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Wiliam Owen Roberts was born in 1960. He was educated at the University of Wales, Aberystwyth. After leaving university he worked in the theatre and then as a script editor at H.T.V. Since becoming a full time writer in 1989 he has written 6 original series for television and 2 films – Provence (1998) and Cymru Fach (2008). His latest tv series, 35 Diwrnod (co-written with Siwan Jones), was broadcast on S4C in 2014.
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At the beginning of August, Fyodor Mikhailovich Alexandrov drove his wife Inessa, their two sons and his two nieces, to catch the train for the Crimea. The family chauffeur brought all their trunks, cases and other luggage in a second motor-car to Nicholevski station, where the porters bustled around the platform stacking, sorting and loading it all. Two maids and a cook were also dispatched to look after the family’s needs, as well as the wet nurse for Georgik, who was only six months old.


Included also in the party was the young governess from Angoulême, who had been with the family for a little over a year.


‘The four of you will share a couchette,’ Alyosha’s mother told him.


‘Four?’


‘Mademoiselle Babin, your two cousins, and you.’


Alyosha quietly glowed. He was thirteen, and Mademoiselle Babin only eight years older. In the couchette, there were two pairs of comfortable bunk beds opposite each other. Larissa insisted on an upper bunk, above her governess, while Alyosha bagged the other upper bunk, with Margarita below him.


As the train raced through the vast forests of Russia that night, the three children prepared for bed. Margarita read for a little while, but was quickly asleep, so Larissa and Alyosha amused themselves watching her twitch in her sleep as they tickled her with a feather under her nose.


‘I’ve been looking forward to our holiday for weeks,’ whispered Larissa.


‘Me too.’


‘It’s a shame Mama wouldn’t agree to come with us. We thought we’d persuaded her, you know. But she said no in the end…’


‘Shame.’ Alyosha climbed up into his bed and pulled up the blanket to his neck.


‘But I don’t suppose she would have been in a frame of mind to enjoy a holiday. Not with Papa away in the war. She finds it difficult to enjoy herself at all…’


Larissa soon fell quiet, her breathing becoming even and heavy. Alyosha lay there listening to the noises from without, mainly voices coming and going, with an occasional outburst of laughter, and doors opening or banging shut. Some time later, as he was just dozing off, a shaft of light from the corridor flooded over his face for a brief second, before the darkness returned.


Mademoiselle Babin turned in the narrow space between the bunks, the hem of her dress rustling. He heard an oily click in the keyhole and then the lamp under the lower bunk began giving out a dim glow. In an instant, he could smell the cognac and mint his governess had been sipping earlier and he peeped at her as she began to undress with calm efficiency, and the only glimpse of flesh he managed was the rise and fall of her shoulders. She removed her underclothes from beneath her nightgown, stepped neatly sideways and put them away in her brown leather bag under the bed. She pulled the comb from her hair and shook her head to loosen the pins. Her hair tumbled down over her shoulders, and humming softly to herself she sat down to brush it. Finally she knelt at the side of the bed to say her prayers, her nightgown billowing out.


Alyosha couldn’t settle back to sleep. L’Heure Bleue filled the compartment and he began to imagine Mademoiselle Babin kissing him, and him kissing her back. He imagined the taste of her skin, as he bit her chin (bit her chin and her smile…) down to her neck (the taste of her neck…) and in his passion (the taste of her sweat…), over her breasts, down to her stomach, lower and lower. Between finger and thumb he squeezed the tip of his erection between two fingernails until he was in agony.


He’d only ever touched Mademoiselle Babin once, and that was when his father had first introduced her to him and his cousins, Margarita and Larissa, a little over a year ago.


The three of them had been standing in the centre of the study when his father ushered her in, erect and confident. He remembered how his new stiff collar had rubbed coarsely against his throat, making his skin burn. With one hand buried deep in his shantung jacket, Fyodor Miklhailovich presented them to her in turn.


‘My brother Kozma’s younger daughter, Larissa Kozmyevna Alexandrov, who is eleven years old.’


A curtsey.


‘And her elder sister, Margarita Kozmyevna Alexandrov, who is fourteen.’


Another curtsey.


‘And my son, Alexei Fyodorovitch, who is twelve.’


Alyosha shook her hand formally and her fingers were warm and soft. He was overcome with bashfulness, and couldn’t look her in the eye, but there was no shyness on Mademoiselle Babin’s part, as she gazed at him fearlessly. His father went on to explain how the three cousins had been close from their infancy.


‘More like a brother and two sisters?’ suggested Mademoiselle Babin with a smile.


‘Exactly… there you have it… just like a brother and two sisters.’


Fyodor Mikhailovich bared his teeth and smiled at her. From birth, he told her, the three had shared the same wet nurse, the same nursery, the same holidays. He recalled fondly a particular summer the two families had spent in the Crimea. The little scamps would only go to sleep if their beloved Daria, a red-faced rustic girl who looked after them at the time, chased them up the stairs, growling on all fours like a bear, reducing them to hysterical laughter as they scampered ahead of her to their beds. Later, when it became time to start their education, they had shared the same private tutors and music teacher.


Through his feather pillow Alyosha listened to the thrum of the train as it clickety-clacked its way through the night. He moved his fingers slowly over his stomach, through the fine hair of his groin, and squeezed the base of his cock, which seemed unusually hot. He listened intently to the sound of breathing, tossing and turning from the opposite bed and then, as quietly as ever he could, trying to bring to mind that feeling as he shook hands over a year earlier, he began to masturbate. But hard as he tried, his penis turned to cotton wool. He continued his pumping, this time trying to imagine the taste of Mademoiselle Babin’s breasts, her flesh, her thighs… His breathing came in small gasps, and try though he might, it was hard to stifle his grunts.


Her voice pierced the gloom: ‘Alexei?’ She sighed softly under her breath before asking wistfully, ‘Can’t you sleep either?’


‘No.’


‘Nor me.’


His neck damp with sweat, Alyosha swallowed nervously before venturing, ‘It’s stuffy in here…’


The young Frenchwoman turned onto her back, her arms lying limply on the bed.


‘I’m suffocating… would you mind opening the window just a little…?’


Alyosha slipped down from his bunk as softly as he could.


‘You don’t think it will wake the girls?’


The cold night air rushed onto his face.


‘Can I sleep with you, Mademoiselle?’


‘Can you what?’


He climbed back up to his bed.


‘I’m sorry, I didn’t catch that… Can you what?’


He pretended he was already falling asleep.
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Two days of travelling brought them from Petrograd to Southern Russia, and by noon of the third day they had reached Simferopol. The sun, high in a bright blue sky, had become hotter hour by hour until it fairly blazed with unremitting heat.


They had thought about breaking their journey here for longer, but after an afternoon spent irritably roaming the torpid streets, with Georgik’s constant wailing doing nothing to improve anybody’s mood, Inessa decided they would continue on their way in the morning.


‘This heat is quite intolerable for little Gosha,’ she said, and instructed his wet nurse Dunia yet again to be sure to keep him in the shade.


‘I adore the heat,’ said Larissa, turning her face to the sun, her eyes shut.


‘You be careful you don’t sit out in it too long,’ Margarita warned her sagely. ‘Do you remember after that day at the seaside in Sestrovetsk when you had sunstroke, how you lay shaking and shivering under the sheets, with such a high temperature the doctor had to be called?’


Larissa hated to be reminded of that occasion.


‘Do you have to be Little Miss Sensible all of the time?’


‘I just don’t want you to suffer that again, that’s all,’ answered her sister, rearranging her hat with both hands so that it sat just so on her head.


‘You’re my sister – not my mother.’


Larissa skipped over to Alyosha and nimbly snatched his sailor’s hat, prompting him, in spite of the heat, to rush after her, swiping wildly as she danced around him, holding it tantalisingly just out of his reach.


