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About the Book

Lenin may have just seized power for the Bolsheviks, but Charlie Doig has just seized twenty-eight tons of Lenin’s gold. For two days he’s the richest man in the whole of Russia. However, on hearing that the Red armies have cut off his escape to the west, he decides to hide the gold for a later day and with Kobi, his Mongolian henchman, to make his way east along the Trans-Siberian Railway to the Pacific, and freedom.

Russia’s in a state of chaos. People are fleeing the Reds in their millions. Charlie has to fight his way past refugees, bandits, murderers and shamans, only to discover when he gets there that the Japanese have invaded Siberia. He falls in with an old flame, a New Yorker now calling herself Countess Cynthia von Zipf. He saves the life of her protector, General Sato. As a reward, Sato offers him the position of Prince of Siberia – provided that he first goes to Nagasaki and eliminates a rival of Sato’s. He accepts. With him travels one of Sato’s men, a Doctor Hijo, who’s been experimenting on Bolshevik prisoners in order to confect a vaccine against typhus.

Charlie finds Japan a paradise after Russia – until Hijo tricks him into being the guinea pig for yet another gruesome experiment. Having survived that, he comes to suspect that he’s welcome to the Japanese only because of his gold. As an added twist, he’s offered marriage by the daughter of the man he’s been sent to kill. In an unforgettable final scene, Charlie, clothed in a samurai’s blue and green robes, strides through the wood to the pavilion where Mimosa awaits him. She’s after a share of his luck. But what can she offer Charlie, one of fiction’s truly great adventurers?
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WHAT STARTS in joy will end in tears, what starts in woe will end with cheers. The best of these sayings, which my mother kept in a brocade notebook with yellow fleur-de-lis on the front, should be written in indelible ink on the palm of every child’s hand. When the first truth is revealed, the child will pay attention to the rest of them, that’s the idea. But of course it’s not how it happens. Experience is the only ink that’s truly indelible.

By this point in the Revolution I was still in good health, apart from occasional bouts of malaria, which I’d picked up in Burma when collecting for the Field Museum. If you were a doctor and saw me walking towards you in the street, you’d say to yourself, that man’s doing well, just look at his trim, and as I passed you’d eye me with interest. After all, revolutions are famous for promoting famine and disease besides all the rest.

Stripped I weighed 170 lb.

Xenia once decided to measure my chest. Squinting at the tape in the candlelight, she said that thirty-four arshok (which is forty-two imperial inches) was exactly the same as her friend Anna, whom she didn’t envy one little bit, it had to be so uncomfortable for her – then with a glance at my bare torso she dropped the tape over the side of the bed.

Such eyes she had! Huge and green, like goggles! Ah, Xenia, we had good times together, you and I, until I discovered you weren’t the girl you said you were. All the time you were bedding me, you were acting as Glebov’s spy. I should have smelt a rat from the circumstances of our very first meeting. But I was too hungry for a woman and didn’t stop to think.

For the eight months that Xenia and I were together, I was the sucker, the most complete, most gallant, most willing sucker in all of Russia. And when the truth emerged, it was Glebov himself who told me, which didn’t help her cause.

So times quickly got less good for her and now she’s dead, having bequeathed me Lili during her last moments on the earthly kingdom of Christ, of whom she was enamoured.

Lili, let me add, was her daughter by this very same Glebov.

Here I must introduce another woman – my heart, my treasure, my ever and only love – my wife: Elizaveta née Rykov, whom I always called Lizochka. To make sense of her, I have to bring Glebov into it again. For it was this small, piglike man who – for doctrinal reasons – to ingratiate himself with the Bolsheviks – or to satisfy his sadistic lusts, I never asked him which – led the rape and torture of my woman. We’d been married for exactly seven days.

That was how my chest came down, from forty-two to the forty inches it now is. It fairly hollows a man out carrying a story like that around with him.

Lenin, Trotsky and Glebov, that was the Bolshevik line-up when on behalf of the common man they launched their reign of terror. In this connection, I’ve noticed that talking of the ‘common man’ in a fawning and unctuous tone has become a badge of honour with a certain type of person, who is invariably a member of the intelligentsia. Such people are capable of justifying any Bolshevik outrage, however despicable it may be morally. I’ve never heard one single word of regret from that class of person concerning the disgusting manner in which Lizochka and her family and their servants were butchered.

There are people who whisper behind my back about my own ‘morals’, hurtful, malicious whispers.

They simply have no idea. One day, when this is all over, I’ll confront them. ‘You know what it takes to shoot your own wife?’ That’s what I’ll say. And I’ll reply on their behalf, since they’ll be silent for fear of acknowledging the truth. ‘Courage,’ I’ll say, spitting the word into their faces, ‘and I still don’t know what it’s cost me. The total. When the books are balanced at the end of the day. The grand and final total, not just the last message her eyes held for me.’

Morality, it’s a swamp. The tallest stilts in the world won’t help you.

Am I such a brute to look at? It’s important. Appearances count wherever human life exists. A tear welling from a soft brown eye at the right time can make the difference between life and death. In the matter of Charlie Doig, the blue eyes, the short dark hair that’s already showing signs of grey, and the slight stoop (no more than a couple of degrees, but it’s there) say one thing. The rugged nose, the obstinate mouth, the wide calf muscles and the six foot two in stockinged feet say something else. Neither aspect is misleading: where they meet is where I am, like a fish swimming at the junction of two currents.

Not just any old fish. If I was that, I wouldn’t have survived this long.

My age has helped. I was born in Moscow in 1889, so at almost thirty years old, I’m at my peak. Which is as well. In these terrible times, God help babes and ancients and everyone who’s too fat to run away.

My teeth are good, like the teeth of most Russians. You don’t want to be a dentist in Russia, we’re too poor to afford sugar.

I have a high instep. I lope. The hair on my chest reminded Lizochka of whiskers of ripe barley, both as to colour and flow. My skin is that of an outdoors man.

