

  

     

  




  Author’s Note




  The Statute for the Emancipation of the Serfs was signed by Czar Alexander II in 1861, a year later than the time this story takes place. The main characters are fictitious but the background comes from the reports of eyewitnesses.




  The cruelty, the Military punishments, the fear of the Secret Police and the lighted gardens inside the Palaces are all accurate.




  The Czar’s aunt, the Grand Duchess Hélène, did suggest the idea of emancipation to her nephew and the way it might be achieved.




  The Michailow Palace is now the Russian National Museum.




  I dedicate this story to Princess Nina Mdivani, who has always been my ‘good angel’ and who made me realise how intelligent, delightful and friendly the Georgian people are.




  Chapter One  1860




  “Alida!”




  The sharp voice was startling. Then there was the slap of a closed fan on a bent neck, which brought Alida to her feet with a little cry.




  Deep in her book she had not heard her aunt enter the bedroom.




  “Wasting your time, as usual!” the Duchess said harshly in her hard ugly voice. “If you have nothing to do, Alida, I will find you something. I have told you over and over again that I will not have you reading and filling your head with a lot of nonsense!”




  “I am – sorry, Aunt Sophie.”




  “So you should be!” the Duchess retorted. “This is deliberate disobedience on your part, as you well know. Where did you find this book?”




  There was a moment’s silence before Alida said hesitantly,




  “From – the library.”




  The fan slapped her again, this time on her cheek. She took a step back, her small fingers creeping up to the burning mark.




  “How often have I told you,” the Duchess stormed, “not to take books from the library? They belong to your uncle and they are not suitable for a young girl.”




  She saw the answer in Alida’s eyes and, before she could speak, the Duchess continued,




  “I know that your father allowed you to read any of his books, but must I repeat, for the thousandth time, that I do not consider that either he or your mother had any sense of responsibility nor were they proper guardians for the morals of a young female.”




  The Duchess accentuated the word ‘morals’ and then, with an unpleasant twist of her thin lips, she added,




  “That is, of course, hardly surprising, seeing in what profession your mother was engaged.”




  Alida clenched her hands together.




  She knew what was coming. She had heard it all too often before.




  At the same time it never ceased to disturb her, to make her yearn to spring to her mother’s defence and to deny the cruel things that were said about her.




  “How indeed,” the Duchess continued, “could a creature who lowered herself to appear on the stage know anything about propriety? A woman whom anyone could pay to watch, a woman who had none of the modesty and delicacy that should be an indivisible part of the feminine character.”




  ‘I must not answer – back – I must not!’ Alida whispered to herself.




  She knew only too well what would happen if she did.




  When she had first come to live with her uncle and aunt two years ago after her parents’ death, she had not believed it possible that anyone could utter such cruelly defamatory accusations against her mother.




  But she had learned through bitter experience that to argue or even reply brought swift retribution in the shape of her uncle’s whip.




  After two years of living in The Castle, Alida had acquired a self-control that gave her some small satisfaction because she knew it that surprised her relatives.




  Nevertheless it was always hard to hear her sweet and gentle mother abused and know herself too cowardly to go on fighting a losing battle.




  “Books are for men,” the Duchess was saying. “Women should sew and a girl in your position, Alida, should make herself useful.”




  “I have tried to do that, Aunt Sophie.”




  “And so you should,” the Duchess said. “You are a pauper! Do you hear me, Alida? A pauper! You live on the benevolence of your uncle and the least you can do to show your gratitude is to help me to the best of your ability, which unfortunately is lamentably ineffective.”




  “I do try – Aunt Sophie.”




  “Then put that book back in the library immediately,” the Duchess ordered, “and, if I ever catch you taking one out again and, if I find you reading when you should be working, I promise you that your uncle will punish you extremely severely.”




  Her eyes were cruel as she added,




  “You may think now that you are eighteen you are too old to be whipped, but I promise you that, if you behave like a disobedient child, you will be treated like one.”




  “Yes, Aunt Sophie.”




  Alida picked up the book and moved towards the door.




  “One moment!” the Duchess snapped.




  Alida paused and looked back at her aunt apprehensively.




  Her large eyes in her small face were full of unshed tears, not only from the pain of the fan which had left a livid mark on her cheek but also because she always felt like crying when she heard her aunt spit venom at her mother’s memory.




