruno, dressed in a smart, light-blue suit, white tie and grey leather shoes, his fair hair neatly brushed.

			‘What have you said to him?’ she asked suspiciously.

			‘Nothing. I just noticed how well the two of you seemed to get on at our wedding, so I thought it would be nice if you met again.’

			‘We had one dance together. That’s all.’

			‘You can have another dance with him tonight then. I’m sure he’ll be delighted.’

			‘Oh, Lala! No. Seriously, what have you said to him about me?’

			‘Hush, behave…’

			As they joined the group, Bruno was in the middle of a spirited account of a new surgical procedure – an abdominoperineal resection – and was explaining rather graphically how the first surgeon attacked the tumour from the abdomen while the second surgeon cut from below, through the perineum. Margarita grew paler and paler and when Larissa squeezed her fingers, they were like icicles.

			‘Are you alright?’ she asked. ‘Gretushka?’

			Margarita swallowed the bile that had risen to her throat and slowly the urge to vomit receded. Bruno laughingly apologised when his wife gently berated him, but he found it difficult not to talk shop. He looked handsome in his well-cut suit, though he always dressed a little older than his age and there was something rather stately and ceremonious about the way he conducted himself publicly, as though he was very aware of his own standing and worth. But he had a small mouth, a boyish one with soft lips, which gave Margarita the impression that he was a weak man.

			Within no time, the doctors were discussing a gastroenterostomy and the best ways to avoid bruising of the stomach. Their voices swelled as the evening progressed, and Norbert proclaimed that everything he’d learnt in his lectures was pretty much useless when it came to surgery, with all the complications and variables that could arise. That was when a doctor showed his mettle, and it wasn’t always easy to keep a clear head in such stressful situations.

			They were there that evening to celebrate Norbert’s birthday, and all the doctors were determined to enjoy themselves. Larissa introduced her sister to some of the nurses she worked with – a lively group of young women, happy to have an opportunity to socialise with the doctors.

			‘Bruno thinks I should give up working completely now I’m married,’ Larissa told her when they had a moment alone.

			‘Really? Why?’

			‘He’s mentioned it a few times. None of the other wives work. I think he’d much prefer it if I didn’t either.’

			Margarita sucked on her cigarette. ‘Well, it’s up to you. What do you want to do?’

			‘There’s a lot to be said for it, of course. There’s always so much to do. I never thought running a house would be so time-consuming, even with a maid.’

			‘Lala, that doesn’t really answer my question.’

			‘I know… I suppose whatever makes Bruno happy, that’s what makes me happy too.’

			‘But you enjoy nursing. You don’t have to pretend with me. I’m your sister.’

			‘I adore nursing…’

			‘Well, there you are then. You’ve just answered my question.’

			Larissa threw a little glance over to where her husband sat with the other doctors.

			‘But Mama never worked, did she?’

			‘No. But she was brought up in a different age. She never would have wanted to go out to work. Things have changed since her day. It would be a shame to give up your work when it gives you so much pleasure.’

			‘It’s not that simple.’

			‘And the company as well. You’d miss that more than anything, I’m sure. Why don’t you keep working until you have children?’

			‘Yes… perhaps you’re right… I’m not sure, we’ll have to see… I’ll have to discuss it again with Bruno.’

			‘Well, at least let him know how much it means to you.’

			Later in the evening, some medical students arrived and Larissa motioned with her eyes for her sister to look over to a round table where a rowdy group of them were drinking, smoking and laughing.

			‘See the one with the scarf?’

			Margarita looked at the thin young man, with dark skin and darker eyes and said, ‘What about him?’

			‘He was on our ward this week. He’s called Simon. Don’t you think he’s the prettiest thing you ever saw? Look at those curls. And his eyes. Did you ever see anything so delicious in your life?’

			‘Larissa,’ chided Margarita quietly.

			‘I know, I know. But you know, we all have our little fantasies, even we married women. She lowered her voice, ‘But honestly, if I wasn’t… I really would be tempted…’

			The students soon left for some other bar, and at around ten o’clock a small band started to play and the first few couples took to the floor.

			‘I wouldn’t be surprised if Norbert comes over in a minute,’ said Larissa, sucking her cocktail through a straw.

			‘I’m not much of a dancer, as you well know.’

			‘It’s only an excuse to get close to someone, that’s the important thing.’

			‘What have you and Bruno said to this man about me? Seriously?’

			Her sister smiled and raised an eyebrow suggestively.

			‘Lala, why must you meddle in my life?’ Margarita felt suddenly irritated.

			‘I’m just trying to look after you. You don’t want to be on your own forever, do you?’

			‘I’m happy as I am, thank you very much.’

			‘You’ve had nobody since Stanislav Markovich. When did he go back to Russia? It was ages ago.’

			‘I don’t remember,’ answered Margarita, though she remembered it all very well.

			‘It must be two years ago at least.’

			She hadn’t even told her sister that she’d come across Stanislav Markovich again, when he’d been on a visit to Berlin and had been giving a reading from his newly published novel at the Marxist Workers’ College. He had read for almost an hour, the lamp on the podium casting dark shadows under his eyes. As she’d listened, Margarita had quickly realised it was semi-autobiographical. Lenin was the guiding light at the centre of everything, as Stanislav recollected his own encounters with Vladimir Ilyich when he was living in exile in Paris before the 1914–1918 war. He’d brought the man vividly to life: how he loved Pushkin and Beethoven, and walking in the mountains. He’d portrayed a generous personality with a complicated nature, somebody who chose to dedicate his whole life to liberating the working class and creating a new society unlike any other in the history of the world. He’d finished the reading by describing touchingly the feelings of immense public grief in the bitter cold of Lenin’s funeral in January 1924.

			Over coffee afterwards, many had been eager to talk to Stanislav, and Margarita had observed him from a distance. What had brought their romance to an end was Stanislav’s insistence on going back to Moscow, where he thought a better future awaited him. Margarita had understood his ambition, his hankering for a career with prospects after living hand-to-mouth for so long in Berlin. He had begged her to go with him, and she had considered it very seriously, but in the end the thought of leaving her mother and sister had made it impossible.

			Eventually, Margarita had approached him. Stanislav had stared at her in stunned disbelief for a moment before recollecting himself. He’d introduced the dark-haired young woman standing next to him. ‘Lyuba, this is Margarita Kozmyevna… Margarita, this is my wife.’

			‘I’ve heard so much about you,’ Lyuba had smiled; she’d had unusually green eyes.

			‘Good things, I hope…’ Margarita had replied, half smiling at Stanislav.

			He’d taken out his pipe and told her that he and Lyuba had been living in Paris for some months, where he’d been trying to establish himself as a novelist. It was not the easiest life, and it was only by doing a little lecturing and journalism that he’d kept the wolf from the door. They were living in a shabby little hotel on the Avenue du Maine, with the usual narrow dark stairs, smelly corridors and threadbare rooms. Under the window of their room was a pissoir, with a wooden bench nearby where lovers came to hold hands and kiss and cuddle for hours. He’d spend hours at this window every day, trying to write and staring out at the world. On the other hand, he spent his evenings mostly in the Rotonde, discussing literature with Mayakovskii and like-minded writers. Their aim was to produce art as a force for good in people’s lives, promoting a new, communist, world-view.

			‘An artist’s lot is not an easy one,’ Stanislav had claimed.

			‘He has to take on all sorts of dreary commissions for newspapers,’ Lyuba had added.

			Margarita had been curious. ‘So you didn’t stay long in Russia in the end then?’

			I travel to and fro at the moment. I’m not an émigré, I’m a Soviet citizen. That’s what’s on my passport.’

			‘It’s good to know where you belong in the world,’ Lyuba had said.

			‘And what about you?’ he’d asked. ‘I never would have expected to see you here of all places.’

			Margarita had smiled. ‘I’m not as prejudiced about the Soviet Union as I used to be.’

			‘It’s good to see you in any case.’

			‘Likewise.’

			Margarita was pulled out of this reverie when Larissa gave her an admonishing little punch on the arm. She caught a sudden glimpse of herself in the mirror facing her and realised with embarrassment that she was beautiful. Sometimes, she’d look down at her legs and be surprised that she had any at all, as she normally hid them under long skirts. Why was she so ashamed of herself? Larissa was always telling her she had a good figure and should show it off.

			‘If you could just manage to put a smile on your face you might find yourself in luck tonight,’ her sister teased.

			‘Larissa, I really don’t need any of your kind of luck. I’m very capable of looking after myself without any interference from you.’

			Larissa was used to her sister’s protestations, but as far as she was concerned there was nothing sadder than seeing her sister go off to concerts or the pictures all on her own.

			‘Look, he’s looking over, now smile, can’t you? Here he comes…’

			Once her sister was on the dance floor with Norbert, Larissa went to sit with Bruno. ‘Could you undo the button of my collar?’ he asked her, and she complied. ‘That’s better. Gracious me, it’s stifling in here,’ he complained, stretching his legs out in front of him, and flicking the ash from his cigarette. They watched Norbert and Margarita dancing.

			‘Has he said anything?’ asked Larissa eventually.

			‘Not really.’

			‘But he must have said something, surely?’

			‘Just that she wasn’t his type.’

			Larissa couldn’t hide her disappointment.

			‘Why not?’ she asked.

			‘He likes girls with a bit more padding up top. He thinks your sister is a bit flat-chested. And he has a point.’

			‘Big breasts aren’t everything.’

			‘But for Norbert they’re important. Along with other qualities of course.’

			‘Do you think the same of me then?’

			Bruno turned his sweaty face to look at her.

			‘Do you think I need more padding here?’

			‘What makes you think that?’

			‘So you do.’

			‘No, of course I don’t.’

			‘I can tell that you do.’

			‘I’ve never said such a thing.’

			‘But you suggested it, Bruno.’

			‘I did no such thing. We were discussing your sister.’ He raised his voice in irritation.

			‘But it applies to me. I’m even smaller than she is. I’m not good enough for you. I know I’m not.’

			When Margarita and Norbert joined them at their table, it was obvious that Larissa had been crying. She tried to laugh it off when her sister asked her quietly what was wrong, but her eyes still glistened with tears.

			The next day, after Bruno had left for the hospital, Larissa confided in Margarita that she’d been pregnant but had miscarried a few days earlier.

			‘Does Bruno know?’ asked Margarita.

			‘No, thank heavens. And he mustn’t either. I don’t want him to think that I’m useless…’

			‘Of course he won’t think that. You’re not useless Lala.’

			‘I just don’t know sometimes why he married me. Someone like me. He deserves better. What did he ever see in me?’

			‘Don’t talk like that darling… look, you’re just upset. There’s no need to worry. You’re both young and healthy. You have plenty of time ahead of you.’

			8.