Other significant considerations: am I clever? Am I sympathetic? Am I principled? A little bit of each, though maybe not enough of the first to get me through this Revolution, which looks like being drawn out. If it doesn’t, no one but me will suffer. I have no doting family, no wife, in-laws, lover, not even friends. That’s extraordinary, to have no friends. And at the age of thirty, when life should be like a public meeting. But it’s how it is throughout revolutionary Russia. There are no relationships left between its citizens, only between them and the state.

I’m certain that somewhere, even though they’ve held power for only nine months, the Bolsheviks are preparing a dossier on me. Sympintel is how they might describe me, a mixture of sympathetic and intelligent – or some such completely asinine abbreviation. If they had anything in their heads apart from hatred of the bedbug rich, as Lenin calls even the peasants, they’d write the truth: Charlie Doig – hostile, vengeful and lonely.

The most dangerous sort: kill this man on sight. Glebov should have remembered his own words when he had the chance to get me.

One description that’s not going to appear in my dossier is ‘nice’. No one gets lucky and nice in the same cracker. When I’ve had luck, I’ve had it in bold type. To have found a beetle unknown to mankind – to have come through typhus – to have survived the most violent revolution in the history of man, in fact to be in possession, as of this date, 8 September 1918, of far greater wealth than when that squeaky-voiced monster walked up the steps of the Smolny Institute and announced that he was now the owner of all us Russians, these demonstrate the fullness of my luck.

But now it was about to expire. I knew it as surely as I knew anything because that’s how luck’s always been with me – feast and famine, feast and famine. What happened when Goetz, my fellow naturalist, left me in the lurch? I broke a leg, got bothered for money, caught typhus and on returning to my mother’s family home at Smolensk, found that Lizochka, my beautiful, black-eyed, aristocratic girl, was affianced to a famous cavalry officer – to a proper gentleman, let’s not beat about the bush.

Then my luck turned: the fiancé was assassinated – blown up by the Bolsheviks, bits of him going right up into the treetops – and I got her. Got her to the altar, got her into bed, got her well and truly – impregnated her first go, I’m sure of it.

No sooner had I come down from heaven than Glebov arrived at our home, riding out of a blizzard, pretending he was a White officer seeking a bed for the night, and everything collapsed again.

Nothing could have been worse, nothing. Until you’ve been called upon to make the decision, unaided by anyone, as to whether your wife lives or dies, you have no idea how cruel God can be.

It’s typical of life’s irony that the only time you really need a god is when things are truly awful. Whose god is irrelevant. Call Him just a Being, call Him a Woman if you want. What you’re looking for is someone’s book of rules to measure your decisions against. God makes the best ones, I think anyone who’s suffered will agree with me there. However, the interpretation of them has to be your own. Well and good if there’s someone to assist you, but at the end of the day … I was lucky here for I had Lizochka to help me – on the floor of the stable, naked beneath the horse rug, her eyes scored with agony, pleading for release.

I refuse to say again how Glebov and his gang tortured her.

It took me a minute to make up my mind and another for us to say our farewells. Not a day has passed since I buried her that I do not hear the thump of my bullet or see the curl of blue pistol smoke rising through the cold, tight air.

No, I’m not your chap if it’s nice you’re after. But this is a rough world and every man needs some shittiness in him.
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MY TANGIBLE assets at this time were a barge stuck on a mudbank on the River Volga and Kobi, a young Mongolian who’d attached himself to me three years before in Samarkand. There were others with me, women included, but they weren’t in the same class of asset as Kobi. In fact, they were a long way from prime, being the sort that has to be told things twice.

In the barge were twenty-eight tons of the dead Tsar’s gold. Every bar had the double-headed eagle stamped on it. Every bar was numbered and dated. In every bar there were four hundred troy ounces of the stuff that could be turned into cash in every bank of the world from London to Lisbon going the long way round. There wasn’t a bullion dealer alive who wouldn’t instantly recognise the red flush on the gold that came from the copper content in the Siberian mines.

Fifteen million American dollars, that’s what it’d be worth when I got it out of Russia. No one else in the country had anything like that to his name, not any longer. Not a million dollars, not a thousand, not even the possibility of these sums. A single dollar would have been a fortune to most Russians at this time.

On that date in 1918 I was the wealthiest man in Russia, no doubt about it.

Seven time zones, a fifth of the world’s surface, 155 million people and Charlie Doig lording it over all comers, flashing his golden smile – that’s not too shabby for a man who’s never had a penny to his name.

You’d like to know what I could have bought with those millions? Here’s what. For cash, adroitly deployed, no middlemen, I could have bought Estonia. Not just one of its baronies or a large farm with top-grade soil but the entire country. That’s an idea to make one stop and think. A country. Customs revenue, national anthem, a flag, a foreign policy, bold letters in the index of atlases and a seat at international conferences.

However, this was theoretical. To turn the gold into cash I had to get it out of Russia and even to start to do that I had to get my barge off its mudbank on which we’d grounded during the fight with Glebov. There were Red battleships somewhere on the Volga and when the news got round that the man who’d shot down Lenin’s number three was escaping downstream, they were going to come after me like apes chasing a rotten apple. I had to get movement on that barge.

There was no other traffic on the Volga, the boatmen all being too scared to venture out. No one was going to pass us a line and pull us off the mudbank. We were going to have to be dug out by hand.

Or we could wait for a winter flood to float us off. But by the time that happened we’d have been captured by the Reds and flayed and spitted. What was going on around us was class warfare in its purest form, pointless to give it any other name. Men were being led away and executed for no greater reason than they had a resemblance to an oil painting done two hundred years ago of a general or a count in Peter the Great’s time. A similar nose or cheekbones, even the cast of someone’s mouth, each of these had turned out to be a sentence of death.

If I were caught, my height would be enough. All the Romanov tsars had been tall men. Therefore I had to be a Romanov. That was how the Bolsheviks reasoned. I’d be shot without a second thought.