  Yet she realised that nothing she could say or do could change the bitter hatred that her aunt and uncle had for her.




  “I came to tell you something that will undoubtedly greatly please you,” the Duchess said slowly. “Equally your behaviour makes me wonder whether once again I should ask Mary to change her mind.”




  “Change her mind?” Alida asked in surprise.




  “Your cousin is very kind and generous to you,” the Duchess said, “although Heaven knows you don’t deserve it. She has asked, Alida, that you should accompany her to Russia.”




  Alida stood very still, the expression on her face incredulous.




  “To Russia?” she echoed, thinking that she could not have heard her aunt correctly.




  “Don’t repeat everything I say in that irritating manner!” the Duchess exclaimed. “Mary is to journey to St. Petersburg the week after next when her approaching marriage to His Highness Prince Vorontski will be announced.”




  “Oh, Aunt Sophie, how wonderful for her!” Alida cried. “I hope she will be very happy.”




  “Mary will undoubtedly be extremely content to be the wife of such a distinguished personage,” the Duchess replied. “And she has requested, I think misguidedly, that you should accompany her as her companion until she marries.”




  “And I am to leave with her – the week after next?” Alida asked.




  “That is exactly what I have just said. I cannot help feeling that Mary has made a great mistake. I would prefer that she should have chosen one of her friends. Perhaps Lady Penelope Berkeley, a charming well-bred girl. But for some reason I cannot fathom she wishes you to accompany her.”




  There was no doubt from the Duchess’s voice that she found such a request extraordinary.




  But Alida’s eyes were shining with excitement.




  “It’s very very kind of Mary,” she said, “and I will, of course, do everything I possibly can to be of assistance.”




  “So I should hope!” the Duchess said sharply. “There are not many young women who get such an opportunity. I can only pray, Alida, that you will behave yourself.”




  “Of course I will, Aunt Sophie.”




  “It’s doubtful if you know the difference between right and wrong, considering the bad blood that runs in your veins,” the Duchess remarked venomously. “But you will not be in St. Petersburg long for the Grand Duchess Hélène with whom Mary will be staying, will, I am sure, wish the marriage to take place soon after her arrival in Russia, in which case you can come home immediately by the cheapest and quickest route.”




  “Yes, Aunt Sophie.”




  The Duchess looked her up and down.




  “I suppose,” she said grudgingly, “that you will require some more gowns, although goodness knows what your uncle will say to such extravagance.”




  “I have very few that are wearable,” Alida replied. “I have tried to alter some of Mary’s old ones, but she is so much taller than I am.”




  “She is certainly distinguished,” the Duchess said, “while you, Alida, are insignificant, as you should be. We will send for Mrs. Harben from the village and she can make you a few dresses for the morning and perhaps one or two evening gowns.”




  Before Alida could thank her she continued,




  “There will be no time for more even if we could afford the expense. Besides no one will look at you and I hope that you will have the good taste to efface yourself.”




  She paused to add impressively,




  “Although you are styled a companion, you will be in fact nothing more than a senior servant. You are there to obey Mary’s commands and to see to her comfort.”




  “I understand, Aunt Sophie.”




  “I will send a groom to the village immediately to tell Mrs. Harben to come here this evening,” the Duchess continued. “I think it would be best if all your gowns were in grey, a quiet puritanical grey.”




  Alida was about to exclaim in protest, but she bit back the words even as they reached her lips.




  ‘What is the point of arguing?’ she thought.




  She knew only too well that the Duchess intended to humiliate her and to make her feel subservient so that she would be quite unnoticeable.




  She longed for colour. Dresses of hyacinth blue or leaf green, primrose yellow or lilac mauve, even the pure white, which she should be wearing at her age as a debutante, would be a joy.




  But she knew that her aunt was right when she said that she had to behave as a servant, for that was what they had tried to make her ever since she had come to The Castle.




  It was seldom that she had a moment to herself.




  It was unlucky that her aunt should have entered her bedroom unexpectedly to find her reading a book that she had taken from the library.




  The fact was that it was a Latin Classic would not placate the Duchess, who thought that all reading was a waste of time and that women should occupy their fingers and not their brains.