			Margarita kept to her new resolution of deepening her understanding of communism. She read and studied, and went to as many of the lectures at the Marxist Workers’ College as she could. In the absence of any other choice, she continued to work as a life model, which at least gave her plenty of opportunity to discuss ideas and ideology with Bi, though she now knew plenty of other communists.

			But although Margarita had begun to see the world in a fresh light, certain questions still troubled her. Foremost among them was how could anybody be so absolutely certain about things? Life for her was random, a matter of chance. Perhaps it was possible for people to live as though they were free, but there were other forces working against ideals and dreams, smashing them to dust. She so often felt that her own life was as insubstantial as tissue paper. Bi dismissed her concerns and taught her to concentrate on what was fundamental.

			‘What is democracy?’ he asked her.

			‘You tell me.’

			‘The right to cast a vote for political parties which are no more than clones of each other, and whose only disagreements revolve around the best way to uphold capitalism. For communists, on the other hand, the history of mankind is a journey towards its emancipation.’

			And so he went on. The more he talked, the more she learnt. It was Bi who persuaded Margarita to join the German Communist Party. ‘The most important thing is to commit to action,’ he told her

			‘Do you think I’m ready to commit?’ she asked him, gratified but doubtful.

			‘Of course you are.’

			‘But I’m worried that I just don’t know enough yet.’

			‘About what?’

			‘Marxism, I suppose.’

			‘You know enough. You know you do. There’s something else stopping you. What troubles you? Tell me.’

			She hesitated, oddly ashamed. But Bi persisted and in the end she admitted her fears. ‘Everybody who joins a political party has to give up their freedom of opinion to a certain degree. But that’s especially the case for communists, who must be under Party discipline at all times.’

			Which was entirely a good thing, according to Bi. ‘There’s nothing that ruins individuals more than individualism,’ he told her firmly. Independence of opinion only led to sectarianism and schism. Strict discipline was vital to keep the Communist Party strong and united.

			‘Look, I want to ask you one simple question: do you want to see a better world being created?’ he asked her.

			‘Yes, of course I do.’

			‘I’m glad to hear it. But the truth of it is, nobody can create a better world single-handed. So the trick is for the individual to harness his will to the will of the working class in order to join the struggle for equality and justice. Walking the communist path isn’t always easy, but what other choice do we have?’

			He scrawled a name on a piece of paper and put it in her hand.

			‘Go and see her – and tell her I sent you.’

			Margarita did so the following day.

			9.

			A thin girl told her she’d go and fetch Hedwig for her and disappeared through a light blue door. Margarita sat and waited on a wooden bench. Who would have thought? she marvelled, yet what she was doing felt like the most natural thing in the world. Eventually, Hedwig emerged and Margarita stood up. Margarita expected her to shake her hand, but she didn’t; there was something very direct and informal about her.

			‘Nobody calls me Hedwig now apart from my mother and Bi. Call me Vicky.’

			She led the way to an office where three women were typing. Vicky stamped Margarita’s membership card and welcomed her to the ranks of the German Communist Party – the KPD. Holding the card in the palm of her hand, gazing at the little gold hammer and sickle, Margarita was amazed at how simple the whole thing had been. As she left the building for the summer sun on Bülowplatz, Margarita walked with a spring in her step, joyful in the knowledge that she now belonged to a movement that looked to the future, not back to the past.

			Over the next few months, Vicky and Margarita became firm friends, spending hours in each other’s company. Vicky lent her books and pamphlets and every lunchtime Margarita would diligently pore over Die Rote Fahne in some cheap café and then leave it for whoever else might care to read it. In any event, she didn’t want to risk taking it home with her, for fear of giving Bruno and Larissa some inkling of her secret life.

			Every Thursday evening she’d make her way to the Schünemann bierkeller, where her cell held their weekly meetings in a back room. Aside from Vicky, who was the co-ordinator between the cell and the KPD, there were three or four other earnest young woman in their twenties, like Margarita, but the rest were men. Most of them were unemployed, with families to feed, and had the defeated look of hunger and exhaustion about them. There was also an intense but mild-mannered young man, who taught Latin in a school in Lichtenberg and who always chewed the end of a pencil; a journalist; and a ginger-haired youth whose complete inability to sit still annoyed the older members. They all smoked throughout the meetings almost without exception.

			Keen to show her commitment to the cause, Margarita often spent her Sundays with her comrades, going door-to-door in the working class neighbourhoods of Wedding and Neukölln, distributing pamphlets and selling communist publications. Sometimes it was difficult not to be discouraged by the lack of interest, and at other times they had to bolt down the tenement stairs to avoid a good kicking. But often Margarita was welcomed, and she felt she was truly beginning to spread her wings, in the company of others who felt the same as she did.

			One Sunday morning, she came face to face with an old friend from her days working in a cake factory when she had not long arrived in Berlin from Russia. Her friend hugged her and invited her in to the apartment, but when her husband saw the pamphlet in Margarita’s hand, he snatched it from her, tore it to pieces, and bellowed at her to get out.

			‘Aldrich, she’s my friend!’ remonstrated his wife, pink with embarrassment.

			‘Do I have to tell her again?’ he said belligerently, straightening up, his fists welded to his thighs. ‘Get out, I said.’

			He’d been a solider in the Freikorps, and hated the Reds, with their lying Jewish-Russian sloganeering about some mythical international brotherhood. The only socialism he recognised was the socialism of the trenches – that’s where true German solidarity had existed among working men. He still felt that sense of brotherhood, every bit as strongly as the implacable hatred he felt towards those bogus socialists and rapacious Jews who had stabbed their treacherous knife into the back of the army in 1918.

			‘Now get out, and don’t you dare show your face here again you stupid bitch.’

			The door slammed shut.

			10.

			Margarita was always careful to keep her KPD membership card hidden, and most of the time managed to guard her tongue against saying anything that might upset Larissa or Bruno, who after all were providing her with a roof over her head. She had realised over the months that her brother-in-law was not as politically neutral as she first thought, and was in fact an old-fashioned nationalist, who voted for the Deutsche Nationale Partie, though he wasn’t a member. Prior to that, he’d voted for the Catholic Party, as all his family were Catholics. Although he never proclaimed much on the subject of politics, and found the whole idea of going out canvassing for any political party rather vulgar, Bruno was highly suspicious of socialism, and positively antagonistic towards communism, ever since someone at the hospital had told him that they had nationalised the women in Russia so that they belonged to everybody. When Margarita had protested that this was completely absurd and obviously untrue, he’d told her that she could take it from him that it was true.

			‘Where did you hear such a thing?’ she’d demanded as he repeated the claim over supper one evening.

			‘I can’t remember.’

			‘You can’t remember because it’s nonsense, that’s why.’

			Affronted, Bruno had insisted that the information had come from a very reliable source. Things had become heated and Larissa had tried to intervene, but to no avail. Bruno loathed losing an argument, and would never admit defeat, even when he was on thin ground, always insisting on having the last word.

			‘Have you ever stopped for one second, Bruno, to ask yourself why you think like you do?’ Margarita had asked him challengingly.

			‘Because this is how all sensible people think,’ he’d answered unhesitatingly. ‘Communism is nothing but an abhorrent chaos. Anyway, what makes you so very interested in my beliefs all of a sudden?’

			Margarita had refused to let it go. ‘What do you think is more important? The past or the future?’

			‘What?’

			‘What’s more important?’

			‘What do you mean, woman?’

			Margarita had explained that many people felt the need to cling to an apparently perfect past when faced by a world which seemed to be changing too quickly. They preferred to distance themselves from the present for some fantasy of a perfect society which had never actually existed. What led even perfectly intelligent people to think like this was insecurity and fear.

			‘Me? Frightened?’ He’d been clearly affronted. ‘Frightened of what?’

			‘Of change.’

			‘Rubbish!’ Bruno had laughed. ‘I’ve never heard such rubbish in all my life!’

			Margarita had asked him quietly, ‘Why won’t you think about what I’ve just said?’

			‘Who’s been feeding you all this tosh about change, eh?’

			‘You’re too conservative to realise how conservative you really are.’

			Perhaps it was his need for security which lay behind his choosing to marry young, Margarita had mused to herself. But she had learnt one important lesson: the sheer futility of challenging her brother-in-law. It was wiser to stay silent.

			11.

			It was Vicky who first mentioned Margarita to her boss, Erich Lange. After reading other members’ reports about her, he was impressed enough to pass her name along to Ernst Thälmann, the Chairman of the KPD and a Reichstag member.

			As everybody was leaving at the end of the cell meeting one Thursday, Vicky told Margarita that she was expected at a meeting at the KPD headquarters on Bülowplatz the following day.

			‘What time?’

			‘Half past six.’

			‘Why?’

			‘You’ll see.’

			Margarita arrived far too early, well before six, and was made to wait almost an hour and a half. As the fingers of the clock approached half past seven, the building was still full of busy people, with no sign of anyone going home.

			Vicky eventually ushered her to an office on the third floor where a middle-aged man in a grey waistcoat told her, without any introduction, that he’d be interviewing her.

			‘Interview?’ she said, bemused.

			Vicky caught her eye before leaving, and grinned.

			Later, as they left the building, Margarita turned to Vicky and said, ‘I’m not sure if I should take it.’

			Vicky paused a moment to light her cigarette, ‘You’d turn down an offer like that? How could you?’

			Margarita had doubts about her own capabilities.

			‘You don’t have any choice but to accept. Think about it. You and I will be working together from now on. Momentous events are about to happen. There’s going to be a revolution. Of that, I’m absolutely convinced.’

			Margarita duly began working at the International Arbeiter-Hilfe, the IAH, a movement under the wing of the KPD. But although it was a full-time post, the salary was so pitiful it meant she had no choice but to continue to live under the same roof as her sister and brother-in-law, which she thought might become problematic.

			She raised the matter with Vicky who just said, ‘You’re getting the same as everybody else. Money doesn’t grow on trees you know.’

			Margarita decided her only option was to lie, so she told her sister she had found a position with an insurance company a stone’s throw from Bülowplatz.

			‘Are you enjoying the work?’

			Oh yes, she could truthfully say, she was enjoying it immensely. Although the hours were long the work was pure joy – a combination of planning policy and strategy in the office, and political activism out on the street – and for the first time in her life, Margarita felt that she was doing something truly worthwhile.