The next morning, as soon as their luggage and servants had been loaded into the three hired motor-cars, they drove along the winding narrow roads through the Tartar villages, past the white villas with their tall palm trees, the lilac and the linden trees, past the low houses set amongst magnolia bushes within pale yellow walled gardens, until three hours later they reached their destination, Yalta, eyes and hair itchy with dust from the journey.


Once they’d reached the dacha, everybody’s mood lightened. Even Georgik cheered up, sucking energetically at Dunia’s breast as she crooned her lullabies to him. Oxana quickly organised the maids so that the luggage was unpacked and the dacha made ready in no time. All the windows were thrown wide open to air the place, and from the lane at the far side of the orchard the familiar sounds of ponies’ clip-clopping hooves and the jingle of harnesses from passing carts floated in.


Larissa and Margarita changed into their lightest dresses and when Mademoiselle Babin stepped onto the veranda before dinner that evening, Alyosha noticed the only thing that covered her upper body was one thin blouse. This observation quite put him off his food, and he further embarrassed himself by spilling his glass of kvas over the sparkling white damask tablecloth. To cap it all he was horribly aware of the damp patches of sweat at his armpits that grew ever larger as the meal progressed.


Over the following days they quickly established their familiar holiday routine. Inessa spent her days reclining in the shade, reading a little sometimes, and every now again, after supper, she would open up the piano for some music and the cousins would watch her fingers fly over the keys of the old Bechstein which had inhabited that corner of the dacha for as long as they all could remember, always a little out of tune.


Margarita was the only early riser amongst them and had often walked down to the town and back before the breakfast table had been set.


‘What on earth is there to see?’ asked her younger sister grumpily when Margarita woke her up at crack of dawn one day as she dressed herself.


‘All sorts of things.’


‘Like what?’


‘The day awakening. Look…’


She flung open the shutters, and Larissa groaned.


‘Everything smells so fresh. The maids wiping the dew from the cafe tables. The men brushing the leaves from the paths that lead to the beach and the sand still cool and damp…’


‘What, that’s it? That’s all there is?’


‘You’re too young to understand.’


What Larissa enjoyed was swimming in the sea or hiring a little rowing boat, picnics and ice-creams under the shade of the pines, but most of all – what gave her the most pleasure – was when her Aunt Inessa occasionally consented to take them out to dine under the stars, on the casino veranda, from where Larissa would gaze across into the dining room within at the ladies resplendent in their silks and jewels, and the men so sophisticated and elegant in their evening jackets. Listening to the animated hubbub of these exalted beings made her feel so much older than her years.


‘Best not mention these little outings to your mother when you return to Petrograd, dear,’ her aunt warned her.


Aunt Inessa had the ability to make Larissa feel that she was somebody special.


Meanwhile Alyosha did exactly as he chose, though his father had lectured him before he left not to neglect his studies. A whole trunk had been packed with books for the children and though Mademoiselle Babin did try to encourage them to read a little every day, it was only Margarita who took any heed. More often than not, Alyosha was to be found in his hammock under the leaves of the cypress tree at the far end of the garden, feeling time dissolving around him.


He usually accompanied his mother and cousins, along with Dunia and the baby and one or other of the maids, on their daily trip to the beach, or, when the weather was baking, on a picnic outing in the shade of Livadia Gardens. They liked Ghurzuv Bay too, especially Georgik, who crowed with pleasure as he watched the great waves crash against the rocks. But Alyosha was bored with his cousins and his mother. He longed for the company of boys his own age. Most of the time he didn’t know what to do with himself, he felt so awkward in his own skin. He was in a state of perpetual arousal and masturbated mercilessly until his head seemed about to explode, the blood boiling behind his eyes, his heart hammering like a piston, and his balls left barren and shrivelled.


Everywhere he went, everywhere he looked, flesh was on display: as he played a set of tennis, sat on a café terrace, or loitered aimlessly among the stalls of the daily market. He could even be watching the sailors at their work over in the harbour and some young woman would be bound to walk into view. He could idle away hours at the quayside, gazing at the ladies in their summer dresses and the young girls, brown legs contrasting with their fresh white frocks, their laughter light upon the air as they passed by.


One day he came across Andrei Petrovich Vengerov, Managing Director of Azor-Don Merchant Bank, his father’s banker, dressed in a short-sleeved blue shirt, shorts and white sandals. He was out for a stroll with his wife and only daughter, licking their ice-creams as they went. He told Alyosha that they had only just arrived from Petrograd and were staying in the Hotel Billo, above the harbour.


‘How is your father?’ asked Andrei Petrovich. ‘Does he intend taking a well-earned holiday from that factory of his this summer?’


‘Oh yes, sir, he intends joining us towards the middle of the month.’


‘Glad to hear it. Fyodor Mikhailovich isn’t one to put his feet up, is he?’


‘No…’


‘Do send him my regards won’t you, Alexei Fyodorovitch?’


Andrei Petrovich took his leave, arm-in-arm with his wife, who wore a dazzlingly white linen suit. She was a tall, elegant, woman, a little taller than her husband. (Why did this always strike Alyosha as odd?) He remembered something he overheard his mother say not so long ago, that she was having an affair with the poet Bessonov, to the knowledge and amusement of pretty much everybody in their circle apart from her husband Andrei Petrovich. He watched them walk off, with their daughter, a great lump of a girl, following behind them. She half-turned to look at Alyosha, smiling at him from beneath her parasol, but her mother spoke to her sharply.


‘Galina, come along and stop dawdling.’
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The maid Oxana’s last task for the night was to go around the dacha extinguishing all the paraffin lamps and bolting all the shutters and doors after everybody had gone to bed. Only then did Alyosha slip out through his bedroom window (the wooden frame still warm under his thighs from the heat of the day), and creep barefoot along the shadow of the building until he reached Mademoiselle Babin’s room.


There, underneath her window, he would lurk, the resinous smell of the pine trees strong on the night breeze. He’d peep at her through the window, taking in every detail of her snub nose and her rosebud mouth and her thick blonde hair. In her white nightdress she would sit at her mirror, plucking her eyebrows into two thin bows, gazing deeply into her own eyes, her round dark eyes – just like fish eyes. Or sometimes she would click her lighter open and shut, gazing at the little flame bouncing up and down in front of her with a look of discontentment on her face, a little frown creasing her forehead. (What could she be thinking about, Alyosha wondered.) She never smoked in front of the family, only when she was in the privacy of her room…


Sometimes he’d find her sitting at her table, labouring over a letter, looking contemplative and distant, every now and again sighing deeply; other times she’d be lying on her bed with a book, and more than once he’d watch her fall asleep with the open book on her breast. After nights of desperately hoping to catch her undressing, or better yet naked, Alyosha was beginning to become a little bored. That night was no exception, as he watched her yet again scribble and then scrunch up several attempts at a letter, a wistful look on her face.


As he made his way back to bed, disgruntled, a seashell shattered loudly under his foot, right under the window of Georgik’s wet nurse. The shutters were slightly ajar and he saw Dunia, who was sitting in the far corner of the room in a rocking chair, slowly raise her eyes with deep dark circles beneath them.


There was no trace of fear in her voice when she spoke.


‘I’ve seen your shadow slip by every night.


‘Not much point hiding now,’ she went on calmly. ‘Why don’t you come in?’


Would she go running to his mother? Then he’d be in trouble. He thought he’d best go in and try to persuade her to hold her tongue, so he clambered in and stood there, looking a little foolish, as Dunia continued to sit, quite unperturbed, rocking the baby gently in her arms. She was twenty-five years old, plump, with smooth, healthy skin. Alyosha knew she was still in mourning after her own baby had died of a fever some weeks previously.


