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  Chapter 1


  The headache was gone. Alex Balfour was lying facedown in a shallow trench. The ground was cold and hard and smelled of clay and mold.


  He had just enough time to lift his head up out of the dirt before the first shell slammed into the earth. A howling rush of air and then the explosion.


  The sound, the feel, was like a locomotive falling from the sky. He was slapped up into the air then hammered back as thick clods of dirt thudded down. He tried to burrow into the earth, knowing instinctively that his only protection was to hide his soft body deep under the ground. All secondary thought processes were lost as the shells tracked in on a line that paralleled his trench. His heart was pounding. The terror drew small mewling sounds from him. His brain jammed, allowing only primary thoughts and functions; fear, confusion, survival.


  Silence.


  His ears rang with it. He flinched as a flare burst high in the air with a flat pop and drifted slowly down, hissing, casting a cold magnesium light that drenched his limited landscape, coloring it a pale, monochromatic blue.


  There were other men lying in the trench with him. They were not moving. He risked a look over the edge and saw nothing he recognized; flat fields, mounds of blasted earth, a roll of barbed wire in the distance. The air seemed to ripple for a second, then held clear and sharp. The pounding of his heart slowed, but he was still afraid. In the dim light he could see he was dressed in his usual cotton knit shirt and jeans. He was cold.


  He pushed away a boot near his face. Part of the sole was missing and the ankle was wrapped in rags. No response. He crawled carefully over the man, trying not to touch him, stopping just long enough to look into a dirty bearded face with wide-open dead eyes. He crawled on. The ground scraped at him. His breath plumed into the air. The flare that had hung so long hit the ground and died, plunging the world back into darkness. He stopped and waited.


  The shells. A high whine as they passed into the distance. A low tumbling roar if they were close; a tearing sound just before they hit, the sound of a giant cloth being ripped apart; then the unbelievable slamming crash as they exploded, each time more terrifying than the last.


  He doubled up to protect his belly. He sucked in air, reflexively trying to supply his pounding heart and his brain with enough oxygen to keep from fainting.


  Silence. The pop; the hiss of another flare.


  Alex opened his eyes. The man beside him moved slightly. Alex could see that he was watching him, the whites of the man’s eyes contrasting starkly with his dark, dirt-smeared face. Alex dragged himself closer. The trench was wider and deeper here, room for both of them to face each other. The man was half sitting, half lying against the dirt wall. His right aim was wrapped around an old rifle with a long, four-sided bayonet in a fixed position.


  “Zdra stvuitye,” the man said softly. Hello—Russian: Alex understood the words.


  Another flare popped, and another. The scene was sharply lit. The man looked up at the flares then back at Alex. “They are being especially diligent tonight,” he said, still in Russian. “The Germans are a meticulous people, you know.” He smiled to show that he was joking.


  Alex could see the huge stain on the front of the man’s coat. It was black in the light of the flares. He pulled himself closer and reached for the buttons of the coat. Now he could smell the fresh blood, the sharp coppery scent that was almost a taste.


  “No,” the Russian said, “leave it alone. It is almost finished.”


  “We need to stop the bleeding,” Alex said, speaking Russian without thinking.


  “There is little bleeding left to stop, my friend,” the man said, laughing a little. “I am in God’s hands.”


  The flares hit the ground and died; one, two, three.


  “You know,” the Russian said—he didn’t seem to notice the sudden darkness—“for the first time in two years I am not hungry. Also, I am not cold. This dying is not altogether a bad thing.”


  Alex waited for the shells, but they did not come. His eyes grew accustomed to the dim starlight.


  The crackle of sporadic rifle fire opened up along the trench. “My comrades shoot,” the man said, motioning vaguely along the line, “to let the Germans know that we are still here, that we are alive. It is not important to hit anything; we are making a statement. You understand?”


  “Yes,” Alex said, though he understood little. “Where are we? What is the date?”


  The man grunted. “Where? Who knows. I think we are near the Baltic. Sometimes in the morning, if the wind is right, I can smell salt in the air. As for the date, didn’t you know? It’s Easter.” He smiled. “It is a holiday, my friend.” He inhaled sharply. “You may have my rifle,” he said through clenched teeth, “they are very rare these days.” He exhaled a long, bubbling sigh and died.


  Far off a shell hit, then another, and another. In the darkness around him the men stopped firing and began to sing; first one lone voice, then others. The shells marched toward them as the song was picked up along the line. It was a hymn. Alex recognized the slow church rhythm, like the solid, precise pacing of the human heart, imagined robed men marching down long church aisles. The words were distinct, twisting thinly into the cold night, punctuated by the approaching shells: “Christ is risen from the dead, conquering death by death.”


  Alex tightened himself into a knot and waited. The shells came.


  Sunlight knifed in around the edges of the heavily curtained windows. Thin beams lit the floor in sharp oblong shapes, the strong light carrying motes of dust that floated slowly, rising, winking; bright tiny satellites in a miniature universe. Alex Balfour sat sleeping in a deep, old, soft plush easy chair. An empty George Dickel whiskey bottle sat on the floor near his feet.


  Except for the thin blades of sunlight, the living room was dark. The wooden floors were covered with Oriental rugs in deep wines and reds. Heavy Victorian furniture lurked in the dim light; large humped shapes that crouched on carved feet, waiting to snare unsuspecting prey. Books filled the floor-to-ceiling shelves along three of the walls. There were old leather-bound volumes, whole sets of encyclopedias and atlases, modern hardbacks, novels, textbooks, several shelves of paperbacks. More books were piled on the floor. The fourth wall held a long, low bookshelf lined with the identical grey plastic cases of videocassette recordings, the identifying labels handwritten on the spines; old movies, vintage television shows.