			She was sent to Potsdam, to cover the court case of some junker by the name of Rittmeister Gunther von Kunz, who had shot a young worker in the face. The provocation for this had been catching the man picking mushrooms at daybreak on his estate. This wasn’t the first occasion von Kunz had stood in the dock, for a year or so previously he had beaten two young girls black and blue with a leather strop for gathering kindling on his land for their mothers. What did Rittmeister Gunther von Kunz assert before his equals? That he would never dream of shooting an upright citizen, but he didn’t give a damn about shooting the two barrels of his gun at society’s scum. Of course he was found not guilty; Margarita wrote that the verdict was a foregone conclusion. After all, Potsdam was a city loyal to its ancient Prussian heritage: everybody knew as much, and knew too that the chief of police, the judge, the jury, and every other member of the legal system shared the same ideal of justice, which was that its ultimate purpose was to protect the sanctity of ownership, and that justice was only a means of maintaining order to the advantage of those who owned the most. The report of the court case was Margarita’s first article in Die Rote Fahne.

			‘You can never reconcile property rights with social justice,’ Vicky maintained. ‘Because the first will always stamp out the second.’

			Margarita was still in awe of Vicky’s energy and her commitment to the cause. She felt she needed to prove her mettle, especially as her boss, Willi Munzenberg, came down heavily on anybody he thought was slacking. Her daily routine included organising conferences and meetings. Sometimes the meetings would be held in indoor venues such as cellar jazz bars, stinking of sweat and smoke, but others were held out on the streets. This world of discussion and debate, notwithstanding the petty squabbling and malice, which often curdled the atmosphere, was pure delight to Margarita.

			12.

			The minute she was through the front door, Larissa couldn’t wait to give Margarita her news.

			‘You’ll never believe who I saw today.’

			Her former governess, Duchess Lydia Herkulanova Vors had been brought to the hospital bleeding badly. Margarita was all agog and Larissa was wide-eyed as she told her sister what had happened. Duchess Lydia’s mistake had been to put herself in the hands of some backstreet abortionist in Wedding.

			‘You should have seen her, the woman had made mincemeat of her…’

			‘Please Larissa, you can spare me the gory details.’

			Her sister complied, knowing that Margarita would have been horrified if she had described how the woman had managed to perforate the womb with her steel knitting needle, and then compounded the damage by using forceps to extract the foetus, bringing a good lump of innards along with it onto her kitchen table. Either she was blind drunk, or she thought she was pulling on the umbilical cord, but when she realised she simply stuffed as much as she could back in, although she at least had the grace to run to her neighbour for help, a woman in the same line of business as herself. The neighbour took one look at the bleeding Duchess and ran into the street to flag down a car, knowing the ambulance would arrive too late to save her. So she was rushed to hospital on the back seat of an old Hispano-Suiza which had seen better days. By the time they manoeuvred her from the motor car onto the stretcher Duchess Lydia was in agony and close to death. She was immediately taken to theatre, and was lucky enough to have an excellent surgeon operate on her. As it happened, Bruno was under his tutelage and so he had been tasked with dispensing enough cold puffs of gas to anaesthetise Duchess Lydia for the duration. Although the surgery was successful, Duchess Lydia was very weak after losing so much blood, but to their surprise, she rallied. When she first regained consciousness and opened her eyes she swore she could see her husband – murdered by the Bolsheviks – standing in front of her. She said he was covered in blood, but that he held her hand and urged her not to give in, to fight for her life…

			‘Of course, nobody understood a word of what she was saying, but Bruno knew she was speaking Russian, so he asked one of the nurses to go and fetch me,’ Larissa explained to her sister. ‘When I arrived, she was delirious, raving about how the communists had stolen all her possessions, how she wasn’t good enough for her husband, and then crying out for his forgiveness and swearing on her life to stay a widow until the grave in order to preserve the sacred memory of their wedding day. Don’t you think that’s so sad?’

			‘Who was the father?’ asked her older sister.

			‘She didn’t say a word about that.’

			Larissa came home with daily bulletins about Duchess Lydia as she slowly recovered her strength. After a few days, she was well enough to receive visitors, and when Margarita went to see her during her lunch hour she found her sitting up in bed, reading.

			‘Dear Margarita Kozmyevna, what a nice surprise. Are these for me? How lovely, thank you.’

			A nurse took the flowers to put in a vase. Margarita didn’t want to stay longer than necessary as the smell of hospitals always made her feel queasy, and she was glad when Larissa joined them. Her sister had already warned her that the official version of events was that a burst appendix had brought Duchess Lydia to the hospital and Margarita was happy to maintain the fiction, although the three of them realised that her secret was no secret at all.

			‘I have so much work to do,’ Duchess Lydia told them. ‘I’m trying to arrange a conference in Munich for the Monarchists towards the end of November or the beginning of December. We need plenty of time to make sure we arrange it properly. And I’m meant to travel to the south of France this month, to Antibes, to see none less than the Archduke Nicholas Nikolayevich. I’m to ask him personally if he’ll grace us with his presence.’

			She told them sadly that she thought this might be the last chance to bring everybody who loved Russia together as one, in order to decide how best to move against the Soviet Union, because the communists were gaining increasing diplomatic recognition from more and more countries as the lawful government of Russia. Personally she would never recognise the Soviet regime and she was convinced that it was still possible to defeat the enemy if only they all pulled together and acted as one. She reasoned that the communists were no longer driving the revolution but that the revolution was driving them. The ideal of social equality was an empty aspiration – merely a bloody fantasy, because the attempt to make equal what God had created as unique was at the heart of modern paganism.

			‘Which explains why life will always be unfair, girls,’ said Duchess Lydia in the confident tones of the governess she had once been. ‘There will never be a classless society, for the simple fact that man can’t meddle with something he didn’t create in the first place. Russia is befuddled with these ridiculous ideas about social justice but the truth is that the individual is nothing and the Soviet state is all-encompassing.’ Margarita was practically wincing with the effort of keeping her thoughts to herself. Of course it was possible to create a classless society. Did Duchess Lydia want to be a member of a society that encouraged personal greed, or one that created fraternal feelings, based on every member working towards a common goal? And on the tip of her tongue was another question she longed to ask, ‘When was the last time you saw the rich queuing at the baker’s door?’ And then: ‘Was that acceptable? Would the poor be destined to queue from century to century for evermore?’ Everybody was only too familiar with seeing Berliners snaking around the doors of various food shops, with every shopkeeper a paper millionaire, while the poor struggled to buy even the heel of a loaf.

			‘Will you two join us?’

			‘Of course we will,’ Larissa answered quickly, ‘Won’t we, Margarita?’

			‘No,’ she replied crisply, ‘I don’t think I’ll be able to attend your conference in Munich.’

			‘Why ever not?’ asked Duchess Lydia, rather taken aback.

			‘I’ve only just started a job after a long period of being out of work. It won’t be possible to have time off.’

			‘What a shame. Perhaps Larissa can come on behalf of both of you.’

			‘I’d love to,’ Larissa said, then paused slightly before adding, ‘but I’ll have to ask Bruno first.’

			Duchess Lydia took a hand of each of the two and squeezed them. ‘You two are such good girls, and you always have been.’

			13.

			By the autumn, Margarita’s new life had not gone unnoticed at home. Larissa was curious about her comings and goings, the long hours at the office, and the weekends when she was out from Friday evening until late Sunday. Margarita’s excuses were wearing thin as the months went by. What really made her sister and brother-in-law suspicious was that she never mentioned meeting anybody, and she never once brought anybody back to the house.

			One day, Larissa came across her sister’s collection of books, which included Marx, Bukharin, Zinoviev, and Rosa Luxembourg. ‘According to her, she’s reading so that she can understand the way the enemy thinks,’ Larissa told Bruno that night as she pulled her nightdress over her head.

			‘What’s there to understand about that lot?’ he asked irritably as he brushed his teeth with his back towards her.

			‘Quite.’ Larissa plumped up her pillow vigorously.

			Bruno put the brush down and swilled water around in his mouth before spitting it out into the sink. ‘A good honest Berliner. A hardworking young German. That’s what your sister needs. He’d soon put a stop to her stuffing her head with all this Marxist rubbish.’

			Larissa didn’t have the slightest inclination to make love with her husband when the light was turned out, but Bruno was feeling amorous. She turned her back on him, but he pushed his hand under her nightdress and reached for her breast, which was always over-sensitive. Although she’d told him often enough not to squeeze so hard, he never listened, and kneaded away as he always did. Then he tugged at her nightdress, pulling it out of the way over her thighs rather unceremoniously, and pressed his erection against the cleft of her buttocks, his body heavy against hers. He began to thrust, licking and biting the nape of her neck.

			Larissa murmured ‘Don’t!’ without much conviction, as she did every time. She felt weary and too tense to be able to relax, but she knew Bruno wouldn’t leave her alone until she gave in. He grunted laboriously and rubbed his fingers over her forehead and down the length of her face. He squeezed her tightly around her middle and pushed two of his fingers into her mouth. She resisted, trying to free herself from his hold, but Bruno only pulled her harder.

			‘No…’

			‘Why not?’

			‘I think I’m expecting …’

			Bruno froze.

			‘But it’s early days. I didn’t want to say anything. Not for a while…’

			Bruno touched her cheek lightly with his little finger. ‘Why ever not? It’s wonderful news.’

			‘I was too afraid.’

			‘Afraid of what?’

			‘That I’d lose it…’

			Bruno hugged her, pulled her closer and kissed her tenderly on her forehead.

			14.

			A crowd of twelve thousand filled the Sportplatz in Berlin for the opening rally. The main speaker was Heinz Neumann, who delivered a powerful speech, in contrast to Ernst Thälmann, who was rather hesitant and uninspiring. But the biggest coup had been persuading Kurt Weil to sing – and his performance did not disappoint.

			The International Arbeiter-Hilfe had organised every aspect of the two-day conference. Nominally independent of the KDP, Willi Munzenberg was in fact their taskmaster, and had overseen everything. They’d worked day and night for many weeks – Margarita harder than anybody. She’d been the first in every morning and the last to switch off her desk lamp every night. Once, she was so exhausted she fell asleep with her head in her arms, waking with a start in the early hours in an eerily empty office. If the purpose of the rally was to raise awareness, promote the cause of the working class, disseminate the ideas of the Communist Party, as well as attract more members and win votes from the Socialist Democratic Party, then their hard work had paid off a hundredfold. For Margarita, perhaps the biggest thrill came when the deputation from the Soviet Union was welcomed onto the stage, led by a blonde young woman called Masha Ivanovna Baburina.