‘Come a little closer, then.’ She patted the bed. ‘Sit here.’


Alyosha gazed at his little brother, feeding greedily at her breast.


‘Might as well get to know each other a bit better.’


He started to relax once Dunia told him she had no intention of telling tales to his mother. She began to tell him of her husband, who had enlisted in the army when the war between Germany and Russia had broken out two years previously,


‘The last thing I wanted was to see him go, but he said it was the right thing to do, and that he should do his bit like all good Russian men.’


He’d fought in the battle of Tannenburg, and around the Masurian Lakes after that. It was a miracle he was still alive.


‘I miss him so badly…’


Alyosha thought of his Aunt Ella, Margarita and Larissa’s mother. He could well imagine how at that very moment she too was worrying herself sick about the fate of his Uncle Kozma, who had been fighting on the front since the beginning of the war.


‘Sometimes I’m almost beside myself with worrying about him.’ Taking hold of his fingers, she asked him earnestly, ‘You’re not too young to be able to understand that, are you?’


‘No.’


‘That’s why I’m so devout. Twice, sometimes three times a day, I say my prayers and hope they’ll keep Vadim safe and bring him back to me.’


She put the baby on her shoulder and, moving as silent as a nun, rose and went to fetch something from a drawer. She came back to Alyosha, and handed him a letter.


‘Somebody wrote this for Vadim, and somebody else read it to me in Petrograd… You know Oleg, Oxana’s brother?’


‘I’ve seen him, yes.’


‘He’s a good sort, one of the best I’d say. Oleg taught himself to read and write when he was away at sea, but Vadim and me never got much in the way of education.’


The dacha was utterly silent, and Alyosha could hear Georgik’s shallow breathing as he slept. He felt that Dunia had been glad to be able to confide in someone. She hadn’t been with them long, so he supposed she didn’t know Oxana and the other servants that well yet. He couldn’t imagine his mother taking much notice of her, apart from issuing instructions on how she was to care for the baby.


Alyosha asked whether she would like to hear Vadim’s letter again.


‘Would you?’


She thanked him shyly, then sat there very still, listening intently. When Alyosha had finished reading, she rose and put the baby down in his cot, but before fastening her blouse, she said, ‘If you want.’


Alyosha’s mouth went dry and his tongue thick.


‘For reading the letter so well? Would you like it? For a little while there, I felt as though Vadim was here with me.’


Dunia lifted his hands slowly and placed them on her breasts. They were warm, but what surprised Alyosha most was how hard they were.
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He was sleeping so deeply he thought he was still dreaming when the noise of a car’s horn woke him. Then he heard it again, closer this time, and the noise of the engine spluttering and coughing as it approached the house. He squinted over and saw Oxana and another maid running out of the dacha, having already taken off their aprons, to greet their master. The motor-car came to a stop, as the brake was pulled up stoutly.


Alyosha swung his feet over the hammock, stood up and brushed himself down. He was wearing a light cotton suit, a wide-brimmed straw hat and his new smart white shoes that were always made for him every year, especially for the holidays. He made his way over to the wrought iron gate, and saw through the bars that Ivan Kirilich, the chauffeur, had put his hat on for the occasion. Fyodor Mikhailovich stepped out into the sun in his braces and bowler hat, his dark jacket over one arm and two newspapers, the Ryetch and the Novoye Vremya under the other.


Alyosha felt a little ashamed of his father. His whole appearance seemed so awkward and inappropriate in such fierce heat. He used to be a handsome man with a thick head of hair and a luxuriant black moustache, but he had begun to put on weight and become jowly, and he puffed and panted a lot more than he used to when he took any exercise. His eyes too were always red-rimmed these days, and were a little painful to look at.


His father nodded at him.


‘’Lyosha, how are you? Where’s your mother?’


She called his name, and Fyodor Mikhailovich turned to see her standing on the steps. He beat his hat lightly against the balustrade to rid it of some of the dust of the journey, then stepped towards her. Still two steps above him, Inessa bent from the waist and offered her cheek to her husband’s parched lips.


‘How are things?’


‘As well as expected.’


Inessa insisted on wearing a wide-brimmed hat at all times to protect her skin from the sun, so she was still snowy-white. As everybody else had caught the sun, this made her look as though she came from a strange tribe. Fyodor blew his lips and smoothed down his moustache with his finger and thumb.


‘It’s been hotter,’ she informed him.


‘How are the mosquitoes this year?’


‘Not too troublesome.’


‘Do you have difficulty sleeping?’


‘Not at all.’


‘Let’s hope I don’t either.’


They seemed to have run out of things to say; there was a moment of silence.


‘So everything’s going well then?’


‘So far.’


He bared his teeth and smiled at her. Inessa turned and entered the dacha and Fyodor followed in her footsteps, like some local tradesman come to deliver the weekly order. Alyosha dawdled some distance behind them.


His mother accompanied his father to his bedroom, the clatter of their shoes on the parquet drowning out their voices.


Alyosha could never remember a time when they had slept together. Their bedrooms were separate worlds, their own private domains. So it was back in Petrograd; so it was also on holiday in the Crimea.


He never saw his mother enter his father’s bedroom, though on many occasions he heard his father shuffling over to his mother’s room: a shadow moving soundlessly across the strip of light under his door as he passed; a light rap and a whispered ‘Inessa?’. Sometimes the shadow would move back and forth for a little while before he heard the door open. Other times there would be silence…


The next day Fyodor Alexandrov went with his family to the beach. Ivan Kirilich the chauffeur drove them all there. Alyosha was happy to go too as he had made a new friend, Dimitri, a lanky, sallow boy he had met a couple of days earlier. He’d been meandering along the beach with Margarita and Larissa; they’d been collecting shells, following their noses, until they reached the woody peninsula at the far side and walked along it to the next beach. They came upon Dimitri engaged in the same task, sorting through a fistful of shiny black shells that had been swept up with the tide and left on the ebb of the Black Sea. Dimitri was rather shy, with not much to say for himself, but Alyosha saw his chance to make a friend.


‘Who?’ asked Inessa.


‘Dimitri,’ answered her son.


‘Yes, of course he may join us for lunch at the Pavilion.’ She shaded her eyes with her hand. ‘You’ll be very welcome, Dimitri.’


‘Thank you,’ he answered shyly.


As usual, Inessa sheltered from the sun under a wide parasol, while Mademoiselle Babin had already put on her bathing suit, so that all she had to do on reaching the beach was to take off her dress and she was ready to sunbathe all afternoon.


Fyodor Mikhailovich invited Margarita, Larissa, Alyosha and Dimitri to join him for a bathe, but when he reached the water’s edge, for some reason his appearance became sombre, and he abruptly turned on his heel back up the beach. The children plunged headfirst into the waves regardless. Larissa was a strong swimmer and she swam far out, challenging Dimitri to a race over her shoulder. Alyosha swam after them, with Margarita bringing up the rear. Then, breathless, they all lay on their backs in the sea, gazing up at the sky. After a while, Alyosha looked back to the shore, where his father stood watching as two men carried a young man who had lost his legs up the beach towards his wheelchair.


The Pavilion stood on sturdy wooden pillars above the sea. From lunchtime until late in the afternoon the place would be overflowing with people who climbed the wooden steps from the beach to escape the blazing heat over a cooling lemonade. There was always a welcome breeze up there, making the edges of the tablecloths dance a little.


The round tables varied in size, the biggest grouped in the centre of the floor, the smaller ones around the edges.


‘We’ll sit there,’ Inessa informed the waiter imperiously.


Hardly had they sat down (and Fyodor was somewhat dismayed to see the young man who had lost his legs sitting at a nearby table) when a little wave of excitement rippled through the room. Inessa, who had her back to the entrance, was the last to see the famous actress Nina Charodeyeva making her way past the tables, wearing a diaphanous green dress and a flamboyant hat. She was a very slender woman, clearly no stranger to starving herself.