I called my crew on deck: Stiffy the Englishman, Joseph who’d worked for my Uncle Igor in his St Petersburg palace, the capitalist Boltikov, Shmuleyvich and his big bullying woman, Mrs Davidova – and Lili. Six of them plus Kobi and myself, eight in the party all told. I herded them together and told them how it was: if we weren’t afloat within twenty-four hours, we were chopped liver. That got them rattled, you bet it did. Then I waded ashore to gather a labour force to dig us out, local fishermen and the like. They’d have heard Glebov shooting us up, seen his Fokker spinning out of control to the earth. They’d have been curious, couldn’t not have been.

I was right. Within an hour I’d got a dozen men and by waving around one of my scarlet thousand-rouble notes had attracted their keen attention. I showed them the problem: I showed them the banknote again, flapped it, flaunted it, tugged it at both ends so that it made a snapping noise. ‘Dig,’ I said.

Stiffy fetched me a chair and I sat in the bows watching them. Engineer Shmuleyvich threw the engines into reverse whenever I gave the signal, to see if there was any give in the mud’s grip.

I drank tea, I strode around shouting at them, I glared and fumed and threatened – I behaved exactly as one of our olden Russian boyars would have, which is to say, like an owner of slaves. It wasn’t only my injured shoulder that was making me short-tempered. I really did not want to be caught sitting around on the mud like a stupid duck with Prokhor Fedorovich Glebov lying dead in a swamp somewhere just behind me. He may have deserved it but that wasn’t the issue that afternoon.

The issues were my life and fifteen million dollars.

Or my life and Estonia, put it like that if you want.

My father would’ve seen it as a game with far higher stakes. It was how he saw life, always reaching for the top shelf. He’d have said in that strong Dundee accent of his, ‘What’s wrong with you, laddie, why just one wee country? Why so timid, why not a continent, why not Africa itself?’ He was the most vibrant and lovable man who was ever born. Tears still come welling up when I think of him dying – of the plague, alone in a dosshouse in Tashkent.

I was fourteen when he died, full to the brim with debt of one sort or another. Ever since I’ve been trying to make up for him. You could say it was in this connection that I was trying to get a barge containing twenty-eight tons of gold off the mud, to prove that I too wasn’t a failure.

‘Dig, you filthy scum,’ I roared. ‘Keep your eyes on this and dig.’ I filled my tea glass with river water and stood it on top of the thousand-rouble note where they could all see it. ‘Think of that as booze. Now think of the women, of the land, of the train rides you could buy with the money’ – that’s every Russian’s secret dream, to wave goodbye to his wife and cow and walk to a railway station and then spend six months cruising round our immense country, chatting and drinking and singing and seeing a fresh view every morning.

The heat started to leave the day. Soon the smell of evening would steal across the river. Even though it was early in September, autumn was already imaginable, that most appalling of our Russian seasons with its fogs and damp cold and limp brown leaves. To my father, man of dreams, it made no difference. But my mother, who had all the melancholy of a Russian aristocrat, dreaded the arrival of October. It was, she said, like the onset of a disease that the books tell you is completely incurable. ‘Why should I bother with living?’ that’s what she used to say, as regular as clockwork, from the end of September until the first proper snows fell in December and people greased the runners on their sleighs.

Leaning on the rail, I called down to them, ‘Harder, harder.’ They’d uncovered a fair depth of the barge’s bows and were now having to heave the mud up onto a raft and float it away.

‘What have you got in there, barin?’ one of them shouted up, his face streaked with dirt and sweat. He slapped at a mosquito. ‘Iron ore?’

Of course it was the gold that was the problem, but I wasn’t going to tell them that. However, now that one of them had posed the question, they all stopped digging and were looking up at me, every face alive with the question, What’s the bastard got in that boat of his? Is it worth fighting for?

A cable almost a foot thick had been run all round the side of the barge to prevent the hull being damaged when wharfing. To board us they’d have to clamber over it. We could pick them off like flies as they scrabbled for a grip. Nevertheless I heard the tone of his voice and saw the greed in those faces. It was time to leave.

I waved to Shmuleyvich. He raised his hand in acknowledgement. I felt the planking vibrate up the 120-foot deck as he moved the lever to Full Astern. One of the labourers exclaimed – the bows were shuddering. I shouted to Shmuley, ‘She’s moving!’

Boltikov began to jump up and down, saying, ‘Away you go, you devil, get floating!’ When the barge didn’t budge, he took to a swaying, urging motion with his hips. ‘Off you go, bye-bye, mud, good evening, Madame Volga, you great wet whore.’

Gassy swirls of air started erupting beside the bows. We couldn’t be far from freedom. I looked around: no destroyers, no aeroplanes, nothing on the broad, even expanse of the Volga except the glittering ripples of the evening sun.
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KOBI, WHO was with the horse on the far bank of the river, was watching us. The sun had them in its spotlight: the big piebald stallion called Tornado and sitting casually on it, his right foot stroking the horse’s neck, in a position known only to someone who has a horse among his ancestors, the young Mongolian. He had one rifle slung over his shoulder and another in his hands. His could have been the bullet that brought down Glebov and his black Fokker. I’d raise a glass to him this evening. He wouldn’t respond – I’d never seen him touch alcohol – but that unknowable smile of his would break out and we’d salute each other. He’d captured the white swift for me by climbing up the mosque in Samarkand. He’d nursed me when I had typhus. He’d saved my life more than once. In return I’d given him freedom, adventure and the opportunity to screw Russian girls. They called him Tigerman, because of his diamond-shaped eyes and because that’s how he moved, slinking, gliding, on the balls of his feet – and they took him into their beds on account of his lean, hairless body, which fascinated them.

I always thought there was an element of revenge in his pursuit of them. He’d never known his parents, had been brought up by Russian missionaries as their servant. To have Russian women prefer him to their own sort and to have them beneath him all fat and adoring was a way of getting his own back.

Something like that – maybe. He wasn’t much of a talker.

As I glanced across at him and Tornado in their sunny halo, who should appear from below decks but the girl who wished to bear my children – Lili, the daughter of my late lover, Xenia, and my late foe, Prokhor Fedorovich Glebov.