			The following evening, after another full day of events, Masha introduced a Soviet film in the Mozart-Saal. It was located in the Crimea, so familiar to Margarita from the summers of her childhood. As she watched, she could almost feel the heat of the sun on her shoulders and the taste of saltwater on her lips. She gazed longingly at the waves of the Black Sea, where sprightly soviet youths dived into the surf after a long day netting fish or harvesting fruit. There were some scenes in Yalta too, and she was instantly steeped in memories, longing to walk through the town’s small market once more, past the fat, red-faced women sitting on wooden stools next to their stalls, their cheeks shinier than their apples, their sleeves rolled up to expose their strong arms, their knees spread wide, talking and touting, laughing and cuffing the head of any small child foolish enough to try and swipe something with their small hands, ‘get-out-of-here-or-you’ll-really-catch-it-and-don’t-even-think-of-snivelling-to-your-mother-because-she’ll-only-clout-you-harder’. Margarita could practically smell the piles of ripe cherries and apricots, the big bunches of herbs, and the fish lined up in neat rows on the wooden counters, open-mouthed and glassy eyed, their scales gleaming through sprinklings of coarse salt. And that cacophony of voices exhorting you to taste, to try, to buy, and the samovar boiling away, and the sun boiling even hotter, though you knew the sea was just waiting to wash away the accumulated heat of the day and make you deliciously cool again.

			Talking to Masha Ivanovna after the screening gave Margarita a deeper understanding of what was really happening in Russia. It quickly became clear that hope now filled the people’s hearts as society strode confidently towards establishing full communism. There were obstacles in their path to be sure, but it could only be a matter of time before the ideal of a classless society would be realised. As Masha said, she and her two brothers were a testament to how far the Soviet state had already succeeded; born into grinding poverty, her brother Mishka now worked for the government’s housing department in Moscow, while Boris was an engineer in a factory in Sverdlovsk. Masha spoke of her mother, who’d worked for the local soviet at the height of the civil war, delivering messages on her bike until a neighbour betrayed her to the Whites. They interrogated, tortured and raped her, but she didn’t give away the name of a single comrade. In the small village where she grew up, every year the schoolchildren still remembered her sacrifice, and paid tribute to her in a day of song and dance.

			Masha told her of the pitiful living conditions the three siblings suffered following the death of their mother and how they had struggled to survive throughout the rest of the civil war, three little bezprizorni – homeless waifs – stealing rides on trains, wandering the country, finding shelter wherever they could. It was the Komsomol who rescued them, giving them back their dignity as well as a meaning, value and purpose to their lives. Had the working class under the leadership of the Communist Party not won the war against the White Armies, her life would have turned out very differently. She had no doubt that it would have been a miserable existence.

			‘In what other country in the world would three orphan children have had such opportunities to make the most of their talents?’ she asked.

			Here she was – Masha, daughter of a poor peasant family – leading a deputation to an international conference in Berlin. That was a wonder in itself. As for the unemployment in the bourgeois countries that their deputation had been hearing so much about, this was something that had disappeared forever in the Soviet Union. There was more than enough work for everybody.

			Margarita admired her dedication and her faith in the Revolution and thought about the sacrifice of her mother who refused to betray the cause.

			Every martyr is a witness to the truth.

			15.

			Willi Munzenberg wasn’t a man to rest on his laurels. He had already come up with a clutch of fresh ideas to advance the cause, and Margarita’s next task was to arrange a symposium, to be held over a weekend, for the intellectuals to thrash out a definitive analysis of the international situation – and whoever else she invited, it was vital that Kai-Olaf be included.

			Acting on a suggestion of Vicky’s, Margarita rented a house out in the country, on the outskirts of a small village to the north of Torgau, on the banks of the river Elbe. The two of them travelled there together on the train from Berlin one cloudy February day. They were arriving a day before the others to make the beds up, get in supplies of food and drink and other necessities, and make sure the place was aired. Smoking incessantly, Vicky was uncharacteristically quiet during the journey, staring out through the train window. Margarita tried to start up a conversation with her, but got no further and so let her be.

			When they arrived at the house, Margarita was enchanted by the place. The trees were still bare but she thought the winter seemed to have loosened its grip a little and that there might be a sniff of spring in the air. After living so long in Berlin, she’d forgotten how silent and dark the country could be at night, the high sky above her head as clear as an angel’s mind.

			Vicky was clueless when it came to cooking, so while Margarita prepared some fried liver and potatoes she sat by the table smoking away, still uncommunicative.

			‘Are you thinking about tomorrow?’ Margarita asked.

			‘No. I’m thinking more about yesterday.’

			She looked a little pained and Margarita felt it indelicate to probe any further. She finished cooking and served the food. Even when she was eating, Vicky had a lit cigarette to hand by her plate.

			‘This kitchen hasn’t changed a bit. The same beams, the same cupboards, even the cups and plates are the same. Just like the last time I was here. I recognise the crack in this cup… look.’

			‘When were you here before?’

			‘A few years ago.’

			Vicky never went on holiday, and Margarita was curious what had brought her here.

			‘I came here on my own. Apart from when Emerick visited.’

			‘Who’s Emerick?’

			‘He was my husband.’

			After they’d eaten, Vicky told Margarita about him. Vicky and Emerick had been members of the German Independent Socialist Party. This was the party which came into existence because the Socialist Democratic Party had failed to do enough to oppose the 1914–1918 war, but by 1920, there was a growing tension in the ranks as more and more of the membership – following the Russian Revolution of 1917 – wanted to join the Comintern.

			When a formal offer came from Moscow to establish the KPD, there had been strong opinions on both sides, and fierce disagreement. The danger was that the Independent Socialist Party would split in two. Emerick had been firmly against accepting Moscow’s conditions, but Vicky, far less sure of the best way forward, and anguished in trying to reach a decision, became desperate for some quiet time to herself, away from the hurly-burly of her working life.

			‘That’s when I decided to come here on my own – to give myself time to think, away from the noise of everybody arguing.’

			She’d go to sit by the riverbank and listen to the sound of the frogs in the bulrushes, trying to clear the muddle in her head. After dark, she’d return to the house, but would often still be lying fully awake as dawn broke, listening to a couple of cockerels in the distance challenging each other. In the end, she’d decided the best way to order her thoughts would be to write a pamphlet. In the tranquil kitchen, with the Moscow Comintern’s twenty-one conditions in front of her on the table, she’d put her mind to work. The most important thing was to be honest with herself and everybody else and to face up to the mistakes of the past. She’d reviewed everything that had happened since the start of the 1914–1918 war. The truth was that the 1917 revolution had been a success. A communist government was, by now, well established in Russia, while the efforts of German workers had come to nothing. What was the reason for their failure?

			The German proletariat were just as determined, that was clear – but they weren’t as ruthless. Vicky thought back to January 1919, not long after the Kiel sailors had raised the red flag, in that period of activity when the first soviet committees were being established the length and breadth of Germany. She’d remembered arresting Frankfurt’s chief of police, the Kaiser’s man through and through, a hater of socialism. What had she done? Locked him in the cellar of a hotel, and tried to reason with him, tried to appeal to him with logic. What would Lenin have done? Shot him in the head without wasting another minute on him. He was an enemy of the cause, nothing more.

			After a week on her own, Emerick had visited and told her he’d be very reluctant to accept the Comintern’s twenty-one conditions. What about the Independent Socialist Party’s right to independence of opinion? How would that be preserved? And without that independence, what dignity remained, forever more at the mercy of the whims of the bigger Russian party? Such a system wouldn’t represent the supremacy of the working class at all, but supremacy over the working class by a distant bureaucratic clique in Moscow, with no knowledge of the political situation in Germany.

			‘Moscow is the last city of Asia,’ he’d said.

			‘The first city of Europe,’ she’d replied.

			They couldn’t even agree on that, let alone anything else. He’d left the next morning, leaving her with Rosa Luxembourg’s pamphlet on Lenin to read.

			But Vicky’s own pamphlet soon went on sale. Her main argument was that if the German Independent Socialist Party failed to join with the Comintern, it would gradually decline and become irrelevant. At best, it would become a safe little party of reform instead of a truly revolutionary movement. Emerick had been furious and became even more so when Vicky had started to visit the local branches of the Party to make her case, which was that the only way to bring about a revolution like 1917 was to accept the Comintern’s conditions and create a Communist Party in Germany.

			In Emerick’s opinion, the days of utopian romancing were at an end – if they had ever existed. Hadn’t Karl Marx himself argued that the best hope for a socialist revolution lay in the developed capitalist countries, and not in a poor Russia with its primitive way of life? There wouldn’t be a need for a dictatorial soviet party if a strong industrial working class existed in Russia. The experiences and traditions of the workers of Western Europe were very different, and it would be a step in the wrong direction to follow Lenin. Far better to follow an independent path towards socialism and social justice, even if that made it necessary in the short term to accept the capitalist system and work for change from within it, step by step. Unlike Vicky, Emerick did not regard reform as a dirty word.

			Vicky for her part had seen this as the inadequate response of a party which, while sincere in its aspirations for social justice, was too ready to compromise. Yes, there were people with a clear vision within the Independent Socialist Party, who wanted to use the state to remedy social ills, but it also contained hypocritical and ambitious petit bourgeois who viewed socialism as nothing more than a ladder to high office and privilege.

			It all came to a head in the October congress of 1920. With the future of the German Independent Socialist Party at stake, feelings were running high. It was a momentous occasion, a fateful hour – Zinoviev himself had come all the way from Moscow, and his address to congress lasted four hours. The Menshevik, Yury Martov spoke against him but he was a sick man, a shadow of his former self.

			Vicky and Emerick, both prominent, respected members of the Independent Socialist Party, had taken their places at the front of the stage, as much in disagreement with each other as two people could be.

			Husband and wife.

			Emerick had spoken from the heart.

			Vicky had spoken from the heart.

			They had walked off the stage apart.

			When the motion had gone to a vote, the vast majority had been in favour of accepting the Comintern’s conditions, and from that moment in Halle, a new party was born – the Kommunistische Partei Deutsch. The German Communist Party.

			16.

			Some of the faces were familiar to Margarita from the IAF conference, but there were other comrades that she didn’t know. The first through the door was Fritz Globig. Small, but with a self-important air, he had a reputation for creating bad feeling and dissent, and thoroughly revelled in his ability to stir up a hornet’s nest. Vicky had warned Margarita about him, and she decided to give the owner of those knitted brows and pugnacious expression a wide berth.

			The next over the threshold was Peter Maslowski, clean-shaven, straight-backed even though he was well into his sixties, followed by his latest girlfriend, Ulrike. She was younger than him by almost forty years, though she had already married and divorced. When Margarita greeted her with a kiss by the door, she smelled of face powder.

			There were several delegates from the Baltic countries – Estonia, Latvia and Lithuania – and one from Luxembourg. Yannick was a tall youth, thin but broad-shouldered, with fair hair that looked as though it hadn’t seen a brush in quite a while. He had a voice to split rocks, well used to shouting its way through arguments.

			The rest came in twos and threes. Kai-Olaf was the last to arrive. He had the bluest eyes Margarita had ever seen in her life, and his head was as bald as an egg. By now, Margarita was experienced enough to know that Kai-Olaf wasn’t his real name, but his name in the Comintern. According to Vicky, Kai-Olaf was a highly experienced agent.