  Alex stirred in his chair. He sat up and rubbed his face, his whiskers scratching the palms of his hands; a small sandpaper noise in the dead-silent room. He squinted at the lines of bright sun. His mouth tasted like mice had nested there overnight. His head ached with a dull pounding that began in his heart and ended in his prefrontal lobes. He stood and stretched, feeling his muscles pull, painfully realigning themselves after a night of sleeping in a chair. He felt as if he’d been beaten.


  He went slowly up the stairs to his dark bedroom, carefully keeping his mind blank, thinking only of the pain in his head. He kicked off his shoes and took off his shirt and jeans and threw them in a pile of dirty clothes. He did not look at them, did not see the clay stains on the knees of the jeans, the clumps of mud stuck in the waffle-patterned soles of the shoes. The woman who picked up his wash once a week would notice the dirty jeans and wonder how a grown man—a history professor, for goodness sake—could get as dirty as a little boy.


  He went to the window and pulled back the side of the drawn shade. The sunlight cut into his eyes, making him wince. He squinted out the window. Nothing moved on the street. Early morning. In the background he could hear the ever-present murmur of New York. On his residential side street it was still quiet.


  He leaned back against the wall and pressed his hands to his head, trying to squeeze the pain away. It didn’t work. No, I will not think about it, not now; some other time, when my head doesn’t hurt, I promise. Right now I will be normal and I will take a bath and get ready to teach my class and try to get rid of this hangover. It wasn’t worth it; getting drunk didn’t help any more, didn’t stop the dreams.


  He padded into the bathroom and turned the water on in the large old claw-footed tub. He avoided the mirror over the sink.


  When he had bought his three-story brownstone, he had made no structural changes other than in the bathroom. He’d knocked out two of the original walls, installed a large window that looked out over the alley in the back, and positioned the old tub up on a low platform. He’d plugged up the overflow holes in the tub so he could fill it right up to the edge. The water steamed as it splashed against the cool porcelain.


  He stretched again and found the pain easier to bear. He considered getting down on the floor and trying a few sit-ups or push-ups but rejected the idea. He ought to; he was carrying fifteen extra pounds around the middle that he would be glad to be rid of, but his hangover said no, not this morning. Tomorrow; he’d start tomorrow. Last week a woman in a bar had said he looked like a tall but chubby Robert Redford. Chubby. She’d meant it as a compliment even though the light in the bar had been dim and the woman more than a little drunk. She was referring to his unruly blond hair and his blue eyes. His blandly handsome Midwestern face. And his spare tire. He sighed and checked the tub. The water had risen to the mark he’d made with a piece of waterproof tape. He turned off the taps. His body would now displace just enough water to bring the level an inch below the rim. If he lost any weight, he’d have to raise the mark.


  He kicked off his underwear and climbed into the tub. He stretched out as the water rose to his chest and stopped at his chin. Relax. He had hours before he had to face his students. The hot water would take away the pain, loosen the muscles. He closed his eyes. Eased down until the water covered everything except his eyes, his nose, his mouth. He was floating. It brought back the memory of the day before. He tried to push it away—tomorrow; worry about it tomorrow—but it came anyway. It was too much, two times in a row, last night following right on the heels of yesterday. Yesterday it had happened in the afternoon. He had been sitting in his chair, reading a magazine, when the headache began. It had never happened before during the day; they were dreams and dreams happen at night, not during the day, not while you’re sitting in a chair, reading a magazine.


  Reasons, explanations. He was working too hard; Obviously not true; he wasn’t working particularly hard at all. He was staying up late watching too many rental movies, too many old Ernie Kovaks shows, too many Honeymooners and I Love Lucy’s. Too much Twilight Zone. True, but that was nothing new; that was an old habit that hadn’t ever bothered him before. He was drinking too much: Also true, but he was drinking because he was having the dreams, because they were happening during the day, because they had gone beyond anything normal and were carrying him along and becoming more and more real, and lastly because, God help him, he had been enjoying them, the way one enjoys horror movies, finding them one hell of a lot more interesting than living alone in his three-story brownstone and going to teach a history class once a week and sitting around reading books and watching television.


  He floated in the bathtub and let himself remember. To hell with it, let it come. Yesterday. He had been sitting in his chair, reading a magazine. The headache began; lights flickered in the corners of his eyes.


  And then it was as if he were standing against the bare plaster wall of a basement room.


  A single bulb hung from the center of the ceiling. There were men in the room, seated at rough wooden tables. They were dressed in varied shades of the same dull hues: ochre, khaki, sepia. Their clothing seemed to soak up the light, leaching what little colors there were into a uniform monochromatic stain.


  An iron stove in the center of the room glowed red, melting the snow on the men’s clothing into puddles of dirty water on the cement floor. The men closest to the stove steamed.


  The room stank. He became aware of it with a jolt. This was new. Before this he could see and hear, but never before had he been able to smell. Wet oily wool, old sweat, dirt. The air was thick with it. Tobacco smoke, fumes from the burning coal, the humid effusion of wet concrete. It was real to him in a way that his waking reality seldom was, each odor separate and sharply defined, heightened to a point of razor-sharp awareness, as if he had acquired a totally new sense.


  They were Russians. Low guttural talk, great drooping mustaches, broad Slavic faces. Siberians, Tartars, Balts, Uzheks. He was able to catalogue the nationalities the same way he understood the language, as if he had gained some innate knowledge when he’d entered their world.


  The men were drinking. It looked pre-Revolution, like the photographs of such places he had seen in books. Workers, a few peasants.


  He watched a man come down the steps into the room. There was a light dusting of snow on the man’s shoulders and sheepskin hat. He stamped his feet, knocking off the snow packed onto his boots. He moved to a nearby table and greeted the men there. The conversation flared for a moment, rose to accommodate the new man, then settled back down.