Aged about seventeen, everything soft, everything quaking, everything white and moonlike. Legs inclining to stoutness, already a bit puffy about the knees.

She’d changed from her battle costume into a cotton shift – came swaying down the deck with the slight uncertainty of a girl who knows she has a good figure but hasn’t yet twigged exactly how good it is.

I said, ‘It’s no good making frog’s eyes at me. I don’t think I could even get it up for you.’

She said coolly, ‘It was the one thing my mother said you’d be good for.’

I said, ‘I’ll land you at the first decent town we pass. You can make your own way. Find someone else to father your children.’ I had no intention of lying down with her. With the daughter of the man who raped my wife? No thank you a billion times over.

She smiled at me, some pity in there or even contempt. She said, ‘Your hair’s going grey, Charlenka,’ and at the same moment the barge came out of the mud with a vast gurgling belch.

We staggered, I more than her. I grabbed her shoulder to steady myself. Shmuleyvich, letting the barge swing round so that its bows pointed upstream and holding it there in the current, shouted down to me, ‘Are you going to pay them?’

I walked to the bows. The leader of the gang was hanging onto the cable fender with all his might, his hands like crabs. The veins in his face were bulging from the effort, like red worms. I said to him, ‘Are you touching the bottom with your feet?’

‘No. Please, barin, our money …’

I looked down on him, thinking not about his tiredness but how precisely I was going to exploit the gold now I’d got it on the move.

‘Here,’ I said, and folding up the thousand-rouble note I bent right down and offered it to his mouth. His teeth snapped at it – vividly white against the scarlet of the note. He let go and swam off to join his comrades, the chopping ripples pasting his beard all over his face. Then I went below to see what twenty-eight tons of gold looked like.
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TO GET to the hold I had to go through the bargemaster’s cabin. That was how the boat was arranged, so that the captain was his own dog, sleeping across the threshold.

I went in, cracking my head on the lintel as I did so. When I’d finished blinking, I found I was looking straight at a shelf of Gogol’s works.

I don’t suppose I’d seen more than half a dozen books in the last year. And here, suddenly, in the most unexpected of places, was Gogol. No one else, no contamination by lesser authors, just the recessed shelf with a row of uniform maroon leatherette books enclosed between two upright building bricks as bookends – black-painted with a silvered ‘V’ on one brick and an ‘I’ on the other, both in a nice ornate script.

My heart began to jerk. I closed the door.

Also in that cabin was an iron stove, a small rectangular table with a vase of withered roses that had shed their petals a long time ago, and two decent chairs. The bed had a loosely woven blanket of a warm brown colour. Various waterproofed clothes and hats were hanging from hooks on the wall.

My heart began to murmur out loud, began to tell me what a homely life the captain and his woman had enjoyed, sitting in front of the warm stove with their books. I said to it, ‘Don’t finish that sentence, I know what you’re getting at.’

But I couldn’t stop myself. I was helpless from the emotion within me. I could see only too clearly the captain getting his pipe drawing nicely and plumping up his cushion. Outside’s a snowstorm. He’s dropped anchor, he’ll ride it out with a good depth of water under his keel. That’s what he’s thinking as he digests his meal of brisket of beef and boiled cabbage.

He puts his feet up. He knows every inch of everything that’s going on around him. The snow, the cargo of wheat, the wife, the bill of lading in the chart locker. His barge is twenty foot wide. There are only two rooms in it, the rest being cargo space. It’s his world and he’s the absolute master of it.

But there is another world besides – Gogol’s.

His hand goes up – for which book? Which would have been his all-time favourite?

My eye went straight to it like iron filings to a magnet. I rose from the bed. I took down The Nose.

The soft fake-leather cover was stained with candle grease and cup rings. I opened it with shaking fingers, I uncrinkled the onion-skin paper of the title page where it had got folded over and I read the title, even though it could be nothing else than what it said – The Nose and Other Stories, by Nikolai Gogol.

Not very long, almost not worth binding as one volume. But that wasn’t the thing. The thing was this: it was the story she’d been reading on our last night – on the last night of her life, of her only life. I’d come crashing into our bedroom in my clumsy way and there she’d been, sprawled on the sofa. She was wearing a long day gown with some pink floral pattern in a panel across her chest, was idly flipping a mule around on the end of her big toe.

She looked at me over her spectacles – Parisian, with bright red frames. She laid the book, open at her place, straddling the arm of the sofa. She said, ‘Don’t tell me it’s started snowing again, we’ll never get out.’

‘Isn’t that what you want?’ I said.

It was the beginning of our first and only quarrel. Can you guess the subject? It’s not difficult. It’s fundamental to every man, woman and child whose blood is more than half Russian. It concerns our God (which is the only one in the world as far as we’re concerned), our ideas about the motherland, about family, proper vodka, proper snow, the proper ringing of church bells, the proper rituals at burial – every aspect of Russian life and death that can be imagined.

To be more rigorous in this explanation, it is the lack of these things that I’m talking about.

Exile.

That was the subject of our quarrel. Our word for it in this context is chuzhbina, meaning life in a country far distant from one’s own, which one misses terribly. Not many letters, not many syllables, but those that there are comprise the most detestable word in our language.

I told her for the umpteenth time that there was something about Glebov I mistrusted, that the Bolsheviks were as dangerous as snakes, that we should start for the frontier that very night, that urgent wasn’t the word for what I was feeling. She said she wasn’t ready, that it was a very different feeling she had. What was wrong with another month? Why was I always in such a hurry? She swept her arm around. ‘Charlenka darling, I haven’t even thought about packing. My whole life and you want it boxed up in a day?’

It wasn’t just a tiff. We shouted at each other, made the pictures shiver on the walls, made the buds of candlelight tremble.

The next day, when I was raging through the house looking for her, that was what I saw first: The Nose, by Nikolai Gogol, in the same place on the sofa arm.

There’d been corpses throughout the mansion. I’d run from room to room shouting her name. I’d snatched the book up. Her scent, which was Soir de Paris, still lingered on the cover.