			‘What kind of experience exactly?’ asked Margarita.

			‘You’ll hear that from him I expect,’ came the reply.

			Nobody had much inclination for sleep that first night. They talked long and late, and time slowed and quietened, the moon high in the sky.

			Margarita was the first up the next morning, and was just starting to collect the dirty glasses and overflowing ashtrays when Kai-Olaf padded barefoot into the kitchen. She was a little tongue-tied around him, and realised that she felt a little shy. He offered to make her some coffee, and she managed to say that she was surprised to see that he was so full of energy after such a late night, and his long train journey from Italy to Torgau the previous day.

			‘Travelling is so tiring,’ said Margarita as she sat down to roll herself a cigarette with the tobacco from Vicky’s little tin.

			‘I’m never tired.’

			‘Lucky you.’

			‘Yes, I am lucky.’ And he smiled at her.

			There was nothing shy about him: he was an extraordinarily confident young man.

			‘I do some calisthenics, to keep fit.’

			‘And they tell me you write poetry as well?’ Margarita asked tentatively.

			‘They?’ He brought the coffee pot to the table and smiled again.

			‘Vicky.’

			‘You mustn’t listen to everything Hedwig says about me.’ He poured the coffee into two cups. ‘I haven’t written any poetry in a long time. Wish I could, but I have no time, unfortunately. To write poetry, a man needs to be left in peace.’

			Margaret held her cup in both her hands and sipped her coffee, waiting for him to continue.

			‘Then again, I don’t know if poetry is relevant to anything anymore. When I read the stuff that’s being published, it seems so old-fashioned and sentimental. I often ask myself, do these people live in the real world? Don’t they have eyes? Ears? Poets should be stung into writing poetry and excited by the world around them. But the vast majority of them just wallow in the past, because that’s safer. Anyway, political action is much more important. Do you agree?’

			‘Yes, I do…’

			‘Good.’ He smiled again.

			Kai-Olaf was convinced that Europe would be facing another war before long. ‘Within five years, perhaps less. Unless we manage to stop the capitalists from starting it.’

			Vicky was next to appear, as Margarita and Kai-Olaf were preparing breakfast for everybody. She looked exhausted, and was coughing badly, though the first thing she did was light a cigarette. Peter and Ulrike were the next two to join them. He too was bleary-eyed from lack of sleep, and accepted the coffee Margarita offered him gratefully.

			Over the following two days, they discussed the situation in the Soviet Union, as well as the revolutionary possibilities in other countries – Germany, France and China in particular. Kai-Olaf gave a presentation on the fragile underground Communist Party in Italy. The essence of fascism, he told them, was to wage war against freedom. Mussolini had even claimed that people were sick and tired of freedom, and yearned for order and purpose. He said that the best freedom for the Italians was freedom in chains. In a nutshell, he argued that freedom must be sacrificed to protect freedom, as only the fascists were capable of stopping communism. Mussolini’s revolution was a nationalist revolution, and the main objective of nationalism was always to oppose the unity of mankind in the name of some narrow concept of liberty.

			‘We’ve a long way to go yet before we beat them,’ Kai-Olaf told them sombrely.

			He explained how capitalism had succeeded in re-establishing and strengthening itself throughout Italy in the wake of the imperialist war, in spite of many difficulties. Then, he turned to Germany. He mentioned the Spartacist Uprising of January 1919, and Rosa and Karl’s murder at the hands of the Freikorps. How the Treaty of Versailles had placed a huge burden on a people already struggling, with its requirement of the payment of crippling reparations. C’est l’Allemagne qui paiera, as the politicians of the Quai d’Orsay had proclaimed – the Germans were to pay for everything.

			After every individual presentation, they split up into smaller groups for further discussion. Margarita found herself in the same group as Peter and Ulrike, though she would have preferred to be with Kai-Olaf. She could see him in the adjoining room, sitting on his haunches. Vicky was there too, and Margarita heard her open the discussion by stating that no revolution would succeed without the army on its side, and asking whether there was a realistic chance of that happening in Germany. But it was as much as Margarita could do to concentrate on all the arguments and counter-arguments of her own group.

			That evening, it was Margarita’s turn to make a presentation. She chose ‘Women and Communism’ as her title, and it was largely based on the writings of Alexandra Kollontai. For Kollontai, socialism meant far more than the nationalising of heavy industry. The strongest emotion in Europe for a century and more, she argued, was fear: fear of new ideas; fear of change; fear of the enfranchisement of women. This accounted for why some men remained tied as tightly as ever to the apron strings of old certainties, such as Catholicism or Calvinism. Socialism, on the other hand, sought to transform people’s relationships with each other. It called for the eradication of the traditional pattern of the family: the paterfamilias, who owned everything, and the wife, who wasn’t even allowed to own her own opinions.

			Margarita’s presentation received a warm reception, and that night after dinner, the men agreed they should be the ones to wash the dishes.

			17.

			A hungry-looking young man named Paul chaired the plenary session the next day. He had a little white mouse with pink eyes with him, which scampered all over his back and down his shirt. Paul adored his little mouse, and called her Rosa. Margarita knew him slightly from those Sundays in Berlin spent knocking the doors of Neukölln and Wedding. He was an unemployed printer, originally from Düsseldorf, and spent every second of his time working for the KPD. He was the most committed of all of them and had sacrificed his entire life for many years to the communist cause. He had no other relationship – apart from Rosa – and he could be extremely impatient and sharp-tongued, especially if he thought somebody was slacking, and so had offended many comrades. Although he had never criticised her personally, Margarita had never warmed to him and felt the feeling to be mutual.

			If the discussion threatened to drift, Paul was the one who brought it back to the core issue. They were discussing the situation in France that morning, and he was highly critical of the French Communist Party, who, as far he was concerned, was a sieve, losing members as fast as they poured in. Lack of discipline was to blame, with everybody coming and going as they liked.

			‘In contrast to our French comrades, I expect one hundred percent from everybody,’ declared Paul, ‘including Rosa.’

			‘Mr One Hundred Percent,’ became his nickname. That afternoon, Ulrike wrote 100% in chalk on the back of his waistcoat.

			‘Why are you laughing? What’s the joke? What’s so funny?’ he said irritably, to suppressed snorts of laughter. ‘Come along, come along. The revolution will never happen like this.’

			Margarita had noticed how, from that first night when Kai-Olaf walked through the door – ducking to avoid hitting his head on the low lintel – Vicky’s eyes were constantly fixed upon him, following his every move. As Vicky never had more than a coffee and a cigarette for her own breakfast, Margarita couldn’t help asking her if she had her eye on Kai-Olaf. Vicky answered sharply, ‘What makes you think that?’

			‘Just the way you behave around him.’

			‘You don’t understand anything. The cause is more important to Kai-Olaf than any woman’s love.’

			18.

			On the Sunday night, they had a farewell party. Margarita put her hair up and changed into her green dress, after agonising if green suited her. When she came down to the kitchen, Kai-Olaf was bent like a blacksmith over a horse, a wine bottle between his thighs. The cork came out with a satisfying pop, and Kai-Olaf looked up and passed her the bottle without seeming to notice what she was wearing or how she had done her hair. On the table was bread, butter, pork pâté, cheese, cake, a couple of bottles of rum and a regiment of wine and beer bottles.

			It was bitterly cold outside, but it was all cosiness and rosy cheeks inside the house. The wine and the beer flowed, and they had a sing-song, with Peter Maslowski accompanying on his banjo. They sang the chorus of their favourite, ‘The Trumpet of the Revolution’, over and over. Margarita glanced around the room, which was filled with laughter and noise. There was Vicky, with her characteristic habit of throwing her hair back impatiently from her forehead as she spoke, only for it to fall back a few moments later. Everybody was chatting nineteen to the dozen, apart from Paul, who disapproved of parties as a bourgeois distraction, and was in his room with Rosa. But for the rest of them, that night, capitalism was nothing but a passing cloud to be blown out of the sky by a stiff breeze.

			As the night went on, many of them exchanged stories of how they had become communists. Margarita sat between Vicky and Ulrike listening, breathing in the smells of tobacco smoke and beer and wine and sweat: the familiar smells of these long nights with the comrades. There were a variety of reasons for joining the party. Yannick shouted at the top of his voice that it was the 1918 uprising which had got him involved. Fighting on the streets of Berlin in 1919 with the Spartacists pulled Ulrike in to the cause, and Karl and Rosa Luxembourg’s sacrifice convinced somebody else. The bloody insanity of the Imperialist War. The loathsomeness of the Kapp Putsch in 1920. The human cost of the hyperinflation of 1923. The strikes. The famine. The poverty and the unemployment which stunted so many thousands of lives.

			It was Margarita’s turn. After Vicky had refilled her glass, she began to tell them her story: how she had met Stanislav Markovich Feldman and been swayed by his arguments for returning to the Soviet Union (she said nothing of their romantic involvement), and then how Bi had encouraged her to learn more. How attending lectures and reading books like The ABC of Communism, which explained the nature of historical materialism, had been a revelation to her. How she had gradually come to see the truth of the Marxist analysis of society.

			She noticed Kai-Olaf gazing at her with those unnervingly blue eyes.

			After speaking, Margarita felt suddenly tired, and she leant her cheek against Vicky’s shoulder. The wine was making her head spin and the words of the next speaker floated past her in a blur. She felt overwhelmed by a feeling of sadness. She thought of her sister, and had a pang of envy that she would become a mother in June. Sometimes she wondered whether, in her heart, that was what she most wanted too.

			She snapped back to attention when Kai-Olaf started to speak. He mentioned a man called Jan, but said most of them already knew what an important influence he had been, so he wouldn’t bore them with it again. But there had been another experience, a personal experience, that had taken place outside Lvov, in Poland. Kai-Olaf had been working for the Communist Party in Moscow, and was staying in the city on his way back to Berlin. It had been a Sunday afternoon, one of those days that stays in the memory – a blue sky without a single cloud and the sun shining as though for ever. He had joined a group of students and other young communists for a picnic on the riverbank, under the leaves of the hazel trees – a chance to paddle and catch minnows. Most of them were Jews.

			Kai-Olaf had been telling them about the situation in Russia, when they had heard a sudden bellowing. The next minute, a gang of youths wearing the badge of some Catholic organisation had been upon them. They had kicked and punched everybody indiscriminately, like madmen, their violence implacable, beating flesh to a pulp and turning the picnic into a bloodbath. Two of the brutes had chased Kai-Olaf into the middle of the river and had held his face under the water, shoving it against the stones of the riverbed and screaming at him to show them his cock. Even after they’d satisfied themselves that he wasn’t circumcised, they had beaten him just the same. If he hadn’t managed to free himself and run for his life, they might well have killed him that afternoon. For months afterwards, he felt guilty that he’d saved himself but left the rest to their fate.