  Alex moved, or it was as if he were moving, walking unseen to the door and then up the stairs, outside. It was snowing; light, dry flakes that fell with a look of permanence, a winter condition rather than a storm. He knew that it was very cold, but he did not feel it. He had no body here. When the wind blew, it did not touch him.


  He was on the sidewalk of a wide avenue that stretched away on either side into darkness. The snow-covered streets were lit by faint streetlights. The line of dark stone buildings that flanked the sidewalks formed two low cliffs with little detail. The snow perched on the ledges of these buildings. A sleigh drifted by, a troika, the runners hissing, the hooves crunching on the packed snow, the breath from the three horses streaming into the air, like smoke from the nostrils of comic-book dragons.


  At the edge of his vision, turning onto the street, was a pair of headlights and the low purr of an automobile. The falling snow filled the two cones of light as the car approached. It seemed to be having trouble, sliding back and forth, as if the driver were unused to the snow.


  He could see into the lighted interior of the slowly moving car. In the front seat the driver peered intently out into the night. He wore a chauffeur’s livery and a worried expression. In the backseat were two men. One of them was young and aristocratic, slight and pale in the yellow light. The man beside him was a direct contrast, dark and powerful. They were laughing.


  The larger man was dressed in a blue peasant shirt. He had long dark hair, bushy eyebrows, and a full, unkempt beard. As the car passed, this man turned and looked at Alex. His eyes narrowed and he stopped laughing.


  Alex felt a wave of shock, a quick spurt of adrenaline, as he realized that he’d been seen. And then another shock, a hot flush, as he realized he recognized the man in the car.


  Rasputin. The pictures of the period had been unfaithful only in their inability to convey the power of the eyes. He had felt himself begin to tear away from the scene in a panic as his body back in another time struggled to wake up. He smelled the cold snowy night and at the same time the stale air in his living room, felt his eyes open and at the same time still watched those other eyes as they focused on his through the rear window of the car, felt the actual touch of the eyes the way one feels the heat from a torch, smells the stink of death.


  Back in the tub his eyes snapped open. He sat up and took a long breath. He closed his eyes again, felt his racing heart begin to slow. He was in the tub, not in the chair, not in a trench, not on some snowy street somewhere … else.


  The dirt on his hands had begun to dissolve, drifting up in thin veils. Sitting up had set up a current. The veils tore and swirled in the eddies, dispersed into the larger volume. He sighed. It was no use. It would not leave him, would not wait for tomorrow. What would he do?


  He leaned back. The water sloshed to the edge of the tub and back, the waves breaking and circling the soft shoal of his body. He would wash; he would get dressed; he would teach his class. Just like a normal person. But the question remained. He almost laughed at the craziness of it as he let the question form. Why was the bathwater so dirty? He knew; oh, yes, he knew, had been pushing it away, refusing to look. Now he held his hands up in front of him, looked at the backs of the hands, the torn fingernails, each one rimmed with black grime, cut and scratched from scrabbling in the hard clay ground. He put his hands back under the water and squeezed his eyes shut and wondered where he had been, what was next. He could see, hear, smell, be seen, talk and be heard; now what was next? What more was there?


  Oh, Alex, where have you been? Where are you going?


  Chapter 2


  Alex Balfour was the end product of a long line of professional historians. The clan had emerged from a generally undistinguished and ordinary past when Alex’s English great-great-grandfather, Henry Allen Balfour, broke the family tradition of agrarian poverty by becoming the first Balfour to actually attain a formal education. As a boy he had come to the notice of a local cleric. He was admitted to school, did well, and became a schoolmaster, as did his son.


  Peter Balfour, Alex’s grandfather, who was a university-educated man, found his own career opportunities hampered by his lack of upper-class forebears. He emigrated to the United States, found employment at Yale University, and had a long and distinguished career as a professor of history.


  Alex’s father began his own career as an assistant lecturer at a small Midwestern school, worked his way up to head of the department, and then, departing from the family’s scholarly past, wrote a historical novel set in pioneer days; it became a best seller. After that came a succession of books that guaranteed his father’s fame and fortune. This streak of Balfour celebrity ended on a bright, clear morning when the light plane in which Alex’s mother and father were flying went down in the north Atlantic, a hundred miles southeast of Nova Scotia. The loss of his father was mourned by a nation of historical novel readers bereft at the loss of their favorite author. The mother was mourned by her teenage son, who stood at the grave side on an appropriately gray misty day and watched the two empty caskets—the bodies were never found—being lowered into the ground.


  Alex inherited the Balfour family’s primary characteristic: a love of history and scholarship. He became a historian, had never considered anything else. If he had not studied biology and actually known better, he would have said that a professional history gene had somehow become a permanent link in the chain of Balfour DNA, passed down from generation to generation as a favorable characteristic that contributed to the general success of the Balfour species.


  The hot bath had done its job of relaxing his cramped muscles, if not of easing his mind. On the way to school he decided to worry about everything later, which was his standard method of dealing with problems. Sometimes it worked and they went away. Sometimes they didn’t.


  He sat at his desk, waiting for his students to wander in.


  His achievements in undergraduate and graduate school, while not overwhelmingly superior, were always adequate and often impressive. He found that he had a predilection for the “small fact” rather than broad overviews, a gift for ferreting out interesting details that worked especially well in examinations. Even when inadequately prepared, he was able to give the impression that he knew what he was talking about. He received good grades and that, coupled with the Balfour name, had allowed him to choose a teaching job from a wide range of possibilities. He had chosen the New School in New York because of its relative freedom and the fact that it was in the city.