I pressed it to my nostrils. ‘Lizochka!’ I screamed. ‘Lizochka! Lizochka!’

Then I tracked her fleeing footsteps through the snow. And found her, ruined, on that stable floor.

The Nose – and here it was again.

Gripping it with insane strength, bending it right over and making a scroll of it, I ran back on deck, to the bows, as far away from the others as I could get. I threw myself down in the coil of mooring cables, almost out of sight.

Dusk was falling. In a while, Shmuley’d take us into the bank where Kobi’d be waiting and we’d tie up for the night. Then everyone’d start thinking about food and I’d be left alone with my misery.

But Joseph had seen me crossing the deck. His dark, cadaverous face leaned over me. ‘Gogol, eh! What a funny name! What small print! Thank God I didn’t get further than the alphabet. Here, I’ll fetch a lamp for you, barin.’

I didn’t want to read, I wanted only solitude. The sight of Gogol’s name had opened everything up for me again. Was that how it was going to be for the rest of my life? Shadows on the wall forever growing larger? Her voice calling, those low tones as sweet as syrup, was that what would reach me next?

‘Damn memory,’ I whispered.

‘Barin?’ It was Joseph, still hovering over me.

‘Leave me alone,’ I shouted. ‘Get away from me.’

Then I lay there in the purple dusk, tears of self-pity sliding down my cheeks as unstoppably as if they’d been made of mercury. In my eye was the picture of Lizochka lying on the stable floor the moment before I shot her. In my heart was dread, that the power of memory was so great.

But it wasn’t genuine weeping, just a form of maudlin blubbering, and after a while it dawned on me that the only person I was crying for was a version of myself that had been destroyed as surely as Lizochka had. The Pink House, its billiard table, the Konig phonograph on which my cousin Nicholas would play Palestrina’s Stabat Mater until we begged him to stop, the bearskin on which I’d first made love to her, I could’ve made list upon list of all the things I was crying for. But they’d gone. Everything had been swept away by the Revolution, and with it had vanished the man I’d then been. What good was grief now? Why waste my time crying when I had twenty-eight tons of gold in the hold and three Red armies after me, what sort of stupidity was that? I wiped my eyes. ‘Fuck you, Gogol,’ I said, and I hurled the book into the river.

The smell of cooking reached me. I’d get out the last bottle of Vladimir. It was crazy feeling sorry for myself on the day I’d killed Glebov. We’d celebrate and do so in the Russian fashion – swearing eternal love and fidelity, smashing glasses, singing, shouting, falling over.

I stood up and stretched, walked down the deck.

‘Ah, there you are, Charlie Doig, I thought you were hiding from me.’ It was the Davidova woman, speaking from the pool of darkness formed by the wheelhouse.
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SHE STEPPED out of the shadow and advanced on me. Madame Annushka Davidova, who’d always treated me like the smelliest sort of shit even though I’d saved her first from the Bolsheviks and then from her rat-like criminal of a husband, even though I’d fed and watered her for six months, even though I’d procured engineer Shmuleyvich as her lover. Along the deck she thumped in a pair of wooden clogs she must have found below deck. I thought, What more can she want?

She halted a few yards away, a black colossus framed against the sunset. Some distance behind, creeping in her wake, came tremendous-arsed Shmuleyvich.

I said, ‘Why are you standing so far away? Are you afraid of me?’

Shmuley said, ‘We have a request, barin, a-a-a petition …’ His voice trailed away.

‘Out with it, man. We know how to talk to each other.’

But it was she who stepped up and said, ‘Our share of the gold, that’s what we’ve come about.’

‘Why should you have any?’

‘We did the swimming, Yuri and I. It was we who captured this barge. Without us you’d have no gold at all. We must know what our share is so that we can make sensible plans.’

I stood my ground, thinking, did this woman ever have children? Did she strike them if they answered back? So fat, so grasping, so thoroughly unpleasant—

She said, ‘How much, then?’

At that moment Kobi shouted something to me. We’d just tied up at the bank. He was coming up the gangplank carrying Tornado’s saddle and bridle. He dropped them beside the wheelhouse and padded towards us.

He paid no attention to Mrs D. and Shmuley – said to me, ‘This evening I rode through a village where someone had a newspaper. A man was reading it out loud in the square. The entire village was gathered round him. I said, “What’s happened?” He said, “The Reds are marching across the steppe. All their armies, all their horsemen, their artillery too. Russia is doomed.” Then we had some talk together. It’s why I dropped behind.’

Shmuley butted in, ‘To the sun! How can it be otherwise? The monsters will always want to move south. That’s where the grain is, and the oil and the ships. All the wealth of our country lies in the south.’

‘And we’d have to get there before them,’ I murmured, drawing in my mind a map showing the huge length of the Volga as it flowed south into the Caspian Sea, and to the west the endless steppes we’d have to cross to get to the Black Sea and thus the Mediterranean – and safety.

‘Barin, we’d never do it,’ said honest Shmuleyvich. ‘What is our one horse against a thousand lances? How is a man like me to run away from these Cossack devils?’

Big open country. No rivers to speak of. No railways. No roads. Just the steppe, mile after mile of it until one hit the Black Sea. How was I to get the gold across it? In wagons? And then have to buy teams of oxen to pull the wagons? Then buy feed for the oxen? Then hire men to tend them? And where the hell would I find people to guard the caravan?

And the gold itself, there was another issue. No one in Russia was going to buy it by the ton. They’d seize it all right, but only a cretin would expect payment.

Moreover the gold market was uncompromising, as Boltikov had often told me.

‘Charlenka lord of all,’ he’d said as we steamed in to attack Kazan, ‘are you sure we want this stuff? Were it Turkish gold, the wealth of Byzantium, ancient as can be instead of what these nouveau Romanovs have dug up – I mean, who’s going to want ninety-nine per cent purity from us when they can get a hundred in the bazaar? Why get ourselves killed for that, eh?’

The truth was that my sort of gold would only have value at a central bank. And to get to one –

Mrs D. moved in for the kill. Her carnivorous breath swarmed around me. ‘A ton would be a fair division,’ she said.