  Nevertheless, at the moment, the fact that she had been forbidden ever to borrow a book again was not the catastrophe that it might have been because, incredibly, she was to travel with Mary to Russia.




  Alida had realised that for some weeks since a letter had been received from the Grand Duchesse Hélène, aunt of His Imperial Majesty the Czar of all the Russias, there had been whispered consultations and a feeling of excitement that she could not exactly put into words.




  She had known that something was being contemplated that concerned Mary, but no one confided in her, least of all her cousin.




  At the same time, because she was intelligent, Alida had been well aware that for some time the Duchess had been manoeuvring to arrange an important marriage for her only daughter.




  The Duke of Berkhamsted, known among his contemporaries as ‘the Praying Duke because of his sanctimonious air and his much professed propriety, had married the granddaughter of His Highness Prince Frederick of Reichenstein.




  The Duchess never allowed anyone to forget her Royal descent, even though Reichenstein was a poor Principality and of little consequence in Germany itself.




  But she was related, even if somewhat distantly, to many of the Crowned Heads of Europe and she had set her heart on Mary obtaining an unparalleled social position, which befitted her outstanding beauty.




  Unfortunately there appeared to be few eligible young Crown Princes or Heirs-Apparent among the European hierarchy and the Duchess had finally written to the Grand Duchess Hélène of Russia, who before her marriage had been a Württemberg. The answer had obviously been as gratifying as had been hoped.




  Released by the Duchess Alida ran along the corridors of The Castle.




  She had been housed in the coldest and most uncomfortable wing, occupied by the senior servants. Mary was in a more modern part of the building with a large and comfortable bedroom and sitting room looking South over the garden.




  As Alida expected, her cousin was lying on a chaise longue as she invariably did after luncheon.




  It was in fact the one time of the day when Alida was free from the demands that Mary fired at her unceasingly.




  She entered the sitting room and thought, as she looked at the girl lying against the silk cushions, her feet covered by an embroidered shawl, how lovely she was.




  There was no doubt that Lady Mary Shenley’s golden hair, china-blue eyes and pink and white complexion, combined with almost classical features, made her a perfect example of English beauty.




  Alida closed the door and advanced across the room to her cousin.




  “Aunt Sophie has just told me the wonderful news, Mary! How kind, how very kind you have been in asking that I should accompany you to Russia! I can hardly believe it or tell you how overwhelmed I am.”




  “I thought you would be surprised,” Mary remarked.




  Her voice was hard and somehow not in keeping with the beauty of her face.




  “I cannot think why you have asked for me,” Alida said humbly, “but, whatever the reason, I can only say ‘thank you’.”




  Mary looked at her cousin with something like contempt.




  “Can you really be so stupid?” she asked sneeringly. “I should have thought that it was obvious that I have no wish to take a stranger with me! Someone who would be instructed to watch me and expect me to behave as I have to do here with all that sanctimonious praying and psalm-singing!”




  She gave an unpleasant little laugh.




  “Papa has already given me my first Wedding present. What do you think it is? A Bible!”




  Alida stood listening at her cousin without speaking and Mary went on,




  “If you come with me, you will do as I tell you or else when I am married I will send you back to Papa with such a list of misdeeds that he will whip you insensible.”




  She paused and added,




  “I am not taking you because I have any affection for you, Alida, but because for the first time in my life I am to be free and I intend to enjoy myself!”




  “But do you not enjoy yourself when you go to London?” Alida asked.




  “Are you half-witted?” Mary asked. “How can I with Mama permanently at my elbow watching every step I take and making me repeat every conversation I have with a man?”




  Her lips tightened.




  “She frightens away anyone interesting I might wish to dance with! She never lets me out of her sight! If you think that’s enjoyable, I can assure you that I should find prison more acceptable.”




  “Mary!” Alida gasped, “I had no idea you felt like that!”




  “Why should you?” Mary asked. “I have learnt to behave myself as Mama and Papa would expect when they are present. But thank Heavens, owing to Papa’s arthritis, he cannot accompany me to St. Petersburg and Mama cannot leave him!




  “I am going to get away from them and I intend to use every moment of the time to my advantage!”




  Alida drew a deep breath.




  “Oh Mary, I wish I had known that you felt like that. It makes things seem better – for me.”