  He taught, though there was no economic necessity, because it was a family tradition, because he liked teaching, and because it got him out of the house. Over the years he had become more and more of a recluse, involved in his books and his tapes, his studies, never making close friends that would intrude on his personal world. He was not sure why he was retreating this way, but he found it comfortable. But he also knew that he ran the danger of becoming a middle-aged eccentric, so he taught. It got him out of the house at least one day a week.


  His room was small, with the seats banked up towards the back. It was a classroom like classrooms all over the world; the same wooden desks, the same classroom smells. The students were like students everywhere. Most of them signed up because they needed a history credit and they had heard that he was at least mildly amusing; a few of them attended for unknown reasons and would drop out or fail; and a few more enrolled because they possessed a genuine interest in Russia and her involvement in the First World War, which was the subject of the class.


  They came in clusters, some of them nodding or saying hello but most of them just looking for empty seats near their friends. Alex checked his pocket watch, a heavy, old gold timepiece that had belonged to his long-departed grandfather. He looked at his fingernails. They were spotless, clipped down almost to the quick. He had worked for fifteen minutes to get them that way. He would think about it later.


  He checked the watch again. Show time. “All right,” he said, standing, “does anyone have any questions about the reading they were supposed to do for this class? Did anyone do the reading for this week?” Nothing again; a few murmurs. He didn’t really expect answers. He just wanted to get them warmed up a bit. He’d often thought that teachers needed warm-up acts to go on first to get the students’ brains in gear and functioning before the main event.


  A distinct flash of color caught his eye. A woman with bright red hair, a green shirt, and a grey tweed skirt came in the door, hesitated, then walked up the steps to the back of the classroom. He held his breath until she turned around. There was no real doubt in his mind, but his reasoning capacities were slow to accept what he was seeing. No, it can’t be. But it was.


  Oh, yes, no mistake; one ex-girlfriend, Molly Ellen Glenn, last seen ten years ago boarding a jet to San Francisco, rumored to have married shortly thereafter, and not heard from since, was now taking a seat in the back row of his Russian history class. He could almost feel the adrenaline as it hit his bloodstream. He tried to analyze the conflicting emotions that were beginning to tug at him: fear, pain, hope, denial, aggression, and a few others as yet unnamed.


  He fixed his attention on a student in the middle of the room and calmed himself. Later, Alex, when there aren’t thirty students staring at you.


  “We were discussing Russia’s losses during the period shortly before the actual revolution. As you remember, Russia had entered the war against the Germans three years before in a blaze of unified patriotic fervor. After great initial success in the field the Russian army began to feel the effects of the massive logistical problems that faced her. In a few short years Russia had moved from an agrarian-based economy to that of a major industrial power. This was the first of her revolutions—an industrial revolution much greater, much more profound than any that ever took place in Europe or America. The focus of this great mechanization was, of course, the production of war material. But Russia is an enormous country. The lines of supply …”


  “Excuse me, Dr. Balfour …”


  He ground to a halt, steadied himself.


  “Yes, Ms. Glenn?”


  “Pardon me for interrupting, but could you tell us about the Tsar?” She was smiling politely.


  “The Tsar, Ms. Glenn? What about the Tsar? He certainly enters the picture, if that’s what you mean.”


  “I guess I mean a little further along. I’d like to know about when the Bolsheviks killed the royal family.” She still had a sweet little smile.


  “We won’t be there for at least three weeks, Ms. Glenn. We have to get through the rest of the war before tackling the Bolshevik Revolution.” He consciously allowed just a tiny hint of exasperation into his voice. Who would have guessed that this woman was anything more than a pesky intruder who had wandered into his classroom? Who would ever guess that he had lived with this woman for two years, had come very close to marrying her.


  “Oh,” she said. “Three weeks? I’m sorry.” The smile was gone. She pretended to look chastised.


  “Wait a minute, Dr. Balfour,” a boy in the front row said.


  “Yes, Trent?” Alex said. Trent was his best student.


  “Why can’t we skip ahead a little? I’d like to hear about that, too. Frankly, Dr. Balfour, I’m getting a little tired of hearing how many kilos of this and that weren’t making it to the front lines and how many men the Russians were losing every day.” The look in Alex’s eyes stopped him for a minute. “Not that it’s boring or anything,” he added quickly, “but we can read about that for ourselves.”


  Alex looked back up at Molly Glenn and back to Trent. They were both smiling. Mutiny. Right here in his Russian History 206 class. She sashays back into his life and in five minutes all discipline flies right out the window. She hadn’t changed; she’d won over poor Trent and she wasn’t even sitting near him. She’d always had that effect on men. Including him.


  “Well …” he said. She turned up the wattage on her smile. Why fight it?


  He cleared his throat unnecessarily and began. He would throw a wet blanket of pedantry over the brush fire that was smoldering somewhere down in the region of his heart. Confusion would be banished by discipline and self-control.


  “Tsar Nicolas, his wife, their five children, and four family retainers were all shot to death in Ekaterinburg, Russia, July 16th, 1918.” He watched them settle back in their chairs. They liked it when he told history like a story. “Once upon a time …” Out of nowhere the tag end of memory, the faint touch of the battlefield scene of the night before, the whisper of shells, wavered at the edge of his consciousness. He pushed it away. It was getting worse; last night was definitely the worst—the dreams, nightmares, hallucinations, whatever they were, creeping in around the edges of his mind even when he was awake. And now Molly Glenn.


  “The difficulty,” he went on, letting history crowd out memory, “is placing events in the perspective of their own time. We tend to think of key events as happening one right after the other. The First World War begins; the Tsar is overthrown; the Bolsheviks take over the country; Russia goes Communist. One, two, three strikes, you’re out. Unfortunately or fortunately, it doesn’t happen that way. That sort of thinking is what invariably occurs when you study history as a succession of dates rather than as narrative.