I said, ‘Lenin himself is drawing only fifteen hundred roubles a month. Are you that much more deserving than Lenin?’

Kobi joined in unexpectedly, from out of the shadows. ‘If I’d started a movement like he has, which he says is going to spread to all the nations of the earth, I’d want more money than that. I’d get up and say, if you want my next idea, you must first pay for the last one. Proper pay at that … He must be cleverer than fifteen hundred. A decent horse is more than that.’

I said, ‘How much should Lenin have then?’

‘Ten thousand plus a new horse whenever he wants.’

Mrs D. opened her mouth but Kobi and I were still having a conversation. I said to him, ‘Which would be more important to you, the money or the horse?’

‘Don’t be stupid, Doig,’ he said, and with that I made up my mind.

I had Kobi put the saddle back on Tornado and rode off to the village from which I’d hired the men to dig us out. Of course they were all getting drunk now they had my money but I found one man who was sober enough to tell me where the deepest part of the Volga was hereabouts.

By the time I’d got back and unsaddled Tornado, the others had finished their food. I got them on deck, had Kobi shine a lantern upon me so they could see my features and know I was telling the truth.

I spread my arms wide. ‘Friends of many miles and many adventures, I’ve just been reminded by Madama’ – I gestured at Mrs D. – ‘that part of the cargo belongs to you. How much? she asked, and was right to do so. Times are bad in our country. They are worse than bad, they are worse even than the worst. They would have been unimaginable to our parents, and I hope will be to our children by the time they can tell the difference between good and bad. This is no time for selfishness. So my answer to Madama is this: each of you is free to go below and take away as much gold as you wish. Then you must leave. Yes, this is the parting of the ways. I myself am going and I can’t take you with me. I can’t say it clearer than that. You’ve one hour to be off the barge.’

They gulped – except for Boltikov. He narrowed his eyes and said in his shrewd bet-you-a-million voice, ‘The gold – carry it in our arms or carry it by any method we choose? What’s your meaning?’

I said, ‘Glebov is dead. I’ve avenged my wife. That was always my goal. Now I’m going on a pilgrimage to find my soul. And by carry, I mean carry in your arms.’

The words came out sounding a bit Jesusy. Boltikov smiled derisively.

‘Let me come with you, barin,’ said little Joseph. ‘Your family have been my parents, my wife and my children. What shall I do without you?’

I loved this man. He’d stayed true to the Rykovs when he could have bolted, had spied on Lenin for me and been ready to admit that he was a coward, which very few men are prepared to do. ‘Leave Russia and you’re a goner,’ I said to him. He looked blankly up at me. I said, ‘There’s only one Russia in the world. Anywhere else and we’re like fish drying in the sun. Believe me, Joseph, that’s the truth. Stay here.’

Again I caught that scornful look on Boltikov’s face.

Then Kobi’s shoulder was touching my shoulder. Side by side we stood there. Below us gurgled the river, carrying the shit of our miserable history away to wash up on the shores of the Byzantines, the Georgians, the Medes, the Persians and all the other nations bordering the inland sea. With the Bolsheviks in control, modern shit would be produced, tons and tons of it. Plus there’d be all the corpses of the shot, the strangled and the drowned. The Volga would be blocked.

But we’d be long gone, Kobi and I. We were the future.

He suddenly gave one of his deep creaking laughs. ‘All of you, you only think of yourselves, of the golden money and how you’ll spend it on luxury as soon as you can. You’re worthless! No wonder my people conquered you so often and so easily.’

There was no reply possible to that, for it was true, every word of it.

I don’t know, but maybe Kobi’s words touched a nerve, for in an instant they were all clamouring to come with me, saying I was their lucky mascot, the only one who could lead them to the promised land, etc., etc. Even Mrs D. came out with a little choking cry. And Lili must have been suddenly seized with apprehension for she flung her arms around my neck and in a girlish whisper reminded me what her mother had said about bearing my children. I put her from me. With her beauty and figure she’d soon get a man to protect her. I told her so, told her to go only for the best, and when she asked how she’d know, told her to keep her eye on who obeyed whom and when she found a man who had to obey nobody, to look no further.

I jumped onto the coil of cable. ‘Take as much gold as you can, I don’t care. Take it, and go out into the night. Trust in God. Multiply. Live to the age of ninety. Do what you want, but go before I change my mind.’

Of course they all rushed down to grab what gold they could – except for Boltikov and Kobi. Alexander Alexandrovich folded his arms across his chest and put on a surly, obstinate look. He said, ‘What’s astonishing is that you appear so unalterably Russian. Your high blue cotton shirt, the wide leather belt, the trousers so extremely loose-fitting you could be keeping a python down there. So like our late Lev Tolstoy. It’s you, your family, your breeding, your history. Yet now you deny it. You want to change your nationality and show the only friend you’ve got left that you can be as faithless as any Englishman. You are one capital shit, Doig.’

I said, ‘As much gold as you can carry is not to be despised.’

He said, ‘You know what I mean. We were in this together, you and I, dividing the spoils evenly. Tak na tak. Fifty-fifty.’

There was no point reminding him who’d been carrying the can for the whole enterprise from start to finish. He wanted more gold than I was ever going to give him, that would remain the heart of the matter even if a thousand words were to pass between us. So I just said, ‘Alexander Alexandrovich, take what you can and count your blessings. I could have given you just a bullet in the head.’

He didn’t go down to the hold where the others were hauling gold bricks out as fast as they could but made straight for the gangplank muttering that I hadn’t seen the last of him.

They went as I’d said they should, staggering ashore with their gold bars. I cried to see the last of Joseph. He handed the one ingot he was taking to Stiffy, told him not to run away with it, then going up on tiptoe kissed me on the lips and snuggled into my arms, laying his head flat against my chest like a woman. But he’d never have lasted where I was going: he was truly better off taking his chances with the Reds. As for the others, I didn’t give a damn. It was true what Boltikov had said: I was in the process of changing. Russia held nothing for me any longer. I’d take myself to Vladivostok, board a ship and build a new life somewhere in the outer world.