  “What do you matter?” Mary asked sharply. “Your goose – was cooked from the moment your father married an actress.”




  “My mother was not an actress,” Alida contradicted. “She was a ballerina. That is a very different thing.”




  “Not as far as Papa is concerned,” Mary answered with truth. “She was a scarlet woman and you are well aware that, just as they will never forgive your father for leaving the Diplomatic Service to marry such a woman, so they will never forgive you for having been born.”




  “Yes, I know – that,” Alida sighed.




  “Therefore you may as well make yourself useful to me and you can show your gratitude to me for getting you away from here, if only for a short while, by doing exactly what I want you to do.”




  “You know I am willing to do so,” Alida replied.




  “That is all I ask,” Mary said, “apart from the fact that I shall expect you to help me with my clothes. Mama insists on my taking that ghastly old Martha with me.”




  She made an exasperated sound and continued,




  “I am sure that it is only because Mama knows Martha will spy on me and report everything I do! Perhaps I can have her quietly buried in the snow when nobody’s looking!”




  Alida gave a little laugh.




  “I think that might be difficult even in Russia!”




  “I am not so certain,” Mary answered. “I have heard that the Russians are pretty ruthless.”




  “What is Prince Vorontski like?”




  Mary shrugged her shoulders.




  “How do I know? I have never seen him.”




  “You have – never – seen him?” Alida could hardly utter the words.




  “No, of course not,” Mary answered. “It is a marriage which has been arranged by Mama and the Grand Duchess Hélène.”




  “But are you not frightened that the Prince may be old and horrible?”




  “Don’t be so ridiculous, Alida!” Mary replied. “Where Royalty is concerned a marriage is always arranged. As it happens, I am told that Prince Vorontski is aged twenty-nine and extremely handsome. He is in fact the Grand Duchess Hélène’s favourite relative and, as you know, she is the aunt of the Czar.”




  “I hope you will be very happy,” Alida said quietly.




  “I cannot believe that the Prince will be more restrictive than Papa,” Mary said. “Even if he is what Mama calls a ‘good’ man, I am sure that we will not have prayers twice a day and Bible readings three times a week.”




  “I believe the Russian Court is very gay,” Alida said.




  “What do you know about it?” Mary asked rudely.




  “I have heard Papa talk of Russia and I have read many books about the country,” Alida answered. “It is a land of great contrasts, immense wealth and terrible poverty.”




  “The poverty will certainly not concern me!” Mary said with a laugh. “The Prince, I understand, is extremely rich and, if he has a number of Palaces, which doubtless he has, then we need not interfere with each other unduly.”




  Alida gave a little gasp.




  “Mary! What would Aunt Sophie say if she could hear you?”




  Mary laughed again.




  “Mama frightens you, does she not? And you have never learned how to handle her as I have. I can see her mark on your cheek. What did you do to annoy her?”




  “I was reading a book,” Alida confessed.




  “I don’t know why you annoy Mama and Papa by reading when they have forbidden it,” Mary said. “I shall not bother with a lot of musty old books. I want to live my life! I want wonderful gowns, endless jewels and to have men, dozens and dozens of them in love with me!”




  “I am sure that will not be difficult, because you are so beautiful,” Alida said in all sincerity.




  Just for a moment Mary’s hard blue eyes seemed to soften a little, but she said,




  “What is the point of being beautiful when we sit here week after week, month after month, year after year, and never meet any men?”




  “You do go to London.”




  “For two months in the year,” Mary retorted. “Two months with Mama! And the year I came out Papa was there as well!




  “I was lectured and prayed over every minute of the day.”




  She gave a humourless laugh.




  “I was even locked in my bedroom at night in case some ardent admirer should creep up three storeys to get at me!”




  As she spoke, Mary rose from the chaise longue and threw the embroidered shawl that had covered her feet down on the floor.




  “It makes me sick even to talk about it,” she cried. “I knew what fun the other girls of my age were having. They have a chance of flirting when they go to a party and of listening to a proposal of marriage! Even of being kissed in an arbour when they sit out at a ball! I might just as well have had a squadron of soldiers guarding me!”




  Automatically Alida picked up the embroidered shawl from the floor, folded it and put it down at the end of the chaise longue.