			He’d already made a vow to promote the work of the Communist Party to the best of his ability, but this incident hardened his resolve even more. Here was the only party committed to purge the world of the hatred which was so deeply ingrained in Poland, Hungary and Romania, and even in France and Germany – a hatred that had been nurtured and allowed to flourish for centuries by a corrupt and venal Catholic Church.

			‘What’s between you and Kai-Olaf?’ asked Margarita when she and Vicky finally went to bed late that night.

			‘Nothing.’

			‘Vicky, I’m not a fool so don’t treat me like one. I can tell there’s something.’ She got into bed. ‘When did you first meet him?’

			‘You really need to know right this minute?’

			Of course, she did, she was itching to know.

			They lay there in their bunks in the dark, and Vicky began to speak.

			The first time Vicky visited Moscow was for the Comintern’s Congress of 1921. At the same time, Emerick was in Vienna for the European Socialists’ Congress, where he and Otto Brauer, the leader of the Austrian Social Democrats, hoped to establish an International Workers Union as an alternative movement to the Comintern. Although Vicky and Emerick were still married and living under the same roof, since the Halle congress, they were barely speaking to each other.

			The visit to Moscow renewed Vicky’s hope, and on her return to Berlin, her article condemning the International Workers Union as a movement of liberals, petit-bourgeois, reformists and fools was the lead article in Die Rote Fahne, which then offered her a permanent position on the paper. The Social Democratic party wrote a coruscating response to her article in their own newspaper and subsequently both the Leipziger Volkszeitung and Freiheit, the Independent Socialist Party’s paper, wrote critical pieces as well. However, Vicky’s pamphlet was responsible for persuading some members of the Independent Socialist Party to defect to the KPD and the Comintern. Her husband Emerick told her she was nothing more than Lenin and Karl Radek’s little poodle and, as his wife, she was making his own position untenable.

			What was more important to her? The KPD or him?

			Vicky told him it was only a matter of time before what now remained of the Independent Socialist Party returned like a little bird to its nest in the Social Democratic Party.

			‘Must you keep spouting that line at me day in, day out?’

			Emerick was furious with his wife, but was also increasingly concerned about her health. From when she was a child, Vicky had always had a weak chest, and now the punishing hours she spent working for the KPD had finally caught up with her. Her doctor told her in no uncertain terms that if she didn’t rest, her health would be irretrievably broken. Even then, she was reluctant to give in, but Emerick told her firmly, ‘The revolution can wait for you to get better.’

			The KPD paid for her to stay at a sanatorium in the Swiss Alps. Her room there had a balcony, and the view was beyond anything she could have imagined. She sat for hours watching the play of shadow and sun on the snow-capped summits by day, and, after nightfall, the silvery moonlight dimly reflected on the smooth, silent slopes, with the vast universe above, dappled with a billion stars.

			Vicky carried on working just the same – against the express orders of her doctors – writing articles from her bed advocating a United Socialist State of Europe. She had never been more convinced that Lenin was right. A Europe-wide civil war was the only way forward; pointless to live in hope that somehow a communist order would flower from the soil of capitalist goodwill. The workers thought like trade-unionists, in terms of short-term objectives, rather than adopt a more long-term strategy for real gains. Unfortunately, that was how Emerick thought too. But the revolution had a fresh smell – pure and clean like brand new leather. It was imperative to learn from the mistakes of the past. True communism needed tough men and women with a clear vision and an untiring commitment to destroy capitalism and start anew.

			Two months went by. Vicky claimed she was well enough to return to Berlin. Easy enough to peddle lies in a letter – letters never betrayed themselves with a blush. But when Emerick came to visit her and saw for himself that she was by no means fully recovered, he suggested taking her to Italy for some sun instead. He reminded her that the last time they’d had a holiday was on their honeymoon three years previously, in 1919, and that had only been a week in Paris. Vicky knew this was a last-ditch attempt to save their marriage, and felt that she couldn’t refuse.

			They travelled down to Naples, Capri and Pompeii. It was August and the streets were baking. One morning they climbed to the top of Mount Vesuvius, she on the back of a donkey, he walking at her side.

			‘I love you,’ Emerick told her on the summit, his voice a note higher than usual.

			‘I love you, Vicky,’ he said again, as they made their descent.

			‘I love you too,’ she answered.

			But when Emerick arrived back at the foot of the mountain, he confessed that there was an empty feeling in his heart.

			He took her with him to Rome at the beginning of September, where he was due to attend the International Federation of Trade Unions Congress. That’s what was paying for the holiday. As she walked around the Piazza Venezia on her own one afternoon, Vicky saw Kai-Olaf coming towards her. She wasn’t sure to begin with if it was him, and she had to shade her eyes from the sun to see him properly. She hadn’t seen him since January 1919, when he came to Frankfurt with a crew of sailors from the Kiel mutiny in order to spread the revolution.

			What an exciting period that had been. Vicky remembered the heated discussions in the Schleisinger Eck, an old tavern on the corner of Gallus-strasse. She remembered going over to the city barracks, to release the soldiers who had been imprisoned there for refusing to obey their officers. She remembered her elation when the first soviet was elected. Their confidence and conviction grew, but Berlin was slow to react. The revolution was building up a head of steam, but why was the Social Democratic Party so reluctant to lead it? Why were they so infuriatingly cautious in all their decisions? They should have published a manifesto. But it was the revolutionaries in the Schlesinger Eck who did that, on behalf of the Soldiers and Workers’ Soviet.

			They distributed the manifesto and thousands upon thousands of people spilled out onto the streets in a sea of red flags and ribbons – men, women, children, all making their way as one to the Osthafen fields on the city outskirts. People were jubilant, feeling in their hearts that the dawn was about to break, that the revolution was bound to prevail.

			But staked against the new German republic was the older power of the great estates of East Prussia, as well as the iron, coal and metal barons of the Ruhr.

			‘Our mistake in 1919 was that we weren’t ruthless enough.’ Vicky had said this to Margarita more than once. ‘That was the lesson I learnt too late.’

			Like arresting that wretched Frankfurt chief of police, instead of shooting him in the head. Vicky had been so naive.

			On the Piazza Venezia, she and Kai-Olaf had sheltered from the searing heat under the canopy of a little trattoria. Vicky didn’t need to ask him; she’d known full well he was there on Comintern business. He’d told her what Mussolini was up to, and how fascism was on the march throughout Italy. He’d been in Bibbiena, a small town not far from Arezzo. Stopping for a drink at a café, he’d been told about a stonemason called Giulio, who had just returned from America, where he’d been working for three years in order to save enough money to marry. One night, he happened to be drinking in the same bar as a group of fascists from Arezzo. They started baiting him, and the leader of the group ordered him to shout ‘Evviva Mussolini!’ When the young man refused to do it for the third time, the fascist took a pistol out of his belt and shot Giulio dead right there. Within a fortnight, the fascist had been set free, with no charges brought against him.

			Three days later, as their train approached the outskirts of Berlin, Vicky told Emerick that their marriage was at an end.

			‘I know,’ he replied, without taking his eyes off the fields that streaked past the window.

			Vicky arrived back in the city on the day that Walther Rathenau, the Weimar Republic’s Foreign Minister, was shot dead in broad daylight by three Nazis as he drove through the streets in his open-topped motor-car. Vicky knew that she had made the correct decision. The fascists were flexing their muscles, ready to smash all opposition to smithereens.

			‘I was right, not Emerick. The communist way is the only way Margarita.’

			‘I agree,’ answered her friend. ‘The communist way is the only way.’

			It would take strength and determination to fight capitalism and fascism – and those qualities were only to be found in the Comintern and the KPD.

			‘But you still haven’t answered my question,’ said Margarita.

			‘What question?’ asked Vicky in a sleepy voice.

			‘What is there between you and Kai-Olaf?’

			‘I’ve already told you.’
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			As he hauled himself up the dark stairs to his room on the top floor, Alyosha told himself yet again that he really must find somewhere cheaper to live. Of course, there were certainly cheaper places to be had in Paris – far cheaper – but they were damp hovels, infested with vermin and lice; places to destroy a man’s health forever.

			‘Confort moderne’ proclaimed the bold letters on the front of the hotel. But this was a feeble attempt to throw dust into someone’s eyes to hide the layers of dust inside. The Hôtel de Nantes was an old building on the Rue du Montparnasse, divided up into a warren of cramped rooms that smelled of rancid fat and stale cigarette smoke. The owner was a portly asthmatic, always with half an ear to the radio, which, when it wasn’t making a noise like an egg frying in a pan, crooned from somewhere under the counter in the reception. He would listen to it constantly, day and night, as though he was expecting to hear tidings of great importance. At his feet lay an ugly old dog, a great ball of fur with a head at one end and a tail at the other – a lazy, good-for-nothing lump.

			Alyosha was adept, by now, at nipping up the stairs when the man’s back was turned, to avoid the ever-more-insistent requests that he pay his rent. It was hard to live outside the world of daily work. But who would be daft enough to take on a Russian with a visa that was due to run out before the end of the summer?

			But the rent was now long overdue, so he had no choice but to go out once more with Leonid Kolosov.
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			Leonid Kolosov was Alyosha’s best friend. In Russia, Leonid had fought in Denikin’s army during the Civil War, but before that he’d been a painter and decorator in Moscow. Fleeing Russia, he’d had a tortuous journey across Europe, tramping hundreds of miles on foot. On the way, he’d worked for a while as a miner, living in a filthy hostel on the outskirts of Sofia, where he’d been struck down by dysentery. Leonid had made his way along the backroads of the Balkans in the company of other ex-soldiers, to the city of Trieste. From there, they had aimed for Florence, and found lodgings in a garret in one of the old medieval palazzi on the Borgo Pinti. Leonid had hoped he might once more make a living with a brush and paint, but there was no work to be had, and so he and a friend had taken up their packs again.

			They’d arrived in Paris with dusty clothes and aching bones. It had been a wonder that Leonid’s friend had even survived the long journey. Leonid had spent the next few months shuffling along the streets, looking for work, wondering whether he’d have to spend the rest of his life with nothing better to do than talk to his own shadow.

			Eventually, he’d found a job as a plongeur in a hotel restaurant on Rue de Vincennes, but soon became fed up of washing the filthy dishes of the three sittings, especially as he was paid the smallest wage for the dirtiest work. To add insult to injury, a pimply French youth had been employed over his head to wear the frac and work in the restaurant as a waiter, after he’d been promised the job more than once. Leonid had been gripped by an almost uncontrollable rage, more violent than he had ever felt before, at the sheer injustice of it. He’d collected his wages and left that day, but for his swan song, he’d emptied the till on his way out. It was while he’d been getting blind drunk with the proceeds that he’d met Alyosha, and shortly after becoming friends, they’d become partners in crime. Breaking into houses was much more lucrative than working.