  “The time is early 1918. Russia is in chaos. The Bolsheviks have signed a peace treaty with the Germans. They can now focus their military attention on conquering their own country. After months of growing insurrection the Tsar has abdicated and, along with the rest of his family, been arrested.


  “Lenin and Trotsky have arrived back in Petrograd after years of exile, transported across Germany in a closed train, ‘like a cargo of deadly bacillus,’ as Winston Churchill so elegantly put it. They start hacking away at Kerensky and the Provisional Government until they pull it down around everybody’s ears. Millions of Russian men had been killed in the First World War; most of the country was starving; no one knew who was in control from one day to the next.


  “One of the things to remember is that while the government itself went to the Bolsheviks, the vast majority of Russians wanted to have nothing to do with them. The Reds were primarily a product of the cities and the industrial areas. Their political views were extreme and confusing. The Bolsheviks were holding the Tsar and his family in the town of Ekaterinburg in the Ural Mountains.”


  “I don’t understand,” interrupted a girl who usually didn’t understand, “why they had to kill them all. I mean, maybe the King, but why did they have to kill his wife and children?”


  Alex took the opportunity to look at Molly. She was writing in a notebook. Notes? She’s taking notes? Usually it made him feel good when people took notes. This just made him nervous.


  “He was called a tsar, not a king,” Alex sighed. Where has this girl been all semester? “They were in the middle of a violent civil war,” he continued. “Large armies were forming behind various leaders. The Whites, still loyal to the Tsar, controlled huge areas of the country. Various Cossack warlords took the opportunity to ransack, rape, and pillage. Fighting was taking place all over Russia, and in many parts of the country the Reds were losing. The Bolsheviks felt that any vestige of the royal family could be used as a rallying point for the opposition. The thing to remember is that critical confusion. Russia is the largest country in the world. Communications were primitive; no one knew just what was really happening at the other end of the telegraph line. Finally, someone, no one really knows who, decided that the smartest thing to do would be to kill them all and get it over with before something worse happened. Ekaterinburg, the town where they were being held, is more than halfway across the country and was virtually surrounded by White forces. It was really the only thing to do under the circumstances. We have a tendency to think that large historical events were carefully planned, when in reality most events are simply reactions to other events.”


  “So they shot them all,” Trent said.


  “That’s right,” Alex said. “It was the middle of the night. The family and the few retainers that remained with them were all told to get out of bed and get dressed. They were taken to a ground-floor room where the Tsar, his son, and his wife were given chairs. A detachment of soldiers entered the room; the officer in charge told the Romanovs that they had been condemned to die. The soldiers opened fire. After the shooting stopped, they checked the bodies and found that they were all dead except Anastasia, who was then bayoneted to death. And that was the end of the Romanovs.”


  Maybe he should have left out the part about bayoneting Anastasia. They were looking at him as if he’d been the one to order the massacre. They didn’t like it when their stories had unhappy endings. They waited for more explanation, something to make sense of it. They were used to TV endings, movie endings. Easy answers.


  “Try,” he said gently, “to think of it less in terms of good against evil and more in terms of people being manipulated by events. As an act of brutality it was a small thing compared to the torture and killing being committed by both sides. The Bolsheviks hated the Tsar; he was known as ‘Bloody Nicholas.’ The men who carried out the killings were soldiers who had been ordered to do so.”


  They just stared at him. Children, unhappy now that their fairy tale had turned sour.


  “Lenin,” he went on, realizing that it was hopeless but trying anyway, “was fond of quoting Napoleon: ‘On s’engage, et puis—on voit.’ You commit yourself, and then—you see. Maybe people are more careful now, I don’t know; we think that we could never do such things, but under the same circumstances, who can really say how they would react? As leaders or as soldiers.”


  “Are you saying,” Trent asked, “that we, or rather you, are capable of shooting a bunch of unarmed people in a little room, some of them kids?”


  Alex shook his head, wondering if Molly was enjoying this. Alex, the killer of women and children. The two of them had marched in more antiwar demonstrations than he could remember. Comrades against the system.


  “I don’t think I’m capable of such a thing,” Alex said. “I would hope not. But who’s to really say what men are capable of?” This was beginning to sound like a sophomore dormitory bullshit session.


  “I could never just shoot someone,” Trent said stubbornly.


  “Circumstances, Trent, circumstances. It’s easy to say never.” He’d lost them for now; he could see it on their faces. This was a generation who could never consider such things. Vietnam was before their time; Watergate, race riots, all of it was history to them. Fairy tales. People back then might do those things, but not us. They looked at him with expressions ranging from bored skepticism to anger. He would have to win their hearts and minds another time. By next week they would have forgotten all about it. Right now he had other problems.


  “All right, it’s early, but I’m going to let you go. Next week we’re back to the stuff that Trent considers dull. Do your reading.


  “Class dismissed.”


  Chapter 3


  Alex stood looking out the window. The gray smoked glass drained the color from the street outside. Traffic moved silently behind the unopenable windows. Yellow taxicabs nosed through lines of grid-locked cars like roaches seeking refuge.


  He stood with his back to the classroom, staring out the window. He was aware that the pose was overly dramatic, but he needed the time to try and figure out how to play the coming scene. What do you say? Hi, Molly, long time no see? Hey, beautiful, been out of town? How’s the husband?”


  “I’m sorry.”


  He turned.


  He was surprised by the sudden flush of color after the gray window-world. Her coloring always surprised him, even when they were living together. Her hair was so red it hovered right on the edge of impossible. She was made up of the primary colors of the mythic heroines in Pre-Raphaelite paintings.


  “I’m sorry,” she said again.


  “What for?” he asked. There were too many choices. Leaving all those years ago? Never letting him know what had happened to her? Walking back in on him like this?