Larissa was thrilled.


‘Look who just came in, Aunt Inessa.’


Inessa turned her head to look as a whole table of people rose to their feet to greet Nina Charodeyeva. A bald, middle-aged man bent low to kiss her hand. Alyosha saw that the scene had riveted his mother’s attention. The next in line to pay his tributes to the actress – which had her smiling broadly – was the famous actor Alexei Dashkov.


‘Nina, my darling,’ he said with a mischievous insincerity, as he raised her bony hand to his lips.


‘Why is everybody staring at them?’ asked Fyodor loudly.


‘Sshh!’ hissed Inessa irritably, without moving her gaze from the actor.


‘You look more beautiful than ever.’ Alexei Dashkov had grasped Nina Charodeyeva’s two hands and held her at arm’s length, the better to admire her body – which was just skin and bone under her dress.


‘Oh, you love to talk such nonsense …’


The rest of the table had resumed their seats but the actor and actress considerately remained on their feet, so that everyone could see them.


‘Not a bit of it, it’s simply the truth…’


‘Oh really? You mean every word?’


‘Every last syllable…’


Between finger and thumb, she pinched his cheek hard enough to leave a mark on his sun-bronzed skin.


‘You’re a very bad boy, Alexei Alexeivich, and I should be very cross with you after those rude things you said about me in the restaurant last night…’


‘I think we should order, don’t you?’ asked Fyodor, who was very thirsty.


‘Hush, can’t you?’


Inessa didn’t want to miss a word.


‘Me saying rude things behind your back? Oh Nina, sweetie, how could you believe such a thing? Who’s been trying to stir things up again between us?’


‘Do you think I was born yesterday?’ asked the actress playfully.


‘I’ll order a beer,’ said Fyodor, and motioned at the waiter.


Inessa frowned as the waiter came over. Their drinks were quickly served but Alyosha saw that his mother left hers untouched, her attention riveted by the actor, try though she might not to make it too obvious. Alexei Dashkov stood with one hand on his hip, a cigarette in the other, which every now and again he would bring to his lips, followed by a sip of black coffee from a tiny cup on the table, no bigger than an egg cup. Inessa was in ecstasy. Here in the flesh before her was the man whose picture she had so carefully cut out of her magazines when she was a girl of fourteen, and pinned on the wall beside her bed. Every night, the last thing she would do before falling asleep was kiss his face.


She had even named her son after him – Alexei. Gazing in wonder at the actor now, she thought he looked so much younger than his age. He was strong-boned and his skin looked fresh and smooth. There was something a little sleepy about his grey eyes – like a lizard in the sun – and a look on his handsome face that reminded her of a particularly famous photograph where he was leaning his elbow on a piano, newly-exhaled curls of blue-grey smoke wreathing his face, and gazing languorously into the eyes of his leading lady.


He seemed possessed of an indolent stillness. But it was a stillness, as everybody knew, which hid a tumultuous, almost animalistic lust that had made him a sexual idol in the eyes of thousands upon thousands of women. His first wife had died in mysterious circumstances, which gave rise to all manner of rumour and supposition, and had kept the telegram wires clicking frantically between Moscow, Petrograd and his native Odessa.


He had given his public fresh reason to talk when he ran away with the wife of the Artistic Director of the Moscow Opera to the Hôtel de Paris in Monte Carlo. She deserted her husband and children without a backward glance, giving rise to a scandal that filled the pages of both Russian and French magazines for months. At the time many were convinced it would be the killer blow to Alexei Dashlov’s career, but it proved quite otherwise, and apart from the Church, who had censured him severely from the start, and continued to do so, everybody thought he was a god.


Presently Fyodor Alexandrov said, ‘Does every conversation have to come to a stop?’


Inessa turned to face her husband.


‘Do you have a pencil?’


‘I’m never without a pencil.’


She clicked her fingers, tore a piece of paper from her diary and thrust it at her son.


‘Go over and ask him to autograph this…’


‘I don’t want to…’


‘Alyosha, don’t be tiresome…’


‘He doesn’t have to if he doesn’t want to,’ Fyodor said rather shortly.


‘I’ll go,’ Larissa said, already on her feet, and took the pencil and paper from her aunt.


Inessa watched her go over, her hand clutching her throat. She felt quite weak, and positively faint when Alexei Dashkov looked over, flashing his famous smile at her.


She turned to her husband.


‘Did you just see that? Did you? He smiled at me! Me out of everybody!’


Perhaps, had somebody else not claimed his attention, Alexei Dashkov might have crossed over to their table. Larissa came back alone however, and placed the piece of paper into her aunt’s two open palms. It was as much as she could do not to raise it to her lips and kiss it.
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Fyodor spent most of his time in the dacha, reading a book on Russian history by Karamisin or a volume of his favourite poetry by Catullus. More often than not, Mademoiselle Babin stayed behind too, complaining that she had rather overdone the sun and that the heat was too much for her. Inessa carried on with her daily routine as before, making sure to visit the Pavilion every day, until one of the waiters informed her that Alexei Dashkov had returned to Moscow. After that, Inessa began to get up later, often missing breakfast altogether, and would lie about the dacha until the afternoon, when she would take her outing to the beach, returning by the evening to bathe and change, take supper on the veranda, and then stay up late playing cards until they were soft and moist with so much handling.


She would often berate Alyosha for being such bad company, telling him it was just as well she had Margarita and Larissa to talk to. The girls liked nothing more than listening to their aunt’s worldly conversation, so different from their own mother. Alyosha wondered darkly to himself why his mother sought out his company on holiday when he was but a shadow to her the rest of the year.


Alyosha’s favourite spot was still the hammock in the garden. From here he could hear Ivan Kirilich whistling as he washed and polished the hired motor-car, just as he did back in Moscow. Ivan had the mouth of a toad, the lower lip jutting out, and when he smiled a crooked row of little teeth appeared. It was a twisted, rather cruel smile and sometimes Alyosha fancied he would like to cause him some harm if he could. This was only a feeling, as the chauffeur had never said a cross word to him, but somehow, he always had the impression that the smile on his face hid some poisonous intent.


One morning Ivan marched over in his shirtsleeves to where Alyosha lay swinging idly beneath the sweet-smelling flowers of the linden tree, and sat down against the trunk. He had a brown bottle of beer in his hand, and looked hot, sweaty and bad-tempered. He took a long swig and spent a few minutes without saying anything.


The motor-car was the problem. There was something wrong with the engine, and he’d spent the last couple of hours with his head under the bonnet, trying to fix it. He explained how a wire had worn away until it snapped, which had meant a long and sweaty journey on the bike to Yalta to fetch a new one, and an equally laborious journey back.


‘There’s nothing worse when you’re used to driving…’


He took another long pull of his beer.


‘My father always wanted me to become a chauffeur, from when he was working as a labourer on the railway between Petrovsk and Belsan, when it was being built in the last century.’


Ivan Kirilich loved his work.


‘Have I told you about it?’


‘You have.’


‘Have I?’


‘More than once.’


‘Are you sure? I can’t remember telling you…’


Another swig.


‘Well, it’s worth telling again. Now that was backbreaking work for you. Just imagine, out there in all weathers with pick and shovel, from break of dawn until dark, and it was dangerous too, with all the dynamite they had to use to blast a way through the rocks for the track. That’s why my father was so determined that I wouldn’t be following in his footsteps.’


Alyosha was practically dozing in the heat.