Goodbye, I said, standing at the foot of the gangplank to make sure none of them stole the horse. Goodbye, goodbye – good luck with everything. Then I led Tornado up the gangplank, Kobi and I pulled it aboard and we sailed the barge to the other side of the river, that which faces Siberia and the Orient.
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I HUNG a storm lantern from a bracket on the wheelhouse so that Boltikov could find us easily. I knew he’d come. He wasn’t the sort of man to surrender a claim before he had to. And he was a problem I wanted to be done with. I spent an hour fixing things up with Kobi. Then I lay down on deck and dozed.

You can’t do anything quietly in water. It reflects and magnifies noises. A river has its own pattern of sucking and gurgling in which any changes are instantly apparent. Even in my half-sleep I heard them approaching, a boat with muffled oars or sweeps, crabbing sloppily across the current with perhaps another two or three boats being towed behind, to hold the spoils.

They came quickly over the side, Boltikov at the head of the three roughs he’d hired. He glanced at me and at the bundle lying beside me under a cloak. It was the moment of greatest risk. Who was to say he hadn’t decided that with his boarding party he’d be strong enough to kill us and take all the gold? I had my Luger ready if it began to look like that. But my betting was that he’d settle for what he considered to be his rightful share because he was afraid of getting into a fight with Kobi. Everyone was afraid of Kobi and his knife.

One of the men was left in the wheelhouse to guard Boltikov’s back. Then he slipped down the companionway with the other two.

Three minutes’ grace was what I’d agreed with Kobi. I counted them off. By the end, the guard hadn’t budged. I began again – and at twenty seconds the shout came for him from below. He pushed himself off the wheelhouse wall and grasped the rails of the companionway. His head disappeared – I threw off my blanket and went swiftly after him.

The four men were jammed round the low bulkhead behind the skipper’s cabin. Slivers of lamplight from the cargo space were escaping through the chinks round their bodies. I could see nothing of Kobi. But it had to be as we’d planned, or they wouldn’t be there.

I coughed and said, ‘Glad you’re paying attention. Anything less and he’d have blown you away.’

They rounded on me, barging and jostling each other in the squash – and there was Kobi crouching in the middle of the gold, head and shoulders poking out of the chamber we’d made by restacking the ingots. The two black nostrils of our Maxim 7.62mm machine gun were pointing directly at Boltikov’s chest. The belt of ammunition lay sprawled over the bricks of gold.

Kobi grinned at me. ‘I was a surprise for them.’

I said to Boltikov, ‘When the curtain falls, the fun ends, wouldn’t you say that’s how it is in life, Alexander Alexandrovich?’

‘I’ll get you somehow.’

‘Maybe. But in the meantime, you stay here and I’m going to climb down into your boats and throw all the sails and oars into the river. Then I’ll tow you into the middle and cast off. And then you’re free to drift wherever you want until the current casts you upon the shore, which may be in five miles or in five hundred. Perhaps Trotsky’ll get you first, with his torpedo boats. Or some other Bolshevik ogre … A man of your build could have carried away five or six gold bars from this vessel by himself. Now you’ll get none. It was the chance you took.’

There was some shuffling among them: they couldn’t decide whether to face me or Kobi. So I left them there, and the plan worked as I’d intended, and in the morning fog, when everything was dead quiet except for the creak of the heron’s flight and the whistle of wings as the duck set off for the day, I tossed the rope to Boltikov, thanked him for the gift of one of his boats, and waved him goodbye – two quick flat passes of my hand. I’d never trusted him.

He called up, ‘I don’t forget, I never forget,’ and then they were gone, spinning away into the fog as one of them sat himself on the stern thwart and tried to steer by putting his leg over the side.

I said to Kobi, ‘If they’d had a sword, they could have steered with that.’

He said, ‘A sabre would have had a wider blade.’ He yawned. ‘I left mine on the train going into Kazan. Find me another, Doig.’

‘Right now?’

He smiled, or what passed for a smile with Kobi. ‘Wherever we’re going.’

We made tea, we put the gold back as it had been to balance the barge, watered the horse, and then we slipped down the river and after two full days, only once seeing Boltikov and his merry crew, when we ploughed serenely past them right at the start, we came to the large buoy, painted in wide blue-and-white stripes, that I’d been told to look for. Deep water was a hundred yards below the buoy. I’d recognise it by its dark colour and its sinister quietness, that’s what the man had said, and if the river was in flood, I should avoid it like the plague. An undertow developed that made fishing boats vanish as quickly and neatly, he said, as a tart pouches the purse of a spent man. It was why it had been buoyed.

We made our camp on the left bank. Before it was properly light, leaving Kobi and Tornado behind, I slowly fiddled the barge out until I reached the oily Stygian glide below the buoy.

I turned her into the current, cut the engine to Slow and dashed below. The valve on the seacock was stiff, but, when I put a lever on it, the locking nut eventually turned, grating horribly as if it knew its fate. I waited until I could hear the water swilling into the ballast. Then I rowed myself to the bank in Boltikov’s spare boat and rejoined Kobi, who was waiting with a scarf round his throat on account of the fog, which was bitter that morning.

Tornado threw back his piebald head and whinnied when I stepped ashore. Kobi said, ‘He’s saying he’s happy you didn’t go down with the boat.’ Then we said nothing as between flitters of fog the barge sank in front of us. For the first time I saw its name – the Vera Ingrid. The ‘V’ and the ‘I’ were wonderfully graceful, the limner’s brush trailing off in long golden adventures, identical to the decoration on the bookends.

So that was the woman who’d dusted the books in the bargemaster’s cabin or done a spell at the wheel for him when Gogol was calling. Vera Ingrid – nice, but not for me. No more women for me.

The barge took its time going. ‘Come on, come on,’ I whispered, for it was growing lighter with every minute and fishermen are about early. Then suddenly the gold had its way, her stern tipped up into the air and she slid gracefully beneath the water with none of the exploding boilers and whirlpools one reads about. Some debris, bits of timber smashed during Glebov’s attack, floated quietly away, that was all.