			This time, they burgled a substantial house on the Faubourg Saint-Germain, full of paintings of aristocratic ladies and gentlemen with pink cheeks and huge wigs, the family coat of arms proudly on display. Other rooms were decorated with Gobelin tapestries, and stuffed with furniture: gilded chairs and sofas, ornate and heavy, and thickly brocaded curtains framing the large windows. It reminded Alyosha of his former home, the house where he’d been brought up in Petrograd. If things had turned out differently, perhaps he could have whiled away his life in a house like this one.

			They had always had a golden rule: that they would only steal money, because money couldn’t be traced. But Leonid was beginning to be tempted by small items of large value, which could be fenced quickly and profitably.

			‘Look at this,’ he said, dangling a finely wrought gold bracelet on his finger. Alyosha told him to put it back, but his friend was having none of it.

			‘Don’t you worry; I can get rid of it easily.’

			‘How?’

			‘Doesn’t matter how.’

			‘But it does matter how. Wait…’

			Leonid was already pocketing the bracelet. Alyosha grabbed his arm.

			‘Oy! Let go! …’

			‘You’re going to sell that to somebody…’

			‘Let go of me I said!’

			‘…who probably knows you. So if the flics shake them down they can pin it on you. It’s too risky’

			They both froze as they heard a noise from downstairs; the unmistakeable sound of the front door opening.

			‘Out. Now.’
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			‘I’m bad at remembering names…’ his new neighbour, Yury, had mumbled the first time they met, as he stood at the head of the stairs, dressed only in his vest and underpants. He had been to piss in the zinc bucket in the dark little cupboard that passed for a W.C. ‘Were you in the civil war in Russia?’

			Alyosha said he’d been too young to fight.

			‘Nobody was too young to wage war on the Antichrist.’ The man scratched his underarm with his dirty fingernails and Alyosha backed away slightly from the stink of him, but there was no escape to be had. ‘Come into my room, why don’t you…’

			Reluctantly, Alyosha followed him in and sat on the unmade bed. He would discover that his neighbour spoke about Russia obsessively, and was always going back to the turmoil of the Civil War. He loathed his life as an exile in Paris.

			Yury pulled a lice comb through his greasy hair and then examined it.

			‘When I first arrived, the only place I could find to sleep was in a stable with some poor nag of a horse, clapped out after a lifetime of pulling people in a cart around Paris.’

			He shook his head sorrowfully. ‘Russia,’ he sighed.

			It was the Russian landscape he missed more than anything. That and the weather. And the people. He described seeing the sun set above Sukhinichi, a blood-red streak across the vast sky, as the clouds froze above the tiny village of Pruzhana on the fringes of the vast Belovezhsk forest, where open fields stretched across the country, fields of oats, fields of barley, and wide meadows of wild mustard. They’d sat there as the rain soaked the soldiers to their skin.

			‘There’s nothing worse than rain to make a soldier’s uniform stink…’

			And then it would rot on your back and fall to pieces leaving you half naked. The worst time was when you saw miles of marshland lying ahead of you, and you had to slog through it in the rain, your feet so heavy you could barely lift them, through thickets of grey poplars, dense vegetation, clumps of weeds, under a cold green sky, and no shelter to be found for the horses or the soldiers; the merciless wind pursued them with as much savagery as the Red Army.

			Onwards, onwards.

			And the communists never far from their tail.

			Onwards, onwards.

			Until, late one afternoon, a girl in a glade, her big white eyes, her lips open like a scream; nearby, a dog and a small boy, her brother. ‘Go and fetch water from the stream,’ he orders the boy. He tears his shirt, tears it in two, in three. A young girl in her terror – What’s happening to me? You’re having a baby. He rolls up his sleeves. What’s happening to me? A scream swallows her words, deafens them as the pains rips through her. The night in flames; sparks in the forest, and her low whimpering mingling with the rustle of the leaves; dry, white lips, the smell of her sweat among the birds, the moles and the sharp scent of a zig-zaggy fox, until something pink spills onto the straw like a piglet.

			Yury’s stories were nearly all of the same ilk.

			‘How were we so stupid as to lose Russia?’ he’d ask, again and again. On one evening, the man demanded, ‘When do you think we’ll all be able to go home?’ while on another, as Alyosha was combing the lice out of his hair above a basin of boiling water, Yuri begged, ‘Alexei Fyodorovich? When do you think the hour will come?’

			‘Some day.’

			‘How can you be so sure?’

			He wasn’t sure at all.

			‘This is the age of Caesar,’ his neighbour raged, ‘an age of blood and iron, and we just kick at the wind.’

			Yury often felt he was going crazy, as well as bewilderingly powerless and listless; that he was nothing more than his current situation, and that his future was a bleak affair.

			Russia, Russia…

			His friends in Paris were ex-soldiers from the White Army almost to a man. One of his closest friends was a one-armed twenty-eight-year-old called Fedot. Every time they met, they got roaring drunk together, and reminisced as the big red trumpet of the gramophone sang arias from Rigoletto.
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			Alyosha lifted his head. For a split second in the dense blackness, he had absolutely no idea where he was. But a stranger’s fist was knocking furiously on his door. He pulled back a curtain to let the moonlight flood the floor of his room, and stumbled to the door.

			Two devils stood there.

			He groped for his visa, his permis de sejour and his Nansen passport, and stood there, bleary-eyed, as they rifled through them. Neither of them looked as though they were in any hurry to leave, or gave any apology for turfing him out of his bed at six in the morning. Outside his window, a glimmer of light was just inching its way into the sky.

			Before he’d left Berlin, Alyosha had spent days running from one counter to another, from office to office on Alexanderplatz, begging for the passport created especially for stateless Russians. Then more endless queues and interviews, before he’d obtained his visa in the office of the French Counsel. A permis de sejour could only be obtained on the Paris black market, and had cost him dearly. But his papers were all in order.

			The visit had the stamp of a warning about it. They’d been investigating a spate of burglaries, and his name had been passed on to them. They didn’t want to accuse him or arrest him (‘Not at present anyway’), but they wanted him to know that they would be keeping an eye on him from now on.

			‘So if you have any common sense…’

			‘Can I have my visa back?’

			‘If you want it back, you’ll need to go and see this man.’

			The name on the card he’d been given was Superintendent Chenot.

			Alyosha didn’t have much choice. Without a visa he could easily be arrested on the street in broad delight, and transported over the border in chains between two policemen. When he showed up at the Préfecture de Police on Boulevard de Paris the next morning and announced himself, he was ushered up to an office on the second floor, where a man in his fifties, dressed in a dark suit and a shirt with an ill-fitting collar, sat behind the desk.

			Alyosha took a cigarette from the proffered silver case. Superintendent Chenot was clean-shaven, and his fleshy cheeks testified to a life of good eating and drinking. There was some slight defect in his left eye which meant it was always half shut, and he wore a pair of spectacles, with black bone frames. He was friendly enough, made small talk about this and that, although Alyosha hardly said a word.

			‘Do you know what the secret of policing Paris is?’ the Superintendent asked eventually. ‘I’d be happy to let you in on it.’

			Through a gap in the clouds, a shaft of light fell on the old grey mansard roofs of the tall buildings of the Quai Saint-Michel. Alyosha watched the tourists strolling past the stalls lining the walls of the riverbank. He could also hear the faint hum from the steady trickle of traffic: trucks, motor cars and omnibuses.

			‘…are you listening to me?’ Superintendent Chenot clicked his fingers. ‘Small accidents and small men can cook up big events.’

			He insisted that Alyosha shut his eyes and try to imagine a gang of men sitting in a room in a building somewhere in Paris at that very minute, plotting some villainy. A burglary. Something even worse, an atrocity. A bomb in a café, perhaps. What did anybody know about these men? How would it be possible to prevent them? Through what method?

			‘The most important commodity for a policeman,’ Superintendent Chenot told him, ‘is knowledge. When a man knows all there is to know about his fellow man, he’s in a very privileged position. It makes it possible to re-arrange the pattern of events, so the consequences are diverted – but without anybody being any the wiser about the unseen hand quietly steering it all.’ Suddenly he laughed – a big heartfelt sound. ‘The expression on your face, Alexei Fyodorovich!’

			As he lit another cigarette, Alyosha noticed that the policeman’s nails were bitten down to the quick.

			‘What would you like to be?’ Chenot asked him calmly from behind his black spectacles.

			He shrugged his shoulders.

			‘Apart from a thief.’

			Alyosha denied that he was one.

			‘Seen your friend Leonid Kolosov recently? You needn’t answer, because you haven’t. Do you know why? Because he’s with us – well he’s not with us exactly, but in a cell over in Santé. Mind you, I’m not sure how much of a friend he is to you, really. We brought him in for a little chat after he’d been trying to flog a bracelet over in the Bois de Verrière market, only the stall holder happens to be one of our songbirds. Now… we don’t have the evidence against you that we have against your friend. But then again… how will you survive in Paris without your visa? Or your permis de séjour?’

			Knuckles rapped against the frosted glass of the door and a curly-headed man with a ginger beard came in, shirt-sleeves rolled up and his trousers hoicked up over his stomach with braces. He placed a file on Superintendent Chenot’s desk and said he couldn’t go any further with it until his boss looked at it.

			‘I’ll telephone you once I’ve finished, Eric,’ Superintendent Chenot looked directly at Alyosha and added, ‘I shouldn’t be too much longer.’

			The curly haired man nodded and left the office.

			‘Do you know this man?’ asked the policeman holding up a photograph in front of him.

			Alyosha nodded, ‘Baron Wrangel. He led the White Army.’

			‘And what about this one?’

			Yury Safronovich.

			‘You needn’t say a word. I know that you do. You both live at the Hôtel de Nantes.’

			He picked up two or three other photographs. ‘We have all sorts of people singing to us in all sorts of places – you’d be surprised.’

			Yury Safronovich was a member of the Soiuz Russkikh Ofitservo Uchastnikov Voiny – the Union of White Army Officers in Paris, which held regular meetings. It was the duty of the Paris police to keep an eye on all foreign groups, never mind who they were. The Reds. The Whites. Mussolini-hating Italians. Arabs. Armenians. Yellow students from Cochinchina, hell-bent on toppling the regime in Saigon. In short, the riff-raff from all continents, who had found refuge here in France, the shit from the gutters of every country in the world. Nobody was going to turn the Republic into an arena for political intrigue, with so much potential for violence. Not on his watch. And now that the Soviet Union and France had restored diplomatic relations, any plotting from the White émigrés was at best a nuisance, and at worse, harmful to French interests.

			‘So… you do us the odd favour, and you can be sure we’ll look after you.’