  “It’s all over now, Mary,” she said. “You are leaving in the week after next.”




  “I know,” Mary said. “Papa would not have let me leave then, were he not afraid of the Russian winter. Oh, pray Heaven nothing will prevent my going!”




  “I am sure that it will be all right,” Alida said optimistically. “Surely we are not travelling alone?”




  “Naturally not, you nincompoop!” Mary replied and now the note of contempt was back in her voice. “The Princess is sending a special chaperone to England to accompany me, and His Majesty the Czar has ordered the Minister for Naval Affairs to escort us.”




  “How very grand!” Alida exclaimed.




  “I expect he is a doddering old Admiral,” Mary answered. “We are travelling in an English Steamer as far as Kiel. There the Royal Yacht, The Ischora, will meet us and take us to St. Petersburg.”




  “I can hardly believe it!” Alida exclaimed. “I cannot credit it that this is really happening! Oh, Mary, how can I thank you?”




  “By behaving yourself until we leave,” Mary answered. “If you put Papa in one of his rages, he is quite likely to refuse to let you come,”




  She saw the fear in Alida’s face and went on,




  “Then I shall have to have that spiteful little beast, Penelope, with me or that horrible Elizabeth Houghton. Mama has always liked her because she soft-soaps her. I would not trust either of them further than I could throw them!”




  Her voice softened a little as she added,




  “So just for once, Alida, agree with everything that Mama says. Be humble and respectful to Papa and for goodness’ sake help Martha to prepare my clothes.”




  “I will, Mary! I will!” Alida purred.




  “I hope you are not coming with me looking like that!” Mary remarked.




  She glanced as she spoke at Alida’s faded and outgrown cotton dress which, because the Duke would spend no money on her, had been patched and darned until the material could hardly stand the needle.




  “Aunt Sophie said that I am to have some new gowns made by Mrs. Harben,” Alida replied in a low voice, “but she wants them to be in grey.”




  Mary threw back her head and laughed.




  “Isn’t that just like Mama?” she said. “You will have to carry your sackcloth and ashes with you, even when we go to Russia! Oh well, I don’t suppose that anyone will notice what you wear. They will all be looking at me!”




  She gave a little sigh of satisfaction and walked across to the mirror to stand looking at her reflection.




  “It’s a good thing, Alida,” she said, “that despite the fact that you are fair, as are all the Shenleys, we don’t compete in any way.”




  “No, of course we do not,” Alida replied. “How could we?”




  “We are cousins, but you don’t even look English,” Mary stated. “You may have your father’s hair, but your eyes have definitely a foreign look.”




  “My mother, as you well know, was Austrian,” Alida said in a low voice.




  “Oh well, I daresay she looked pretty enough when she was pirouetting on the stage,” Mary said. “I wonder how many lovers she had before your Papa came along and she jumped at the chance of marrying an English gentleman!”




  There was a moment’s silence.




  Then, without replying, Alida slipped away.




  She ran down the corridors back to her own room.




  Small, bare and austere though it was, it was in fact the only sanctuary she had – the one place where she could be alone and free from the barbed remarks and the jibes of her relations.




  She closed the door, locked it and threw herself down on the bed to hide her face in the pillow.




  “Oh, Mama, Mama!” she whispered. “How can they say such things about you? How can they believe for a moment that you could be anything but good and as wonderful as I remember you?”




  She wanted to cry, but somehow she forced herself not to shed tears.




  She had cried so often and for so long after her parents had lost their lives.




  But now she had made herself exert an almost superhuman control over her feelings.




  She knew that once she gave in to the continual bombardment of spiteful innuendo, foul accusations and oft-expressed contempt for her mother, she would gradually become the weak, insecure, characterless creature they wished her to be.




  It was her uncle who had attempted to break her spirit on her arrival at The Castle.




  She had answered back, contradicted and defied him when he had defamed her mother.




  He had tried to beat her into submission and soon Alida realised that he enjoyed beating her, not only because he disliked her but also because he was revenging himself on his brother who he believed had damaged the family honour in marrying a ballerina.




  ‘How,’ Alida asked herself, ‘can I ever make my aunt or my uncle understand? The love that Papa and Mama had for each other was so overwhelming, so ecstatic and so beautiful that nothing else in the world was of any consequence.’