‘One afternoon, who should visit but the Chairman of the Railway Company, along with one or two other bigwigs, to inspect the work and see what progress had been made, and when my father saw how smart and polished their driver looked – some straight-backed young man with black gloves and a smart uniform and a peaked cap, all spanking clean and shiny – he decided there and then, that was the job for his son when he grew up. And just look at me today. Driving a motor-car, not a bike like some beggar.’


‘A bike suits me fine…’


‘Suits you, maybe…’


The fine blonde hairs on the back of his hand shining in the sun, Ivan Kirilich wiped his lips with his wrist.


‘’Cause you don’t know any better…’


He belched.


‘It would do you the world of good to get to know the inside of an engine like that…’


‘What for?’ Alyosha asked lazily.


‘So that you’d get to understand the workings of it, of course…You’re bound to want to drive a motor-car yourself one day… What if you break down in the middle of nowhere? Or in the middle of the night far from town?’


‘Pfff. Shouldn’t think so…’


‘It’s a handy thing to know, the mechanics of an engine… Come on. Get up. Let me show you…’


‘I don’t have the patience right now…’


‘You just don’t know what might be around the…’


Alyosha looked up when the chauffeur trailed off mid-sentence. Walking along the garden path towards them, her sandals crunching on the gravel, was Mademoiselle Babin. He noticed that her hair was damp and her cheeks rosy, and her breasts, unrestricted by a corset, jumped about inside her blouse like two little squirrels. He struggled to a sitting position as she approached and Ivan was already on his feet, holding the bottle discreetly behind his back.


‘I’d like to post this…’


She held out a letter.


The chauffeur smiled.


‘I can do that for you, miss.’


‘I’d prefer you to drive me into town. If it’s not too much bother.’


She flirted with her eyes.


‘Not at all. As long as the engine fires, that is. It’s been playing up…’


Ivan opened his toad’s mouth in a smile, revealing the uneven row of small teeth. Mademoiselle Babin held the letter close to her body and Alyosha could only see the reverse of the yellow envelope. He hauled himself to his feet.


‘I’ll come as well,’ he said.


‘You stay where you are,’ said Ivan, rolling the bottle into the rose bushes behind him.


‘We won’t be two winks…’


‘I want to come…’


‘What for?’


‘If the boy wants to come with us, Ivan Kirilich, then let him. It’ll do him more good than lying here doing nothing all day…’


The chauffeur puffed out a cheek and blew out from the side of his mouth. Mademoiselle Babin deftly stepped to one side to avoid a wasp which had been bothering her for a while.


‘Come along then you two, I don’t want to miss the post.’


The young Frenchwoman led the way to the car. Ivan grabbed Alyosha’s arm to prevent him from following.


‘Know who her lover is?’ he murmured.


Alyosha shook his head.


‘You don’t?’ Ivan provoked him. ‘Someone who’s a very close relative of yours.’


‘Who?’


He tapped the tip of his nose.


‘Nothing gets past me. I get to hear it all in the end.’


‘Well, are you going to tell me or not?’


‘Are you coming?’ asked Mademoiselle Babin a little impatiently by the gate.


‘Just coming,’ answered the chauffeur, before whispering, ‘Larissa and Margarita’s father.’


A blush slowly warmed Alyosha’s cheek; his eyes burned.


‘Uncle Kozma? Never!’


Ivan winked at him then strode off briskly after the governess.
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The best place to eat by far in Yalta was the terrace restaurant of the Hotel Billo, overlooking the sea. It was head and shoulders above the rest and during the summer months, at the height of the tourist season, everybody who was anybody wanted a table there. As Andrei Petrovich Vengerov was a guest there, he had a certain advantage, and a generous tip to the head waiter from Tiflis would always ensure his party a table in the best corner. As Fyodor Mikhailovich was a most valued customer of the Azor-Don Merchant Bank, he made sure to invite the whole family to join him and his wife and daughter for dinner. So it was, one evening, that Fyodor, Alyosha, Margarita and Larissa squashed into the motor-car to be driven to the hotel.


‘There’s no need to wait…’


Fyodor was interrupted by Inessa.


‘No, Ivan, better that you do…’


‘Surely if we say midnight…’


‘If you think I’ll be able to tolerate the conversation until then…’


Fyodor gave in and ordered the chauffeur to wait for them.


Important and influential though he was in Petrograd’s banking circles, Andrei Petrovich was nevertheless a modest and rather kind individual, always concerned with other people’s welfare before his own, especially the family of such an important client as Fyodor Mikhailovich Alexandrov. So he was at pains to make sure everybody was supplied with menus and drinks, and that they were all quite comfortable.


The conversation was a little desultory to begin with. Andrei Petrovich admitted that, even on vacation, he found it hard to break his usual habit of rising with the sun, just as though he had to get to the bank. But at least he had the pleasure of walking along the quayside watching the seagulls squawking over the night’s leftovers. He confessed rather bashfully that he was something of a poet, and every morning he’d sit down to write a little poem, or a verse or two. The smell of fresh seaweed seemed to give him inspiration.


Inevitably, the men’s talk turned to business, and they were soon deep in a conversation involving interest rates and share prices, excluding their wives completely.


Alyosha had found himself next to Galina – the big lump of a daughter, with his cousins on her other side. She didn’t seem to want to talk to any of them. Inessa stared moodily out at the neverending sea, as the waiter hurried over to light her cigarette. She felt a gentle breeze stir through her hair, and noticed three little rows of flickering lights from a ship in the far distance until they were sucked silently into the night.


Irritably, she stubbed out her cigarette before it was even half-smoked, crushing it with unnecessary force. She was so bored she felt like screaming, and as she’d had a glass of champagne before leaving the dacha, and considerably more at the table, she was feeling rather woozy and light-headed. She gazed at the surrounding tables – everybody seemed to be having far more fun than she was. All of a sudden she felt furious with Fyodor as she remembered his boorish behaviour that afternoon in the Pavilion when they’d seen Alexei Alexeivich Dashkov.


At times like this, she wouldn’t have given a fig if her husband fell down dead before her. Often an image popped into her head, an image of her standing at the edge of his grave in a widow’s veil, a wreath in her hand and tears rolling down her pale cheeks. She was almost overwhelmed by an urge to just get up and leave, and might have done so had all the lights not suddenly been extinguished. Apart from the little candles flickering in the seashells on the tables, which threw up flickering yellow light onto the expectant faces, turning the restaurant into a graveyard of goblins, the terrace was plunged into darkness.


A shadow leapt from the shadows, strumming the strings of a guitar dramatically, and some of the men at the farthest tables whistled feebly. Fyodor and Andrei’s conversation trailed to nothing as a spotlight suddenly blazed down onto the round stage in the middle of the balcony. A gypsy whirled into its glare, her tightly-fitting silk dress cut low on the bodice to expose her voluptuousshoulders and breasts. All eyes were nailed to her. The gypsy stared challengingly through slantedeyes at some meaty-faced general before opening her mouth to sing a mesmerising lament to a lover who had spurned her, full of hate and blood revenge.


Still singing, she stepped from the stage, moving proudly with her shoulders held well back, breasts thrust forward, and looked sidelong from her black eyes at her audience, all cruel splendour, with something between a smile and a grimace upon her painted lips. She snaked her way sinuously amongst the tables, the gaping men risking a quarrel with their wives later to drink her in as she tempted and provoked, her varnished fingernails caressing a shoulder here, barely brushing a thigh there. As she spun from one table to the next she seemed to leave a sigh behind her.


She came to Alyosha and stared into his eyes, a spray of her spit like fine dew on his face as she sang the chorus. Inessa suddenly got to her feet and took the gypsy’s hand, spinning her around like a top. The audience roared its approval as one, several of the men getting to their feet to applaud. Andrei looked at Fyodor in astonishment, and was about to protest, but thought better of it, not wishing to offend, and sat there in silence, though his eyebrows were knitted in confusion and embarrassment.