I saluted her, I saluted the gold, Lili, Joseph, all of them gone. I saluted Russia, which was going.

‘The buoy’s the landmark,’ Kobi said.

‘It could move,’ I said.

So we got out of sight and waited until the sun burnt the fog off and then we took proper cross-bearings – to the west, the gold and glinting dome of a church; to the east, a steep gully, maybe a ravine, between two low, rounded hills. Having thus made our baseline, we added various refinements, making allowances all the time for objects and buildings that might have disappeared by the time we returned. When we’d agreed on all our marks, we committed them to memory – wrote nothing down. Shaking his head, Kobi said, ‘But you’ll never come back.’

‘I might,’ I said. ‘Or my children.’

‘I’ll have got here first,’ he said with a leathery smile.

I said, ‘You can’t swim.’

He agreed. ‘No one in Mongolia knows how to swim, why should they? So I’ll be the first.’

‘Think the Reds’ll give you papers?’

‘Who needs papers? What are frontiers to people like us? We go where we wish, we always have. So I’ll come to this place, I’ll swim out and I’ll take what gold I need.’

‘How many horses would make you a hero in Mongolia?’

‘Five hundred minimum.’

‘How many women?’

‘One good one is enough. You need one as well, to have your children.’

I said, ‘Tell you what, we’ll wait till we get clear of the Reds before we think about women. Maybe that won’t happen till we’re in a different country. Russian women have been a disaster for me.’

Tightening Tornado’s girths, he said over his shoulder, ‘I wonder how far the river’ll take Boltikov before it puts him ashore.’

That woke me up all right. In a silly sentimental way, I’d sunk the gold for the kids I still didn’t have. Who could say what the future would bring? It could turn out to be the greatest inheritance for them ever. But what I didn’t want was for them to labour across rivers and wide continents with their hopes bubbling like warm springs only to find the cupboard was bare because, all the time Kobi and I had been watching the barge sink, Boltikov had been spying on us.

‘That’s enough, paidyom, let’s go,’ I said testily.

‘OK,’ said Kobi, and we mounted the piebald stallion that had been presented to me by the Governor of the prison at Strabinsk because he’d known and loved my irrepressible father and wanted to give me a better chance in these perilous times. Such are the strands that flow between generations and families and between those vague extensions of families that we loosely call friends.


[image: image]

Seven

[image: image]

AS WE climbed out of the Volga valley, Kobi, who was riding pillion behind me, said in my ear, ‘That was a good decision, Doig. This country’s ruined. You can smell it on the people.’

I agreed wholeheartedly with him, and that was what I meant when I said that things usually turn out the opposite from what you expect. The night before I’d been laden down by the gold, by Gogol, by a sense of responsibility for my small army and by the futility of my existence.

And now? The troop had been disbanded. The gold had been stashed. I was heading out, a free man.

‘No women ever again,’ I growled. ‘They’re just trouble, for me and them. You remind me of that when you see me tempted.’

‘Men are different,’ said Kobi. ‘Different muscles, different things in the mind.’

We halted on the ridge and took a last look back. Beneath us the Volga, huge, greasy, turbid, unstoppable, the bearer of food and fertility through the heartland of Russia, a species of god; in a hundred yards, it would’ve disappeared from sight, but from our minds, never.

Kobi sighed deeply and said, ‘So this is what escape feels like.’

I swivelled in the saddle and stared at him.

He said, ‘We’re escaping. The Red swine have beaten us. It’s a fact.’

I jabbed my finger at his chest. ‘Don’t talk like that. No one’s beaten us. Haven’t we killed Glebov? Haven’t we hidden away a fortune? Aren’t we alive and kicking?’

‘But we’re not riding into Moscow, we’re riding away from it. What’s that if not escaping?’

‘Trying a different tactic,’ I said roughly, though tears were prickling at my eyes, ‘that’s what we’re doing. Use that escaping word again and you can get off and walk.’

The man had been born on a horse and hated even the idea of walking, so my threat kept him quiet for a bit. We rode on, deep in our separate thoughts. But the calm didn’t last long. He was accustomed to being in the saddle itself, not having to sit on the horse’s spine. He got restless, began to put Tornado off his pace by shifting around or by fumbling with his balls, which he said were rucked up in his trousers and getting twisted. It was like the night we’d shared a horse when searching for Glebov, after Zeppelins had attacked the hospital wagon and he’d disappeared. The difference was that then it had been for only a few hours: now we were in it for the long haul.

Three thousand, seven hundred and fifty miles, that’s what I mean by the long haul, the distance between Kazan and the port of Vladivostok. From there to Japan – seven hundred and fifty. From Japan to the United States – a short voyage, nothing more.

It was the last part of the land journey that’d be especially tricky, between Irkutsk and Vladivostok. For the fugitives from Bolshevism the port had achieved the status of a magical city, like one of those descriptions of paradise you find in the Bible, where the apples are all golden and everyone has a flock of sheep. Hundreds of thousands of Russians were heading that way. And once you started going east from Irkutsk there were no roads, just the railway and that was single track.

Whether it was in fact operational depended on whether a gentleman called Ivan Pavlovich Semyonov, Ataman of the Ussuri Cossacks, had pulled up the track. That in its turn depended on the progress of the Czech Legion. These men, who hadn’t seen their homes for three years, were desperate to get to Vladi, to smell the brine and see the smoke billowing from the transports they’d been assured were waiting to take them to America and thus back to Europe – and their villages. Everyone knew they were the toughest and most determined soldiers in Russia, tougher even than the Reds. No one messed about with them out of whimsy.

Everyone also knew that somehow or other they’d managed to get their hands on all the Tsar’s gold that had been in Kazan except – so I was told – for a boatful that the notorious adventurer, Charlenka Doig, had spirited away in the company of a ravishing gypsy woman.

The Czechs’ gold was travelling eastwards with
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