  They had loved each other from the moment they met and they had married foreseeing the consequences.




  They were well aware that they would be ostracised by their relations, that her father must leave the Diplomatic Service and it would be best for them to live abroad and out of England.




  None of this had outweighed the wonder that they had found in their love and the complete happiness of their marriage.




  It was only Alida who must suffer for the sins of her parents, who must bear what amounted to almost a vendetta against her in the dark cheerless Castle, which had now become her home.




  With an effort she raised herself from the bed and walked across the room to look in the mirror.




  ‘Mary is right,’ she thought. ‘I don’t look English!’




  Her bones were very small and she had, like her mother, the figure of a dancer moving with a grace that was indescribable. Although her hair was fair and, as Mary had said, all the Shenleys had fair hair, it framed a small heart-shaped face with enormous dark eyes.




  Sometimes Alida’s eyes were grey, sometimes, when she was emotional, they were almost purple in colour, like a pansy. Fringed with dark lashes they formed a strangely arresting contrast to the pale gold of her hair.




  There was something too in her features, perhaps the height of her cheekbones, the tiny straight nose, the curve of her lips that could be entrancing when she smiled, that was also un-English.




  ‘I am a little like Mama,’ Alida thought, and felt a sudden warm glow of relief that she did not in fact resemble her father’s relatives.




  She gave a deep sigh. Ever since she had come to The Castle, she had thought it the darkest, bleakest and unhappiest place that she could ever imagine.




  It seemed to sap her strength and to encroach upon her menacingly like a dark fog so that she could never be free of the misery of it.




  To her mother religion had been a joy and a comfort and to her uncle it meant the harsh threat of hellfire in the hereafter and physical punishment in this world for those he considered sinners.




  As far as Alida could understand, the Duke believed that all goodness was evoked only through fear.




  She turned from the mirror and walked to the small window, which looked North. She did not see the trees, the garden or even the late September sun.




  Instead she was seeing a picture that she had always had in her mind of Russia. Of snow, vast open spaces, of towers, spires and domes – and somewhere deep in the back of her mind as if she half-felt that she had dreamed it, a strange tempestuous music that stirred the senses.




  ‘Oh God,’ she prayed, ‘please don’t let anything prevent me from going on this journey. Please let me escape, if only for a little while!’




  *




  “Have you not finished, Mrs. Harben?” the Duchess asked, sweeping into the sewing room, where the village seamstress was fitting Alida with a grey cotton gown.




  “Very nearly, Your Grace,” Mrs. Harben replied. “It has been a rush to get so many things done so quickly.”




  “I am well aware of that!” the Duchess said sharply, “but her Ladyship leaves tomorrow and I will not pay, Mrs. Harben, for anything that is not completed down to the last button.”




  “No, of course not, Your Grace. They will be done, I promise you. Even if my son has to deliver them at five o’clock tomorrow morning when he goes off to work.”




  The Duchess’s sharp eyes flickered over the gown, which, drab and dull in colour, could not conceal the soft curves of Alida’s young figure.




  “I should have thought that the skirt of this gown was unnecessarily wide,” the Duchess said, as if determined to find fault with something.




  “It’s all the fashion, Your Grace,” Mrs. Harben replied humbly.




  “I am well aware of that, woman,” the Duchess retorted, “but I would not wish my niece to appear ostentatious in any way.”




  “Of course not, Your Grace,” Mrs. Harben agreed. “Do you wish me to take a width out of the skirt?”




  “There is no time for that now,” the Duchess replied. “Mind the gowns are ready, Mrs. Harben, for I will not pay one penny for anything that is not perfect.”




  She went from the room as she spoke, holding her fan in her hand as usual, and Alida was half-surprised that Mrs. Harben had not been given a rap over the knuckles.




  Like herself all the maids in the house were afraid of the fan the Duchess carried winter and summer, not because it ever seemed that she needed to use it to cool herself, but because it constituted a weapon of correction that she did not hesitate to use.




  “Your dresses will be ready, Miss Alida,” Mrs. Harben said as the door closed.




  “I am sure they will, Mrs. Harben, and thank you for working so hard on them. You must have stayed up very late at night.”