The meaty-faced general offered Inessa a white rose, which she held between her teeth as she danced, clapping her hands together above her head and stamping her feet. Transfixed by his mother’s performance, Alyosha didn’t notice his father calling for the chauffeur, but the next thing he knew, Ivan was there, and he was ordered to return to the dacha with Margarita and Larissa, his protests in vain. As his cousins climbed into the car, he realised that he had left his sailor’s hat behind at the table, and ran back through the hotel to the terrace. The place was in uproar. Wherever he looked, people were on their feet, clapping and howling in a frenzy of desire and longing.


The gypsy was singing as if possessed, the guitarist attacking his instrument as if it was a wild beast to be tamed, and as Alyosha squeezed past the crowd to reach the table, he saw his father, looking wan and anxious, holding onto his mother’s wrists as he spoke to her, plucking her towards him every now and again when she seemed to resist, the tears streaming down her cheeks as she laughed in his face.
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The cousins, who had always been educated together at Fyodor and Inessa’s house, were introduced to their new tutor in early October. Herr Professor Karl Krieger was possessed of a head of crinkly red hair and a strutting, rather pompous manner.


‘I was born and brought up on the lower slopes of Grotenburg mountain,’ was one of the first things he announced as he stood before them, ‘which means I hail from Detmold. Whose town of birth was that?’


The three cousins looked at him blankly.


‘Why, the Princess Pauline zur Lippe née zu Anhalt-Bernburg, niece to Catherine the Great of Russia.’


Herr Professor K.K. (as he became known to his pupils) had not come to them directly from Detmold, but from Minsk, where he had lost his post with another family due to anti-German sentiment. He would not have joined Fyodor Alexandrov’s household had he received a better – or indeed any other – offer, for he was secretly appalled that he was expected to share the tutoring with a Frenchwoman. As any patriotic German would, he felt nothing but contempt for France and all things French.


When he placed his spectacles on his nose he looked like a country priest, and as the weeks passed, Alyosha, Margarita and Larissa noticed that he only possessed two suits – one dark blue, of some thin cloth, and a heavier black one – both too tight across the shoulder and the sleeves an inch or so too short above his wrists.


‘The trivial external aspect of life is the last thing to interest me,’ pronounced Herr Professor K.K. ‘Why is that, you may ask?’


His three pupils looked at him unenquiringly.


‘I take so much more sustenance from the internal life of the soul than what passes for so-called real life. Apart from the odd game of billiards in the back room of the Francis Albert on the Nevskii, of course. Who is your favourite writer, Alexei?’


‘Pushkin,’ he replied without much thought.


‘Larissa?’


‘Tolstoy.’


‘Margarita?’


‘Anton Chekhov.’


‘Indeed. My own favourites are Goethe, Schiller and Heine, and to a lesser extent, Milton and Shakespeare, in the definitive translations of Schlegel-Tieck; and when you three begin to flag, when your heads start to droop in a half-doze over your work, then I will ask you to put away your exercise books and take out your copies of Faust and you will sit there memorising some of that sublime poetry. Do we begin to understand each other?’


Mornings were given over to grammar, German literature, Mathematics and Ancient History. Margarita had a natural flair for literature, while Larissa’s favourite subjects were Geography and French. Alyosha didn’t care for any of it, though he was bright enough, so it was he who bore the brunt of Herr Professor K.K.’s wrath.


‘I’m never afraid to punish,’ he said on many an occasion.


At the side of his desk he kept a black leather case, which housed four canes that he had brought with him all the way from Westphalia to Russia.


The clock always crawled towards midday. Mademoiselle Babin had an altogether more emollient teaching method, so after lunch they could look forward to the lighter atmosphere of the afternoon, when she taught them French, English and Geography.


Autumn sank into winter. A blue twilight crept through the streets and the yellow lamps lit up, row by row, along the canals, their soft light turning the water to velvety darkness, and throwing long shadows under the arches of the bridge. Then the days became even shorter, the city plunging swiftly from day into night. It turned bitterly cold and they were allowed to have their classes in the salon, where a cosy fire blazed. Sometimes Mademoiselle Babin took them for a stroll, testing them on the French and English words in turn for the things around them.


To the shops on the Nevskii Prospekt the four might go, stopping to salivate over the produce in Yeliseyev’s window: the fresh sturgeon, the caviar on ice, the exotic, out-of-season fruits from the Crimea, and the beautifully decorated French patisserie and gateaux. The girls liked to linger before the various windows displaying the latest fashions from abroad, mainly Paris.


‘Look at that…’


Mademoiselle Babin enjoyed nothing more than testing them on the names of the sparkling gems at Fabergé, Cartier and Bulgari. The young Frenchwoman’s eyes sparkled in imitation as she admired the jewellery, longing to wear the brooch by Bolin on her breast.


Alyosha had of course pestered Ivan Kirilich several times to elaborate on what he had told him in Yalta.


‘Were you serious about Mademoiselle Babin and Uncle Kozma?’


‘Am I the type of fellow to lie about such a thing?’


Alyosha wasn’t sure. He’d seen how much the chauffeur enjoyed goading the other servants in the kitchen. He was full of sly tricks, never happier than when he had managed to provoke a quarrel or a fight. But then something happened that made Alyosha forget his concerns on this subject entirely.


It was late afternoon, and the four of them were on their way home after drinking hot chocolate in the Hôtel de l’Europe Astoria. Above their heads, heavy grey snow clouds were gathering around the spire of Saint Isaac Cathedral, darkening the sky. They waited for a tram to pass before crossing the street but there was a motor-car behind it – a black Dellanay-Belleville – and the driver, one hand carelessly on the wheel, the other arm draped around his companion’s shoulder, had turned to say something laughingly to her. Inessa.


His mother.


Mademoiselle Babin, who had already crossed the road with Margarita and Larissa, called out to Alyosha, standing there on the other side as if turned to stone.


‘Come along, what’s keeping you?’


Alyosha appeared not to have heard so she called to him again. He didn’t stir. Tutting under her breath, Mademoiselle turned to Margarita and Larissa.


‘What on earth has possessed him? Girls, you stay here please.’


Mademoiselle Babin crossed back to Alyosha, where he still stood, staring at something further down the street. Dusk had already begun to fall, and besides, Mademoiselle Babin had always been rather short-sighted – vanity alone keeping her from wearing spectacles – so she was none the wiser to what had him so riveted.


‘Lyosha?’


There was an irritated edge to her voice:


‘Is anything the matter?’


After that afternoon, Alyosha kept an eye out, but never saw the driver of the Dellanay-Belleville amongst the visitors who came to the house. He found it hard to believe that he was the only one to have noticed his mother in the passenger seat; after all, the motor-car had raced past literally under their noses. Perhaps his cousins had seen her but chosen to keep quiet so as not to embarrass him? He might have asked Margarita but he was never alone with her and Larissa was all ears and not to be trusted. So he kept it all to himself; but that image of the man with his arm around his mother’s shoulder came to torment him every night.


Eventually, consumed by curiosity, he began to creep into his mother’s bedroom when he knew she was out, to see what he could find, furtively going through her things. One afternoon he took up a great armful of her stockings and garters and buried his nose in them. The silk and the satin…


It didn’t take him long to come across a small silver key on a red ribbon, and when a further search unearthed a battered vanity case in the bottom of her mahogany wardrobe, it took a matter of moments to turn the key in the lock and open it.


The temptation to read his mother’s diaries was overwhelming, but to avoid discovery, he read them little by little, when he knew he was safe. Turning the pages of the oxblood leather volumes, Alyosha felt he was beginning to truly know his mother for the first time in his life.