			Alyosha asked what kind of favours he had in mind.

			‘You just tell us what your friends are talking about. What’s on their mind.’

			‘You want me to be a Judas?’

			‘You could argue that Judas helped Jesus Christ to bring about God’s eternal purpose in the world. So, you wouldn’t be a traitor, you’d be a facilitator.’
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			Zepherine was at home with the baby, but his uncle’s wife gave Alyosha a distinctly lukewarm welcome, especially once she understood that he’d come to ask Artyom a favour. He needed to be put in touch with Milko Steiner as quickly as possible, so that he could buy a new visa on the black market.

			He offered her a cigarette, but Zepherine made a point of taking one from the wooden box at her elbow, and said curtly, ‘I though you weren’t on speaking terms with your uncle? But then, you only call by when you want something.’

			It was the truth and he didn’t have a ready answer. He snuffed his match out between his thumb and forefinger and slipped it into his pocket.

			‘Is he here?’ he asked her.

			‘No, he’s not. He’s away on business, and before you ask, I’ve no idea where.’

			‘When are you expecting him back?’

			‘I’m not sure.’

			‘He didn’t say?’

			‘I didn’t ask.’

			Alyosha suspected that she knew, but chose not to share the information with him.

			‘Would it be possible for a message to reach him?’

			‘Would it be possible for you to stop interrogating me?’

			‘I want to put our quarrel behind us.’

			‘Do you now? Well, well.’ She swept a wisp of hair back from her face.

			‘I was at fault to doubt him. It was my mother who got rid of Grete, I realise that now.’

			‘You took your time to come to that conclusion.’

			‘Yes, I know. I’m sorry.’

			‘I hope you’re not just saying this to me because you need his help again.’

			‘Like I said, I was at fault.’

			‘So what are you living on? Your mother’s money? Have you patched things up with her too?’

			He had no intention of telling Zepherine how precariously he was living, and the conversation limped on until Alyosha could bear it no more and made an excuse to leave. At the door Zepherine asked him to wait a moment and came back with a letter in her hand.

			‘This belongs to you.’

			Alyosha recognised the writing at once and noticed the Biarritz postmark.

			‘It arrived… let’s see… a while back now. I don’t remember exactly when. Better late than never I suppose.’

			‘Thank you.’

			They said their farewells and he left his uncle’s house.

			He read through his mother’s scrawl on a bench in the Luxembourg gardens. The Hôtel Biarritz in Biarritz. What was she doing there? Was she on holiday, or had she taken up residence?

			The contents were direct and to the point. Alexei Alexeivich Dashkov had left her for another woman. He had taken advantage of her and stolen her money. He had been opportunistic and selfish from start to finish. She begged Alyosha to forgive her for not listening to him when he warned her; she longed to see him once more, she thought about him constantly, was worried about him and realised how badly she had treated him.

			Alyosha was about to throw the letter away, but changed his mind. He decided he was going to reply to his mother.
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			At the best of times, Yury was a sad and self-pitying creature, which explained why there was always a sour, bitter air about him. He hardly ever laughed. Perhaps he had lost the capacity, as his only reaction to a witty comment was to say ‘ha ha’, which made him sound even sourer. One of his favourite phrases was, ‘Every exile is a chronicler of suffering’.

			There was something sickly about him, his shoulders always hunched and his hands usually stuffed up the sleeves of his shirt as if he was trying to keep warm, even on a sunny day. Not only had he been uprooted and thrown to the four winds, many years previously, Yury had been disappointed in love. He had never come to terms with his loss and still lived with his pain, in summer as in winter, day and night, frozen in his misery as the city streamed past him.

			‘You have no idea how much I loved her.’ Like picking at a scab, he insisted on revisiting his memories over and over. ‘We were engaged. I remember putting the ring on her finger as though it were yesterday.’

			This was in Kiev during the Civil War.

			‘Look…’

			He took a photograph out of his pocket.

			‘What do you think of her?’ he asked, smiling gently. ‘Tell me honestly.’

			‘Very beautiful.’

			‘Wasn’t she?’ Yury kissed her image. ‘Nobody could hold a candle to her. Then that fucking stinking fucker of a Jew stole her from under my nose.’

			His grief for her loss was stronger than anything else. At the time, he’d been running a puppet theatre in Kiev with Tamara Bobrikova, this girl who left him for another man – some journalist by the name of Stanislav Markovich Feldman. Destroyed, Yury decided to join the White Army and go off to fight the Reds, just as the first chill winds of winter were blowing in. It was his attempt at burying his pain, though he nursed a hope that Tamara Bobrikova would see through the Jew, and come back to him one day.

			‘That hope was the only thing that kept me alive through that winter of mud and blood.’

			He wasn’t only fighting for Russia, he was fighting to win Tamara back, and he clung to his dream of returning victorious to Kiev to fill his lungs with a pure spring breeze. But Tamara Bobrikova was lost to him forever, and all down the years he still loved her, still desired her, though he hadn’t heard a word of what had become of her. The worst of it, what gave him more pain than anything, was that he had lost her to one of Jesus Christ the Saviour’s murderers, one of the race who had nailed the Son of God to the cross.

			‘I used to know him,’ Alyosha finally had to admit.

			‘The Jew Feldman? You?’

			He nodded.

			‘How? When?’

			Alyosha told him of his own troubles in Kiev. Then he said, ‘He used to see my cousin, Margarita Kozmyevna, in Berlin for a while.’

			‘Did you ever hear him mention Tamara?’

			‘No, never.’

			Ever since he’d lost her, Yury’s heart had darkened, his reason was disturbed and his judgment impaired. No wonder he used to shout at himself so much. Behind the door of his room, he kept a puppet of the devil – one he’d bought in an open-air market in Moscow – and often the two of them would scream at each other for hours, which always terrified any new tenant.

			In the meantime, Alyosha continued to report every word back to Superintendent Chenot.
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			The heat of an Indian Summer had curdled inside the walls of the Hôtel de Nantes, and in his airless room, Yury sat in a stupor on the wooden chair by the open window. An aria from Rigoletto played on the gramophone, and every now and again garbled voices, children’s laughter, and the occasional whistle floated up from the street.

			‘You’ve not much to say for yourself this evening, Alexei Fyodorovich,’ Yury said.

			Alyosha was standing in front of a little mirror shaving his face by the weak light of the small carbon lamp. He told Yury that the letter he’d posted to his mother in Biarritz had been returned to him that morning unopened, and on the back, in red ink, the hotel manager informed the sender that Madame Dashkov had vacated the hotel without leaving a forwarding address – or settling her bill.

			Yury’s sympathy and concern were sincere, Alyosha felt more uncomfortable then ever: being a Judas was dirty work. He hated quizzing Yury about his fellow White Army officers, and hated betraying his own people – men who had suffered the blood and agony of the Civil War, men who had lost everything and were living a miserable existence as exiles.

			‘Are your documents all in order?’ asked Alyosha.

			‘I don’t have a permis de séjour at the moment, but I hope to have a new one stamped by the end of the month. These things always take time. Why?

			‘You’d better try and have it stamped before then.’

			‘I can’t pay for it until I’m given my wages.’

			‘Then don’t be in your room on Thursday night. Stay away – all night.’

			Yury looked doubtful. ‘Why? What have you heard?’

			Alyosha felt dirty.

			‘Are you in any trouble? No, there’s no need to tell me, I know you are. You’ve got yourself into some scrape, that much is obvious. A debt? A woman? Blackmail? What?’

			How to answer? Alyosha felt marooned on an island of loneliness where he couldn’t share his worries with anyone.

			‘Come on – out with it. What’s troubling you?’

			‘I can’t tell you…’

			‘Yes, you can.’

			Alyosha dithered for a while, and then, under further pressure from Yury, came clean and told him all about Superintendent Chenot.

			‘Grass on who exactly?’ Yury asked. ‘Me?’

			Alyosha told him the whole story from beginning to end.

			‘You’re playing a very dangerous game.’

			Alyosha knew that better than anybody.

			‘Yes, a very dangerous game. What exactly have you told them?’

			‘Nothing really…’

			‘Are you sure?’

			‘Yes.’

			Yury reflected on his predicament and then said, ‘You need to clear out of here. Find somewhere else to live. And keep clear of this Chenot for good. Seriously. We already know about him and he’s a sly bastard. He tried his best to recruit me last year but I told him where to go.’

			That Thursday night, there was much pounding on the doors of hotel rooms in the area as the police worked diligently to round up anybody who didn’t possess official papers. On the night of the raid, Alyosha wandered the streets, slipping in to a bar or café when he needed to warm up. He eventually fell into an uneasy sleep propped up against an oak tree in the Jardin de Luxembourg.

			This was no kind of life.

			Things had to change, but a visa on the black market would cost him an arm and a leg. To pay for it, Alyosha needed to find work immediately, and that wasn’t the easiest thing in the world. There was only one thing for it. He would break in to his Uncle Artyom’s house.

			He kept an eye on the comings and goings there for a few days, and noticed that Zepherine usually went out shopping in the afternoons. He waited until he saw the maid take Bibi out for a walk in his pram at three, and then climbed up to a back window, watched from a branch of the birch tree by a jet-black crow, with yellow eyes and glossy feathers. He smashed the window and climbed into a bedroom. This was where he had slept when he first arrived from Berlin in the spring of 1924. Almost three years had gone by since that day when he first walked into his uncle’s house, clutching his cardboard suitcase. He’d vowed to himself he wouldn’t go near his uncle, but, as the French bureaucratic nightmare of trying to settle in Paris had engulfed him, he’d had no choice but to go to the house to ask for help, although he’d loathed himself for doing so. He remembered being ushered by his Uncle Artyom down the wide, black-and-white marble-tiled passage, into the square living room, with its magnificent chandelier hanging from the high ceiling. Underfoot had been a carpet and modern, brightly-coloured paintings had hung on the walls. He remembered the suspicious look the fair-haired, buxom young girl had given him.

			‘My nephew, Alexei Fyodorovich – Alyosha, this is Zepherine. He’ll be staying with us for a while,’ Artyom had stated, before offering: ‘Campari?’

			‘Perfect,’ Alyosha had managed to answer.

			‘Zephie?’

			She’d still been considering him, and eventually she’d asked him exactly how long he was thinking of staying.

			‘Until he finds his feet darling,’ Artyom had answered.

			She’d still looked a little sulky as they’d sipped their drinks. Then she’d asked, as if Alyosha hadn’t been there, ‘Is he anything to do with her?’

			Her to Zepherine was always Jeanette, Artyom’s first wife.

			‘No.’

			Artyom had a son by Jeanette, Dimitri, but the ties between father and son didn’t seem very strong. Zepherine was a jealous woman at the best of times so their names were never to be mentioned in front of her.
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