  “I wish they’d been a prettier colour, miss. It’s a cryin’ shame that a young lady like you should be garbed in such a dreary hue. Why, the last lady I made a gown for in this colour was over sixty!”




  “At least I have something new,” Alida answered, trying to look on the bright side.




  “I’ll tell you what I have done, miss,” Mrs. Harben said in a conspiratorial whisper. “Since you’ve been so nice to me. I’ve made you some muslin collars and cuffs, which you can sew on yourself when you get away from here. They’ll be real pretty against your skin and will make the gowns seem not so drab.”




  “How very kind of you, Mrs. Harben!” Alida exclaimed.




  “It’s a present, like,” Mrs. Harben said. “And I’d like to give you a present when you’re goin’ on a holiday.”




  “It is a present I accept with every possible gratitude,” Alida said, for she knew that, even if she wished to do so, she would have no money to pay for the collars and cuffs.




  “And for the evenin’ gowns,” Mrs. Harben went on still in a whisper, “I’ve cut them very much lower than Her Grace told me to do. Quite fashionable they are! And I found a bit of soft gauze in my work bag that I used on a dress for Lady Sibley when she was in mournin’.”




  Mrs. Harben glanced at the door as if she was afraid that the Duchess might reappear.




  “I’ve stitched it around the neck of one gown,” she went on, “and it looks quite pretty puffed over the arms.”




  “Oh, Mrs. Harben, that is sweet of you!” Alida cried. “I felt the bodices looked so bare that people would think I had forgotten something.”




  “There’s somethin’ else, miss,” Mrs. Harben murmured in a voice so low that Alida could hardly hear her.




  “What is it?” she enquired.




  “I made Lady Sibley a new crinoline last week and she tells me to throw away her old one. It’s a trifle bent on one side, but if you’d care to have it, miss – ”




  “Mrs. Harben, you are an angel!”




  Worse than knowing how dull and depressing her gowns appeared was the knowledge that she would be a complete frump without a crinoline.




  Mary had a large one of whalebone, which made all her gowns seem to swing alluringly and ravishingly from the waist.




  It transformed the most ordinary dress into a Parisian creation worthy of the beautiful Empress Eugénie, who had introduced the crinoline to the extravagant pleasure-loving world of the Second Empire.




  But the Duchess was adamant when Alida had hesitatingly asked if she could have a small one.




  “Certainly not!” she had said. “They are not for someone in your lowly position. I do not approve of such an outrageous contraption for any lady, but Mary, of course, must be in the fashion.”




  She had looked Alida up and down and added spitefully,




  “Such frivolities are not for those whose lives must be spent in the expiation of former sins.”




  Now out of the big black bag in which Mrs. Harben brought the half-finished gowns to The Castle, she drew the whalebone cage without which in England since 1857 no lady felt correctly garbed.




  “Oh, Mrs. Harben, I could kiss you!” Alida cried.




  “Hide it away quickly, miss. Her Grace would never employ me again if she knew I’d given it to you.”




  “I will carry it to my bedroom under the gowns you’ve finished,” Alida said “and pack it at the bottom of my trunk. But how can I tell you how grateful I am?”




  “You’ll thank me, miss, by havin’ a good time,” Mrs. Harben replied. “And mark my words there’s no one in that there Russia who’ll hold a candle to you, not when you looks happy as if you were enjoyin’ yourself for a change.”




  “I am sure I shall do that,” Alida said. “It will be so wonderful to be abroad again. Besides I have always longed to go to Russia.”




  “Well, now your dream has come true,” Mrs. Harben said. “And perhaps you’ll find yourself a nice husband, just like Lady Mary, and then you won’t have to come home.”




  Alida did not answer.




  Her eyes had darkened as she was remembering a conversation that had taken place the day before.




  They were sitting after dinner in the salon. The Duchess was reiterating once again how lucky Alida was to be travelling to Russia when she might have stayed at home and made herself useful.




  “I am very grateful, Aunt Sophie,” Alida had said in her soft voice with a note of excitement in it. “I am sure that Russia is a very wonderful place and I know quite a lot about the history of the country.”




  “I hope what you know you will keep to yourself!” the Duchess snapped. “Kindly do not try to force your opinions on other people or make stupid remarks that will cause Mary any embarrassment.”
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