Inessa’s life outside the house was clearly very different from her life with his father. The world she described in her diaries seemed to him a strange and exotic one: a world of fashion, of artists and actors, musicians and singers. There was a long entry describing the evening at the Pavilion in Yalta when Alexei Alexevich Dashkov – the most famous actor of the Russian silver screen – had given her his autograph. This had been carefully preserved, along with some photos she had cut out from various magazines.


He read of her love of concerts and any kind of performance – opera, ballet, theatre – and equally her love of clothes. That was no great secret, as she was always beautifully dressed and immaculately made-up. No detail was too small: when wearing a peep-toed shoe she would always varnish her toenails a daring dark green, to match her eyes.


Finally he came across one bald statement – so brief he almost skimmed over it – where his mother simply noted that she loved Mita Petlyura Golitzin with all her heart. Was this the stranger in the motor-car? It must be, but he could find no further clues in her diaries. He began to fantasise about following his mother through the streets of traffic, past the trams and carts and the luxurious coaches pulled by horses whose coats had been groomed to a burnished brilliance, the purple and gold livery of the servants of the Court a bright blur as they thundered past. In his mind’s eye he watched as his mother walked past the row of motor-cars waiting outside the Hôtel de l’Europe Astoria and into the hotel, the doorman opening the door for her, to keep her tryst… with Mita Petlyura Golitzin.


Alyosha felt a slow resentment grow inside him towards him mother. She had never acknowledged his existence, not really. She did not treat him as other mothers treated their sons. He couldn’t claim that she was ever cruel to him, nor did she lose her temper or belittle him, but neither was she ever loving. Her attitude towards him seemed entirely neutral – or at best she seemed sometimes to feel a little sorry for him for some inexplicable reason, looking at him with an expression of awkwardness almost, and a tone of regret when she spoke to him. But most of the time Alyosha felt she really wouldn’t mind very much whether she saw him at all.


He wondered what the reason might be for this indifference. Did the blame lie with him? Had he done something unforgivable when he was younger and so lost her approval forever? Something he was not even conscious of having done? His mother loved his little brother Georgik far more than she loved him, of that he was sure. Inessa doted on his younger brother and had done from the day he came into the world. Had she ever doted on him like that? He doubted it.
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Alyosha might never have noticed Aisha if it hadn’t been for the parrot. The old bird had been in the family for years and had been a familiar sight in the kitchen for as long as he could remember. Twice a year Roza insisted on having it deloused. The cook was a skinny, sallow, buck-toothed old woman, who never ventured into the rest of the house, but who reigned supreme in the kitchen. She stomped around in men’s slippers (her brother’s cast-offs), terrorising the younger maids, and wasn’t much liked by anybody else because of her constant carping and her tendency to tell tales on them.


As far as delousing the parrot went, it was easier said than done. It had a vicious temper at the best of times, and an absolute loathing of any kind of water: above all a bowl of warm water with a hefty slug of cheap vodka added to it.


Such a vile and thankless task always fell to the youngest maid. That was the time-honoured tradition, and the most recent addition to the staff was a young girl called Aisha, who had only joined the household since the family’s return from Yalta.


Since he was tiny Alyosha had always been allowed to join in the fun. It fell to Oleg, Oxana’s brother – a great big bear of a man, not much less wide than he was tall, with a slightly Armenian nose – to catch the bird. He often popped in to see his sister from the naval garrison at Kronstadt, where he was stationed, coming into the kitchen through the back to fill his stomach and have a gossip with whoever was there. He suffered from dropsy, which gave his face a swollen appearance, and his skin always had an unhealthy sheen to it, his upper lip perpetually shiny with sweat.


The minute Oleg put his great paw into the parrot’s cage, the bird was wily enough to know something was afoot and did everything possible to avoid being caught. The sailor managed to grab it by the neck in the end and carry it over to the tub of warm water, where a nervous Aisha stood waiting in her petticoat.


The bird, becoming ever more agitated, squawked and flapped its wings in protest, sending out little puffs of dust and lice, its big black curved beak opening and closing as if it was about to suffocate. A daft smile on his face, his yellow teeth much in evidence, Oleg held on to the bird like a leech; but the minute the less-experienced Aisha took it from him the parrot attempted another frantic bid for freedom, screeching in a most anguished way.


‘Hold it tight!’


‘Stinks!’


‘Hang on to it now! Or it’ll get away!’


‘It stinks! Pooh!’


Everybody else kept well clear, laughing fit to burst in their various corners at the sight of the young girl, half-naked and soaked to the skin, running frantically around the kitchen table in hot pursuit of a squawking parrot.


After that afternoon, Alyosha dreamt only of her. He became distracted and inattentive to everybody else. If he saw her, he blushed like a girl. Aisha was everything.


‘What you looking at?’


‘You.’


He went out of his way to bump into her. She was always rushing back and forth from the kitchen, summoned to fetch and carry by the ring of the bell.


‘Got work to do. Or I’ll catch it from Oxana.’ She smiled. ‘Why are you looking at me like that?’


‘Your eyes.’


‘Last time I looked I had two, same as everybody else. What’s so special about that?’


He thought her eyes were wonderful, round and light green, with only a suggestion of eyebrows, so that she looked like a girl living in perpetual astonishment. She was very good-looking, in an original sort of a way – there was no wonder that so many men gave her the eye.


‘How old are you?’ asked Alyosha.


‘I’m not too sure.’


‘Why?’


‘Do you have to ask so many questions?’


She had a temper too.


‘I think we must be around the same age.’


He managed to glean, after some persistence on his part, that Aisha was an orphan, taken in by the nuns of the Pokrovskii Convent. That’s why she knew so many of the psalms by heart, though her singing voice was dreadful. The sisters had given her a little education, albeit very elementary, so that although she couldn’t write, she knew her letters and could read a little, if the words were short and the sentences simple.


‘If you like… I could give you lessons.’


‘Oh, yes? What sort of lessons?’


‘To read and write.’


‘Read and write?’ she laughed.


He frowned. Why was that such a funny suggestion?


‘And what good would reading and writing be to someone like me?’


‘Everybody wants to better themselves. Experience new things…’


‘Do they?’


‘Of course they do.’


She eyed him carefully, biting her lower lip.


‘How about it?’


‘How about what?’


‘I’ll teach you how to read and write.’


‘Not me.’


‘I’d love to. I’d really love to. You’d be really good at it. I’m sure of it.’


That’s when they kissed for the very first time.
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Alyosha was late coming down to breakfast that morning and his father had long since left for his munitions factory. As he took his seat he noticed with a start that Aisha was waiting on them for the first time. Oxana was supervising with a gimlet eye, occasionally giving her a quiet instruction or a little nod to indicate approval, so Alyosha didn’t dare even acknowledge her presence, though he longed to touch her hand when she served him.


His mother was questioning Dunia, who stood before her with Gosha in her arms, about the baby’s eating habits and sleeping pattern. Dunia answered patiently, smiling down at the baby and stroking his cheek with the back of her little finger. Finally Inessa pronounced herself pleased at how much Gosha had grown and told Dunia that she was very happy with her care, dismissing the girl with a smile.


Herr Professor K.K. was already eating, sitting very straight in his chair, his napkin tucked in under his collar, but Mademoiselle Babin was even later than Alyosha, and slipped into her chair with a murmured apology as the Professor was clearing his throat and announcing that he had received some very good news indeed.


‘Believe it or not, I have received a telegram from Berlin informing me there’s a contract in the post from Stralau Verlag to publish the book I’m currently writing.’


‘Very good,’ Inessa answered dryly.


‘It’s a book about paternalism. I worship the idea.’


He bit into his piece of toast, beaming. Alyosha knew only too well by now of the Herr Professor’s undying love for the aristocracy. He talked about it almost as much as he did about Goethe.