  “I’m sorry I asked that question and screwed up your class. I guess I’m also a believer in the Lenin quote, ‘Commit yourself, then see.’”


  “I seem to remember that.” He turned away from her and sat on the corner of his desk, aware of the petulant tone in his own voice. He couldn’t stop himself. It was as if some little boy had been waiting ten years to talk back. The little boy would not be denied. “I really don’t know what to say to you, Molly. What is it you want?”


  She sat down in one of the desks in the front row. “How about ‘How have you been?’ Or ‘Nice to see you.’ I’ll have to admit, Alex, in my fantasies I never came up with a conversation like the one we’re having. I know you’re nervous; I’m nervous, too, but that doesn’t mean you have to be so cold. It’s as if you’re still angry with me. This is incredible; we’re ten years back in the past having the same argument we had then. Don’t you remember?” He didn’t answer. She sighed. “All right, here it is again. I left because I wanted to get married and you didn’t. Sure, I walked out the door, but it was your choice.” She looked at the ceiling. “Hasn’t either of us changed at all?”


  He went back to the window. The taxi-roaches were still nosing around, looking for escape.


  She was right, it was incredible; he was acting crazy. Mr. Cool, no doubt about it: Old girlfriend walks back in; does it bother him?—-no way, man, nothing to it. He just picks the same fight that he thought he had gotten over a long time ago. She was right about all of it. He had refused to get married, even though she had made it very clear that she would leave if he didn’t. At the time he didn’t know what he wanted. He still didn’t know what he wanted. No, that wasn’t true either. Why lie to himself? He knew what he wanted two minutes after she walked back in the door. He wanted her. It had been lying there in wait all these years, like a patient jungle animal lying in ambush, waiting for some luckless stoop to stumble by on the trail. Wham.


  He turned back around. Begin again. “Hello, Molly, how are you? It’s good to see you.”


  She smiled. Oh, God, what a smile. “That’s nice. I’m fine; it’s nice to see you, too.”


  “Want to go have a cup of coffee?” he asked. Start slow, right?


  “I’d love to.”


  The coffee shop across the street from the school was just like nine million other coffee shops in New York. Salmon-colored booths, Formica tables, run by any one of an infinite number of foreign nationalities. This particular one was Greek. Lots of hustle, lots of shouting back and forth between the waiters and the countermen. Lots of fluorescent lights. Alex was glad to see that Molly lost a little of her vibrancy under the fluorescence. Everything did.


  He held up two fingers to the counterman who nodded. Molly glanced at the menu. He wondered if she felt the same way he did? It had never been easy to figure out what she was thinking. He looked at her hands on the menu. Normally, he didn’t particularly care for redheads; they usually had funny skin. Molly’s skin was healthy-looking, very few of the usual redhead freckles.


  It wasn’t as if he were particularly woman-hungry. Even though he was considered a very solitary man, he had more than normal success with women. He had never had to go out of his way or spend much time finding someone he liked. He had even found a few that he had thought he had loved, but never enough to take that last step.


  The waiter banged down their coffee and tried to sell them a Danish. Alex considered it, then remembered the extra fifteen pounds he was carrying around on his gut. He rejected the Danish, sat up straighter, and sucked in his stomach.


  “So, how’s the coffee?” he asked.


  She laughed and took a sip. “Just like it always is in these places. Who knows? It’s dark brown and bitter; I guess that qualifies it as coffee.” She stopped for a minute and tilted her head to the side. “You know, it’s hard to believe, but you can get to miss things like New York coffee. The coffee is better in California, almost always fresh-ground, carefully prepared, but it never seems to give you the same kick this stuff does.”


  He considered running down California in general, one of his favorite topics, then decided against it. Bad move. But now that he had decided to be a nice guy he couldn’t think of anything to say.


  “I’ve been in New York for two months,” she said quickly. She was looking down at the table. She glanced at him and then back down. “My husband and I broke up three years ago. I’ve wanted to call you, but I couldn’t decide if it would be fair. I thought you might be married or living with someone.” She looked at him again and he shook his head no.


  “Anyway, when this thing came up at work, it was so perfect I just had to do it. I called Maxwell Surrey first. He said you had moved to a real house. He gave me the address and telephone number.” She stopped and fiddled nervously with her coffee cup.


  “I’ve got a few questions,” Alex said. “Work? Two months? This thing?”


  She laughed. “I have a job at The New York Times. Reporting. They saw a series I did for the L.A. Times and made me an offer I would have been a fool to refuse. I’ve been living in an apartment in the eighties for a month. The first month I lived in a hotel. If you lean out my apartment window just to the point that you’re in danger of falling, you can see the river. This thing. Well, that’s a long story. It’s a piece I’ve been working on, or at least I’m starting to work on.” She stopped. “I’m babbling, aren’t I?


  “Oh, Alex.” She reached out and touched his hand. He could almost see a little blue spark fly. His heart felt as if a medic had put the paddles on his chest, hollered “stand back,” and shot him the juice.


  “I took a cab by your house twice,” she said. “I was terrified you would come out the door and see me.”


  He covered her hand with his. “That would have been great,” he said. “I look out the window to see what the weather is and you ride by in a cab. Very weird.”


  They both just sat for a minute and looked at each other.


  The waiter: “So, more coffee? Lunch? What’s it going to be?” Molly laughed and Alex ordered a refill.


  “Very romantic spot, huh?” he said.


  She nodded. “Okay. The piece I’m working on.” She sat back in the booth. “A book came into the Book Review section recently. There were some questions about it and eventually it ended up on my desk.” She smiled wryly. “Probably because no one else could figure out what to do with it rather than because of my reputation as a crack reporter. Give it to the new girl.