‘In my humble opinion, in Western Europe at least, the Catholic Church and the great aristocratic families are the absolute cornerstones of every successful and enduring monarchy there ever was, and the family is the sacred breakwater that stands between us and the rampant liberal individualism which has come into being through enthroning and lauding democracy above all other political systems. One of my original reasons for deciding to come to Russia was so that I could learn more of the lineage of the Tzar and his family, the ways of the Court, and of the ancient traditions and customs of the Holy Church, which of course is the main subject of my book.’


‘Very good,’ Inessa repeated tonelessly, hoping that the man wrote better than he spoke.


All that week the children had very merry lessons. They had never seen their tutor in such high spirits, with a spring in his step and something approaching a twinkle in his eye. One morning, the minute he had left the room after the morning’s lessons were done, Margarita and Larissa had a fit of the giggles. Alyosha had been aware of their whispering together for most of the morning, obviously nursing some secret.


‘Will you tell me what’s so funny?’


‘Why do you think the Professor has bought a new suit and oiled his hair so carefully?’ Larissa asked him archly.


‘I don’t know,’ Alyosha answered impatiently, ‘maybe he’s already spent the advance he’s had from his publishers in Berlin.’


‘No, that’s not it at all. He’s trying to impress her, isn’t he?’


‘Who?’


‘Who d’you think?’


Alyosha felt a small stab of jealousy.


‘Not Mademoiselle Babin?’


Margarita shook her head.


‘Who then?’


‘Take another guess…’


His curiosity piqued now, Alyosha told his cousin impatiently he had no idea. When she told him he was incredulous. He stared at Larissa.


‘Valeriya Markovna? Our piano teacher? I don’t believe it.’


She held out her hand to him.


‘I bet you!’


‘You girls – you’re just making something out of nothing.’


‘Margarita, tell him what we heard.’


But even then, Alyosha had his doubts. That sour-faced woman? He couldn’t remember ever seeing her pinched expression break into a smile. The most enthusiasm she ever displayed was for rapping his knuckles with her little ivory stick when he hit a wrong note. It couldn’t possibly be true. His cousins were pulling his leg.


Later on Alyosha asked Aisha about it.


‘What? You’ve only just heard about it?’


They were huddled together inside the large linen closet on the first floor.


‘They’re mad about each other…’


How had he not noticed?


‘Why else would a piano teacher start rinsing her hair with camomile to make it lighter then?’


What on earth did the two of them see in each other? Alyosha wondered. He shuddered at the sudden unwelcome picture of them that popped into his head. But then an even more unwelcome and graphic image replaced it, that of his mother Inessa, in a heated embrace with her lover, her Mita Petlyura Golitzin. He saw his hand on her back, moving to open her blouse, fondling her breasts, his head bending lower to bite her flesh, and lifting her skirt higher and higher…


Aisha felt his erection wither in her fist and redoubled her efforts until it stiffened once more. He squeezed her breast tighter and kneaded it with his fingers, breathing heavily as he nuzzled her neck, her hair tickling his nose and the sweat on her skin smelling like mouldy flour.


Then: ‘Stop it! That hurts…’


‘Don’t, Aisha…’


‘Your nails…’


‘Don’t stop, please don’t stop….’


‘Aw!’


‘Keep going, keep going, keep going…’


Suddenly, the doors of the closet were flung open and the light flooded in. Standing before them, with his legs straddled wide, was Ivan Kirilich the chauffeur. While Alyosha struggled to close the buttons of his trousers he yanked a shrieking Aisha out of the closet by her earlobe, pincered firmly between his thumb and forefinger. Alyosha hurried after them towards the staircase as Ivan berated the young maid loudly: ‘You dirty little bitch.’


Alyosha caught up with them and grabbed Ivan’s arm.


‘It’s not her fault, let her go…’


Ivan let her go, only to give her a clout across the head.


‘Don’t hurt her!’


Aisha, released, fled. In spite of always wearing shoes with a built-up insole to give him a couple of extra inches, Ivan Kirilich was a very short man and Alyosha could already look him in the eye. He did not fear the chauffeur and now told him coolly that if he had any ideas about running to his parents to tell tales, he in turn would do everything within his power to bring about his dismissal.


Ivan gave him a long, baleful look and then said quietly, ‘You’ve got a lot to learn yet, haven’t you?’


‘I’m not looking for any lessons from your kind, thank you very much.’


‘Maybe not.’


Ivan laughed, though his eyes were calculating.


‘But someone like me could teach you a hell of a lot more than those two clowns who get paid to do it.’


His toad-like mouth grimaced into a parody of a smile, exposing the crooked row of tiny teeth.


‘Just you be careful. This is how scandals start.’


He tapped Alyosha’s shoulder twice.


‘And then all kinds of trouble follow.’


His smile vanished.


‘Such as?’ Alyosha asked.


‘Blackmail.’
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Alyosha was eating his breakfast while he listened to his mother and father squabbling. With Kozma Mikhailovich Alexandrov back from the front for Christmas, Fyodor thought it only right to host a supper to welcome his brother home, but Inessa pouted at the idea.


‘Just thinking about having to spend a whole evening in the company of that crashing bore Ella is more than I can bear,’ she complained.


From the moment the two women had met, Inessa had decided that her brother-in-law’s wife was a hypocrite, pretending to be modest and unassuming, but in fact an arch snob who found fault with everyone and everything apart from her own blessed family, and who looked down her nose at Inessa, always putting her down or making catty little comments.


Inessa had formed this opinion on the basis of one conversation she had overheard during their very first meeting, where she wrongly assumed that the person Ella was discussing in less than favourable terms was herself. This led to her taking implacable offence, though Fyodor had often tried to reason with his young wife, telling her that his sister-in-law was a shy woman who would never have been so malicious, and that Inessa had surely misunderstood. If she could only give her a second chance, she was sure to see her many virtues and become fond of her. All his pleading left Inessa quite unmoved – her mind was made up.


There was a little more than ten years’ difference in age between the two women, and when Inessa married Fyodor, Ella was already mother to Margarita, and had just lost her second child – the boy that Kozma had been longing for. This loss shook her deeply, though she took strength and comfort from her faith, which had always been important to her. Later Larissa came along, but that was not the same as the birth of a son.


Fyodor sighed and said, ‘It’s a miracle that he’s with us at all when so many others have lost their lives… What if this turns out to be the last time we see him?’ He rubbed his eye with his thumb. ‘It’s perfectly possible isn’t it? More than possible… It goes against the grain, having to think of such things in the first place, but that’s how it is…’ He blinked, his eye bloodshot. ‘How would a person feel then? I’d never forgive myself.’


‘Seeing that woman once a year is more than enough for me…’


‘You can be so unfair…’


‘Unfair…?’


‘And so unreasonable as well. We’ve barely seen Kozma this year… and after all, since our mother died last year, I’m the only close family that he has.’


‘Fyodor, now look here…’


‘No, you look here, Inessa…’ He mustered as much authority as he could. ‘Just you look here for once…’


‘Oh, this is ridiculous… Alyosha, would you leave us?’


Alyosha rose and left the room and Inessa and Fyodor resumed their squabbling; but by the time Fyodor returned from his factory that evening Inessa, after spending the whole day brooding, seemed to have had a change of heart. Her husband gazed at her in some astonishment as she told him what she had in mind.


‘But this morning…’ He hesitated, anxious not to offend. ‘I understood you to say quite the opposite…’


‘Yes, yes, I know… that was because the thought of spending the whole night in Ella’s company was insufferable. You know as well as I how many dire evenings we’ve had with her over the years. But this way, do you see, if we make it a more lavish occasion with plenty of other guests, I can easily keep her at arm’s length.’

OEBPS/Images/14.jpg
PARTHIAN





OEBPS/Images/cover.png
Petroig:ra:d
_/ <" it