  “Anyway, it’s called The File on the Tsar and it’s by two BBC reporters who are known in the business as respected investigative journalists. Not people who are easily taken in. The point of the book, to get to the point of my story, is that they’ve come up with new evidence that suggests rather strongly that the Romanovs weren’t really killed by the Bolsheviks.”


  Alex snorted. “Where have they been? Living down in the South America?”


  “Your initial skepticism is noted. To continue, the Book Review people thought it might be a hard-news story, so that’s how it began its tortuous journey to my desk. I called up Maxwell Surrey. He remembered me and suggested I call you.”


  “I guess Max has heard of my historical prowess when it comes to the Russian Revolution. Really, Molly, there are other people in town who are a lot more knowledgeable than I am in this field; why not one of them?”


  “Well,” she said after a minute of silence, “this way I don’t have to keep taking cabs by your house, wondering what’s going on inside. Also, to put it bluntly, there’s the matter of who you are. There’s going to be a lot of name recognition.”


  “Oh.” It was as if she had dropped a large rock on his foot. “You mean Alexander Balfour, son of the late Charles Ames Balfour.”


  Here it was again. Little Alex, son of the famous historical novelist.


  “So you decided that your article would have a little extra pizzazz if you used me as your expert.”


  She gave him a long look. “Still the same old problem, huh? Somehow I thought you might have gotten over that by now.” She shook her head. “Look, Alex, I’m a reporter”—she held up a forestalling hand—“please, no jokes, no snide remarks; just hold it for a minute. As such I’m paid to find stories and write stories. I try to do this in the most interesting and informative way possible. Right now I’ve been assigned a story about a famous controversial historical event and I just happen to know a historian who also is the son of a very famous historical novelist. I’d be a liar and a fool if I told you I wasn’t going to try to work all these things together.


  “In the old days you dealt with it differently, but it’s still the same problem, isn’t it? Back then you pretended that Charles Balfour never existed. Just as you used to pretend that you weren’t rich, that you were just a regular guy struggling to get along. I’ve thought about it a lot since then. Don’t you think it was pretty weird that we never talked about it?” She smiled ruefully at his stony gaze. “You don’t want to talk about it now either, do you?” He didn’t answer.


  “I had this very weird experience four or five years ago,” she went on. “I was in the library at the paper, researching a story, when I came across an old article in Time magazine about your father. There was this big picture. Your father with that mane of hair, looking very Hemingwayesque; your beautiful mother. And over at the side, sort of away from the two of them, was this sullen teenager. It was you, of course, but I could hardly recognize you from the picture.


  “The story was all about how you traveled everywhere as a family. Back into the jungles or the deserts, everywhere that your father went to research his novels. Sitting there, reading it, I had the strangest feeling: I wanted to be you. I wanted that to be my family. You have to remember that I grew up in Ohio in the most normal Midwestern family imaginable. Last year my dad retired and he and Mom moved to Florida. Perfect, huh?


  “But your life sounded so adventurous, so glamorous, so exciting. It was like a fairy story about some fantastic Swiss Family Robinson, only real. When I finished the article, it suddenly occurred to me that I had actually lived with this person in the picture. The sullen-looking kid with the messed-up hair. We had lived together for two years, ate together, slept together, shared the same bathroom, and I didn’t know anything about this part of your life. You talked a little about your mother; you talked a lot about Maxwell Surrey; but when your father came up, the lips were sealed and you got that stony look that you’ve got on your face right now.” She watched him for a minute before going on.


  “Back then I never said anything about it because I felt it was something you had to work out on your own. Also, I guess I was a little afraid of you when you looked like that. But things are changed now, Alex. Or at least I’ve changed. I don’t just let things go like I used to. And I’m not afraid of very much anymore.” She laughed without humor. “You’d be surprised how one screwed-up marriage can change a person. If you want to hide things from yourself and refuse to confront issues”—she shrugged her shoulders—“that’s all right for you. But don’t expect me to pretend that real things that concern me don’t exist; I don’t work that way anymore.”


  She sighed and looked down at the table. She traced the patterns of green and blue triangles in the Formica. “End of lecture. Look, Alex, aren’t you even interested in the history involved in all of this? The mystery of what happened to the Romanovs?”


  He waved his hand. “Of course I’m interested.” He would go along with the change of subject. She was right; he didn’t want to talk about his father.


  “You know, it isn’t the first time someone has come up with this theory,” he said. “There are already quite a few books on the market, claiming various escapes for the Romanovs. While we’re at it we can discuss whether or not Hitler is alive and living in the East Village. Hell, maybe they all live together, I don’t know. See, professionally, I’m not very interested in big questions like that; I let that go to the big boys in the field. I’m more interested in things like what sort of underwear did they wear in the fifteenth century? Little things rather than the momentous events.”


  “You people going to buy some lunch or what?” It was the waiter. He was carrying more menus and a look of exasperation. “I got people waiting for this table. You want to talk, maybe you should talk outside. You want to stay here, you got to order something.”


  Alex looked at her and she shook her head. “No,” he said, “we’re on our way.”


  The waiter wrote up their check and tossed it on the table. Alex left him a reasonable tip and paid the bill at the register. Molly waited for him on the street.


  “So?” she said when he joined her outside.


  “So, maybe we should have dinner?”


  She gave him a long, hard look. “You sure you want to do this? You know as well as I do that there’s a big chance that we’re going to be up to our ears with each other if we start in again. I can find another historian to work with.”


  “I don’t want you to find another historian. You know the address, right?”


  She smiled crookedly. “Yes, I know the address.”


  “Seven o’clock,” he said, turning away in the opposite direction.


  “Wait a minute,” she said. He turned back around. “What kind of underwear did they wear in the fifteenth century?”


  “None,” he said. “Underwear is a modern invention. Very recent.” He smiled and headed toward home.


  Chapter 4


  Alex had learned to cook when he was seventeen years old. It was the summer after he’d graduated from high school, right after his mother and father had died and he’d gone to Princeton to live with Maxwell Surrey. The move to Princeton was a natural one, as Surrey was a long-time friend of the family, an honorary uncle who was as close as any blood relative. Surrey had always been there, working with his father on his books, living with his family during the summers, spending holidays with them.


  Alex began cooking as a way of disguising the fact that he took almost all of his meals alone and was, consequently, lonely. Somehow the idea of the solitary gourmet was a romantic enough notion to justify that loneliness.


  Surrey would have been surprised to know how Alex felt. A private man by nature, he let Alex do what he wanted with little interference. He was fatherly, but he was also fifty years older. They didn’t have a lot in common to talk about and Surrey cared little for eating beyond the small meals his housekeeper fixed. At mealtime Surrey would be at school teaching his history classes or in his study working. Alex would be in the kitchen, struggling with a cookbook.


  By the time he and Molly lived together, after graduate school, he had given up culinary pursuits as being too effete. Molly did most of the cooking. Or they ate out.


  After Molly left, he had gravitated back into the kitchen. Eating out by oneself in restaurants was boring and slightly embarrassing. So he stayed at home and cooked and got very good at it and enjoyed it. It also impressed the women he went out with.


  Alex had spotted fresh chorizo sausage at the Italian market the day before and had had a paella in the back of his mind ever since, fresh chorizo sausage being the backbone of a good paella. The fish market had produced a half dozen jumbo shrimp and two Chesapeake Bay crabs. He opened himself a Yuengling porter, one of America’s great unknown beers, and drank it while he put away the groceries and planned the dinner for Molly.


  Molly. Molly naked. Ah, God, he couldn’t help it; it had been lurking there in the back of his mind, so he let it out, conjured up the vision. So much for his raised consciousness. She was heavier now than she had been; her breasts and hips seemed rounder, more womanly. He could remember the feel of her skin, smooth; her long silken hair as it hung down and tickled his chest.


  He stood up, sighed, and tossed the empty beer bottle into the small trash can in the corner. It clanked against the other empties already there. Time to clean up. The way to a woman’s heart is through a clean living area. He opened up another beer, extricated the vacuum cleaner from the closet, plugged it in, and began threading his way through the stacks of books and around the curved feet of his old Victorian furniture.


  Each piece that he negotiated, cleaned under and over, had a specific veneer of memories.


  Alex’s father had written five best-selling books, each concentrating on one pivotal historical moment and how it had affected the country involved and the world at large. They had all been enormously successful. His father had possessed a unique talent for making each period seem absolutely real. Each book had taken three years to complete, a year for research and two years to write. Alex’s house was full of the memorabilia that went into the books, and all of it had to be cleaned or cleaned around.


  The Victorian furniture was garnered from the family’s year in England, researching The Queen’s Lover; the shelves were spotted with carved wooden statues from Africa from Isi, A Life. The first book, The Golden Land, contributed the early American antiques. Fortunately, Quest, the book about Central America and his father’s last effort, had added very little as their house in Connecticut had just about reached capacity. Woman of the Sands, the desert opus, had yielded nothing as the trunk with the camel saddles, bells, and beaten brass pots had gotten lost in transit. His father had liked having the objects around; he said he needed them while he was writing to give his work the proper feel.


  Alex seldom cleaned, usually only when he was having over a woman he wanted to impress. The dust built up in small drifts in the intervals; cobwebs festooned the corners of the rooms; little tumbleweeds lay under the furniture. As Alex vacuumed he thought about packing all of the junk and giving it to the Goodwill. But he wouldn’t. It seemed to be in the Balfour nature, perhaps because of their commitment to history, to save things. It gave their lives texture.


  By six o’clock he had finished the cleaning, taken his bath, and was back in the kitchen.


  He made his paellas in an old cast-iron pan that was extremely heavy and covered two burners on his stove but still heated evenly. He pricked the two long sausages with the tines of a fork and put them into the pan with a half an inch of water. While the sausages boiled, he washed six chicken thighs and dried them off. When the water on the sausages had boiled away, he sliced them up and fried them in a little olive oil, adding a chopped-up onion and a sliced red pepper. When the sausages were done, he removed everything from the pan and browned the chicken in what was left of the oil. He then put everything back in and added chicken broth, saffron, paprika, coriander, and a bay leaf, then covered the pan with a lid made out of a cookie sheet and put it on simmer for fifteen minutes.


  He finished another beer as he peeled the fresh shrimp and chopped up the three tomatoes.


  He sprinkled two cups of Italian rice onto the paella. While the rice began to swell, he shelled two cups of fresh green peas and opened a small can of garbanzo beans. All of it went into the now furiously bubbling mixture, along with the two fresh crabs. He stood back and watched it all work in a cloud of saffron-scented steam.


  The doorbell rang.


  She wore a cream-colored silk blouse and a deep-green skirt. Her freshly washed hair gleamed with a reddish-gold tint. “It smells wonderful,” she said, glancing around the living room.


  “Balfour’s Famous Paella,” he said, taking her light jacket and hanging it in the closet. “It’s a legacy from my father’s Spanish period. While he was writing, he had to have his meals in the style of whatever country he was writing about. When I was a kid, I hated it. I wanted hamburgers like the other kids.” Poor baby, he thought to himself, had to eat paella instead of hamburger.


  “This is a nice room,” she said, walking to the mantel over the fireplace. She touched an African carving made of smooth ironwood. With her pale skin and her bright hair she seemed to gather the light and glow. “It’s nice to see real furniture. Most bachelors these days go in for the leather-and-metal-tubing school of decoration. Glass tables and white rugs. Brown walls. They
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